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PROLOGUE -- THE MAP OF MOUNT ST. HELENS

A.D. 1733 -- Fall of the Cties (Puppeteer Experinentalist reginme introduces
super conduct or plague to Ri ngworl d)

A.D. 2851 -- First contact: Lying Bastard inpacts R ngworld

A.D. 2878 -- Hot Needle of Inquiry |eaves Canyon

A.D. 2880 -- Hot Needle of Inquiry reaches R ngworld

A D. 2881 -- Ringworld stability restored

A. D. 2882:

The H ndnost danced.

They were dancing as far as the eye could see, beneath a ceiling that was a flat nirror
Tens of thousands of his kind moved in tight patterns that were great nutating curves, heads
cocked high and low to keep their orientation. The clicking of their hooves was a part of the
musi c, |like a hundred thousand castanets.

*Ki ck short, kick past, veer. One eye for your counterpartner. In this novenent and the
next, never glance toward the wall that hides the Brides. Never touch.* For nmillions of years the
conpetition dance, and a w de spectrum of other social vectors, had determ ned who would mate and
who woul d not.

Beyond the illusion of the dance |ooned the illusion of a wi ndow, distant and huge. The
Hi ndnost' s view of Hidden Patriarch was a distraction, a ground-rules hazard, an obstacle within
t he dance. *Extend a head; bow --*

The other three-legged dancers, the vast floor and ceiling, were projections from Hot
Needl e of Inquiry's conputer nmenory. Dancing maintained the Hindnost's skills, his reflexes, his
health. This year had been a time for torpor, for recuperation and contenpl ation; but such states
could change in an instant.

One Earthly year ago, or half of the puppeteer world's archaic year, or forty R ngworld
rotations ... the Hindnost and his alien thralls had found a mle-long sailing ship noored bel ow
the Map of Mars. They had naned it Hi dden Patriarch and set sail, |eaving the H ndnost behind. The
wi ndow i n the Hi ndnost's dance was a real-tinme view fromthe webeye device in Hi dden Patriarch's
fore crow s nest.

VWhat the wi ndow showed was nore real than the dancers.

Chrreee and Louis Wi lolled in the foreground. The H ndnost's servants-in-rebellion both
| ooked a bit the worse for wear. The Hindnost's nedical prograns had restored themboth to youth,
not much nore than two years ago. Young and healthy they still were, but soft and slothful, too.

*H nd kick, touch hooves. Wirl, brush tongues.*

The Great Ccean | ay beneath a sea of fog. Wnd-roiled fog nmade streanline patterns over
the tremendous ship. At the shore the fog piled Iike a breaking wave. Only the crow s nests, six
hundred feet tall, poked above the fog. Far inland, far across the white bl anket, nountain peaks
burst through, nearly black, with glittering peaks.

H dden Patriarch had cone home. The Hi ndnost was about to | ose his alien conpanions.

The webeye picked up voi ces.

Louis Wi: "I"mpretty sure that's Munt Hood, and Mount Rainier there. *That* one | don't
know, but if Munt St. Helens hadn't blown her top near a thousand years ago, that might be it."

Chrreee: "A Ringworld nountain doesn't explode unless you hit it with a neteor.”

"Pre*cise*ly ny point. | think we'll be passing the map of San Francisco Bay inside of ten
hours. The kind of wind and waves that build up on the G eat Ccean, you'll need a decent bay for
your | ander, Chneee. You can start your invasion there, if you don't mnd being conspicuous."

"I like conspicuous." The Kzin stood and stretched, claws extended. Eight feet of fur
ti pped everywhere with daggers, a vision out of nightnmare. The Hindnbst had to renind hinmself that
he faced only a hologram The Kzin and Hi dden Patriarch were 300,000 niles distant fromthe
spacecraft buried beneath the Map of Mars.

*Whirl, forefeet glide left, step left. Ignore the distraction.*

The Kzin sat again. "This ship is fated, don't you think? Built to invade the Map of
Earth. Pirated by Teela after she becane a protector, to invade the Map of Mars and the Repair
Center. Now Hi dden Patriarch returns to invade the Earth again."
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Wthin the H ndnmost's crippled interstellar spacecraft, a rising, cooling w nd bl ew
t hrough the cabin. The dance noved faster now Sweat soaked the Hi ndnpost's elegantly coiffed mane
and rolled down his |egs.

The wi ndow gave himnore than visible light. By radar he could see the great bay, south by
the map's orientation, and a crust of cities the archaic kzinti had built around its shore. The
curve of a planet would have hidden that fromhim

Louis said, "I"'mgoing to mss you."

For a few moments it mght be that his conpani on hadn't heard. Then the great mass of
orange fur spoke without turning. "Louis. Over there are lords | can defeat and mates to bear ny
children. *There* is ny place. Not yours. Over there, hominids are slaves, and they're not quite

your species, either. You should not cone, | should not stay."
"Did | say different? You go, | stay. |I'mgoing to m ss you."
"But agai nst your intellect.”
"Eh."
Chreee said, "Louis, | heard a tale of you, years ago. | nust learn the truth of it."
"Say on."

"After we returned to our worlds, after we gave over the puppeteer ship to be studied by
our respective governnents, Chtarra-Ritt invited you to nake free of the hunting park outside
Bl ood- of - Chwaranbr City. You were the first alien ever to enter that place other than to die. You
spent two days and a night within the grounds. What was it |ike?"

Louis was still on his back. "Mostly | loved it. Mstly for the honor, | think, but every
so often a man has to test his luck."

"We heard a tale, the next night at Chtarra-Ritt's banquet."

"What did you hear?"

“You were in the inner quadrant, anmong the inports. You found a val uable ani mal --

Louis sat bolt upright. "A white Bengal tiger! 1'd found this nice green forest nesting in
all that red and orange kzinti plant life, and | was feeling kind of safe and cozy and nostal gic.
Then this -- this lovely-but-oh-futz *naneater* stepped out of the bushes and | ooked nme over

Chneee, he was your size, maybe ei ght hundred pounds, and underfed. Sorry, go on."

"What is it? Bengal tiger?"

"Sonet hing of ours, fromEarth. An ancient eneny, you could say."

"W were told that you stepped briskly past it to pick up a branch. Confronted the tiger
and brandi shed the branch |i ke a weapon and said, 'Do you renmenber?' The tiger turned away and
left.”

"Yeah."
"Why did you do that? Do tigers tal k?"
Loui s | aughed. "I thought he might go away if | didn't act like prey. If that didn't work,

I thought | might whack himon the nose. There was this splintered tree, and a hardwood branch
that | ooked just right for a club. And I talked to himbecause a Kzin mght be |istening. Being
killed as an inept tourist in the Patriarch's hunting park would be bad enough. Dying as
whi npering prey, *nyet*."

"Did you know the Patriarch had set you a guard?"

"No. | thought there nmight be nonitors, caneras. | watched the tiger go. Turned around and
was nose-to-nose with an arned Kzin. | junped half out of ny skin. Thought he was another tiger."

"He said he alnost had to stun you. You challenged him You were ready to club him"

"He said stun?"”

"He did."
Louis Wi | aughed. "He had an ARM stunner with a builtup handle. Your Patriarchy never
| earned how to make mercy weapons, so they have to buy themfromthe United Nations, | guess. |

set nyself to swing the club. He *dropped* the gun and extended his claws, and | saw he was a
Kzin, and | |aughed."

" How?"

Louis threw his head back and | aughed, nmouth wi de, all teeth showi ng. Froma Kzin that
woul d have been a direct chall enge, and Chneee's ears went quite flat.

"Hahahahah! | couldn't help it. |I was tanj lucky. He *wasn't* about to stun ne. He'd have
killed me with one swipe of his claws, but he got hinself under control."

"Either way, an interesting story."

"Chneee, a notion has crossed ny mind. If we could get off the Ringworld, you d want to
return as Chneee, wouldn't you?"

"Little chance that | would be known. The Hi ndnbst's rejuvenation treatnent erased ny
scars, too. | would seemlittle older than nmy ol dest son, who nust now be managi ng ny estates."
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"Yeah. And the Hi ndnost night not cooperate --"

"I would not ask!"

"Wuld you ask ne?"

Chneee said, "I would not need to."

"I hadn't quite realized that the Patriarch m ght accept the word of Louis Wi as to your
identity. But he would, wouldn't he?"

"I believe he woul d, Speaker-to-Tigers. But you have chosen to die."

Louis snorted. "Ch, Chneee, |I'mdying no faster than you are! |'ve got another fifty
years, likely enough, and Teela Brown *sl agged* the H ndnost's magi cal medical w dgetry."

That, the H ndnpost thought, was quite enough of that!

"He must have his own nmedical facilities on the command deck," the Kzin said.

"W can't get to those."

"And t he kitchen had nedical prograns, Louis."

"And 1'd be begging froma puppeteer.”

Yet an interruption mght infuriate them Perhaps a distraction?

The speech of the puppeteers was nore concise and flexible than any hunan or kzinti
tongue. The Hi ndnost whistle-chirped a few phrases: {comand [] dance [] drop one level in
complexity [] again [] go to webeye six Hi dden Patriarch [] transnit/receive [] send visual

sound, no snell, no texture, stunner off}. "Chneee, Louis --"
They both junped, then rolled to their feet, staring.
"Do | interrupt? | desire to show you certain pictures."

For a nonment they sinply watched the dance. The H ndnost coul d guess how silly he nust
| ook. Grins were spreading across both faces; though Louis's neant |aughter and Chneee's neant
anger. "You' ve been spying," Chneee said. "How?"

"Look up. Don't destroy it, Chmeee, but | ook above your head at the nast that supports the
radi o antenna. Just at the reach of your claws --"

The alien faces expanded hugely. Louis said, "Like a bronze spiderweb with a bl ack spider
at the center. Fractal pattern. Hard to see ... hard to see where it stops, too. | thought sone
Ri ngworl d insect was spinning these."

The Hindnost told them "It's a canera, nicrophone, tel escope, projector, and sone ot her
tools, too. It sprays on. |I've left themin various places, not just this ship. Louis, can you
sunmmon your guests?" Wiittle: {command [] locate City Builders}. "I have sonmething to show you.
They should see this, too."

"What you're doing, it looks alittle like Tai Kwon Do," Louis said.

{Comuand [] Seek: Tai Kwon Do}.

The information surfaced. A fighting style. Ridiculous: his species never fought. The
H ndnost said, "I don't want to lose ny nuscle tone. The unexpected al ways cones at the nopst
awkward tines." A second wi ndow opened anbng the dancers: the City Builders were preparing a neal
in the huge kitchen. "You nmust see --"

Chrneee' s cl aws sw ped at the puppeteer's eyes. Wndow Six blinked white and cl osed.

*Ki ck. Weave past the Monent's Leader. Stand. Shift a millineter; stand. Patience.*

Avoid himthey night. They had avoided himfor ten hours now, and for half an archaic year
before that; but they had to eat.

The wooden tabl e was tremendous, the size of a kzinti banquet. A year ago the H ndnost had
had to turn down the olfactory gain in the webeye, for the stench of old blood rising fromthe
table. The snell was fainter now Kzinti tapestries and crudely carved frescoes had been renoved,
too bl oody for the hom nids' taste. Sone had been noved to Chneee's cabin.

The snell of roasting fish was heavy on the air. Kawaresksenjaj ok and Har kabeeparol yn were
doing things in the nakeshift kitchen

Their infant daughter seemed happy enough at one end of the table itself. At the other
end, the raw half of a huge fish awaited the Kzin's pl easure.

Chneee eyed the fish. "Your luck was good," he approved. H's eyes roved the ceiling and
wal | s. He found what he sought: a glittering fractal spiderweb just under the great orange bulb at
the apex of the done.

The City Builders entered, w ping their hands. Kawaresksenjaj ok, a boy not nuch past
adol escence; Harkabeeparolyn, his mate, some years ol der; both quite bald across the crowns of
their heads, their hair descending to cover their shoul der bl ades. Harkabeeparol yn picked up the
baby and gave it suck. Kawaresksenjajok said, "W |ose you soon."

Chneee said, "W have a spy. | thought as rmuch, but now we know it. The puppeteer placed
caneras anpong us."
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The boy | aughed at his anger. "W would do the same to him To seek know edge is natural!"”

“"In less than a day | will be free of the eyes of the puppeteer. Kawa, Harkee, | will miss
you greatly. Your conpany, your know edge, your skewed wi sdom But my thought will be m ne alone!"”

I"'mlosing themall, the H ndnpbst thought. Survival suggests that | build a road to take
them back to ne. He said, "Folk, will you give ne an hour to entertain you?"

The City Builders gaped. The Kzin grinned. Louis Wi said, "Entertain ... sure."

“"I'f you'll turn off the light?"

Louis did that. The puppeteer whistle-sang. He was | ooking through the display, watching
their faces

Were the webeye had been, now they saw a wi ndow. a view through bl owi ng rain, down past
the rimof a vast plate. Far bel ow, pale humanoi d shapes swarned in their hundreds. They seened
gregarious enough. They rubbed agai nst each other without hostility, and here and there they nated
wi t hout seeking privacy.

"This is present tine,"'
restored the Ringworld's orbit."

Kawar esksenj aj ok said, "Vanpires. Flup, Harkee, have you ever seen so nmany toget her?"

Loui s asked, "Wel|?"

"Before | brought our probe back to the Geat Ccean. | used it to spray webeyes. You're
seeing that region we first explored, on the highest structure | could find, to give nme the best
view Alas for my view, rain and cloud have obscured it ever since. But, Louis, you can see that
there is life here."

"Vanpires."

"Kawar esksenj aj ok, Har kabeeparolyn, this is to port of where you |lived. Can you see that
life is thriving here? You could return.”

The wonman was waiting, postponing judgnment. The boy was torn. He said a word in his own
| anguage, untransl atabl e.

"Don't prom se what you can't deliver," said Louis W.

"Loui s, you have evaded me ever since we saved the Ri ngworld. A ways you speak as if we
turned a bl owtorch hundreds of thousands of miles across on inhabited terrain. |'ve questioned
your nunbers. You don't listen. See for yourself, they still livel"

"Wonderful ," Louis said. "The vanmpires lived through it!"

“"More than vanpires. Watch." The H ndnost whistled; the view zoomed on di stant nountai ns.

Thirty-odd hom ni ds marched through a pass between peaks. Twenty-one vampires; six of the
smal | red-skinned herders they'd seen on their last visit; five of a bigger, darker hom nid
creature; two of a snall-headed variety, perhaps not sapient. Al of the prey were naked, and none
were trying to escape. They were tired but joyful. Each menber of another species had a vanpire

the Hindnost said. "I've been nonitoring this site since we

conmpanion. Only a few vanpires wore clothing against the chill and the rain. The clothing was
clearly borrowed, cut to fit sonmething other than what wore it.

Vanpires weren't sapient at all, or so the H ndnost had been told. He wondered if aninmals
woul d keep slaves or livestock ... but never mind. "Louis, Chneee, do you see? Here are other
species, also alive. | even saw a City Builder once."

Louis Wi said, "I don't see cancer and | don't see nmutations, but they nust be there.

H ndnost, | got ny information from Teela Brown. Teela was a protector, brighter than you and ne.
One and a half trillion deaths, she said."

The Hi ndnost said, "Teela was intelligent, but | see her as human, Louis. Even after her
change: human. Hunmans don't look directly at danger. Puppeteers you call cowards, but not to | ook
is cowardice --"

“"Drop it. It's been a year. Cancers can take ten or twenty. Mitations take a whole
generation."

"Protectors have their limts! Teela had no notion of the *power* of ny computers. You
left me to make the adjustnents, Louis --"

"*Drop* it."

“I will continue to |look," the puppeteer said.

* % %

The Hi ndnost danced. The marat hon woul d continue until he made a mi stake. He was pushing
hi msel f toward exhaustion; his body would heal and then grow strong.

He had not bothered to eavesdrop through the aliens' dinner. Chneee had not sl ashed the
webeye, but they woul d not speak secrets in its view

They need not. A year past, while his notley crew was still trying to settle the natter of
Teela Brown and the Ringworld's instability, the Hindnost's flying probe had sprayed webeyes al
over Hidden Patriarch
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He woul d rather have been concentrating on the dance.

Ti me enough for that. Chmeee woul d be gone soon. Louis would revert to silence. In another
year he, too, mght |eave the ship, |eave the H ndnost's control. The City Builder librarians ..
wor k on thenf

They were lost to himalready, in a sense. The Hi ndnost controlled Needl e's nedical
facilities. If they saw that he used his power for extortion, they saw nothing but the truth. But
he had been too direct. Chnmeee and Louis had both refused nmedical attention

They were wal ki ng briskly down a shadowed corridor, Louis Wi and Chneee. Reception was
poor in so little light, but they wouldn't see the web. The H ndnost caught only part of the
di al ogue. He played it back several tines afterward.

Loui s: "-- dom nance gane. The H ndnpbst *has* to control us. We're too close to him we
coul d conceivably hurt him"
Chneee: "l've tried to see a way."

Loui s: "How hard? Never mind. He left us alone for a year, then interrupted hinself in the
m ddl e of an exercise routine. Wiy bother? Nothing about that broadcast | ooked urgent.”

Chneee: "I know how *you* think. He overheard us, didn't he? If | can return to the
Patriarchy, | won't need the H ndnbst to recover ny properties. | have you. You do not exact a
price."

Loui s: "Yeah."

The Hi ndnost considered interrupting. To say what?

Chrreee: "By ny lost lands he controlled nme, but how did he control you? He had you by the
Wi re, but you gave up your addiction. The autodoc in the | ander was destroyed, but surely the
kitchen has a programto nake boosterspice?"

"Li kely enough. For you, too."

Chrmeee disnissed that with a wave. "But if you allow yourself to grow old, he has
not hi ng. "

Loui s nodded.

"But would the Hi ndnost believe you? To a puppeteer ... | do not insult you. |I'msure you
speak the truth, Louis. But to a puppeteer, to let yourself growold is suicide."

Loui s nodded, silent.

"I's this justice for a trillion nurders?"

Loui s woul d have broken off conversation on another night. He said, "Justice for us both.
| die of old age. The Hi ndnost loses his thralls ... loses control of his environnment."

"But if they |ived?"

"I'f they lived. Yeah. The Hi ndnost did the actual programming. | couldn't go into that
section of the Repair Center. It was infested with tree-of-life. | made it possible for *hint to
spray a plasma jet fromthe sun across five percent of the Ringworld. If he didn't do that, then
*I* can ... live. So the H ndnpst owns nme again. And that's inportant, if *I'nt the reason he
doesn't own *you*."

"Ex*act*ly."

"So show Louis an old recording and say it's a |live broadcast --"

The wi nd was rising, gusts drowning the voices. Chneee: "Wat if ... nunbers ..."

H ndnost to drop it ..."
brain is aging faster than the rest of you!" The Kzin | ost patience, dropped to al
fours and bounded away down the deck. It didn't matter. They were out of range.

The Hi ndnost screaned |like the world' s biggest espresso device tearing itself apart.

In his screamwere pitches and overtones no creature of Earth or Kzin could hear, with
harnoni cs that held considerable infornmation. Lineages for two species barely out of the veldt,
down fromthe trees. Designs for equipnment that would cause a sun to flare, then cause the flare
to lase, a cannon of Ri ngworld scale. Specs for conputer equipnent niniaturized to the quantum
| evel , sprayed across the Hindnost's cabin like a coat of paint. Prograns of vast resiliency and
power .

*You twisted rejects from hal f-savage, hal f-sapient breeds! Your pitiful protector, your
| uck-bred Teela, hadn't the flexibility or the understanding, but you don't even have the wit to
listen. | saved themall! |, with software fromnmny ship!*

One shriek and the Hi ndnost was cal magain. He hadn't missed a step. *Back one, bow, while
the Monent's Leader engages the Brides in quadret: a chance to get a drink of water, badly
needed. * One head | owered to suck, one raised to watch the dance: sonetimes there were variations.

Was Louis Wi going senile? So quickly? He was well over two hundred years ol d.

Boost erspi ce had kept sonme humans hal e and sapient for half a thousand years, sonetinmes nore. But
wi t hout his nedical benefits, Louis Wi nmight age fast.
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And Chneee woul d be gone.

No matter. The Hi ndnbst was in the safest place imginable. H s ship was buried in cubic
m |l es of cool ed magnma near the center of the Ringworld Repair Center. Nothing was urgent. He could
wait. There were the librarians. Sonething would change ... and there was the dance.

PART ONE -- THE SHADOW NEST

CHAPTER ONE -- A WAR OF SCENTS

A. D. 2892:

Cloud covered the sky like a gray stone plate. The yellow grass had a wilted | ook: too
much rain, not enough sun. No doubt the sun was straight overhead and the Arch was still in place,
but Valavirgillin hadn't seen either for twenty days now.

The cruisers rolled through an endl ess drizzle, through high grass, on wheels as tall as a
man. Val a and Kay rode the steering bench; Barok rode above them as gunner. Barok's daughter Forn
was asl eep under an awni ng.

Any day now -- any hour --

Sabar okaresh pointed. "Is that what you' ve been | ooking for?"

Val avirgillin stood up in her seat. She could just see where the vastness of grass turned
to a vastness of stubble.

Kaywer brimmi s said, "They |leave this pattern. W'l be seeing sentries or a harvesting
party. Boss, | don't understand how you knew they'd be Grass G ants here. |'ve never been this far
to starboard nyself. You, you're fromCenter Cty? That's a hundred daywal ks to port."

"Wrd came to nme," Valavirgillin said

He didn't ask nore. A nerchant's secrets were her own.

They rolled into the stubble and turned. The cruisers rolled faster now Stubble to right,
shoul der-high grass to the left. Far ahead, birds were wheeling and diving. Big dark birds:
scavengers.

Kaywer bri nm s touched his handguns for reassurance. Mizzle-loading, the barrel as long as
his forearm Bi g Sabarokaresh eased back into the turret. The top of the payl oad shell housed the
cannon, and that m ght be needed. The ot her wagons were swinging left and right, covering Kay's
wagon so that he could investigate in safety.

The birds wheel ed away. They'd | eft black feathers everywhere. Twenty big birds, gorged
until they could hardly fly. What night feed so many?

Bodies. Little homnids with pointy skulls, lying sone in stubble, sone in uncut grass,
stripped of nost of their neat. Hundreds! They m ght have been children, but the children anong
them were even smal |l er

Val a | ooked for clothing. In strange terrain you never knew whi ch honi nids m ght be
intelligent.

Sabar okar esh dropped to earth, gun in hand. Kaywerbrinmmis hesitated; but nothing sudden
popped out of the grass, and he foll owed. Foranayeedli popped a sl eepy head through the w ndow and
gaped. She was a girl of sixty falans or so, just reaching mating age.

"Since last night," Kay said presently.

The snell of corruption wasn't strong yet. If Ghouls hadn't arrived before the birds, then
these victins nust have been slain near dawn. Vala asked, "How did they die? If this is |loca
Grass G ant practice, we want none of it."

"This coul d' ve been done by birds. Cracked bones, see? But cracked by big beaks, for
marrow. These are d eaners, Boss. See, this is howthey dress, in feathers. They follow the
harvesters. The d eaners hunt sneerps, firedots, anything that digs. Cutting the grass exposes the
burrows. "

-- Feathers, right. These feathers were black and red and purpl e-green, not just black
"So what happened here?"

Forn said, "I know that snell."

Beneath the corruption: what? Something famliar, not itself unpleasant ... but it nade
For anayeedl i uneasy.

Val avirgillin had hired Kaywerbrimis to |lead the caravan because he was | ocal, because he
seermed conpetent. The rest were his people. None had ever been this far to starboard.

Val a knew nore of this place than any of them... if she was right about where she was.

* k%

"Well, where are they?"
"Wat chi ng us, maybe," Kay said.
Val a could see a long way from her perch at the bow of the cruiser. The veldt was flat,
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the yell ow grass was chopped short. Gass G ants stood seven and eight feet tall. Were grass
stood half their height, could they hide in that?

The traders pulled their cruisers into a triangle. Their mdday dinner was fruit and roots
fromstores on the running boards. They cooked sone local grass with the roots. They'd caught no
fresh neat.

They took their time. Mst honinids were nore approachable after feeding. If Grass G ants
t hought |i ke Machi ne People, they would | et strangers eat before they made contact.

No anbassador cane. The caravan rolled on

Three cruisers rolled sluggishly across the veldt with no animal to pull them Big square
wooden pl atforns rode four wheels at the corners; the notor, centered aft, turned two nore drive
wheel s. The cast-iron payl oad shell rode ahead of the notor, like an iron house with a fat
chimmey. Big leaf springs were under the bow, under the steering bench. A savage nm ght wonder at
the tower on the payl oad housi ng, but what would he think if he had never seen a cannon?

Har m ess.
Shapes the color of the golden grass, shapes too big to be nen: two big humanoi ds wat ched
fromthe crest of a far hill. Vala saw them only when one turned and | oped away across the vel dt.

The other ran along the crest, toward where the cruisers would cross.

He waited in their path, watching themcone. He was nearly the color of the golden grass:
gol den skin, golden mane. Big. Armed with a great curved sword.

Kaywer bri mmis wal ked to neet the giant. Valavirgillin set the cruiser following himlike a
friendly ridebeast.

Di stance put strange twists in the trade dialect. Kaywerbrimms had tried to teach Vala
sonme of the variations in pronunciation, new words and altered neani ngs. She listened now, trying
to make out what Kay was sayi ng.

"We conme in peace ... intend to trade ... Farsight Trading ... rishathra?"

The giant's eyes flicked back and forth while Kay tal ked. Back and forth between their
jaws, Forn and Vala and Kay and Barok. The gi ant was anused.

H s face was hairier than any Machine Person's! Pretty Forn's jawine fringe of beard just
growi ng, just long enough to take a curl at the corners. Vala's was turning el egantly white, two
points at the chin. Qher honinids were too often distracted by Machi ne Peopl e beards, especially
on the wonen.

The giant waited out Kay's chattering, then strode past himand took a seat on the
cruiser's running board. He | eaned agai nst the payload shell and i mediately jerked away fromthe
hot nmetal. Recovered his dignity and waved the cruiser forward.

Bi g Barok held his post above the giant. Forn clinbed up beside her father. She was tall
too, but the giant made them both took stunted.

Kaywer bri mmi s asked, "Your canp, that way?"

The giant's dialect was | ess conprehensi ble. "Yes. Cone. You want shelter. W want
warriors."

"How do you practice rishathra?” It was the first thing any trader would want to know, and
any beta male, too, if these were |like Grass G ants el sewhere

The giant said, "Cone quick, else learn too much of rishathra."

"What ?"

"Vanpires."

Forn's eyes w dened. "That snell!"

Kay smiled, seeing not a threat, but an opportunity. "I am Kaywerbrinms. Here are
Valavirgillin, ny patron, and Sabarokaresh and Foranayeedli. In the other cruisers they are

Machi ne Peopl e, too. W hope to persuade you to join our Enpire.”

“I am Paroom Qur |eader you nust address as Thurl."

Vala let Kay do the talking. Grass G ant sword-scythes had too little reach. Farsight
Tradi ng's guns woul d make short work of a vanpire attack. That should inpress the Bull, and then --
busi ness.

* % %

Grass G ants, scores of them were pulling wagons filled with grass through the gap in a
wal | of heaped earth.

"This isn't normal," Kaywerbrimmis said. "Grass G ants don't build walls."

Paroom heard. "W had to learn. Forty-three falans ago the Reds were fighting us. W
| earned walls fromthem™

Forty-three falans was 430 rotations of the star patterns, where the sky rotated every
seven and a half days. In forty falans Valavirgillin had nade herself rich, had mated, had carried
four children, then ganbled her wealth away. These | ast three falans she had been traveling.
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Forty-three falans was a long tine.

She asked or tried to ask, "Was that when the cl ouds cane?"

"Yes, when the old Thurl boiled a sea."

Yes! This was the place she sought.

Kaywerbrim s [sic -- should be Kaywerbrimms] shrugged it off as |ocal superstition. "How
| ong have you had vanpires?"

Paroom sai d, "Always there are some. In this last few falans, suddenly they are
everywhere, nore every night. This nmorning we found nearly two hundred G eaners, all dead. Tonight
they will hunger again. The walls and our crossbows hold them back. Here," said the sentry, "bring
your wagons through the gap and prepare themto fight."

They had *crossbows*?

And the light was going.

* k%

It was crowded inside the walls. Grass G ant nen and wonen were unl oadi ng their wagons,
pausi ng frequently to eat of the grass. They | ooked up as the Machi ne Peopl e noved anong them
they gaped, then returned to work. Had they ever seen self-propelled cruisers? But vanpires were a
nore urgent concern

Already nen in leather arnor lined the wall. Qthers were heaping earth and stones to cl ose
t he gap.

Vala could feel the Grass G ants staring at her beard.

She coul d count roughly a thousand of them as many wonen as men. But women out nunbered
the nen anong Grass G ants el sewhere, and she didn't see *any* children. Add a few hundred nore
then, for wonen tending children sonewhere in the buil dings.

A great alien silver shape strode down the slope to neet them

It lifted its crested helmto reveal a golden mane. The Thurl was the biggest of G ass
G ant males. The arnor he wore bul ged at every joint; he |ooked |like no honminid Vala had ever
seen.

"Thurl,"” Kaywerbrimms said carefully, "Farsight Trading has cone to help."

"Good. \What are you, Machi ne Peopl e? W hear of you."

"Qur Enpire is mghty, but we spread through trade, not war. W hope to persuade your
peopl e to nmake fuel for us, and bread, and other things. Your kind of grass can make good bread;
you might like it yourselves. In return we can show you wonders. The | east are our guns. These
handguns, they'll reach farther than your crossbows. For close work we have flaners --"

"Killing-things, are they? Qur good |luck that you have cone. Yours, too, to reach cover.
You shoul d nove your guns to the wall now "

“"Thurl, the big guns are nounted on the cruisers."

The wal |l stood twi ce the height of a Machine Person. But Valavirgillin remenbered a | oca
word. "Ranp. Thurl, is there a ramp that leads up the wall? WII it carry our cruisers?"

The day's colors were turning charcoal -gray. It was starting to rain. Far above these
cl ouds, the shadow of night nmust have nearly covered the sun

And there wasn't any ranp, until the Thurl bellowed his orders. Then all the huge nul es
and fenmal es broke fromtheir | abor and began noving earth.

Val a noted one woman cli nmbi ng, guiding, shouting. Big, mature, with a voice to shatter
rocks. She caught a name: Monwa. Perhaps the Thurl's primary wife.

Met al payl oad shell and netal notor, and wi de tinmber running boards a hand thick: a
crui ser was heavy. The ranp tended to crunble. The cruisers went up one by one, with the wal
brushing their right sides and ten Gass Gant males lifting and steadying on the |eft. How woul d
they get the cruisers *down*?

The top was as wide as a crui ser wheel base. Sentries guided them "Face your weapons
starboard-spin. Vanpires cone fromthere."

The wagonnasters placed their vehicles, then net to confer. Kay asked, "Wand, Anth, what
do you think? Shrapnel in the cannon? They nmi ght bunch up. They often do."

Anthrantillin said, "Have the giants gather sone gravel. Save our shot. This will be
handgun work, though. Spread out?"

Whander not htee said, "That's what the giants want."

"Me, too," Kaywerbrimis said

Val a said, "The Grass G ants have crossbows. Wiy are they worri ed? Crossbows won't have
the reach of guns, but they'll outreach vanpire scent.”

The wagonnmasters | ooked at each other. Anth said, "G ass eaters --"

"Ch, no. Elsewhere they're considered scary fighters," Wand said.

Nobody answer ed.
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VWhander not htee's cruiser and Anthrantillin's rolled off in opposite directions. They were
almost invisible in the rain and dark before the Grass G ant warriors stopped them

Kaywer bri mm s said, "Barok, you on the cannon, but keep your guns handy. |'m on handguns.
Forn, reload." She was too young to be trusted to do nore. "Boss, do you like the flaner?"

Val a said, "They'll never get that close. | throw pretty good, too."

"Fl aner and fistbonbs, then. | hope we do get to use the flaner. It'd help if we could

show t hem anot her use for al cohol. Grass G ants don't need our fuel, they pull their own wagons.
Vanpires aren't intelligent, are they?"

"The ones near Center City aren't."

Forn said, "In nost |anguages it's *vanpires*, not *Vanpires*. They take the prefix for
ani mal s. "

Language wasn't Kay's interest. "Do they charge, Boss? One big wave?"

"I only fought vanpires once."

"That's one nmore than nme. | hear stories. What was it |ike?"

"I was the only survivor,"” Valavirgillin said. "Kay? Just stories? Do you know enough to
use towel s and fuel ?"

Kay's brow furrowed. "What?"

-- and Val a's head whi pped around at a sentry's bass call

Al was shadows now, and a sound that m ght be wind through taut cords, and the whi sper of
crossbows. The Grass G ants were being chary of their bolts. Bullets weren't replaceable, either
where there was no client race to nmake nore.

Val a couldn't see anything yet. For the Grass Gants it would be no darker, but these
pl ains were their honme. A crossbhow whi spered, and sonething pale stood up and fell over. The wi nd
pi cked up ... that wasn't wi nd.

Song.

"Look for white," Forn called unnecessarily. Kay fired, changed guns, fired.

It was well that the cruisers were spaced far apart. The flash of their handguns was
blinding. Vala thought it over, while the fire balloons in her eyes faded. Then she rolled under
the cruiser and pulled the flamer and the net bag of fistbhonbs after. Let the cruiser shield her
eyes fromthe flash

And the cannon?

They were firing around her. Her sight was back. There, a pale honinid shape. Another. She
could see twenty and nore! One fell, and the rest backed away. Already nost of them nust be beyond
crossbow range. Their song plucked at her nerves.

"Cannon, " Barok comented, and she cl osed her eyes just as he fired.

Fire was trying to light in the stubble. There were pale bodies, six ... eight. Thirty or
forty vanpires stood in plain view, still in gun range, she thought.

Wy woul d men with crossbows fear vanpires? Because nobody had ever seen so many vanpires
t oget her!

It was bizarre, insane. How could so many feed thensel ves?

H gh Rangers Trading Group had died in a tower in a deserted city, forty-three fal ans ago
H gh Rangers had fought no nore than fifteen, that night. Killed no nore than eight. Al the rest
had died, and only a fluke had saved Valavirgillin.

She renmenbered the song wafting up fromthe street. The vanpires pal e, naked, beautiful
The terror. High Rangers had fired fromtenth-floor w ndows, and posted sentries down al ong the
stairwell. One by one the sentries had di sappeared, and then --

Kay said, "The wind's blowing right."

Bar ok said, "Cannon."

She cl enched her eyelids against the flash. Barok's cannon roared, then one fromfarther
away, barely heard.

Barok's voice was faint. "They could circle."

"They' re not sapient," Kay said.

To left, another distant cannon fired. To right, another

Vanpires carried no tools, wore no clothing. Reach into the lovely wealth of ash-bl ond
hair on a vanpire's corpse: you would find too nuch hair around a small, flat skull. They built no
cities, forned no armes, invented no encircling novenents.

But the warriors on the wall were buzzing anong thensel ves, pointing, firing bolts into
the dark to spin and starboard and anti spin.

"Kay? They've got noses."

Bar ok | ooked down. Kay said, "What?"

"They don't have a battle plan," Valavirgillin said. "They're just avoiding the snell of
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fifteen hundred Grass G ants served by a primtive sewer system It's the same snell that brought
them here! When they get upwi nd of that, the smell won't bother them anynore. And then *we'll* be
downwi nd from *t hent."

“"I"1l get Whandernothtee to nove his cruiser around,"” Barok said, and ran

Val a bellowed after him "Cdoth and al cohol!"

He canme back. "What ?"

"Pour fuel into a towel, just a splash. Tie it around your face. It keeps the scent out.
Tell Whand!"
Kay spoke from overhead. "I still have targets here. Boss, they're not in throw ng range

*You* go tell Anth to nove. Tell himabout towels and fuel. Then the Grass G ants m ght not know,
ei ther. Boss? Renenber | wanted to show t hem some use for fuel ?"

*|diot*. She splashed a towel for herself and took two nore with her. This could turn
urgent.

In the dark, with a drop on either side, she had to watch her footing. It had stopped
rai ning. The song of the vanpires rode the wi nd. She breathed al cohol fumes fromthe towel around
her face. It nmade her dizzy.

She heard distantly, "Cannon." C osed her eyes, waited for the roar, wal ked on toward a
square shadow. She called, "Anthrantillin!"

"He's busy, Vala." Taratarafasht's voice.

"He'll be very busy, Tarfa. The vanps are circling round. Get your towels out, splash them
with fuel, tie themover your nouths. Then nove the truck a sixth around the arc."

"Val avirgillin, | take ny orders fromAnthrantillin."

Fool woman. "Get the cruiser into place or you can both tell it to the Giouls. Get a towe
on Anth, too. But first give ne a fuel jar for the giants."

Pause. "Yes, Valavirgillin. Do you have enough towel s?"

* k%

The fuel jar was heavy. Valavirgillin was terribly conscious of the weapons she wasn't
hol di ng. When the bi g shape | ooned before her, she was enbarrassingly relieved.

The Grass G ant didn't turn. "How goes the defense, Valavirgillin?"

Vala said, "They're circling us. You'll smell themin a mnute. Tie this --"

"*Fowh*! What stink is that?"

“"Al cohol. It nobves our cruisers, but it may save us. Tie this around your neck."

The guard didn't nove, didn't look at her. He wouldn't insult an alien guest. So:
*Valavirgillin has not spoken.*

She didn't have tine for games. "Point nme toward the Thurl."

"Gve me the cloth.”

She threw it to hi munderhand. He snorted in disgust, but he was tying it around his neck
He pointed then, but she'd already seen the shine of the Bull's arnor.

* k%

The Bull | ooked at the cloth in her hands even as he backed away fromthe stink. "But
why ?"

“You don't *know* about vanpires?"

"Stories come to us. Vanpires die easily enough, and they don't *think*. As for the rest

shoul d the cloth cover our ears?"

"Wy, Thurl ?"

"So that they cannot sing us to our deaths.”

"Not sound. Snell!"

"Smel | ?"

Grass G ants weren't idiots, but ... they'd been unlucky. First sonmebody has to live
through a vanpire attack. Even if a child survives, he won't know why the adults all went away.
She, Kay, *soneone* should have raised this subject, no matter the rush.

"Vanpires put out a mating scent, Thurl. Your lust rises and your brain turns off and you
*go*."

"The stink of your fuel, it cures the problen? But isn't there another problen? W hear of
you Machi ne People and your enpire of fuel. You persuade other hom nid species to nmake al cohol for
your wagons. They learn to drink it. They lose interest in work and play and life itself, anything
but the fuel, and they die young."

Val a | aughed. "Vanpire scent does all of that before you can take a hundred breaths."
Still, the Thurl had a point. *Do we want crossbowren drunk while vanpires circle the wall ?*

"I's fuel better? Try strong herbs?"

"When can you pick these herbs? | have fuel now, not tonorrow "
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The Bull turned from her and began bell owi ng orders. Mst of the males were on the wal
now, but women began runni ng. Bal es of cloth appeared. Wnen clinbed up the wall and al ong the top
to the cruisers. Vala waited with what patience she could nuster

The Bull roared, "Cone!" He entered an earthen building, the second | argest.

It was fabric stretched over the top of a dirt wall and one central pole. Here were tal
heaps of dried grass, but other plants too, a thousand scents. The Bull crushed | eaves under her
nose. She shied back. A different |eaf; she sniffed gingerly. Another

She said, "Try all of those, but try fuel too. We'll find out what works best. Wy do you
store these?"

The Bull | aughed. "Flavoring, these, pepperleek and mnch. Wnman eats this, nmakes her mlk
better. Did you think we eat only grass? Wlted or sour grass needs sonething for taste.”

The Bull gathered arnfuls of plants and strode out bellowi ng. She could have heard his
roar in Center City, she thought. H's voice and the wonen's, and presently the scuff of their big
feet as they clinmbed.

Val a retrieved her fuel bottle and clinbed after.

From the top she watched the big shadows, warriors notionless, wonen noving anong them
distributing inpregnated towels. Vala intercepted a big, mature wonman. "Mbonwa?"

“"Valavirgillin. They kill by *smell*?"

"They do. W& don't know what snell protects best. Sone nen al ready have al cohol -scented
towel s. Leave themthose, give the Thurl's plants to the rest. W'll see."

"See who dies, eh?"

Val a wal ked on. The al cohol funes were making her a little giddy. She could handle it, and
for that natter her towel was nearly dry.

This morning Val a had been thinking that Forn was mature enough to practice rishathra, or
perhaps to mate straight off. Forn had beaten that prediction. She could hardly be renenbering the
snel | of vanpires. She'd recogni zed the scent of a |over

That ol d scent of lust and death was into Valavirgillin's nose and ni bbling on her brain.
The Gass Gant warriors were still shadows am d the noving shadows of wonmen. But ... they
were fewer.

The Grass G ant wonen had noticed, too. Breathy screans of rage and fear; then two, four
ran down the enmbanknent shouting for the Thurl. Another ran the wong way down, npani ng, out onto
the stubbly field.

Val a moved anpbng the remaini ng defenders, sloshing fuel on towels. Wnen, nmen, whoever she
could find. Haste would kill. Fuel would protect. Herbs? Well, the snmell of the Thurl's herbs
m ght |ast | onger.

In every direction she could see pale hom nid shapes. So little detail. You had to inmagine
what they | ooked |ike; and with the scent tickling your hindbrain, you saw gl ori ous fantasi es.

They were closer. Wiy wasn't she hearing guns? She'd reached Anthrantillin's cruiser. Up
onto the running board. "Hello? Anth?"

The payl oad shell was enpty.

She used the trick | ock and clinbed into the payl oad shell.

Al'l gone. No damamge, no trace of a fight; just gone.

Soak a towel. Then: the cannon. The vanpires were bunching nicely to spin. Bunching around

Anth or Forn or Hinp, somewhere down there? It didn't matter. She fired and saw half of themfall
* k%

Sometime during that night she heard a repeated whi sper of sound. "Anthrantillin?"
"Cone," she said, and couldn't hear her own voice. She screaned, "CGone! It's
Valavirgillin!" and barely heard that. Her bellow, his bellow reduced to whispers by the cannon's

ear-shattering roar.

It was tine to nove the cruiser. The vanpires had pull ed way back here, they'd | earned not
to bunch, but she might find fresh prey el sewhere. GQuns weren't needed on the starboard and spin
sides. Upwind fromthe vanpires, crossbows would reach them

"It's Kay. Are they all gone?"

"Yes."

"We're |ow on firepower. You?"

"Plenty."

"W won't have any fuel cone norning."

"No. | set all mine out and told the wonen about it. | thought -- Monwa, the Grass G ant
who was forcing towels on the warriors -- teach her to use the cannon? Do we want --"

"No, Boss, no. Secrets!”
"Take too long to train her anyway."
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Kay's head rose into the cannoneer's chanber. He pulled out a jug of gunpowder, hefted it
with a grunt. "Back to work.'

"Do you need smal | shot ?"

"Plenty of rocks." He | ooked at her. Froze. He set the jug down.

She slid down. They noved toget her

"Shoul d have soaked that towel again," she said unsteadily. It was her |ast coherent
t hought for sone tine.

He, not Vala, *Kay* wiggled out of the door and splashed into nud in a blowing rain. Vala
foll owed, to snatch hi m back

He ripped her shirt off. She pressed herself against him but he howed and ripped it
again, and turned in her arns, and turned back with two dripping half shirts and pushed one into
her face and one into his own.

She breat hed deeply of al cohol fumes. Choked. "All right."

He gave it to her. He tied the other around his own neck. "I'm goi ng back," he said.
"You' d better fight your gun alone. Under the --"

"-- circunmstances." They | aughed shakily. "Are you safe? Al one?"

"Have to try it."

She wat ched hi m go.

She shoul d never. Never. Never have mated with another man. Her nmind, her *self* had
washed away. in a tide of lust. What would Tarb think of her?

Mating with Tarablilliast had never been so intense.

But now her mnd was flow ng back. She *was* mated

She lifted the towel to her face. The al cohol went straight to her head and cleared it,
unl ess that was an illusion. She | ooked along the wall and saw bi g shadows, too few, but sone.
Homi ni d shapes in the black fields were also fewer, but very close. They were taller, nore slender
than her own species. They sang; they inplored; they were bunched al nost beneath the cruiser

She clinbed up and | oaded her cannon

CHAPTER TWO - - RECOVERY

A pale light was growing, lighter to spin. The song was over. Vala hadn't heard a crossbow
twang in sone tinme. Vanpires had becone hard to find.

Unnoticed, the dreadful night had ended.

If she had ever been this tired, exhaustion nust have w ped the nenory clean. And here was
Kaywer bri mm s aski ng, "Do you have any snallshot |eft?"

"Sone. W never got our gravel."

"Bar ok and Forn were both gone when | got back to the cruiser."

Val a rubbed her eyes. There didn't seemto be anything to say.

Whander not ht ee and Sopashi ntay canme up | eaning on each other. Wand said, "Wat a night."

Spash said, "Chit |iked the singing overnmuch. We had to tie himup. | think | put too much

fuel, in his towel. He's sleeping like ... like I would if | could just --" She hugged herself. "--
just stop jittering."
Sl eep. And several hundred Grass G ant mal es were expecting -- "I couldn't handle

rishathra now," Vala said. She'd put off the menmory of mating with Kay. That coul d have
consequences.

Kaywerbrinmm s said, "Sleep in the cruisers. At least for tonight. Hello --" H's hand on
her shoul der turned her around.

Conpany. Nine Grass G ants and a suit of silver arnor had cone anong them You could see
their exhaustion, and snell it. The Thurl asked, "Howis it with you Machi ne Peopl e?"

"Hal f of us are nmissing,"” Valavirgillin said.

Whand said, "Thurl, we never expected so many. W thought we had weapons for anything."

"Travelers tell that vanmpires *sing* us to our doom™

Kay said, "Half of wisdomis |earning what to unlearn.”

"W were prepared for the wong eneny. Vanpire scent! W never guessed. But we've set the
vanpires running!" the Thurl booned. "Shall we hunt them through the grass?"

VWhand threw up his arnms and staggered away.

Val a and Kay and Spash | ooked at each other. If Gass Gant warriors could still fight
VWhand was done, used up, but *soneone* had to stand up for the Machi ne Peopl e.

They trailed the warriors down into the wet stubble.

Shapes stirred at the foot of the wall. Two hominids, naked. Crossbows and guns swung
around. Arms batted them aside, voices barked. *No! Not vanmpires!* A big woman and a little male
wer e hel pi ng each other to stand.
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Not vampires, no. A Grass G ant woman and -- "Barok!"

Sabar okaresh's face was slack with a terror too deep to touch surface. He | ooked at
Valavirgillin as if she were the ghost, not he. Half mad, dirty, exhausted, scarred, alive.

*| thought -1- was tired!'* Vala thunped his shoulder, glad to feel himsolid under her

hand. Were was his daughter? She didn't ask. She said, "You nmust have quite a tale to tell
Lat er ?"

The Thurl spoke to the crossbowran, Paroom Paroomled / pulled Barok and the G ass G ant
worman up the sl ope.

The Thurl nmoved at a trot, away fromthe wall, to starboard-spin. H's people followed, and
then the Machi ne People. A night of sleepless terror and wild nmating had left themall w thout
strengt h.

They passed vanpire corpses. None of their beauty survived into death. A Grass G ant
stopped to exanmine a fenal e skewered by a crossbow. Spash stopped
too. /[T IITTITITIITET T Irrri

Val a renmenbered doing that, forty-three falans ago. *First you snell rotting flesh. Then
the other scent expl odes under your mnd --*

The Grass G ant lurched clear. He stayed head down, voniting, then slowly straightened,

still hiding his face. Spash straightened suddenly, then wobbled toward Vala and hid her face
agai nst her shoul der.
Valavirgillin said, "Spash. You haven't *done* anything, love. It feels |ike you want to

mate with a corpse, but that's not your *mnmind* talking."

"Not ny mind. Vala, if we can't exam ne them we can't |earn about them"

"It's part of what makes them so scary." Lust and the snell of rotting neat do not bel ong
toget her in one brain.

Vanpires near the wall had crossbow bolts in them Farther out, they were chewed by balls
or snmallshot. Vala saw that Machi ne People had scored as nmany kills as a hundred times as nany
Grass G ants.

Two hundred paces beyond the wall, they weren't finding vanpires any nore. Dead G ass
G ants |lay naked or half clothed, gaunt, with sunken eyes and cheeks, and savage wounds in their
necks, wists, elbows.

That slack face ... Vala had seen this wonman run out into the dark hours ago. \Were were
the wounds? Her throat seenmed untouched. Left armthrown w de, wist unmarred; right arm across
her body, no bl ood on the rucked-up tunic ... Vala stepped forward and |ifted her right hand.

Her arnpit was torn and bl oody. A Grass G ant man turned and wobbl ed back toward the wall
r et chi ng.

*Bi g wonan, small vanpire. Couldn't reach her neck. Spash is right, we have to learn.*

Farther along, bright cloth lay near the grass border. Vala began to run, then stopped as
suddenly. That was Taratarafasht's work suit.

Val a picked it up. It was clean. No blood, no ground-in dirt. Wiy had Tarfa been brought
so far? Wiere was she?

The Thurl had outrun his party by a good distance. He'd al nost reached uncut grass. How
much did that arnor wei gh? He scranbl ed up a ten-pace-high knoll, then paused at the top, waiting
while the rest straggled up.

"No sign of vanpires
stand sunlight ...?"

Kay said, "That tale's true."

The Thurl continued, "Then |I'd say they're gone."

Nobody spoke.

The Thurl booned, "Beedj!"

he said. "They've gone to cover sonewhere. Travelers say they can't

"Thurl!" A male trotted up: mature, bigger than nost, eager, indecently energetic.

"Wth me, Beedj. Tarun, you'll circle and neet us on the other side. If you're not there
I"I'l assume you found a fight."

"Yes."

Beedj and the Thurl went one way, the rest of the Gants went the other. Vala dithered,
then followed the Thurl.

* k%

The Thurl noticed her. He slowed and | et her catch up. Beedj would have waited, too, but
the Thurl's gesture sent himon.

The Thurl said, "W won't find live vanpires hiding in the grass. Grass grows strai ght up
Ni ght slides across the sun, but the sun never nobves, not anynore. Where can a vanpire hide from
sunl i ght ?"
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Val a asked, "Do you renenber when the sun noved?"

"I was a child. Afrightening tine." He didn't seem fri ghtened enough, Vala thought. Louis
W1 had been anong these people; but what Louis had told Valavirgillin, he didn't seemto have told
t hem

*It's aring,* he said. *The Arch is the part of the ring you re not standing on. The sun
has started to wobbl e because the ring is off center. In several falans the ring will brush the
sun. But | swear | will stop it, or die trying.*

Later the sun had stopped wobbling.

Beedj was still jogging, stopping here and there to exam ne bodies; swinging his sword to
cut a swath of grass to see what it hid; eating what he cut as he resuned his patrol. He was
burni ng nore energy than the Thurl. Vala had seen no chal | enge between them-- easy command and
easy submi ssion -- but she becane sure that she was watching the next Thurl

She nerved herself to ask, "Thurl, did an unknown honinid cone anong you clainng to be
froma place in the sky?"

The Thurl stared. "In the *sky*?"

He could hardly have forgotten, but he m ght hide secrets. "A male w zard. Bald narrow
face, bronze skin, straight black scalp hair, taller than ny kind and narrow in the shoul ders and
hip." Fingertips Iifted and stretched the corners of her eyes. "Eyes like *this*. He boiled a sea
hereabouts, to end a plague of mirror-flowers."

The Thurl was nodding. "It was done by the old Thurl, with this Louis Wi's hel p. But how
do you cone to know about that?"

"Louis Wi and | traveled together, far to port of here. Wthout sunlight the mrror-
flowers couldn't defend thensel ves, he said. The clouds, though, they never went away?"

"They never did. W seeded our grass, just as the wizard told us. Sneerps and ot her
burrowers noved in well ahead of us. \Wherever we went, we found mirror-flowers eaten at the roots.
Grass doesn't grow well in this nurk, so at first we had to eat mirror-flowers.

"The Reds who fed their herds fromour grass in ny father's tinme, and fought us when we
objected, they followed us into new grassland. G eaners hunted the burrowers. Water Peopl e noved
back up the rivers that the mrror-flowers had taken."

"What of the vanpires?"

"It seens they did well, too."

Val a gri maced.

The Thurl said, "There was a region we all avoi ded. Vanpires need refuge fromdaylight, a
cave system trees, anything. Wien the clouds cane, they feared the sun | ess. They travel ed
farther fromtheir lair. W know no nore than that."

"We shoul d ask the Ghouls."

"Do you Machi ne People talk to Ghoul s?" The Thurl didn't quite |ike that idea.

"They keep their own conpany. But Choul s know where the dead have fallen. They nust know
where the vanpires hunt, and where they hide during the day."

"Ghoul s only act at night. I would not know howto talk to a Ghoul ."

"It's done."” Vala was trying to renmenber, but her mind wasn't working well. Tired. "It's
done. A new religion pops up, or an old priest dies, and then it's a rite of ordeal for the new
shaman. The Ghoul s nust know and accept what rites he demands for the dead."

The Bull nodded. Ghouls would carry out funeral rites for any religion, wthin obvious
limts. "How, then?"

"You have to get their attention. Court them Anything works, but they're coy. That's a
test, too. A new priest won't be taken seriously until he's dealt with the Ghouls."

The Bull was bristling. "*Court* then?"

"My peopl e cane here as nerchants, Thurl. The Ghoul s have sonething we want: know edge.
What do we have that the Ghouls want? Not nuch. Ghouls own the world, Arch and all, just ask
them"

"Court them" It grated. "How?"

What had she heard? Tales told at night; not nuch in the way of business dealings. But
she'd seen and tal ked to Ghouls. "CGhouls work the shadow farmunder a cluster of floating
buil dings, far to port. W pay themin tools, and the Gty Builders give themlibrary privileges.
They' || deal for information."

"W don't *know* anything."

"Nearly true."

"What el se have we got?" The Thurl said, "Ch, Valavirgillin, this is nasty stuff."
"What ?"

The Thurl waved about him In view were nearly a hundred vanpire corpses, all |ying near
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the wall, and half as many Grass G ant dead scattered fromthe crossbow limit to the uncut grass.
Beedj was exami ning a smaller corpse. He saw he had her attention, and he lifted the head
so that Vala could see its face. It was Hi mapertharee, of Anthrantillin's crew

A shudder rippled along Vala's spine. But the Thurl was right. She sad, "Ghouls nust feed.
More than that: if these thousand corpses were left to lie, there would be plague. Al would bl ane
the CGhouls. The Ghoul s nust come to clean up."

"But why will they listen to ne?"

Val a shook her head. It felt stuffed with cotton.

"What then, *after* we know where the vanpires lair? Attack them oursel ves?"

"The Ghouls might tell us that, too --"

The Thurl broke into a run. Vala saw Beedj waving, holding -- what? At that nonent he
shook it violently, then flung it away, and hurled hinmself in the other direction. Were it fell
it withed and went quiet, though Beedj was how i ng.

It was a living vampire.

Beedj called, "Thurl, I'msorry. It was alive, wounded, just the bolt through its hip. |
thought we might talk to it, examne it -- anything -- but -- but the snell!"

"Cal myoursel f, Beedj. Was the snell sudden? You attack, it defends?"

"What, like a fart? Sometines controlled, sonmetinmes not? ... Thurl, I'mnot sure."

"Resunme your patrol."

Beedj's sword slashed viciously at the grass. The Thurl wal ked on.

Val a had been thinking. She said, "You nust set a delegation anmong the dead. A tent, a few
of your nmen --"

"We'd find them sucked enpty in the norning!"

"No, | think it's safe for tonight and tonorrow night. The vanpires have hunted this area
out, and they'd snmell their own dead. Even so, armyour people and, nmm send nmen and wonen
t oget her. "

"Valavirgillin --"

"I know your custom but if the vanpires sing, best your people mate with each other."”
Shoul d she be saying this? She surely would not have spoken thus before other Grass G ants

The Bull snarled, but -- "Yes. Yes, and what the Thurl does not see did not happen. So."
The Thurl beckoned at Beedj. He asked Vala, "WII| Farsight Trading join us?"
"W shoul d support you. Two species in need will speak |ouder than one." Farsight Trading

could roll away from nost problens, but not *this*. They'd poured nost of their fuel into towels.

"Three species, then. Many d eaners died the night before last. The deaners will wait
with us. Should we be nore yet? Vanpires nust have hunted anbng the Reds."

"Worth a try."

Beedj cane up. The Thurl began tal king nuch faster than Vala could follow. Beedj tried to
argue, then acquiesced.

"W shoul d sleep during the day," Vala said. Her body was crying for sleep

* k%

Sonet hi ng cl osed on her wrist. "Boss?"

She jerked awake. Her squeak was intended as a scream She rolled away and sat up and --
it was only Kaywerbrinnms.

"Boss, what have you been telling the Bull?"

She was still groggy. She needed a drink and a bath or -- that rattle, was it rain? And a
flash and boomthat was certainly thunder

She'd pulled off her filthy clothing before she slept. She slid out of the blankets, out
of the payload shell, into the cool rain. Kay watched fromthe gun roomas she danced in the rain

Consequences. Traders didn't mate. They shared rishathra with the species they net, but
mati ng was sonething el se. You didn't get a business partner pregnant, and you didn't engage in
sexual dom nance ganmes, and you didn't fall in |ove

But in far real nms, anong strange hom nids, you couldn't shun each other, either

She beckoned and shouted, "Wash with me. Wat time is it?"

"Coming on dusk. W slept a long tine." Kay was pulling off his clothes in sonething |ike

relief. "I thought we'd need this time to arm against vanpires."
"We'll do that. How s Barok?"
"Don't know. "

They drank, washed each other, dried each other, and were reassured:. the mating urge could
be resi sted.

The rain stopped. You could see wind driving the last flurries across the stubble. Swaths
of navy-blue sky showed through bl owi ng broken clouds, and a sudden narrow vertical |ine of blue-
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whi t e dashes.

Val a gaped. She hadn't seen the Arch in four rotations.

By gl ow of Archlight she could see patterns in the grass stubble. An arc of pale
rectangles. Atent erected within the arc. Gass G ants nmoved back and forth, and a handful of
much snal |l er homi nids nmoved with them On the rectangles ... sheets? They were |aying out bodies.

"Did you tell themto do that?

“"No. Not a bad idea, though," Vala said.

In Anthrantillin's deserted cruiser they found Barok with a woman twi ce his size. He
seened abnormal |y subdued, but he was snmiling. "Wenb, ny partners Valavirgillin and Kaywerbrimm s.
Folk, this is Wnb."

Kay started to say, "I would have thought --"

Barok' s | augh was not quite sane. "Yes, and you woul d've been right, if you would have
t hought we slept!”

Wenmb cut in. "Sleeping here, together, protects each against intent of the rest, against
*yet nore rishathra*. W were |ucky in each other."

Gropi ng through his exhausted m nd, Barok found another thought. "Forn. You never found
For anayeedl i ?"

Val a said, "She's gone."

Bar ok' s body rippl ed, an uncontrollable shudder. H s hand closed on Vala's wist. "I
shout ed down at her. 'Load!' Nothing. She was gone. | stepped out to look for her, to stop her if
she foll owed the singing. Stepped out and ny mind turned off. | was at the foot of the wall and
the rain was hammering nme into the ground. Someone stunbled into nme. Knocked nme in the nud. Wenb.
We, rishathra isn't a strong enough word."

Wenb t ook him by the shoul der and turned himtoward her. "Shared | ove, or even nated, but
we *must* say *rishathra*, Barok. Truly we mnust."

"-- Tore our clothes away and rished and rished, and our ninds seeped back to us with not
a heartbeat to spare. A half circle of those pale things was closing on us. The rain must have

washed away sone of the scent. | saw crossbows lying all around us. Grass G ant warriors have been
stunmbl ing down the wall all night |ong, dropping crossbows and anything else they're carrying --"
"We picked up crossbows," the Grass G ant woman cut in. "l saw Makee lying dead with a

vanpire in his arns and a bolt through both of them and his quiver dropped beside him Picked up
the quiver and dunped it and pushed a handful of bolts at Barok and shot the nearest vampire. Then
the next."

"At first I couldn't cock the crossbow "

"Then the next. Is that why you were screamnmi ng? W never talked till after."”

"Scream and pull. Screamfor strength," Barok said. "Your cursed tools aren't built for
tiny little Machi ne People."

Val a asked, "You were out there all night?"

Wenb nodded. Barok said, "Wen the rain started to slack off, | got us towels. There were
heaps of towels.”™ H's grip was painful. "Kay, Vala, we saw why."
"Warriors wal ked past us," Wenb said. "I shot Heerst in the leg, but he just kept wal ki ng,

following the singing. Vanpires canme up to himand pulled the towel off his face and | ed hi maway.
He's ny son."

"If something is covering your face, they pull it off! Heerst was using fuel in his towel.
Rai n washes it out. We | ooked for towels that had -- Wenb?"

"Pepperl eek. M nch."

"Yes, those kept their scent. They kept us alive, the towels and the rishathra. Any tine
it was too much for us, we rished. And crossbow bolts. The guards were dropping their swords and
crosshows but not their quivers. We had to go | ooking. Rob the dead."

"I saw what | didn't understand," Wenb said. "I should tell the Thurl. Vanpires rished
with some of us, then led themaway into the high grass and farther. Wy keep themalive? Are they
still alive?"

Val a said, "The Ghouls m ght know. "

"Choul s keep Ghoul secrets," Wnb said.

The cl ouds had closed again. In the dark Barok said, "I shot the vanpire who was | eading
Anth away. It took two bolts. Another picked up the song, and | shot her. Anth followed a third
worman, and by that time he was out of range. They led himinto the grass. | never saw hi m again.

Shoul d I have shot *hint?"

They only | ooked at him

"I can't keep vigil with you," Barok said. "I can't face rishathra now M head is too --
I don't knowif | can nake you see --"
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They squeezed his arns and tried to assure himthat they understood. They left himthere

CHAPTER THREE -- THE GATHERI NG STORM

The tent huddl ed beneath the wal k but faced outward into an arc of gray sheets.

The corpses were |laid head-to-head, two giants to a sheet, or four vanpires. G ants had
found Anthrantillin and his crewran Hi nmapertharee and | aid them out on one sheet. Tarataraf asht
and Foranayeedli nust be still missing. Another sheet held six tiny G eaner dead.

The giants had nearly finished making their patterns. Tiny hom nids noved about them not
hel pi ng much, but carrying food or |light Ioads. All wore sheets with holes in themfor the head to
poke t hrough.

A Gass Gant could lift a vanpire with no difficulty. It took two to carry a dead giant.

But Beedj was carrying a dead Grass G ant wonan across his back. He rolled the worman off
his shoulders to slunp across a sheet, perfectly placed. He took her hand and spoke to her sadly.
Val a changed her m nd about disturbing him

Two wonen finished laying out nore vanpire dead. One approached. "W rubbed pepperl eek
along the rins of the sheets. Stop snmall scavengers," Monwa said to the three Machi ne Peopl e.
"Bi g scavengers we can crossbow. Ghouls won't have to fight for what's theirs."

"A polite notion," Valavirgillin said. Tables would have rai sed the dead out of a
scavenger's reach; but where would Grass G ants find wood?

"What can | do for you?" Monwa asked.

"We've conme to keep vigil with you."

"The battle cost you too nuch. No Chouls cone on the first night. Rest."

Vala said, "But it was ny idea, after all."

"Thurl's idea," Monwa informed her

Val a nodded and carefully didn't snmle. It was a social convention, as in *Louis W hel ped
the Thurl boil a sea*. She waved toward the little hom nids. "W are these?"

Moonwa cal |l ed, "Perilack, Silack, Mnack, Coriack --" Four small heads lifted. "-- these
are nore allies: Kaywerbrinmms, Valavirgillin, Wandernothtee."

The d eaners smiled and bobbed their heads, but they didn't cone up at once. They noved
off to where Grass G ants were carefully stripping their sheets off inside out, well away fromthe
dead and the tent, then picking up scythes and crossbows. The d eaners stripped off their
cont am nat ed sheets, then hung sl ender swords behind their backs.

Beedj approached, sheetless and arned. "Towels under the tent. W rubbed minch on them"
he said. "Welconme to all."

A eaners stood arnpit-high to Machi ne Peopl e, navel-high to Beedj and Mbonwa. Their faces
were hairless and pointed; their snmiles were wide and toothy, a bit much. They wore tunics of
cured sneerpskin with the beige fur left on, lavishly decorated with feathers. On the wonen,
Perilack and Coriack, the feather patterns forned smallish wings. The wonen had to walk with somne
care to protect them Manack and Silack | ooked nuch Iike the wonmen. Their clothing showed greater
di fferences; feathered, but with arnms free to swing. O fight.

Rai n spattered down, just enough to send the Machine People into the tent. Vala saw grass
piled thickly on the floor. Grass for bedding and to feed the G ass G ants. She stopped her
conmpani ons until they had taken off their sandals.

Already it was dark enough that Vala could barely see faces. Rishathra was best begun in
t he night.

But not on a battlefield.

"This is a bad business," Perilack said.

Whander not ht ee asked, "How many have you | ost?"

"Nearly two hundred by now. "

"W were only ten. Four are gone. Sopashintay and Chitakunishad we |eft on guard above us
with the cannon. Barok is recovering froma night in hell."

"Qur queen's nan went with the Thurl's woman to bring other homnids to bargain. If the --

" The little wonan's eyes flickered about her. "-- lords of the night do not speak, other voices
will join ours tonorrow "
Legend told that the CGhouls heard any word spoken of them unless -- sone said -- during

broad daylight. The Ghouls m ght be all about them even now.

Kay asked, "Wuld your queen's man truly rish with his traveling conpani ons?"

The four deaners tittered. Beedj and Moonwa booned their |laughter. Alittle woman --
Perilack -- said to Kay, "If the Grass G ant wonen would notice. Size matters. But you, you and we
ni ght make sonet hi ng happen.”

Perilack and Kaywerbrinm s | ooked at each other as if both taken by the sane notion. The
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little woman took Kay's el bow, Kay's arm brushed the G eaner's feathers. He suggested, "I expect
you accumrul ate these faster than you can use then®?"

She said, "No, the skins spoil quickly. W can trade a few, not many."

"What if we could find a way to delay the spoil age?”

Fromtime to tinme Valavirgillin would catch a foul whiff of battlefield stench and snort
it out. But the snmells weren't reaching Kaywerbrinms. Not him Kay was into trader node. His mnd
was in a place where win and | ose were a matter of nunbers, where disconfort was an enbarrassnent
one could not afford, where an enpire survived because one hominid' s trash was another's ore bed

Full night had fallen. But by the faint flash of an arc of daylit Arch, she saw Beed]'s
broad grin. She asked the Grass G ant, "Have you watched bargai ni ng sessi ons?"

"Sone. Louis Wi cane when | was a child, but agreenments were all between himand the old
Thurl. The Reds made peace with us thirty falans ago; we parceled up habitats. Twenty-four falans
ago we gathered with the Reds and Sea People, shared maps. Al peopl es have | earned things about
the new territory. But all find Gass G ants awkwardly large."

A polite disclainer would not be believed. Vala reached up to grasp elbows with the G ass
G ant. She'd been listening for Ghouls in the night, but the only sound was the rain.

The cl ouds had closed. It had become full dark

One of the d eaner nmen asked, "Should we only wait? Wuld they find that nore polite?"

Manack, wasn't it? Hair thicker around the throat, as if he were an al pha male and Sil ack
a beta. In a good nmany homninid species, one male got nost of the action; but Vala didn't know t hat
about dd eaners.

Val a said, "Manack, we're *here*. In their habitat. You nay even consider that we' ve cone
to entertain the lords of the night. WIIl you share rishathra?" To Beedj she quickly added,
"Beedj, this is for size, to leave nme larger. | expect Whand will go with Monwa first ..." Though
Kay and Peril ack, she noticed, were no |onger talking business. Philosophies differ

* k%

To rish with a deaner nale was no nore than forepl ay.

Ri shathra with the Thurl's heir was sonething else again. It had its pleasures. He was
big. He was very eager. He was very proud of his self-restraint, though it was right at the edge
of his control. He was *very* big.

Kaywer bri mmi s was having a wonderful night, or seened to be. He was sharing sonme joke or
secret with Mbonwa now. Good trader, that one; a generally good man. Vala kept looking in his
direction.

They'd mated. Vala couldn't get her mind out of that node ... shouldn't try, really. It
was a good mind-set for a rishathra party. Still.

Mating is a matter of order. Eons of evol ution have shaped many hominid' s mating
responses: approach, scents, postures and positions, visual and tactile cues. Culture shapes nore:
dances, cliques, styles, permitted words and phrases.

But evol ution never touches sex outside one's species, and rishathra is always an art
form Were shapes don't fit, other shapes m ght be found. Those who cannot participate can watch,
can give ribald advice ..

Can stand guard, for that matter, when a trader's body or mind needs a rest.

The ni ght was al nost silent, but not every whisper was wi nd. Ghouls should be out there.
It was their duty. But if for any reason word hadn't reached them of a corpse-strewn battlefield,
then those sounds mnight be vanpires.

Val a perched on a stool three paces high and sturdy enough for a Grass G ant. The ni ght
was war m enough for nakedness, or *she* was, but |oaded guns were on her back. Before her was
blowing rain and little else to see. At her back any excitenent had died for the noment.

"W and the Grass G ants, we |ove each other, but we're not nere parasites," one of the
d eaners was saying. "Werever there once were mrror-flower forests, there are plant eaters now,
prey that can feed us. W forage ahead of the Thurl's people. W probe, we guide, we nake their
maps. "

Manack, that was. He was a bit small to acconmpbdate even a Machi ne Peopl e worman, and
i nexperienced; but he could |l earn. The proper attitude was easy for some. Qthers never learned it.

Mati ng has consequences. A honminid' s response to mating is not of the mind. R shathra has
no consequences, and the nmind may remain in comuand. Enbarrassnment is inappropriate. Laughter is
al ways to be shared. Rishathra is entertai nnent and di pl omacy and friendshi p, and know ng that you
can reach your weapons in the dark

"W hope to make our fortunes,"” Kay was saying. "Those who extend the Enpire are well -
treated. The Enpire grows with our fuel supply. If we can persuade a community to nmake fuel and
sell it to the Enpire, the bonus would |l et each of us raise a fanmly."
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Moonwa sai d, "Those rewards are yours. Your client tribes face sonmething el se. Loss of
anbition, loss of friends and mates, delusion and early death for any who learn to drink your
fuel ."

"Sone are too weak to say, 'Enough.' Monwa, you *nust* be stronger than that."

"Of course. | can do that tonight, now *Enough, Kaywerbrimms!*"

Vala turned to see white grins large and snall. Beedj said, "I wore one of your fue
wetted towel s last night. It made nme dizzy. It threwny aimoff."

Kay gracefully changed the subject. "Valavirgillin, will you return to Center City, mte

and raise a fam|ly?"
"I mated," she said.
Kay suddenly had nothing to say.
He didn't know

What had he been thinking? That he and she woul d be, conme fornmal mates? Valavirgillin
said, "I made nyself rich with a gift fromLouis Wi of the Ball People." How she had done that was
nobody's business, and illegal. "I mated then. Tarb's parents were friends of nmy famly, as is

usual with us, Moonwa. He had little noney, but he's a good father, he freed ne to engage in
busi ness deal i ngs.

"I grewrestive. | renenbered that Louis Wi suggested ... no. *Asked* if ny peopl e nake
tools fromthe sludge that remains after we distill alcohol. *Plastic*, he said. Hs talking thing
woul d not translate, but |I learned his word. He said it neans shapel ess. Plastic can take any

shape the maker |ikes. That sludge is useless, nasty stuff. Clients nmight be grateful if we had a
reason to haul it away for them

"So | funded a chem cal |aboratory." She shrugged in the dark. "Always it cost nore than
anyone expected, but we got answers. There are secrets in that goo.

"One day nost of nmy noney was gone. Tarablilliast and the children are with ny sire-
famly, and | amhere, until | can feed them again. Coriack, are you ready to take guard?"

"Of course. Hold the thought, Wandernothtee. Vala, what's out there?"

"Rain. | glinpse sonething black and shiny, sonetimes, and | hear tittering. No snell of
vanpires. "

" Good. "

* k%

Moonwa had | apsed into Grass G ant | anguage and was naki ng jokes that set Beedj roaring.
In the gray light of norning the d eaners spoke together, waved at the brightening | and, then nore
or less fell over in a pile.

"Do you think they cane?" Spash asked nobody in particular, and he stepped out of the
tent.

Whand said, "I don't care. Let's sleep."

"They came," Spash said.

Val a st epped out.

It was nonments before she realized that one sheet was enpty. Wiich? Far left ... six
d eaner dead. The rest were untouched.

Beedj cane forth briskly, swi nging his scythe-sword. More G ants were coning down the
earth wall. They conferred, then fanned out to explore, |ooking for evidence of what the GChoul s
hod done.

But Vala clinbed up the wall to sleep in the payl oad shell.

* k%

At m dday she woke ravenous, with the snell of roasting neat in her nostrils. She followed
the snells down to the tent.

She found d eaners and Machi ne Peopl e together. The d eaners had been hunting. The fire
they had made to cook their kills, Barok and Whand had used to make bread from | ocal grass.

"We eat four, five, six neals in a day," Silack told her. "Pint says you eat once a day?"

"Yes. But a lot. Are you finding enough neat?"

"When your nmen cane down to eat, ours went to hunt nore. Eat what you see, the hunters
will be back."

The flatbread was a good effort, and Val a conplinented the nen. Snmeerp neat was good, too,
if a bit lean and tough. At least the deaners didn't have a habit found in other hom nids
changi ng the flavor of neat by rubbing it with salt or herbs or berries.

Val a wonder ed about breedi ng sneerps in other places, but all traders knew the answer to
that. One honmnid' s |ocal bounty was another's plague. Wth no local predators to restrict their
nunbers, sneerps woul d be eating sonebody's crops, breeding beyond their food source, then
vectoring di seases when starvati on weakened t hem
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Meanwhi | e she had eaten everything in sight. G eaners and Machi ne People alike were
wat chi ng her in anusement. Silack said, "Heavy exercise |last night."

"Did I mss anything?"

Kay said, "The CGhouls were active. There aren't any dead Grass G ants between the wall and
the tall grass. Beedj found neat piles of bones in the grass. They didn't touch the vanpires.
Saved them for tonight, | guess."

"Considerate of them" Wth their dead gone, the Grass G ants' nourning was over, except

"More considerate if they would take the rest of our dead. Anything else?"

Si l ack poi nt ed.

It wasn't raining now The clouds formed an infinite flat roof, way high. You could see a
| ong way across the veldt. What Vala could see was a sizabl e beast-drawn wagon pl oddi ng toward
G ass G ant domai ns.

Five great big-shoul dered beasts. Mirre than that high-sided wagon needed, though it was
bi g.

"I't will be here well before dusk. Even so, if your species can sleep in spurts, you wll
have tine."

Val a nodded and clinbed up the wall to sleep sone nore.

* % %

Paroomwas riding in the guide seat beside a much smaller red-skinned man. Three nore Reds
rode in the encl osed space beneat h.

They stopped the wagon just under the wall, near the opening. They lifted a thing out of
the wagon bed. Vala squinted, trying to see sonething al nost invisible. Her nercenary instincts
raced al ong her nerves, gibbering.

At the Fall of the Cities, flying vehicles were the nost common of fallen objects. This
curved transparent sheet was the kind of thing people found in fallen cars. Mdst were shattered.
This one | ooked intact. Its value nust be i Mmense!

The Reds came forward, carrying it at the corners. Each carried a sword nearly as |ong as
hi msel f, hung fromhis back in a | eather sheath. They wore dyed | eather kilts and | eather
backpacks, men and wonen bot h, though brighter colors adorned the wonen's. Their teeth were
pointed, all of them a double row of canines.

Valavirgillin, Kaywerbrimis, Monwa, the Thurl in full arnor, Mnack, and Coriack waited
to greet them The group had been pruned a little.
"Thurl, this is a window," one Red male said solemmly. "It is a gift fromthe Mrsh

Peopl e, who cannot go fromwhere they |ive. They beg that we shall ward them fromthe spreading
pl ague of vanpires. The Marsh People cannot flee, for only the nmarsh gives themlife."

Valavirgillin caught the Thurl's questioning | ook. "W know species like that," she said.
"Marsh, desert, one side of a nmountain, a forest that is all one kind of tree. Their bellies have
changed to accept only one food, or they cannot survive cold or heat, or too little noisture in
the air, or too nmuch. But this is a magnificent gift."

"It is. W will do what we can for the Marsh People,” the Thurl said. "These, our allies,
were able to reach us ..." and the Thurl made introduction, speaking slowy, pronouncing the nanmes
of d eaners and Machine People with varying accuracy.

"I am Tegger hooki-Thandarthal ," the Red male said. "This is Warvia hooki - Mur f
Thandarthal . W travel with Anakrin hooki-Wanhurhur and Chaychi nd hooki - Karashk." The other two
Reds had moved away to tend to the | oadbeasts.

The Thurl asked, "How do your people deal with rishathra?"

"W cannot," said Warvia, and did not anplify.

Paroom gri nned, and Val a grinned back, picturing the male Grass G ants' di sappoi ntnent.
The Thurl as host spoke for all, as protocol required, but briefly. Wat point in enlarging upon a
guest's skill at rishathra, for a species that couldn't do that at all? Tegger and Warvia nerely

nodded when he fell silent. The other Red nmales were not even listening. They were exanining the
vanpi re corpses |ying on one sheet, and chattering at high speed.

Tegger and Warvia | ooked much alike. Their red skins were snooth; their faces were
hairless. They wore kilts of soft |leather with decorative lacing. They were as tall as Machine
Peopl e, but much thinner. Big ears stood out fromnarrow heads. Their teeth seenmed to be not
filed, but grown that way. Warvia had breasts, but alnost flat.

"W never hear of so nmany vanpires found together,” Warvia said.

"You killed an arny," Tegger said. "Vanpires |ie everywhere. Your neighbors nust be glad."

Warvi a asked, "The Chouls, have they cone?"

The Thurl said, "An army of vanpires cane the night before last. An arny was gone when the
shadow wi t hdrew fromthe sun. You have seen the dead they |eft behind, but our own dead have gone
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with the Chouls. They were half as many or a bit nore, plus a hundred of G eaners and four of our
Machi ne People. The vanpires are a terrible foe. Wl conme to you."

"W have seen nothing of the terror,"” Tegger said. "Young hunters disappear. Qur teachers
| ose their skill, we said, or sone new hunting thing has found us. Paroom if we did show
di sbelief, forgive us."

Par oom nodded graciously. The Thurl said, "Wat we knew of vanpires was half false. The
Machi ne People enpire cane in time to help us."

Val a was beginning to realize that no other Grass G ant *coul d* say such a thing. To
di sparage the tribe was to disparage the Thurl. "W nust show you our defenses," he continued,
"but have you eaten? Should you cook while there is still light?"

"W eat our neat uncooked. We like variety. Grass G ants eat no neat, but what of d eaners
and Machi ne Peopl e? May we share? Let us show you what we have."

They had five | oadbeasts and the cage atop their wagon. The thing in the cage felt their
gaze and roared. It was a beast as massive as a Gass Gant, and a killer, Vala realized. She
asked, "Wiat is that?"

"Hakarrch," Tegger said with visible pride. "A hunter of the Barrier Hlls. Two were sent
us by the Gardener People for our sport. Hunted outside its familiar terrain, the nale stil
killed one of us before we brought it down."

It was a brag. *M ghty hunters we are. W hunt the | esser hunters, and we'll hunt your
vanpi res. * Val a suggested, "Perilack, shall we sanple this? Not tonight, but tomorrow at our one
meal . "

The d eaner woman said, "Bargain. Warvia, tonight you may kill a | oadbeast. Tonorrow and
after, let us play host. W will feed all until the --" Shadow s edge had bitten a piece fromthe
sun, but the light was still bright. "-- eaters of the dead deign to speak. You'll want to taste

smeerp neat."

"W thank you."

* k%

The fire had beconme the only light: not enough Iight to cook, but the cooking was over. O
t he ot her Reds, Anakrin hooki-Wanhurhur was an old man, winkled but still agile. Chaychind hooki -
Kar ashk, another nale, was badly scarred and had lost an armin sone old battle.

They had brought a gift of their own, a sizable ceranic jug of a strong, dark beer. Not
bad at all. Vala saw Kay react, too. *Let's see how Kay handles it.*

Kay excl ai med, "Do you make this yourselves? Do you nake a |ot?"

"Yes. Do you think of trade?"

"Chaychind, it mght be worth noving if it's cheap enough --"

"Tal es of the Machine People are not exaggerated."

Kay | ooked flustered. Too bad, but Vala had better step in. "Kaywerbrinmms nmeans that if
we can distill enough of this, we would have fuel for our cruisers. Qur cruisers carry weapons and
can carry much nore. They nove faster than | oadbeasts, but they cannot nove wi thout fuel."

"Agift you want?" Chaychi nd asked, while Tegger exclained, "You would boil our beer for

fuel ?"

"Gfts for the war. Al nust contribute. Grass G ant fighters, d eaner spies, your fuel --

"Qur eyes."

" AR?"

"W know of no species that can see as far as any Red Herder."

"Your eyes. Qur cruisers, our cannon, our flanmers. Can you contribute three hundred
manwei ght s of beer to the war against the vanpires? It would distill to thirty manwei ghts of fuel
We carry a distilling systemsinple enough to be copied."

Warvi a exclaimed, "That's enough to souse whole civilizations!"

But Tegger asked, "\Wat size of manwei ghts?"

*Hah!* Val a said, "Your size." Tegger had asked the obvious question, but it inplied
agreenent ... and a Machi ne Peopl e manwei ght woul d have been a sixth higher. "I'mthinking of
taking two cruisers. Leave the third here. Let the Thurl fuel the third cruiser."

"Whand and Chit can supervise that," Kay said.

"Ch?" She'd wondered why both were absent.

"They' ve had enough, Boss. Spash is wavering, too. So's Barok."

"Any foray would be to nurder selves," red Warvia said, "unless we can know our eneny.
Have the Ghoul s spoken?"

The Thurl said, "Sone bodies are gone," and shrugged.

"We're paying for our good nmanners," Vala said. A trader nust know how to project her
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voi ce on demand. "The bodies we guarded fromvernmin, the lords of the night will take last. They
took our 4 eaner dead because they died a day earlier." The night woul d hear her

* k%

Toni ght Kay and Whand were on the wall with Barok, watching over themw th the cannon
Spash and Chit had traded places with them

Thi s night |ooked to be | ess exhausting, but less joyful, too. The d eaners and Machine
Peopl e and an undersized Grass G ant wonan named Twuk tried to get sonething going. The Thurl kept
his armor on. The four Red Herders watched gleefully from beyond touching di stance, and chattered
in their owm |anguage, and it all sort of fell apart.

The Reds weren't unfriendly. They mght be a little stiff around the Thurl hinself, but
around others they were relaxed and tal kati ve. Spash and three Reds were trading stories now. The
Reds had consi derabl e experience with honinids, despite their handicap

Vala listened idly. The Reds were guided by their diet. They ate live neat, and they were
herder-gourmets. Herding one life-form rarely two, was easier than trying to keep several types
of neat beast together. The Red tribes mapped their routes to cross each others' paths, to trade
feasts.

They traded stories, too, and net hominids in a variety of environnents. Now they were
speaki ng of two types of \Water People, apparently not the same two Vala was fam liar wth.

The fourth Red, Tegger, was on watch with Chit.

The Thurl was asleep in full arnor. He clearly wasn't interested in rishathra, or Ghouls,
ei ther, Vala thought.

Sopashintay | ay propped against a tent pole. "I wonder what it's |ike inside the wal
" she said.

Val a considered. "The Thurl's out here. Beedj is in there, on defense. 'Wat the Thur
does not see did not happen.'"

Spash canme up on an el bow. "Were did you hear that?"

"Fromthe Thurl. The beta males are doing a lot of mating, | expect, and sone fighting,
too. | suppose we're mssing all the fun --"

"Again, in nmy case," Spash said.

"-- but they wouldn't rish anyway if they can nate. And | can use the rest."

"So can the Thurl. He sleeps |like a near-dormant vol cano," Spash said.

Chit | ooked at the wonen and sniled, and stepped lightly out of the tent. A dense m st
cl oaked the night. Chit picked up a bone fromdinner and threwit. Vala heard a tiny nuffled
*t ock*.

A silver bulk was at her shoul ders, sensed but never heard. The Thurl sniffed, while his
hands cocked a crossbow without sound or effort. He said, "They are not near, vanpires or Night
Peopl e. Chi takumi shad, did you see anything? Snmell anything?"

" Not hi ng. "

The Thurl seemed exceedingly alert for one who had been sl eepi ng nonents ago. He pul |l ed
his hel mcl osed and stepped out. A Grass G ant guard, Tarun, followed him

Spash said, "I had it wong, didn't |? But why --"

Val a whi spered, "Reds. They're the ancient eneny, and they're all around him That's why

he kept his arnmor on, and that's why he pretends to sleep. Bet on it."
* k%

t oni ght

In the nmorning there were no dead between the wall and the tall grass, save for those that
|l ay on sheets. The Ghoul s had taken Vala at her word, it seened.
Chaychi nd asked of nobody in particular, "Were shall we turn the hakarrch | cose?"

Coriak [sic -- should be "Coriack"] |ooked at Manack. The G eaner fenmle said, "Just short
of the tall grass, but let me tell ny conmpanions first. Vala, will your people hunt, too?"

"I think not, but I'lIl ask."

She spoke to the others. None were eager. Machine People did eat neat, but predator neat
generally had a rank flavor. But Kay said, "W'Il look timd if sonmeone doesn't join the hunt."

"Ask sone questions," she told him "That thing | ooked dangerous. The nore you know, the
| ess often you get killed."

He' d never heard the proverb. He stared, |aughed, then said, "W want to bring it to |l ess
than *once*?"

"Yes."

She sl ept through the hunt. At nidday she woke to share in the neal. Kaywerbrimis bore a
single slash along his forearm the fool. Vala bound it with a fuel -soaked towel. Hakarrch neat
had a flavor of cat.

The dead were fewer, but the stench of them hovered about the tent, and the dreadful night
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was com ng.
The Ghouls woul d take her at her word, she thought. *The bodi es we guarded from vermn,
the lords of the night will take last.* Tonight.

CHAPTER FOUR -- THE PEOPLE OF THE NI GHT

When shadow had nearly covered the sun, Vala found the d eaners and Reds around a fire
The G eaners were eating; they offered to share. The Reds had eaten their kills as they were made

A fine rain began to sizzle on the coals. The negotiators retreated into the tent:
Valavirgillin, Chitakum shad, and Sopashintay for the Machi ne People, three of the Reds, the four
d eaners. Anakrin hooki-Wanhurhur [sic -- should be "hooki-Wanhurhur"] and the Thurl and a wonman
Vala didn't know were al ready inside.

Stal e grass had been replaced with fresh.

The Thurl spoke, his powerful voice cutting through all conversation. "Folk, meet ny
negoti ator Waast, who has a tale to tell."

Waast stood gracefully for so large a woman. "Paroom and | went to starboard two days ago,
on foot," she said. "Paroomreturned with these Reds of G njerofer's folk. | followed on foot with
a guard of Red warriors, to speak to the Muddy Ri ver People. The Muddy River People cannot join us
here, but they may speak of our sorrows to the N ght People."

"They'll have the sanme trouble we did," Coriack said.

(Sonet hing was tickling at Vala's attention.)

Waast sat. To the Reds she said, "You cannot practice rishathra. But nmating?"

“I't is not my time," Warvia said primy. Anakrin and Chaychi nd were grinning. Tegger
seemed angry.

(The wind.)

Many homi ni d speci es were nonoganous, exclusive of rishathra, of course. Tegger and Warvia
must be mates. And the Thurl was saying, "I must wear my arnor. W know not what mght visit us.”

Too bad. They mi ght have gotten sone entertai nment going.

(Musi c?)

Spash asked uneasily, "Do you hear nusic? That isn't vanmpire nusic."

The sound was still soft, but grow ng |ouder, alnost painfully near the upper end of her

hearing range. Vala felt the hair stir on her neck and down her spine. She was hearing a w nd
instrument, and strings, and a thuttering percussion instrunent. No voi ces.

The Thurl | owered his hel mand stepped out. A crossbow was in his hand, pointed at the
sky. Chit and Silack stayed at either side of the door, their weapons readied. Qthers in the tent
were arm ng thensel ves.

Tiny Silack wal ked backward into the tent. The snmell canme with him Carrion and wet fur

Two big hom nid shapes foll owed, and then the much bigger Thurl. "W have guests," he
boomed.

In the tent it was alnost totally dark. Vala could make out the gl eam of the CGhouls' eyes
and teeth, and two bl ack sil houettes against a scarcely brighter glow, Archlight seeping through
cl ouds. But her eyes were adjusting, picking out detail:

There were two, a nman and a wonman. Hair covered them al nost everywhere. It was bl ack and
straight and slick with the rain. Their nouths were overly wi de grins showi ng big spade teeth.
They wore pouches on straps, and were otherw se naked. Their big blunt hands were enpty. They were
not eating. Vala was terribly relieved, even as she resisted the inpulse to shy back

Li kel y enough, none but Valavirgillin had ever seen one of these. Sone were reacting
badly. Chit remained in the door, on guard, facing away. Spash was on her feet, not cringing, but
it seemed the linit of her self-control. Silack of the d eaners, Tegger, and Chaychind all cringed
away with w de eyes and open nout hs.

She had to do sonmething. She stood and bowed. "Wl conme. | amValavirgillin of the Machi ne
People. W've waited to beg your help. These are Anakrin and Warvia of the Red Herders, Perilack
and Manack of the d eaners, Chitakum shad and Sopashi ntay of the Machi ne People --" picking them
out as and when she thought they had recovered their apl onb.

The Ghoul nale didn't wait. "We know your various kinds. | am--" something breathy. His
lips didn't close conpletely. Oherwi se he was fluent in the trade dialect, his accent nore like
Kay's than Vala's. "But call nme Harpster, for the instrument | play. My mate is --" sonething
breathy and whistling, not unlike the nmusic that was still playing outside. "Gieving Tube. How do
you practice rishathra?"

Tegger had been cowering. Now he was beside his nate, instantly. "W cannot,'

The Ghoul wonan half hid a | augh. Harpster said, "W know Be at ease."

The Thurl spoke directly to Gieving Tube. "These are under my protection. My arnor nay

he sai d.
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come off, if you can speak for our safety. After that, you need only have care for ny size." And
Waast only sniled at Harpster, but Vala could adnmire her for the nerve that took

The d eaners were in aline, all four standing tall. "Qur kind does practice rishathra,"
Cori ack said.

Val a | onged for her hone. Sonewhere she woul d have found food for her mate and children
and as for her love of adventure, a person could set that aside for atinme ... too late now
"Ri shathra binds our Enpire," Valavirgillin told the lords of the night.

Harpster said, "Truth was that rishathra bound the City Builders' enpire. Fuel binds
yours. We do practice rishathra, but not tonight, | think, because we can guess how it woul d
disturb the Red Herders --"

"W are not so fragile," Warvia said.

"-- and for another reason," Harpster said. "Do you have a request to make of us?"

They all tried to speak at once. "Vampires --"

"You see the terror --"

"The deaths --"

The Thurl had a voice to cut through all that. "Vanpires have devastated all species in a
territory ten daywal ks across. Help us to end their nenace."

"Two or three daywal ks, no nore," Harpster said. "Vanpires need to reach shelter after a
raid. Still, a large territory, housing nore than a ten of hominid species --"

"But they feed us well," Gieving Tube said gently, her voice pitched a little higher than
her companion's. "The problemyou face is that *we* have no problem Wat is good for any of you
is good also for the People of the Night. The vanpires feed us as surely as the lust for al coho
anong your client species, Valavirgillin. But if you can conquer the vanpires, that serves us,
too."

Did they realize how nuch they had revealed in a few breaths of speech? But too many
others were speaking at once, and Vala held silence.

"For your understanding,” Gieving Tube said, "consider. Manack, what if your queen had a
quarrel with the Thurl's people? You m ght persuade us not to touch any dead who |ie near the
Thurl's walls. Soon he nust surrender."”

Manack protested, "But we and the Grass G ants -- we would never --"

"Of course not. But Warvia, you and the old Thurl were at war fifty falans ago. Suppose
your | eader G njerofer had begged us to tear apart any Grass G ants who canme to kill their
cattle?"

Warvia said, "Very well, we understand."”

"Do you? W nust not side with any hom nid agai nst any other. You all depend on us.
Wthout the People of the Night, your corpses lie where they fall, diseases form and spread, your

wat er becones polluted,” the Ghoul woman sang in her high, pitched breathy voice.

*She had made this speech before.* "W forbid cremation, but suppose we did not? Wat if
every species had the fuel to burn their dead? Clouds still Iid this sky forty-three falans after
a sea was boiled. What if that were the snoke of the burned dead, a stench growing richer every
falan? Do you know how nmany hom ni ds of every species die in a falan? W do.

"We cannot choose sides."

Chaychi nd hooki - Karashk had been flushing a darker red. "How can you speak of siding with
vanpires? Wth ani nal s!'"

"They don't think," said Harpster, "and you do. But can you always say that so surely? W
know of hominids just at the edge of thinking, several just along this arc of the Arch. Sonme use
fire if they find it, or form packs when prey is large and form dable. One strips branches into
spears. One lives in water; they cannot use fire, but they flake rocks for knives. How do you
j udge? Where do you draw the |ine?"

“"Vanpires don't use tools or fire!"

"Not fire, but tools. Under this endless rain vanpires have | earned to wear cl othing
stripped fromtheir prey. Wien they are dry, they leave it |ike garbage.”

The Ghoul wonan said, "You see why we should not rish with you, if we nust refuse your
other desires." Grieving Tube did not see, chose not to see, the m xed enotions that statenent
gener at ed.

Wel |, she nust try sonething. Vala said, "Your help would be of imense value, if you had
reason to give it. Already you have told us the reach of vanpire depredations, and that they nust
return to their lair, that they have one single lair. Wiat else could you tell us?"

Har pster shrugged, and Vala winced. His shoulders were terribly |Ioose, |ike unconnected
bones rolling freely under his skin.
She continued stubbornly, "I have heard a runor, a story, a fable. The Machi ne Peopl e hear
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it where vanpires are known. You must understand that to our client species far from Center City,
there's no real explanation of how all these vanpires appeared so suddenly."

"They have a high breeding rate,"” Harpster noted.

Grieving Tube said, "Yes, and clusters of themsplit fromthe main body to find other
refuges. Ten daywal ks was *not* too | arge a guess."

The others, even Chaychind, were letting Vala speak. Vala said, "But a | ess sensible
expl anation spreads, too. The victimof a vanpire will rise fromthe dead to becone a vanpire
hi nsel f. "

"That," said Harpster, "is purest nonsense!"

And of course it was. "OF course it is, but it explains how the plague spreads so rapidly.
See it fromthe viewpoint of a --" Careful now. "-- Hanging Person w dow and nother." Hangi ng
Peopl e were everywhere. Vala set one hand on the beam overhead, lifted her feet to hang, and said,

"What is to be done, lest ny poor dead Vaynya beconme ny eneny in the night? The |lords of the night
forbid us to burn the dead. But sonetines they permt it --"

"Never," said Gieving Tube.

Val a said, "Starboard-spin fromCenter Cty by twelve daywal ks, there are nmenories of a
pl ague --"

"Long ago and far away," Harpster snapped. "We designed the crematorium oursel ves, taught
them how to use it, then noved away. Years later we returned. The plague was beaten. The Di gging

People still cremated, but we persuaded themto | eave their dead again. It was easily done.
Fi rewood was scarce.
"You see the danger,"” Vala said. "I don't believe |ocals have started burning vanpire

victims yet --
“"No. W& woul d see plunes of snoke."
"-- but if one client species begins, the rest might follow"

Grieving Tube said sadly, "Then of course we'd have to do a deal of killing."
Valavirgillin throttled a shudder. She bowed | ow and answered, "Wy not begin now, with
vanpi res?"

Grieving Tube nulled it. "Not so easy, that. They, too, command the night ..."

And Val a's eyes closed for an instant. *Nowit's a problem a challenge, and | esser
speci es nmust see you solve it. Now | have you.*

* k%

The Ghoul s had cleared the grass away froma sizable section of tent floor. They were
drawing in the dark, tweetling at each other in their own high-pitched | anguage. They argued over
sonme feature none other could see, and settled that, and Harpster stood up

"When the shadow wi t hdraws, you nay exanine these nmaps," Harpster said. "For now let ne
only describe what you would see. Here, spin by port by two and a half daywal ks, the ancient
structure of an industrial center floats two tens of manhei ghts above the ground."

"I know of a floating city," Vala said.

"Of course, near your Center City, a collection of free buildings linked. Floaters are
rare enough these days. W think this one made nmachinery for the Gty Builders. Later it was
abandoned.

"Vanpi res have |lived beneath the Floater for many generations, for hundreds of falans. The
per petual shadow is perfect for vanpires. Locals noved out of their reach | ong ago. Peacefu
travelers and migrations were warned to avoid it. Warriors nmust look to thenselves in that regard.

"This range of nountains to port and antispin of the Shadow Nest stands between there and
here. It forned a barrier for the mrror-flowers. Honmnids on the far side cane to call it the
Barrier of Flane, for the fire they could sonetines see playing along the crest.

"The flowers would ultimately have crossed the crest and burned out the Shadow Nest in
their usual fashion. Vanpires wouldn't be safe from *horizontal * beans of light. But then the
cl ouds cane. "

Heads nodded in the dark. Harpster said, "The vanmpires' range expanded by a daywal k.
Gieving Tube is right, the danage is worse than that. Their popul ation has grown, and hunger
drives fam lies of vanpires into other domains."

Valavirgillin asked, "Can you bl ow away the cl ouds?"
Bot h Ghoul s hooted | aughter. Gieving Tube said, "You want us to *nove cl ouds*?"
"W beg."

"Why do you think we could do such a thing as nove cl ouds?"

Over the rising sounds of throttled laughter Valavirgillin said, "Louis Wi did that."

Har pster said, "Omivore Tinker. Not odd as homi nids go, but fromoff the Arch, fromthe
stars. He had tools to prove what he said he was, but we do not know that he made cl ouds."
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The Thurl spoke. "He did! He and the old Thurl boiled a sea to nake these cl ouds above us -

"Then go to him?"

"Louis Wi is gone. The old Thurl is gone."

"W cannot nove clouds. Qur enbarrassnent is great.'
that you cannot do yoursel ves?"

Har pster | aughed. "Wat can we do

The Thurl said, "W will use your maps, nuch thanks to you. I will lead an armny of
what ever species will fight. W will destroy this nest of vampires.”

"Thurl, *you* cannot go," Gieving Tube said.

Har pster questioned. Gieving Tube began to explain, but the Thurl would not wait. "I am
protector to ny people! Wien we fight, | fight at the head --"

“I'n arnor," the Ghoul wonan pointed out.

"Of course!”

"You must not wear arnor. Your arnor keeps your snell. You, all who fight, you nust wear

not hi ng. Bathe where you find water. Wash every surface of your cruisers and wagons. Can't you see
that the vanpires nust not snell you?"

Val a t hought, *Ch.*

"The bottleneck is the fuel," Chitakum shad was saying. "The Reds nake a beer, it can be
turned into fuel --"

"Go to your war by way of the Red pastures. We can send themthe design for your
distilleries by a secret neans, tonmorrow. Let them nake fuel there while you nmake fuel here from
your own stills and rotting grass. You will confront the Shadow Nest no nore than a falan from
now. "

Chit nodded, his own mind busy with plans. "Fuel to take two cruisers there and back --"

"You nust cross the Barrier of Flame. | think your cruisers can do that. There are
passes. "

"Takes nore fuel."

"Fuel to explore, or for towels or flame throwers, would cone out of what you have. What
of it? Only in victory will you need fuel to return here, and then your third cruiser can neet
you, or you nmay |eave one behi nd.

"Travel in mated pairs," Harpster said. "Gieving Tube and | will travel together. Thurl,
we know your customs, but fromtime to time your tribe divides. Do it that way. Tegger, you and
Warvia believe you can resist the vanpires. It may be so, but what of these others? Let them mate
when they nust, and not rish w th bl oodsuckers. Anakrin, Chaychind, you have no nmates. You should
go home ..."

And the argunments began. No hominid here would uncritically accept a Ghoul's plan for
their war. But Vala remained silent and knew how nuch she had won.

*They're with us. They really are. And they'll bathe ...*

CHAPTER FI VE -- THE WEB DWELLER

WEAVER TOAN, A. D. 2892

No telling how long the wi zard had been there. The ol der children had gone into the G eat
Wod to conpete at catching birds. The boy Parald threw with conspi cuous grace; his net kept its
shape longest, flew the farthest, though he'd caught only two. Strill was thinking howto speak to
him when she chanced to | ook up

The wi zard was out on the river, floating far above the silver water, on a thick coin-
shaped support not nmuch wider than a nan is tall

They shout ed, beckoni ng hi m down. When he noticed them he stopped his stately progress
anong the treetops, then descended gradually. He smiled and spoke in an unknown tongue. He was
bal d over nost of his body, but that wasn't rare anong visitors.

They |l ed himhone, talking all the way. Sone of the boys tested his know edge with
insults. Strill disapproved, and presently knew she was right.

The wi zard never did learn their speech, barring a few basic words |ike "flup" and
"rishathra,"” but he wore a necklace that spoke like a teacher before they reached the village.

Anyone of a strange species might be a teacher. A wizard who flew, who was served by a
magi cal translator, must have a good deal to teach

Ni ne years now, since he'd | eft Kawaresksenjaj ok and Har kabeeparol yn; ten since Chneee
departed for the Map of Earth. Eleven years since they'd set sail aboard Hi dden Patriarch. Twel ve
since their return to the Ringworld. Forty-one years since Louis Wi and his notley crew first
touched down, cocooned in stasis, at 770 mles per second.

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Ringworld%20Throne.txt (26 of 149) [1/19/03 6:18:59 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Ringworl d%20Throne.txt

The first hom nids they'd found had been snmall, furry religious fanatics.

These chattering youths were of that or a similar species. They were chin-high to Louis W
and covered with fluffy blond fur, and wore kilts of nuted browns. They threw their wonderfully
patterned nets with wonderful skill, in this maze of bare trunks beneath branches spread like the
caps of mushroons.

They were friendly. Every species around the Geat Ccean was friendly to strangers. Louis
was used to it.

The ol dest girl asked, "Wat shape is the world?"

Quiet fell and heads turned. Was it a test? "I should ask rather than tell, Strill. What
shape is the worl d?"

"Acircle, the shape of infinity, the Web Dwell er says. | don't understand, though. | see

an arch, like --" Strill pointed. There were snmall conical roofs below, sprouting anong the trees:
a sizable village strung along the river's vastness. Upstreamwas an arch like the oft-rebuilt St
Louis Arch, broad at the base, narrowing as it rose. "-- like the Upstream Gate."

So that was all right. "The arch is the part of the ring you' re not standing on," Louis
said. *Web Dwel | er ?*

He was wal king with one proprietary hand on the stacked cargo plates as they fl oated
al ongsi de him

There were *mllions* of these in the Repair Center beneath the Map of Mars. He'd wel ded
sonme needed itens to the topnost floating disk. These included handhol ds, a seat back, a bin for
spare clothing and another for food, and a little attitude thruster, a spare part for the
Hi ndnost's probes. And ... well, he'd found that already in place after the battle el even years
ago. It was Teela Brown's nedkit.

Furry adults and small furry children saw the bird catchers returning early. Mst stayed
with their tasks, but a man and a woman waited at the arch to greet them

Strill cried, "He's a w zard! Kidada-sir, he says it's a ring!"
The man gl anced at the floating plates. He asked, "Do you *know* this?"
Louis said, "lI'"ve seen it. I"'mLouis Wi of the Ball People."

It shouldn't have neant anything to them but the El ders gaped and the chil dren ooohed.

The wonman said, "Louis Wi of the Ball People?" Age had put white in her golden fur, and
more of that in the man's. Their knee-length kilts were el aborate tapestries that woul d have been
valuable in any culture. "I am Sawr and this is Kidada, both of the Council, both of the Waver
Fol k. You are from nowhere on the Arch, yes? The Wb Dwell er has vouched for your power and
wi sdom "

"Web Dwel |l er?" How coul d anyone have known of him here?

Ki dada said, "The Wb Dweller is certainly of another world. It's got two heads! And
servants like itself in uncountable nunbers."

*Aw, tanj.* "What else did the Wb Dwell er have to say?"

"It showed us pictures fromfar up the Arch, so it says."

"What did you see? Vanpires?"

"Strange humanoids living in darkness, and an alliance of nmany ki nds of people cone to
attack them Can you tell us of those?"

"I know sonet hing of vanpires. The Web Dwell er may know nore, but | haven't spoken to him
inthirty-six falans."

"How do your folk manage rishathra?" Sawur asked, and there was suppressed giggling.

Louis grinned. "As best we can. Yours?"

"W Weavers are said to be very good with our hands, and visitors speak well of the touch
of our fur. One nust ask, shall we wash?"

"Good idea."

* k%

Weavers, they called thensel ves.

Their village -- *city* -- was nowhere crowded, but it seened to go on and on, spilling up
and down both sides of the river, sprouting anong the trees of the vast forest. Their houses were
wi ckerwork shells shaped |ike | ow nushroons, not unlike the trees.

Louis was being led toward a vertical cliff of bare pale rock. Kidada said, "See you water
running down that cliff face? The baths are bel ow. Sunlight warns the water as it flows, a
little."

The pool was long and narrow. Low tables bore little heaps of enbroidered kilts. Sawr and
Ki dada added theirs to a heap. Three parallel furrows ran through the hair across the old man's
buttocks, old scars rimred with white fur, |eading Louis to wonder about |ocal predators.

Weavers were already bathing thensel ves. Children and the elderly seened to gravitate
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t oget her; postadol escents separated out, but rarely formed pairs. Louis had learned to | ook for
such patterns.

The water was nuddy. He didn't see any towels. He set his clothing -- Canyon style canping
garb and backpurse, fromtwo hundred |ight-years away -- on a table, and stepped in. Wen in Rone

It wasn't all that warm either.

Now al |l the ages mi xed as the Wavers gathered around the visiting alien, the teacher
Newl y net species al ways had the same questions.

"My conpanions and | steered our great ship to the shore of the Great Ccean, forty fal ans
ago. W found desol ation. Long before any of you were born, Fist-of-God raised the shore forty
manhei ghts al ong twenty thousand daywal ks of shoreline ..."

Confusion. Louis's translator would translate Sol system neasurenents into the Ringworld's
thirty-hour day, seventy-five days to a falan; but daywal ks and manhei ghts varied by species.
Louis floated on his back, treading water while they spoke of distance, tine, height. No hurry.
He' d done this dance before.

"People to spinward renenber Fist-of-God in their |egends. Sonething bigger than any
mountai n struck the floor of the world fromunderneath at hellish speed, thirty-five hundred
falans ago"; A.D. 1200, by Louis's best guess. "It pushed the Iand up and then ripped through as a
fireball. You can see the nmountain it nmade fromhere, a hundred thousand mles away, and the
deserts all around it. The shore of the Great Ocean noved a thousand mles seaward. All the
patterns of life changed ..."

The water was arnpit-deep, shallower at the end where the children gathered. A kind of
dance was going on here: not a courtship gane, but the wonmen around Louis were of mating age, and
men their age were hangi ng back. Ring pattern. A rishathra dance?

H s eye kept snagging on Strill's attentive | ook and wonderful smile. They all had
questions. The same questions always. But Louis had seen the glitter of bronze on the bare cliff
above his head. The fractal spiderweb was out of a Waver's reach, and the water flowi ng down the
rock wasn't washing it off.

So he spoke for an unseen audience. "W had to stay with the ocean or we'd have had
nothing to eat. W spent two falans cruising along the shore, and finally we realized we were in a
river mouth. We continued upstream The fertility has returned to the soil along the Shenthy River
valley. W've been in this vast river valley for thirty-five falans. My Gty Builder friends |eft
me at a village downstream twenty fal ans ago."

"\ 2"

"They have children now. But | continued upstream The people are friendly everywhere.
They like hearing nmy tales."

Sawur asked, "Wy does that surprise you, Louis W?"

He snmiled at the ol der woman. "When a visitor cones to your village, he probably doesn't
eat what you eat or sleep where you sleep or feel quite confortable in your house. An alien
doesn't conpete with his host. And he mi ght have sonething to teach. But the Ball People are al
one species on all the worlds. A visitor can be bad news."

A morment's unconfortable silence followed. One of the brawny boys settled behind Stril
broke it. He called, "Can you do this?" He reached around his back, one arm above, one bel ow, and
cl asped wists with hinself.

Loui s Wi | aughed. Once he could have. "No."

"Then you shoul d have your back washed,"” the boy said, and they all noved in.

* % %

The great thing about the Ringworld was its variety. And the great thing about variety was

that rishathra wouldn't work at all if it required an el aborate dance.
"How do your fol k manage ri shat hra?"
"*1f you will state your gender --*"

"*How | ong can you hol d your breath?*" Sea Fol k.

"*No, but we like to talk about it.*"

"*We cannot. Don't be offended.*" Red Herders.

"*1t was thus we ruled the world!'*" City Buil ders.

"*Only with sapient species. Here, solve this riddle --*"

"*Only with nonsapi ent species. W prefer not to becone involved. *"

"*May we watch you with your conpanion?*" Louis had once had to explain that Chneee was
not a homnid, and was nal e besi des. He wondered how nmuch the Weavers knew about the bronze
spi derweb above their heads. They were pairing off now, but not mating in public. How would
Weavers rish?
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Sawur |led himout of the water. She squeezed a liter of water fromher brown and white
fur, with Louis's help. Wien she saw he was shivering, she wi ped himdown with his shirt.

Louis could snell roasting bird flesh.

They dressed. Sawur led himinto a circle of woven w cker cages. "Council House," she said
of one. Birds were roasting above a barbecue pit. The snelts were wonderful. Birds and a huge
fish, tended by ... "Sawur, those aren't \Wavers."

"No. Sailing Folk and Fishers."

One Weaver of middle age was tending the pit with the help of seven aliens. They weren't
all of the sane species. Two nal es had webbed hands and broad flat feet, and oily straight hair
slicked along their bodies in a snooth curve. The other five, three nen and two wonmen, were burly,
power ful versions of the Weavers, with altered jaws. C ose enough that they might still nate,
maybe. Al seven were wearing the fantastic Waver kilts.

The big Fisher, Shans Serpentstrangl er, nmade introduction. Louis tried to renenber their
nanes. His translator would retrieve them if he could renenber even a syllable. Shans expl ai ned,
"We trade for cloth, yes? W conpete. When Hi shthare Rockdiver and | offer to broil this nonster
fish the Sailors catch dowmstream the Sailors offer, too. Afraid we talk to Kidada, |earn
sonet hi ng needful. Get a |lower price."

“"Meanwhi | e we argue over how to cook our fish." That was the Sailor, Week. "Kidada at
| east gets his birds the way he wants."

"I'"d say those birds are done,"
start?"

"It will be perfect in a hundred breaths,” Shans said. "Cooked on the down side for the
Sailors, warmon the up side for us. How do you like it?"

"Down side."

The Weaver popul ation half dried thenselves and cane to eat. The birds came off the hot
rocks and were torn apart. The fish continued to cook. Louis would find his own vegetabl es,

t onor r ow.

And they tal ked.

The Weavers' ninble fingers wove nets to catch md-sized birds and beasts of the forest;
but they wove cloth for river traffic. Peekaboo clothing, hanmocks, fishnets, belt pouches and
back pouches, a variety of things for a variety of species.

Fi shers and Sailors traded up and down the river, carrying Waver kilts, snoked and salted
fish, salt, root vegetables ..

It was shop tal k. Louis eased out of that. He asked Ki dada about his scar, and was told of
a fight with what sounded |ike a nonster bear. Wavers withdrew. they'd heard the tale. Kidada
told a good tale, though fromthe sound of it, the scar should have been in front.

At sunset all the Wavers seened to nelt away. Sawur led himto a ring of tents, their
feet crunching in dry brush.

Sail ors and Fishers remained in conversation around the dying coal bed. One called advice
after him "Don't wander. Only the Ni ght People walk these paths at night."

They stooped under the edge of the w cker cage. Sawur rolled against himand fell asleep
at once. Louis felt a nmonent's irritation; but species differ

* k%

Louis said. "I can't guess about the fish. Wwen did you

Sl eeping in a strange place hadn't bothered Louis in falans ... no, in years. Nor sleeping
in a strange woman's arms, nor rubbing against fluffy fur ... like sleeping with a big dog ... nor
both together. But knowi ng the H ndnost's eye was near, *that* kept himawake for some tine.

Sonetine in the night, he dreamed that a nonster sank teeth into his |leg. He woke hol di ng
back a scream

Sawur spoke without opening her eyes. "What is it, teacher?"

"Cranp. In my leg." Louis rolled out of her arns and crawl ed to the door

"I get cranps, too. Walk." Sawur was asleep

He |inped outside. The side of his calf was shrieking. He hated nuscle cranps!

The daylit arcs of the Ringworld reflected far nore light than Earth's full noon. The
medi cal kit would give himnedicine for a cranp, but it didn't act any qui cker than just wal king
it off.

Hi s foot crunched dry tw gs.

Low dry brush surrounded the guests' huts. Friendly as they were, the Wavers nust have
some way to discourage thieves. This dry stuff nmight be their defense.

The cranp had eased, but he was w de-awake. Hs cargo plates floated outside the guest
hut. He pulled hinself aboard. He crossed the brushy barrier w thout a sound, weaving anong the
tree trunks.
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Not a bit nocturnal, these Wavers. No sign of any of them Sleeping |ike the dead, how
woul d they catch a thief? The visiting aliens had retired, too. Lanterns lit the bow and stern of
a long, |low sailboat he hadn't noticed earlier.

In a minute or two Louis was floating silently above the pool, lit by Archlight real and
refl ected.

Motion within the cliff ... and a light blazed in his face

Loui s squinted, cursing. He | ooked into the glare ... through a wi ndow w th fuzzed-out

edges, at an inpressive cinder cone capped in what seened dirty snow. On any world, that would be
a volcano. Here it could be a nmeteor crater punched frombelow It |ooked very |ike Fist-of-Cod,
crowned with vacuum and naked Ri ngworld floor structure.

A nmessage fromthe Hi ndnost?

Once the puppeteer knew Louis was moving up the river, he could have noved his probe
ahead. He'd sprayed a spy device on this rock cliff, and others el sewhere, no doubt. He'd tal ked
to the Weavers ... easy enough, but why bother? Wat did he want?

Somet hi ng spat fromthe crater, twice, thrice within ten seconds.

"Six hundred and ten hours ago," said a famliar contralto. "Watch."

The vi ew zooned on the three objects. Lens-shaped spacecraft, big. Kzinti design, Louis
t hought. They stopped just above the peak, then began their descent, two or three nmeters above the
gl assy crater wall.

"The warcraft are noving quite slowy. Let ne show you fast-forward," the H ndnost said.
The warcraft noved briskly downsl ope. Beyond and bel ow, cl oudscape junped into streamined notion
"I'n two hours, twenty mnutes at just under sonic speed, they had covered fourteen hundred m | es.
For kzinti, amazing restraint. Then they diverged, thus --"

The cl oudscape and the saucers jerked to a near stop. Two veered off at right angles; the
third continued strai ght on

VWhite light blinked. Then the scene was as before, but the three ships had a bl obby, half-
melted | ook, and they gleamed like mrrors. They began to descend ... to fall

"Stasis fields. They stopped your beam"™ Louis said.

"Worrisome, Louis. Wong twice within five seconds. |Is your brain deteriorating?"

"That can happen," Louis said equably.

The Hi ndnost said, "Those beans were intense. Vast energy flux was trapped inside the
stasis fields before they forned."

"But --"

"You and Nessus survived a sinilar attack because *we* design defense nmechanisnms to react
*qui ckl y*! Those kzinti warcraft are nothing but bonbs now. And that was the Ringworld Meteor
Def ense, but | did not use it."

"Yeah, right."

"Cbserve." The view junmped ... a view of the magnified sun, darkened to something
tolerable. Fromthe fluid storma plune rose in fast-forward notion. Higher, straight toward the
canmera ... hundreds of thousands of mles. A brighter shock wave was rising fromits base. It

| ashed out along the plune and was suddenly terribly bright.
"A superthermal |aser effect, definitely the Ringworld Meteor Defense, Louis. But not

m ne.

The Hi ndnost *woul d* lie. But would he shoot down an invading ship?

"Louis, |I'mnot shooting down invading spacecraft! | want to contact them A hyperdrive
motor could free ne fromthis place!l”

"I buy that, | guess, but -- H ndnpst, do you think soneone is in the Repair Center with
you?"

"I do not believe ny defenses have been breached. Louis, there are two Geat Cceans."

It took Louis a nonent to see what the Hi ndnost neant.

A single Great Ocean woul d unbal ance the Ringworld. The water involved would mass as much
as a nmmjor Jovian nmoon. There had to be two, on opposite arcs; and there were.

The Hindnost's crew had found a Repair Center in one Geat Ccean, under the Map of Mars.
The ot her ocean they had never explored at all

And it was across the Ringworld' s dianmeter. The R ngworld was sixteen |ight-nminutes
across. Sixteen minutes at |ightspeed before a second Repair Center could *see* invading ships
com ng through Fist-of-God. Eight minutes nore to begin to affect the sun. More tine -- an hour?
Two? -- to stretch a plune of plasma sonme mllions of mles out fromthe sun, then cause it to
| ase. The terrible sword of |ight would be another eight mnutes on its way.

Two hours and twenty mnutes was a plausible guess. Louis said, "Stet. You'd best assune
there's another Repair Center on the far side of the Ringworld Arch, and a protector inside."
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"Why a protector? Mnd you, Louis, | think so, too."
"A protector would find a way in. If a homnid got in somehow -- a breeder -- he'll be a
protector by now. The other Repair Center nmust be infested with tree-of-life, like ours was. Is

this what you wanted nme for? You know al nost as nuch about protectors as | do, and it's dead of
ni ght here, so ny brain may not be fully functional."

"Age, too, may have affected your brain. W do need to talk, and | have nore to show you
Louis, shall | appear to the Wavers and acknow edge your power? Or shall | not?"

"Thought ful of you, but that may be out of our hands." The locals slept, but Fishers or
Sai l ors must have seen this glare, and who coul d know when a Ghoul was nearby?

*Act ual | y*

The Hi ndnost m ssed Louis's sudden grin. He said, "These Wavers seem hospitable."

"Every species around the Great Ccean is friendly if you watch your nouth."

"What news of our conpani ons?"

"Chneee took an assault vehicle to carry his gear. Didn't you have a webeye on that ?"

"He buried it," the H ndnost said.

Loui s | aughed.

"He can unearth it if he has need. What of the City Buil ders?"

Loui s said, "Kawaresksenjajok and Har kabeeparol yn had two children to rai se and anot her on
the way. | won't say we were bored with each other, but ... futz. | put themoff at a village
downstream from here, with one of the assault boats. They're teaching there and along the far
shore. How are you?"

"Not presentable. Louis --" Three silver blobs bouncing down the slope of Fist-of-Cod were
repl aced by a glare of snow, a nountain ridge in broad daylight. A green outline blinked around
two dots crawing through a cleft in the ridge. "-- let ne direct your attention to these. Ten
years ago | showed you --"

"I remenber. Is this the sane view?"

"Yes, as of three days ago, taken fromthe rimof a floating structure above a vanmpire

nest."

"I's this what you' ve been showi ng the Wavers?"

"Yes." The view zoonmed. Those were great crude six-wheel ed vehicles, possibly powered by
steam One of themwas turning back, upslope. The view zoonmed on the other, on the driving bench
"These are Machi ne Peopl e?"

Loui s | ooked. "Right. Note the beards. Looks |ike Machi ne People vehicles, too. Hey ..."

"Louis, my conputer's recognition program--"

"That's Valavirgillin!"

CHAPTER SI X -- SNOWRUNNER' S PASS

The Barrier of Flane had been given a | ow, eroded | ook

None but Valavirgillin would see nountains that way. Louis Wi of the Ball People had
taught her to view the world as a nask. He and his weird conpani ons had | ooked up into its black
under si de, where seas were bul ges, nountain ranges were chains of pits, and trenendous pipes
carried seabottom flup under the world and over the rimwall to becone spill nountains.

Sone entity had *carved* the Barrier of Flane to suit esthetic whinms. Had carved passes
through the range for the convenience of travelers. Various Red tribes and their herds had
followed the retreating mrror-flowers across Snowunner's Pass. Two of these sane Reds now gui ded
the cruisers.

Ni ght was biting an edge fromthe sun as the cruisers crossed the crest of Snow unner's
Pass. None of them had seen blue sky in many falans. They gloried in it. Unbroken clouds spread
bel ow them There was snow on the ground, not deep but enough to cause the wheels to slide. Vala
had trouble steering. To left and right the nmountains flaned, raw sunlight reflecting from
snowfi el ds.

Bel ow and behind the driving bench, Waast was telling sonmeone unseen, "W didn't see snow
when we crossed here. The mirror-flowers burned it all away."

Her bul k had hal f hidden Tegger. He said, "Mrror-flowers don't |ike clouds. They burn
anyt hi ng that noves. Waast, is it good to separate the wagons this late in the day?"

"One nust decide,” Waast said firnly.

The Red Herder frowned. "OF course the pilot gives the orders. But, |ook you, mates have
been separated. Valavirgillin and Kaywerbrimms. Gieving Tube and Harpster, too. Kaywerbrinmms
and Chitakuni shad are both *male*. What if vanpires cone? Warvia and | are safe separated. Beed]
is with you, Paroomis with Twuk, Manack is with Coriack, but what of the rest?"

Val a steered Crui ser One down the Iong sl ope, pretending not to listen. This was how a Red
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Her der expressed his dissent, by letting it be overheard. *Mates!* The next turn put her in sight
of a wide brown river.

The Reds were of a nonoganmpous race, and mated. They didn't |ike being separated; but two
cruisers need two guides. Kay and Vala nust part too: two cruisers need two drivers. But she and
Kaywer bri mmi s were not nated!

And here cane Pilack pelting after her ahead of Cruiser Two. Vala choked the fuel line and
I et her cruiser stop.

G eaners could run like the wind. Pilack | ooked up at her, grinning, for a nmoment in which
to catch his breath. He said, "Kaywerbrimrs wants to go farther up."

She | ooked back. Left of the pass the crest rose gently enough. Kay woul d be above the
snow |l ine, and he'd have a view

“"Shall we wait?"
"Kay says don't wait. Stop the cruiser if you find danger. W'Ill have you in view W']|
cone. "

Pilack ran away. Uphill, Kay's crew were offloading cargo. Tons of it. Wthout Paroom and
Twuk, it would have taken forever. A few tenbreaths later Cruiser Two was in notion, with Kay on
the steering bench and the rest of the crew wal ki ng behi nd, except for the Ghoul, of course.
Gieving Tube would not wake till halfnight.

Now a curve took them out of sight.

Cruiser One carried Valavirgillin and Sabarokaresh, Waast and Beedj, Manack and Cori ack
Tegger, and Harpster. They stayed out of the payload shell. The payl oad shell had never been so
clean, so scentless. The Ghoul Harpster would have |iked the darkness; but he made do with the
rest taking their turns under the awni ngs, on bl ankets spread al ong the runni ng boards.

The Machi ne People on Cruiser Two were both nal e. She and Kay had dithered about taking
Chi t akum shad. They'd have preferred Spash, but nobody woul d risk Spash's life while she was
pregnant. And Chit had had to be tied up during the vanpire attack, but he was clever and skillfu
with tools.

They'd be all right. There was al ways ri shat hra.

Crui ser One was beneath the cloud deck now. The darkening day signaled a sun half
shadowed. And what was happeni ng down there at the river? "Tegger, give ne your sight. The river?"

A eaners were nearsighted; they could barely see beyond their toes. Machi ne Peopl e had
good eyes. But none had eyes |ike the Reds. Tegger scranbled up onto the steering bench, peered
under his hand; then clinbed to the cannon tower, higher yet.

"Vanpire. Two of them They' re hideous, Vala. Do you hear anything?"

"No. "

"I think they're singing, Vala. And ... a black thing is comng out of the water. Wat do
Ri ver Peopl e | ook Iike?"

"Wet bl ack. Your size, but conpact, streamined --"

"Short arms and big hands with webbed fingers? Legs |ikew se? They've |lured one out. Now
one vanpire is noving downstream Wong gender, maybe, | can't tell fromthis far away. How fast
can we get down?"

"Not that fast." Not fast enough for rescue. They were closer now. Vala could see two pale
shapes and a bl ack. One pal e shape anbl ed away down the shore. The bl ack waddl ed to the other
white, who enfolded it in its arms. Minents later the white hurled itself backward onto the nud.

The squat bl ack shape approached again, arns outstretched. The white backed away fast on
its skinny buttocks. Recovered its courage, or its hunger; got up and accepted the other's
enbr ace.

Bl ack rubbed against white. Vala heard a squall like a nountain cat's as the pal e shape
tore itself free and ran away al ong the shore, upstream

The bl ack shape couldn't catch up. It stopped and cried, a desol ate honk

"How fast?" Tegger asked again.

"We'll be down before halfnight, in time to wash. Then we'll test our defenses, | think
Best if Cruiser Two stays high. Manack, you |istening? Coriack?"

"I hear," Coriack said. "Cruiser Two stays high till dawn."

"Co tell Kaywerbrimms. Then stay with Cruiser Two! | don't want you al one on the sl opes

when night falls."

Beedj was up and wal ki ng ahead and to the right, his crossbow cocked. Barok was tending
the cannon. Tegger perched above him

The bl ack homnid lay inconsolable on wet river nud. It presently rolled over and saw t he
descending cruiser. It waited.

Manack dropped fromthe running board and ran ahead. Vala's gun was in her hands, ready.
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A vanpi re sang.

The nusic was unni stakable, thrilling along her nerves. Manack came to a jarring stop
Val a could see no target. The River Person waddl ed toward the bushes.

The second vanpire stepped tinmdly out to neet it. Male, it was. It raised its arns
inmploringly. Wth the scent and the nusic going wild in her head, Vala fired.

The bull et struck beneath its arnpit, slamming the vanpire violently away. In the near-
dark its blood was as red as any honminid s. Vala caught a stronger whiff of its scent; she raised
the towel and inhal ed pepperl eek

Manack was hangi ng back. The River Person cast itself on the body. The vanpire spasned in
agony, then rel axed.

Val a pull ed the cruiser alongside both. Passengers were dropping fromthe runni ng board.

Slick black hair, short thick arms and | egs, w de hands and feet, streanlined body ..
clothing. The R ver Wnman's torso was covered with some other creature's brown fur. She | ooked up
then pulled away fromthe vanpire male with visible effort.

"Greeting,"' she said. "I amWirblychoog --" a liquid flow of syllables and a trace of
smle. *You can't pronounce that.*

Val a said, "Geetings, Wirble. Valavirgillin. Wiy didn't the vampire kill you?"

"This," the woman sai d, and her hands waved down her barrel body. The garnment was stiff
around her throat. The sides were snooth |eather, the hair shaved of f. The rest, chest and back
were fur taken from sone water beast.

She said, "We take a jell froma floating predator in Lake Deeps, half a daywal k across

land. The jellfisher stings fish to eat them The sting is in the jell. W snmear an otter fur vest
with jell, then shave off the fur where our arns lie when we swim Vanpires don't |ike the sting,
but after, must ... nust ..." She turned to Manack. "Can swim little courageous one? Can hold

breath for alittle while?"

"I would drown," said Manack

The River Wonan told Vala, "Honmeflow tribe has only four vests. Vanpires bar us from
shore, many falans now. If fromtinme to time one of us wears a vest and lets a vanpire enbrace
her, she may teach themto | eave River People al one. Then we can hunt the shore for a tine."

"You show great courage."

"I show my courage for Borubble, to take himfor ny nmate."

"And get some vanpire scent on yourself, too," Waast |eered

"Shubbl e flup! This is not to speak of. You, red one, can dive deep for only a few tens of
br eat hs?"

Tegger shook his head. He was tired of the question. The River Wnan sighed. "W hear
rishathra. Never practice. Must mate! WIIl tell Borubble the good news. WIIl tell himvisitors
cone, too. Stay here on nud flat, see vanpires coming froma |long way."

She was across the nud and into the water before Vala could frane an intelligent reply.

Water could hide threats other than vanpires. The whol e team bathed with edged weapons in
hand. Afterward Barok went upstreamw th the deaners to fish. Vala envied hima little, but she
must remain to set up defenses.

Crui ser One spent the night on the nmud flat. No visitors cane, vanpires or R ver People.

It was all going very snmoothly, Vala thought. Very much according to prediction and plan
That worried her.

* k%

Three nights ago they had put a final shape to their plans.

Four Reds had cone to the war. Warvia and Tegger had stayed, but two unmated nal es,
Anakri n hooki - Whanhur hur and Chaychi nd hooki - Karashk, had been persuaded to return to Red

territory carrying instructions that night be the saving of themall. Whand had had enough of
vanpires, and it seened he and Spash had gotten pregnant. They would stay to refuel Cruiser Three.
That left Valavirgillin and Kaywerbrinmi s, the remaining drivers, split up to command two

Crui sers.

They' d chosen the teans early, then argued about it every night since.

Raki ng through a nountai nous Grass G ant m dden for several days had not inproved the
Machi ne People's standing with these tribes. Vala was sure of that. But Grass G ant dung had
yi el ded many barrels of saltpeter crystals.

The relief map outside the wall had becone el aborate and wonderful. Only at hal fni ght and
hal fday was there light for Ghouls and the other species to work together on it; but they'd had a
falan, seventy-five days, to do that. Dirt was replaced with colored clays. Once w tnesses agreed
on the shape of the land, they'd baked it hard under coals, and afterward used colored sand to
mark possible routes for the cruisers. They were still noving those |ines when night fell, and al
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retreated inside

The vanpires didn't come every night, but they came in swarns.

Vanpires didn't learn, didn't conmunicate. Monwa had nounted the Marsh People's curved
wi ndow i n the starboard-spin curve of the wall. The vanpires attacked from starboard-spin, and
warriors of four species killed themw th guns and crossbows, firing around the edge of an
i nvisible shield.

Val a had | earned crossbows that way, several nights running. She | oved the fal se sense of

invul nerability ... false, because the wi ndow woul d not stop vanpire scent.

* k%

The main building was a near-done, fabric stretched over the top of a dirt wall, with a
central pole. It was awesonely big, but awesonely crowded. Fifteen hundred Grass G ants -- nore
wonen than men, a great many children, infants everywhere -- made a stench rich enough to slice

with a scythe-sword.

Wb was in a cluster of wives. They were feeding her by hand, feeding thenselves, too,
and Wb seened to be enjoying it. Barok waved at her, and she waved back without getting up
Recovering nicely, Vala thought, fromthe night she and Barok had spent down anpong the vanpires.

Barok would ride with Cruiser One. Vala had wondered if he would drop out of the gane with
Whand and Spash, or chase down the vanpires who had taken his daughter

Grass G ants were big, but they could stand crowdi ng. For Machi ne People, Vala discovered
the problemwas to avoid getting stepped on

The Reds were prickly. Grass G ants steered clear of them

If Reds and Machi ne People were feeling overnatched, why weren't the even smaller d eaners
intimdated? But they'd found strategies that seened to work. Sone were playing with the children
sonme were groomng adults. Their nearsighted eyes found insect parasites with precision.

The Thurl pulled hinself free of a ten of wives. He asked Vala, courteously and with no
mal i ce, "Do you have what you wanted of the shit pile?"

So, it was tine to reveal a secret. "Yes, we thank you. Wien we mix the crystals with the
sul fur and charcoal the Reds are gathering, we will have what propels our bullets.”

"Ah," the Thurl said, hiding surprise.

He coul d not nake gunpowder: he still didn't know the proportions, Vala told herself. But
now he knew that this was no nere Machi ne Peopl e perversion

Into the quiet, vanmpire nmusic insinuated itself, and quiet becane sil ence.

But now the vanpires' song had a rising instrunental acconpaninment. First it matched the
vanpire nusic. Vala had | earned to pick out the harp, the grieving tube, the whistling tube, the
thutter. Now the Ghoulish nusic swirled away, jarring with the vanpire song, drowning it, while
the thutter in the background played faster and faster, pulling heartbeats al ong. And now there
was no vanpire song at all

* k%

Next down they'd been rolling. By night they canped on a bluff above a river. The vanpires
I eft them al one.

They reached G njerofer's herds early on the second day. The Reds had fuel waiting.
Charcoal and sul fur they had inported fromfar away, trading away their own wealth, with little
yet to show for it

Ni ght covered the sun before the cruisers were | oaded. The Reds made canp around the
crui sers. When the vanpires canme, the cannon fired over the heads of Red sharpshooters. By dawn
the vanpire dead nunbered forty or nore

Cruisers carried trade goods, and Vala nade gifts; but forty vanpire dead were what bonded
t hese speci es together

The third day carried themthrough Snow unner's Pass. The length of a daywal k varied by
difficulty of the terrain, by altitude and sl ope and species; but Vala thought they' d covered two
honest daywal ks. They coul d reach the vanpires' refuge by mdday tonorrow, if they were crazy
enough to travel so directly.

In the norning Cruiser Two canme rolling down. Warvia rode above the cannon housi ng,
beneath a sheet awni ng.

Twuk called cheerily, "Waast! Is it so, that Snowunner's Pass is the easiest through the
nmount ai ns?"

"When Reds and Ghoul s agree, who can doubt ?"

"Vanpires think so, too!"

Cruiser Two was noisy with victory. Even Gieving Tube's dark head lifted into the |ight,
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squinting, and grinned grotesquely before it sank back. Vala didn't notice Warvia's silence, then.
Red Herders were rarely merry.

The din roused others. Vala saw wet bl ack heads surfacing in a line along the shore. The
Ri ver People cane no farther, and Vala let thembe, while Kay, Chit, Twuk, Paroom Perilack, and
Silack told their interwoven stories.

* % %

Kaywer bri nm s parked Cruiser Two on a knob of rock above the pass. The view was of
unbr oken cl ouds, not what Kay had hoped for, but he would wait. Al had bathed in the streans they
crossed, twice in three days. If they were not scentless, at least they'd tried.

(They weren't scentless now, grinning and touching and word-wrestling to be next to speak
Val a coul d guess sonething of how the night had gone.)

Dar kness fl owed over them Vanpires began to streamthrough the pass. Gieving Tube, on
wat ch, alerted the rest.

Crui ser Two's heavy cargo, still piled in the pass, must have carried a scent. Kay sighted
the cannon starboard of that point and waited. He killed twenty with three bl asts.

The vanpires left the pass enpty for a while. Then they'd begun darting across. Kay's
passengers used the chance for target shooting, but otherwi se let the vanpires through. Bolts and
bullets could be recovered, but not gunpowder.

They bunched up again later. Kay used the cannon again, and stopped al nost at once. "They
had prisoners, Vala. Big slow guys with big hands and bi g shoul ders, w de-bodi ed wonen a head
shorter, both of "emwth yellow hair bloom ng out around their heads |ike nushrooms. Warvia saw
them best. Warvia?"

Warvi a roused hersel f. "W know the Farm ng Peopl e. Herbivores. They grow and tend root
veget abl es and keep aninmals, too, in partnership with Red Herder tribes who defend them W didn't
see any Reds | ast night."

Paroom "They weren't bunched up and they weren't trying to escape. They were each with
their own vanpire, ah, conpanion. | couldn't get a clear shot. W shot a few that didn't have
conpany --"

Twuk: "They sang at us. Gieving Tube played al ong. That scared them"

Kay: "I couldn't use the cannon because of the prisoners. Not that we were any help to
them What under the Arch woul d vanpires want with prisoners?”

Tegger said, "Herds."

He spoke al nbst absently; he was studying Warvia, who woul d neet nobody's eyes. Still, it
was an ugly thought. Double-ugly: it inplied unconfortably high sapience in vanpires.

"The wind," Kaywerbrinm s said, "was cold and wet and clean in our nostrils until the
ni ght was hal f gone. The vanpires started crossing again, and these didn't have prisoners. They
ran. Maybe the snell of their own dead made them nervous. It was fine shooting. Then the wind
shifted around and we snelled them too."

Grieving Tube was | ooki ng out from under the awning, listening, though her face was deep
in shadow. "I would have hunted them Kay," she said. "Qur nusic confuses them freezes them"”
Kay's eyes were on Vala. "Watever. | invited Gieving Tube to join ne in rishathra."

Unspoken: *the Ghoul woman was about to join the vanpires!* "She played, we danced. Warvi a accused
me of abandoning the fight, but the rest got the idea quick enough --"

In the general |aughter, Harpster's tenor whisper sounded clear. "How was he?"

Gieving Tube: "lInspired. Paroom too."

"W all --" Kay stopped suddenly, for no nore than a heartbeat, but Vala knew at once. "W
all joined in. You understand, Vala, we had them backed up at the pass. As soon as we stopped
shooting, they flowed through like a wide river. The snell of them we could have chopped it into
bricks to sell to the elderly."

Tegger was |l ooking up at his mate. Warvia's silence disturbed him Vala thought, but he

hadn't noticed anything nore onmi nous. Kaywerbrimms said, "I think the Thurl gave us Twuk because
she's snmall. Inspired decision.” Twk snmled brilliantly at him Wrvia was |ooking into far
di stances, her face |ike stone.

"Two-tenths of night passed this way, | think. Then the wind swng around. | didn't notice

right away: the vanpire scent was gone, but we had our own snells by then. But Chit saw --"

Chit: "Vanpires trying to creep upon us across the ice. They're not nuch darker than snow
t hensel ves. "

Kay: "The wi nd went gusty and stayed that way. They'd get a whiff of us and | ook around,
and we were conspicuous, | guess."

Paroom "Ten tens of them"

Kay: "Toward norning they stopped comng entirely. W left a carpet of vanmpires dead in

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Ringworld%20Throne.txt (35 of 149) [1/19/03 6:19:00 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Ringworl d%20Throne.txt

t he pass."

Twuk: "There's nothing under the Arch like the stink of a hundred vanpire corpses. They do
avoid their own dead."

Vala: "M ght keep it in mnd."

Twuk: "We collected our cargo and our bolts and bullets at hal fdawn. Vala, | think we
*saw* t he Shadow Nest."

"Tell it."

"Warvi a?"

The Red worman didn't | ook down. "Fromspin the Iight of day flowed toward us while we were
still in dark. W were exhausted, but | was at ny post, here on the cannon tower. The cl ouds
parted. | saw two black lines. Hard to tell how far, hard to tell how high, but a black plate with

structures above, high in the center and glittering silver, and its black shadow parallel bel ow "
"Not much nore than what Harpster told us, " Vala said, probing.
A flash of anger, throttled. "I could see the silver curves of the river, this river
flowing into the shadow. "
"W know of the Shadow Nest." A new voice heard from a glossy black shape of uncertain

gender and uncertain age slid out of the water and stood erect on the nud. "I am Roobal | abl
Wel come to the Honefl ow, have free passage of us. | speak the Tongue better than nost. |I'mtold
none of you will rish?"

"Not underwater, Roobla," Vala said with regret. That *woul d* be a coup. "Shadow Nest?"

"The Shadow Nest is a cave without walls. A black roof fifteen hundred paces around, wth
open sides. Vanpires have lived and bred bel ow since before any of us were born."

Har pst er spoke wi thout energing fromthe awing. Only Vala heard. "Fifteen hundred paces
around woul d be I ess then five hundred across, in Water People paces. Two hundred for G ass
G ants, three for the rest of us. Three hundred paces in dianeter, as we were told."

Val a asked, "Roobla, how high is that roof?"

Roobal | abl exchanged a qui ck sequence of honks with sonmeone still in the water. Then
"Fudghabl adl doesn't know." Mdre honking. Rooballabl said, "Low enough to block rain even in high
wi nd. Understand, only Fudghabl adl has been there."

"What's the Homeflow Ii ke under the Shadow Nest? Can vanpires sw n®?"

A gabbl e of honking voices. One canme forward -- white fringes on his head and al ong where
his jaw woul d have been -- and chattered at Rooballabl. Rooballabl said, "W nust hug the bottom
when we pass through. None of us go anynore. The water is a sewer, sonetines a whonkee." Unknown
word. "Vampires never swim"

Unseen, Harpster spoke. "Wonkee, path of the dead." Val a nodded.

Warvi a swng down into the cannon encl osure.

Val a wat ched Cruiser Two while the discussion ranged. Warvia didn't energe. And where was
Tegger ?

The River People had observed the vanpires for generations, but fromtheir own vi ewpoint.
Vanpi res sporadically rolled corpses into the Honefl ow, hundreds at a tine, fromten to twenty
species including their owmn. Aturn later there would be a glut of fish. That used to be worth
knowi ng ... but old Fudghabl adl hadn't been near the Shadow Nest in twenty falans or nore. Fishing
asi de, nothing that |ay beyond was worth traversing the Shadow Nest.

Val a dropped her voice. "Harpster. Corpses rolled into the Honmefl ow are | ost to you
aren't they?"

"Fish eat them and Fishers eat the fish, and in the end all is ours.™

"Flup. You're being robbed."

"Vala, vanpires are animals. Aninals don't rob."

Roobal | abl : "None but the River People may conme to the Shadow Nest and | eave alive. Wy do
you ask these things? Wy are you here, so many speci es?"
Beedj spoke before Vala could. "W go to end the vanpire nenace. W will attack themin

their hone. Hom nids who cannot travel have supported us."

The River Peopl e discussed that. Val a thought she saw silent |aughter

Maybe not. Rooball abl said, "Valavirgillin, we think we saw a Ghoul anbng your nunber."

“"Two of the Night People travel with us. Others parallel our path as friends. They don't
i ke sunlight, Roobla."

"Choul s and vanpires are all People of the Night."

Di d Roobal | abl nmean they were allies? "They conpete for the same prey on the sane terrain
Truly, it's nore conplicated than that "

"Are you sure they stand with you?"

For all of a falan, Vala had wondered at the Ghouls' notives. She said, "Yes, quite sure."
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"We could not travel with you."

"No. "

"But if you will roll your wagons al ong the Homefl ow, we can travel al ongside, Fudghabl adl
and |I. Tell you things. Take vests, teach our |essons downstream"

They began working out details. This was unl ooked-for luck, and Vala knew she nust pursue
it, though Tegger and Varvia were nowhere to be seen

CHAPTER SEVEN -- WAYSPIRI T

Tegger knelt with his back to a big pale rock, his heels under his buttocks, quite still.
The scrub was all around him hiding him

Thi s was how Reds hunted. And Tegger was hunting through his mnd, seeking Tegger. His
hands played idly with his sword, honing the edge.

Thought s pl ayed over the surface of Tegger's mind. If he et them go deeper, he'd be
thi nki ng of Warvia. He knew he couldn't face that.

The water's steady roar had hi m noddi ng. He woul d not hear any creature approaching.
Perhaps he would snell it, or see notion in the scrub around him H's sword was defense enough

Al the action was at the shore. At some point the negotiations had becone a sw nmi ng
party.

A sword could be used on oneself. Just turn it around. Junp fromthe top of a rock? The
t hought nerely skimred the surface of his mnd

"Tegger hooki - Thandarthal . "

Tegger junped and was on the rock, his blade swinging in a full circle before his nind

caught up. *Vanpires don't speak. Wat ...*
A voice just louder than the river, so |ow that Tegger m ght have imagined it, said, "I
cannot harm you, Tegger. | grant w shes.”

No living thing was in sight. Tegger asked, "Wshes?" Had he been found by a wayspirit?

"I was a living woman once. Now | help others in hope of naking a better self. Wat would
you have of nme?"

"Want to die."

Pause, then, "Such a waste."

Tegger heard a rasp of effort deep beneath the whi sper. Somehow he could not believe that
his sword woul d be fast enough. He said, "Wit.

"I wait." The whisper was nmuch cl oser now.

Tegger had twi ce spoken without thinking. Now he had evaded a quick death. D d he want
that? But if wishes could be granted ..

" Sonet hi ng happened last night. | want it not to have happened."”

"That cannot be."

Every man on Crui ser Two, whatever his shape, chemistry, diet, had mated with Tegger's

mat e. *They* have to die, he thought. But the wonen? ... Al who know. Warvia, too, he thought,
even as his nmind was rejecting the notion
*They did this to Warvia, to ne. It was the vanpires! Shall | kill half of us with a w sh?

Undef ended, the rest would die. Gnjerofer's tribe --* He saw, suddenly, how the Red tribes would
fall before an expandi ng vanpire plague. Men and wonen, unable to trust one another, would
separate in rage. Famlies and tribes would disintegrate. Vanpires would take them one by one.

Tegger said, "I would have you kill every vanpire under the Arch."

The whi sper cane. "I have no such power."

"What power have you?"

"Tegger, | ama nind and a voice. | know things. Sonetinmes | see things before you do. |
never lie."

Usel ess creature. "Wayspirit, your good intent exceeds your neans. What if | wish for a
fish to eat?"

“I can do that. WII you wait?"

"I will, but why?"

"I must not be seen. | could nuch nmore quickly tell you how to get your own fish."

True, the shore was very active. "Do you have a name?"

"Call me what you w sh.”

"Wi sper. "

" Good. "

"“Whisper, | want to kill vanpires."

"So do all of your conpanions. WII you rejoin then?"

Tegger shuddered. "No."
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"Thi nk what you will need. By now you nust know that the vanpire's power reaches farther
than your sword --"

Tegger noaned, his head bowed | ow, his hands over his ears. The whi sperer waited hi mout,
and presently said, "You will need defenses. W should nmake a list."

"Whi sper, | don't want to talk to any of them" He was beginning to renenber that for a
fal an of nights anong the Thurl's people, he and Warvia had tried to explain why their nonoganous
nature made them superior to the lure of the vanpire. It made the other species irritable.

VWi sper said, "The first vehicle is abandoned save for Harpster. Harpster sleeps. Even if
he wakes, he will not disturb you. Take what you will need."

Val a was wi shing she could get into the spirit of the thing.

The water was cold. You had to stay active to stay warm Everyone seened to be washing
each ot her. Discussions involving physiognony or rishathra could be answered by pointing.

Chi t akum shad and Roobal | abl were trying to work out an arrangenent that would | eave Chit's nouth
above water. Beedj and Twuk were watchi ng and maki ng suggestions. Any parasites had been washed
away, but d eaners were good at finding a phantomitch

Barok turned, grinning. H s hands took Vala's shoulders and firmy turned her around. He
scrubbed her back briskly with sone scratchy sea-vegetabl e thing.

It was all wonderfully friendly, as it can be anpbng species who don't conpete for the sane
needs. All would be well if only Warvia and Tegger woul d come runni ng out of the payload shell,
hand i n hand.

She | ooked over her shoulder. The river sounds would drown her | owered voice.

"Sabar okaresh, | need your help. You and Kaywerbrimis and Chitakum shad."

Bar ok continued his work. "What kind of hel p?"

"Cone with me when | ook inside Cruiser Two."

H s hands stopped then. He | ooked around. "I don't think we should disturb Chit."

"No. Do you think he'll get that to work?"

"M ght drown hinself. There's Kay over there. Unusual view"

Kaywerbrinmms was lying on his belly, nostly in the water, drawing nmaps in the nud with
his fingertips. An unidentifiable R ver Person was advising him Vala pulled herself up on his
ot her side and asked, "Learning anything?"

"Maybe. "

"Gve ne a few breaths of your time, nme and Barok?"

He | ooked around, studied her face, decided not to ask. junped to his feet and was pulling
her al ong, as naked as she and Barok. There was no chance for Vala to go to her piled clothes.

She m ght have |iked going naked, if the rain would ease off. Was clothing really that
dangerous? But it wasn't just a natter of keeping clean. A vanpire night learn that there was
bl ood underneath the scent of woven cloth or cured | eather

It wasn't her clothes she wanted. It was her pack

A pack woul d | ook incongruous on a naked woran.

. Oh, no doubt it would be all right.

When the three were out of anyone's earshot, Vala asked, "Kay, how did Warvia act --

"Rished with all of us."

She stepped up onto the running board. "Bother her?"

"It did. Afewtinmes she tried to go outside. Maybe just to get clear of us, maybe to go
to the vanmpires. They woul d have had her anyway. She's wong about being i mmune."”

"Kay, nobody believed that --"

"*Warvia* did. | *couldn't* let her out. Cone daylight, we tried to cal mher down." He was
tal ki ng through clenched teeth. "No good. Maybe a worman. O soneone who wasn't there. Could get
her talking."

“I"1l try," Vala said. She opened the trick | ock and entered the payl oad shell

It wasn't quite dark. Light glared dowmn fromthe gun tower. Vala sniffed at the ghosts of
old cargoes and waited for her eyes to adjust.

Gunpowder. M nch and pepperl eek. G eat nmasses of grass for Twuk and Paroom Soap: strange
stuff made by a species far to starboard. She sniffed for old stenches, the fear-sweat of people
hiding fromattackers, agony of the wounded; but those had been cl eaned away. There was no snel
of bl ood.

She clinbed the |adder to the cannon. No sign of Tegger

Kaywer bri mm s touched her ankle. She half sobbed, "Ch flup, oh flup, | was so sure we'd
find everything covered with bl ood! Tegger nust have guessed, and how could Warvia lie to hin®
*Warvi al *"
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Warvia's feet dangled listless before the cannon slot. Vala pulled herself half through
the opening. "Warvia, where is he?"

Warvi a made no answer.

"Well, hows he taking it?"

Warvi a spoke. "Dead inside."

"Warvia, cherished ally, nobody really thought you'd be inmune to vanpire scent."

"l thought he'd kill ne," Warvia said. "It never even crossed his nmind."
"Can we do anything for hinP"

"He wants to be alone, | guess.”

"For you?"

"So do I."

Vala slid down the | adder

"He can't lose us," Kaywerbrimrs said. "He can follow the river, follow the wheel ruts.
Maybe he just wants sone tine to digest what's happened. Rethink."

She nodded in the gl oom

"Val a, we should get the wagons noving."

“I"lIl take the tail position." Wiile the rest got Cruiser One ready to roll, maybe she
could search out Tegger. She didn't believe it. "Keep a close eye on Warvia. O shall | take her?"

"Take her. You're the boss, and she's got the best eyes --"

"That isn't --"

"It's a decent excuse. But she might talk to you because ..." He stalled.

"Because she hasn't rished with anyone in Cruiser One."

"Just so."

“"You're a nale, Kay --"

"Boss, | just can't guess how Tegger's feeling now This doesn't *happen* to Reds."

* k *

Tegger dropped silently fromthe cannon nount. No living thing was in his sight, and he
j unmped when a voice whispered fromfar too close to his ear. "Do you have what you need to
travel ?"

Tegger renmai ned crouched. He whispered, "Towels and a pepperl eek. Soap. Cean clothes. My
sword. I'mfollowing the river, so | won't need the canteen, so | filled it with fuel. That can be
useful stuff."

"Not for drinking, | hope.”

"Fuel burns.” *None of your business!*

"I's it randomkilling you [sic -- should be "your"] plan? O sonething nore organi zed?"

"I don't *know* anything. They live under a factory city, a big floating structure.

Whi sper, if we --"

"If you."

"If I can't destroy their refuge, | acconplish nothing. If I don't ... if | can't do
sonmething ... large?”

"For your honor?"

"Yes. What Warvia did -- | amnothing now | nust nmake nysel f sonething."

"W sh."

"To destroy the Shadow Nest."

"“You shall."

"Make it fall. Crush them underneath.”

"That could be difficult."

"Difficult?" Tegger shoul dered his pack. He noticed three naked Machi ne Peopl e entering
Crui ser Two. That was harm ess, but they night search the other cruiser next. Tegger eased away
into the bush.

He spoke to hinself, or to the enpty air. "Difficult. It's inpossible! I can't invade a
vanpire nest. If | could get above them onto that floating factory -- but |I'd have to fly."

Wi sper: "What is Valavirgillin hiding?"

Huh? "Machi ne Peopl e have their secrets," Tegger said.

Whi sper: "She knew that you and Warvia woul d succunb to the vanpire lure. Still, she hopes
that her little arny can win. Does she know somethi ng that nobody el se does?"

Tegger's mnd was trying to shut down; the mpan was rising in his throat. *They'd hear
him Find him* H's mnd, he nust not lose his mnd to his body's hysterics. *Think.*

His first coherent thought in sonme tinme was that he had just heard Wiisper's first *real *
command, however phrased.

Louis Wi of the Ball People had visited Gnjerofer's tribe. Valavirgillin knew him too
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knew hi m better, since rishathra was anong her skills. Had Louis Wi reveal ed sonmething to her?
And he'd seen her naked, nonments ago.

"She nust have |eft her pack with her clothes. \Wisper, where are Valavirgillin's
cl ot hes?"

"Look along the shore ... there. The pack is on the nud flat but you could reach it with a
stick."

"Whisper, I'"'mnot a thief. | only want to | ook."

The voi ce whispered, "What if Valavirgillin hides know edge that would hel p her
conpani ons?"

"Information is property."

Si | ence answer ed.

"Am | rmad?" he asked hinmsel f. This wayspirit had done nothing Tegger's own mind couldn't
do. \What had happened to him night drive anyone nad. WAs there a Wi sper?

Warvi a had suffered a shattering shock. What was she feeling? The horrifying truth was
that she mght be as crazy as him

And Tegger was creeping through the brush |ike some predator, his prey a |eather pack that
didn't belong to him

Stop, listen for rustling brush, for Whisper or for his conpani ons. Nothing.

He must already be lunatic, to suspect the Machi ne People woman. This was truly
Valavirgillin's war. She had invol ved the Ghoul s, where a megal omani ac woul d have kept conmand for
herself. Valavirgillin's weaponry was worth their lives ...

But here was her clothing, washed and tossed over bushes, and her backpack hung here, too.
He coul d | ook

He need not show hinself. H's blade had the reach. He slid its point under the strap and
fished the strap to him and slid backward on his belly into the bushes.

The pack opened out flat, Iike nmany he'd seen, but unlike those, this had a good nany
pockets. Leather on the outside; sone very finely woven stuff as a lining. Her firestarter was as
good as his own, traded from sone distance away. Bl anket, fancy canteen (enpty), a box containing
danp soap, bullets and an enpty handgun

The gun: for Tegger it might be the difference between Ilife and death. Between thief and --
there was no word for what he and Warvia were now, but every hominid knew the word *thief*.

“"Lunatic," he said. He was trying to put things back as he'd found them Could he get the
pack back wi thout being suspected?

He whi spered into the silence. "I do not hold title to Machi ne Peopl e gunpowder. Stealing
that secret would be *stealing*,"” and he rolled the pack cl osed, and open again. Sonething had
felt *col d*.

The lining: it was *cold*, the cold fading under his touch

He rubbed it in his fingers. Its weave was too fine to see at any distance. It had | ayers,
several |ayers

He separated a |l ayer out and pulled. Threads of a | ess robust material separated, and the
| ayer detached.

It was filny stuff, very fine. He could see no way to put it back. Wat was it?

What was Wi sper's interest?

He stuffed it into his kilt. That was less likely to be searched than his pack. He wrapped
Valavirgillin's pack. Hi s blade set it back on a branch, perhaps the right branch.

H s erstwhile conpanions were all up and down the beach and into the bush. Maybe they were
hunting him He'd best be on his way.

Tegger knee-wal ked through brush until the brush petered out. Then he ran on bare nud,
hi dden in a mist grow ng gradually denser

The river was broadening, and so was the nud-flat shore. The cruisers were out of sight.

Tegger wasn't worried about River Fol k. Fol k whose eyes nmust see through air and water
both woul d have trouble identifying him They couldn't swmas fast as he could run, and they
could hardly walk at all. How would they informthe cruisers? He was outrunning the news of
hi nsel f.

Tegger was on his own.

The knowl edge was a tearing in his chest. Though four alien species had been his allies
and friends, he gave themlittle thought. His grief was for Warvia. Never since their mating,
never since his childhood or hers, had they been separated for nore than a few days.

The worl d must change before he could ever face her again.

The over changed as he ran. Sand. Pebbles. A stand of trees dug in all over a bare rock
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cliff, nearly to the water. Narrow rapids here, and he had to clinb a cliff side to get around
them Three vanpires and an infant, huddled in the nmeager shadow of an overhanging cliff across
the river, watched himrun away fromthemand didn't give chase.

As the day passed, he ran.

CHAPTER El GHT -- FOR NOT BEI NG WARVI A

It had been raining since mdday. Valavirgillin tried to find paths over bare rock, but
there was nud everywhere. Tilting, skidding, never quite toppling over, the wagons noved
downstream toward the Shadow Nest.

When night bit an edge fromthe sun, Vala already had the military high ground picked out.

The river was four hundred paces w de here. Roobal | abl and Fudghabl adl shoul d be safe
enough. The cruisers filled their water tanks, then rolled up toward the crest. These nearer
mountains were foothills to the Barrier of Flame, but that highest one woul d do.

The cruisers slipped and tried to slide off cliffs. Wuld rain slow vanpires the way it
was sl ow ng her? She should have canped earlier.

But they still had daylight when they reached her chosen position
She set the cruisers back-to-back, not too close, cannon facing out. Those who nust cook
their food, cooked under an awning while they still had light. Warvia had shot sone creature big

enough to share with the Machine People. In the last |light they washed, then piled their towels a
di stance fromthe cruisers.

The d eaners retired. They didn't like rain and they needed their sleep. The rest tal ked
or slept or merely waited.

Val a woul d have wel coned the Ghoul s' advice. They were perched on a bare granite peak
overl ooki ng the Shadow Nest, talking in their own tongue, with their backs to the doused fire and

the conpany. Valavirgillin saw two only, but she seemed to hear several voices.

The other hom nids were letting the Machi ne People do nost of the talking. So be it. Vala
said, "Any vanpires that get this far should be exhausted fromthe trek uphill. Qur snell is al
on the towels. It'll distract them They'|ll be easy neat."

*G ve ne your thoughts. Wat have | m ssed?*
Bar ok said, "Vanpires would be coming back fromwhere they hunt. They won't expect to hunt
this close to their nest. There's no prey left."

"We'll see.™

Chit said, "When they cone, they cone in hordes."

"Remi nds me," Kay said. "| scooped up three barrels of river gravel, Vala. Want sone? W
still have to use powder, but we can save our shot."

" Good. "

"How s Warvi a?"

Warvi a said, "Warvia hooki-Mirf Thandarthal can speak for herself, Kaywerbrinms. Warvia
is in health. Have you seen sign of Tegger?"

Vala said, "I found sone things missing. Survival stuff, enough to fill a backpack, al
from Crui ser One. Tegger mnust be the quickest thief alive." Her backpack had been disturbed too,
but nothing seemed to be missing. That, she didn't nention

"Next question. What do we do tonorrow? Harpster? Gieving Tube?"

"Cone and see," said Gieving Tube.

Val a clinbed the rock. It was nearly flat on top, and cold to the touch. She saw that
Warvia had foll owed her; she reached down and pulled the Red woman after her

Downstream the Homeflow split and split again. Her gaze followed the nmain channel to
where it dipped into shadow. The floating factory was om nously close, and huge.

Grieving Tube was al nost scentless, snelling only of wet fur. She said, "Valavirgillin,
can you see beneath the Floater? Do you see dangling | oops, near side, right of center?"

It was as Tegger had described it, a disk that bulged upward in the nmiddle. Beneath ..
beneat h was shadow, and a sense of restless notion about the edges.

"No, " Val a sai d.

"Yes," said Warvia. "I'Il sketch it, conme day."

The Ghoul said, "Warvia, that dangling helix is a ranp wi de enough for heavy machinery.
There are cogs al ong one edge, so that nachines need not slip, and stairs along the other. No eyes
have seen these things in many generations. The description you hear is nore than twenty |ifespans
old, stored in a library far to spin, given ne sone days ago at the Thurl's fort."

G ven how? But conmuni cation was a Gioul's secret, and what Val a cared about was -- "You
have maps of the floating thing?"

"Yes, frombefore the Fall of the Cities, before so many things stopped working. Details
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only reached ne yesterday, while we were above the clouds."

"That's --"
"It doesn't touch the ground,"” Warvia said.
Grieving Tube said, "I was afraid of that."

Har pster said, "None of us have been this close in a very long tinme. There was no point
before Louis Wi boiled a sea, and after it was too dangerous --"

Val a broke in. "Warvia? The ranp doesn't touch?"

“I"mhaving trouble with distances, Valavirgillin, but it's hanging in nmidair. The bottom
of the ranp straightens out flat |ike a shovel blade, but twice as high as those vanpires around
it."

"W did not expect this," Gieving Tube said. "Qur chosen path woul d have been to force a
way onto the Floater. Then vanpires would have to conme to us along a narrow way. They prefer to
swarm They night even have to face raw daylight, that high."

Val a was holding tight to her tenper. Long practice made that surprisingly easy. "l see.
But we can't reach it?"

"l see no way,"
t hi nki ng. "

* k%

Har pster said, "but there are nore minds here than ours. Let us set them

Runni ng through fog and mist, running fromhis life, his eyes always where his feet would
fall, Tegger would not have seen any threat. But he snelled it, gasped it in, as if the nmenory of
Warvia punched himin the face. He stopped, caught his bal ance, reached over his shoul der and was
ar med.

Fi ngers brushed his face. He sl ashed wai st high, forward and back, before ears and eyes
caught up.

Her song peaked in a squeak of agony. He poked out at throat |evel. The song ended. Tegger
cl apped hi s hands over his ears and ran.

And ran.

He knew that snell! She was behind him dying, but with her scent in his nose he saw her
nmore clearly than his pounding feet. The | eather cloak she wore was too big for her, and in
tatters, and she spread it |like wings to show her nakedness. Her song was piercingly sweet. She
was sl ender and very pate, perhaps adol escent, her hair thick and white, the points of her canine
teeth visible past her red lips.

Vanpire! Night after night they sang outside the Thurl's wall. Tegger was stronger than
their lures. He'd said so over and over. But that drifting scent was ol der yet, for it was
Warvia's scent during the friendliest part of her cycle; only stronger. Hi s heaving breath was
driving it out of his nose, out of his mnd, and he ran --

-- out of the mist, and slowed to a stop

For nost of a falan he'd studied the map, the relief map they'd shaped and fired outside
the Thurl's conpound. Now it was as if he were an ant viewing it at eye |evel

He crept uphill to put a boul der between hinself and the creatures around the Floater
bef ore he | ooked agai n.
An ant |ooking at an anthill. It was far away still, but a Red's eyes are good. Those were

human shapes interacting in what seemed human patterns. They noved as if at work or gathered in
little social groups. Some carried burdens that their posture said were babies. They noved in and
out of the black shadow that | ay beneath a huge disk, a mass like a full-sized city floating above
t hem

The Ghouls had called it a factory conpl ex, but Tegger couldn't help but think of it as a
City Builder city. A vanpire city, now.

He coul d see no nore than twenty vanpires, even including the few down at the river, but

there nust be thousands in the shadow of the Floater. If it fell, it would crush nost of them
Shrapnel spraying horizontally would take out nost of the rest, Tegger thought.
He coul d see sonething hangi ng down, |ike an unsupported spiral staircase. He couldn't see

the bottom Maybe he could clinb that.

How to reach it? As best he could judge through the drifting fog, the floating city was
twel ve hundred paces downstream along a wide nud flat that the Homefl ow had carved into multiple
channel s. The main channel flowed under the city, but nmany channels went around. Here and there
along the river vanpires had cone into daylight to drink

Too close to the Shadow Nest, channels flowed around both sides of sonme trenendous thing,
atilted square plate obtrusively artificial and half buried in the nud. Sone relic fromthe Fall
of the Cities, no doubt. Vanpires nearby didn't seemto be avoiding it.

A pity he couldn't swm Could he hide beneath the water and nove downstream that way? O
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woul d he freeze? Or were there vanpires too close, and would the snmell be too nuch for hin? For
the vanpire woman's scent was still in his mind if not his nose.

Were there River People about? He was willing to ask for help.

M st bl ew across his view, a fine rain washed him and a voice in the m st whispered in
his ear. "So you really were as strong as you thought."

Tegger snorted. *An unarmed wonman: no chall enge, mere nurder.* H's mnd shied from what
the dying vanpire had taught himof hinmself, and fastened on another puzzle. "How did you get
ahead of ne, Wi sper?"

Si | ence.

Tegger was comng to believe that Wi sper was a nachine, sonething | eft over from before
the Fall of the Cities. O else a wayspirit who had dreadful secrets. \Wisper didn't answer
guesti ons about Wi sper.

Ask instead -- "Is there a way to nmake the Floater fall on the Shadow Nest ?"

The whi sperer said, "I know of none."

"My father told me. The City Builders made lightning to flow through silver threads for
their power. We could turn it off! Find the threads, rip themout!"

Wi sper said, "Floater plates don't use power to float, though power was needed to nake
them They were nmade to repel the scrith, the floor of the Arch, and that is what they do."

It was inpossible, then. It had al ways been inpossible. In sone bitterness Tegger said,
"You know so much. You hide so much. Are you a Ghoul ?"

Si | ence.

One mi ght consider that distance neans nothing to a wayspirit. O that a nadman's
i magi nation is as quick as thought. O if deaners run faster than Reds, faster than Tegger at a
dead scared run, then sonmething else mght run faster than d eaners.

But CGhoul s coul d not. Watever else he was, though Ghouls were as el usive as Wi sper
Whi sper was not a Ghoul

The nmist drifted, reveal ed and concealed. It was full dark, or very near. Through gaps in
the cl ouds Tegger could catch an occasional vertical blue-white glare, the Arch still unchanged,
what ever happened to his universe.

The activity beneath the floating mass was increasing, Tegger thought. It was certainly
growi ng darker. Vanpires would be waki ng. Tegger said, "W should hide."

"I see a place, but it mght not help you."

"Why not?" Tegger asked, and was instantly aware of the sweat running freely down his
arms. Much of that was rain; still, his own snell would attract vanpires for a daywal k' s di stance.

He waited while the mist closed in -- and heard no nore from Wi sper. On hands and toes,
t hen, he noved down to the river. He drew his sword before he waded in. No telling what lived in
the brown water. If a fish brushed him he might find his dinner.

He stopped as water brushed his kilt. Valavirgillin's rag, should he get it wet?

He pulled it free of his kilt. It was filny stuff, very finely woven, very strong. He'd
seen his hand through it earlier, though it was too dark now. He'd noticed it because it was col d;
but it wasn't cold at all an instant after he stuffed it in his kilt. During a hal fday of running
he'd forgotten all about it.

He let a corner dip into the river

It wasn't dissolving. Good. But the upper corner in his fingers was as cold, instantly, as
the river washing past his |egs.

He subnerged hinmsel f. Rubbed hinmself with noss, clinbed out fast, dried hinself fast.
Runni ng had kept himwarmin the wind and rain, but he wasn't running now. There was a poncho in
his pack, and the firestarter

Vala's cloth was like a pipe for heat and cold. What woul d happen -- "Whisper, what if |
put a corner of Valavirgillin's cloth in a fire? Wuld it burn? Wuld it be too hot to hol d?"

There was nowhere Wi sper nmight be on this bare nud.

Hs own mind told himhe'd be crazy to build a fire. Hom nids used fire. Vanpires, no
matter how stupid, would learn to seek fire. Still, he couldn't hel p but wonder.

He towel ed his face, and pulled the towel away in tine to see six vanpires running at him
across the nud.

They didn't sing. They didn't posture, didn't inplore with their bodies. They cane fast.
Tegger snatched up his sword.

A sword didn't frighten them They were pacing each other; spreading out a little,
attacking as a pack. Tegger ran to the left and sl ashed, slashed. Two fell back w th haphazard
wounds, enough to put them out, Tegger thought, but he was too busy to | ook. The other four had
hi m enci rcl ed.
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He half rested, turning in a step-stop nmotion, his sword held vertical, reversing hinself,
reversing. He and his friends had played this game with sticks when they were children. Their
el ders had fought Grass G ants this way.

Two wounded were crawl i ng away, uphill toward the shadow. The remai ning three nen and one
wonman circled him
He hadn't known -- none of the vanpire hunters had known -- that when vanpires outnunbered

their prey six to one, they didn't bother with lures or song or even scent. They just attacked.

He must reach the cruisers, if he lived. Tell them Even if he nust face Warvi a again.
War vi a.

The vanpires didn't seemto be in any hurry. No reason why they should be. Mre were
trickling down fromthe Shadow Nest. Myre yet would be returning fromthe | ands beyond the
nount ai ns. Dar kness was falling.

"Whi sper!" he screanmed. "H de ne!"

Not hi ng. The rain had stopped. He was on a wide nmud flat. This time there really was no
place for a wayspirit to hide

The scent. It wasn't strong, but it was getting into his head and it wasn't comi ng out. He
renenbered the ot her vanpire, renenbered killing her, killing her for not being Warvia. His mnd
was going, and there was no reason why he should wait.

And the wonman spread her arns for him inploring

Tegger junped backward, turning, sword sw nging. Yes! The men were comng at his back
convergi ng while she held his mnd prisoner. H s blade swi ped across their eyes -- he missed the
second clean -- canme back and stabbed economically into that one's throat. He jabbed back blindly
at where the wonan should be. She slamed into himwth his sword through her to the hilt,
knocki ng himoff bal ance, her teeth slashing at his biceps. He curled her away one-handed. He
coul d hear hinself screan ng

One man was crawl i ng backward, leaving his life's blood behind. One seened blinded. The
third brushed bl ood fromhis eyes and saw Tegger as Tegger reached for him Then Tegger's hands
were on his throat and Tegger's weight was driving himinto the nud.

The rest was a fog. The man gripped Tegger's shoulders and tried to pull Tegger close to
his teeth. Tegger shook himlike a rat while he strangled him The wonan had al nost reached the
river when Tegger reached her and took back his sword. He stepped too close to one who should have
been dead, felt teeth close in his ankle, stabbed down and kept wal ki ng. The blinded one cane
toward him sniffing. Tegger took three swings with a blade dulled as blunt as a club, before the
head cane off. He could hear hinself snuffling |ike a sick herdbeast.

In the shifting fog he could see shapes noving down fromthe Shadow Nest.

*The pack, don't forget the backpack. Good. \Were now?*

"Whi sper! Hi de nme!"

Wi sper spoke, but not in a whisper. "Run toward ne!" The voice was a whi pcrack conmand
with just a trace of speech inpedi nent, conming fromfar downstream straight toward the Shadow
Nest .

Tegger ran. He was a hundred paces al ong when the voi ce spoke again, much closer now. "OQut
into the river!"

Tegger veered left, into the water, toward the voice of \Whisper. Was there sonet hi ng out
there? In the rain and the dark was a shadow on the fog, a shadow too big to be solid. And a strip
of darkness ... an island?

Vanpires couldn't swm or the Water Fol k woul d have known it. Tegger was a plains
dwel I er; he had never tried to swim

It was ankl e deep, knee deep ... Pause a nonent to get his pack on his back. No kilt. He'd
left it. Sword: into the sheath on his back. He'd need his arms to swim if honminids swamlike
Roobal I abl, if Reds could swimat all. And he ran on. Knee deep, knee deep ... and out.

"Here," said Wisper, fromfar away. "Go to the downstream end."

He'd crossed thirty paces of knee-deep river to reach a shallow bulge of dark nud that did
not really deserve the name of *island*. Vanpires were piling up on shore. One, then another
stepped into the water and cane toward him

Downst ream he went, running over nud, beneath a shadow too big to be anything but fog
patterns. Wondering if vanpires could fight while water inpeded their feet. This might really be
the best place for a final stand.

He did not shy fromdying. *I killed a vanpire woman for not being Warvia,* he'd told
hinsel f. But when he killed the six, it felt like he was killing Warvia over and over, killing her
for what she'd done in the night, and he gloried init.

If he killed nore vanpires, he would | ose Warvia even in his mind
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As his feet pounded across the nud, the nonstrous shadow shifted. It was too rigid. Was
solid, suddenly, and alongside him He |lashed out at it with his sword, and whacked *sonethi ng*.
He rapped it with his fist.

Not a fog pattern. It was flaky and a bit springy, like layers of hamered netal.

He'd seen this thing fromnuch farther away. It was a tilted plate with square corners,
obtrusively artificial, fifteen paces by fifteen paces if half of it was under the nmud. It stood
out of the nud at an angle of forty degrees. The nmud had piled up against it.

There were notches along the rim big enough to attach cables. A thick post stuck up from
the center. At one of the visible corners was what | ooked like a pulley. If there had been a
cable, it was gone.

The hi ghest corner bul ged.

(Wi sper was silent. \Wisper spoke rarely. It mght be \Whisper expected himto work things
out on his own, Tegger thought. But why?)

There was no snell of vanpires here.

At the fall of the cities, hundreds of falans ago, vehicles were said to have rai ned out
of the sky. Mst of those were gone, buried or corroded out of existence. Sonetines you could find
the shell of a floating car, and curved sheets of stuff as transparent as water, usually broken
wi ndows. Soneti nes sonet hi ng bi gger.

Like a big plate for carrying cargoes too big to fit into a car

The fog conceal ed, reveal ed. The plate's highest corner bulged |ike soap bubbles stuck
together -- faceted -- and as with soap bubbles, you could see in. One facet was crazed as if
craw erwebs covered it. O hers were clear

When Tegger tried to clinb, the plate was too snooth and too slippery with rain and nud.

He'd better do sonmething. He didn't doubt he had outrun this | atest wave of vanpires, but
even wadi ng, they'd catch up. Tegger backed up several paces, then ran at the plate.

Hal fway up he ran out of nonentum He dropped, arns and | egs spread wi de. The nmud didn't
reach this high. It wasn't netal, or it was covered netal: a gritty surface, offering traction
even under a rain slick. He craw ed.

The bulb was a single bubble, part w ndows, part painted netal. Wat was clearly a door
hung by one hinge. Tegger's fingers found an edge of the opening and pulled hinself up and in.

He | ooked down to see a vanpire bel ow him She | ooked back, watching him

Now two. Now four.

Tegger reached down for the hanging door. His thrashing foot went through sonething
crunchy. He ignored that. He Iifted the door -- it wasn't heavy -- pulled it into place and | ooked
for a way to lock it. There was clearly a |ock, but he couldn't nake it work.

Now t he vanpires began to clinb, and slip, and clinmb again.

The door wouldn't stop them The slope might. Oherwise this bulb would becone their
| ar der.

"Whi sper? What next?" he asked, expecting not hing.

Not hi ng. He must have | eft Whisper down there. Wth the vanpires. Funny, but he coul dn't
make hinself worry for Wiisper's safety.

Tegger took off his pack. He wanted light, and there was no harmnow in setting a fire. He
struck his firestarter until he had a bl aze.

He studied the crunchy stuff for a nonment. He'd seen the bones of prey and of cattle, and
he knew the feel of his own bone structures. His foot had punched through sone ribs, it seened.

The pilot had been of an unknown species, bigger than a Red, burly, with long arnms. Its
clothing was nere shreds of no particular color. The skull had fallen too easily, as if its neck
was broken when the carrier hit the nud. It had the massive jaw of an herbivore

A hominid skeleton. |Imagine that. The Ghouls had never cone for it.

At the fall of the cities the N ght People rmust have been gorged and busy beyond
i magi nati on. Wen they found they couldn't clinb this weck to reach the corpse in the contro
bubbl e, they'd given up. Nothing else would be clinbing up here -- they nust have reasoned -- to
find an abandoned corpse and upbraid the untidy Ghouls.

In the dazzle of the firelight he couldn't see the vanpires bel ow. The shell gl owed around
him One curved wi ndow was not covered with webs, as he'd thought, but shattered; the pieces stil
stuck together. Others were intact.

Bef ore himwere toggles just big enough for his fingertips, that slid horizontally or
vertically. There was a little door as big as his two spread hands, and another tw ce that size,
but neither woul d open. There was a wheel on a post that Tegger found he could push in all six
directions, though that took both hands and all of his strength. He noved all of the toggles,
right or left or up or down, whichever way they'd nove. None of them did anything.
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H s tinder was running out, and there was nothing here to burn.

If Warvia were here. She'd figure this out.

If Warvia were here. He'd tell her he never doubted her. She hadn't chosen to break their
marri age, she'd been overwhelned by a snell that entered bel ow her mind and cl anped down on the
soul . How | ong had he been hearing that vanpire song? The |ight was going, and now he could see a
triangul ar face peering longingly in at him

Animal . Brain half the size of his. If she ever realized what the door was, he was dead.
But the real danger, Tegger knew, was a scent that would have himtearing it free hinmself. He
shout ed, "Whisper!"

She shied fromhis scream just for a nonent, then answered with her song.

He drove his fist into one of the little doors with all his strength.

It popped open. The conpartnent behind it wasn't large, but he found what he needed: a
thi ck book full of dry sheets of thin stuff that would burn

The vanpire worman -- *wonen* -- shied back fromthe light. Two wonen now, and a man, t o0,
all trying to balance above himon the shell. Waiting.
He hel d a burning sheet above the conpartnent. There was the book -- he was tearing up a

thi ck book of maps -- and a paper bag filled with dry nold, and a peculiar dagger which he took
and not hi ng el se.

So he snmashed the other door. It hurt, but the door popped open

This recess was no deeper than one joint of a finger. What showed was entirely cryptic, a
maze of toy knob. The gun of a City Builder machi ne, Tegger thought, and he | ooked for silver
threads linking the little knobs. He had been told that they were what carried power. He was
di sappointed not to find them

He touched two of the points with his fingertips.

The nuscles in his arnms spasned hard and threw himback in the seat. For a | ong nonment he
couldn't remenber how to breathe

Was this what lightning felt like? Power! But it would kill him

He lit another paper and held it above the recess.

Sone of the little knobs were Iinked by slender lines of dust. Hi s own touch had disturbed
the rest.

It was as if something linked in his mind. Tegger pulled out Valavirgillin's cloth. The
pecul i ar dagger didn't have an edge, only a flattened point. He used his badly blunted sword's
edge to cut a narrow strip fromthe cloth

He should lay it along one of those lines of dust.

He brushed it, the little strip of Vala's cloth, quickly across the knobs. Lightning
flashed up his arm jolting himjust for an instant.

The snell ... he couldn't fight it forever ... but he'd fight it for now, the vanpire that
sang in his nmind. He glared at themand tried to think

*Ad ove?* He pulled his towel out and tried gripping the strip through that. No good. He
could grip the peculiar dagger through it, though. He could drop the strip of Vala's cloth into
the recess, and push it around with the point of the dagger until it mated two knobs.

He couldn't see what suddenly glowed; it was outside the cabin. Three vanpires suddenly
lit up like suns. They yel ped and tried to leap away fromthe light. Two slid away down the plate;
the man dropped of f the edge.

Reflected light was still pouring in. He didn't need the fire anynore.

He left the first strip in place. He cut another strip fromValavirgillin s cloth and
began testing that. His teeth hurt frombeing clenched. He could hear his whinpering, and know how
badly he wanted to throw hinmself out that door and follow two vanpire wonmen down to the nud. But
*Warvia, Warvia, | didit! |I made the lightning flow*

Now, why didn't he have anything but |ight?

It m ght be, he thought, that light was only the easiest part of City Builder tech, the
part that |lasted the longest. O the part that used the | east power, and too little power remai ned
for any of these other unnaned wonders ... But Tegger didn't believe that. He'd felt the shock
Wherever it cane from there was power. And it was driving the vanpires back

The ol d skull was so clean. Sonething had clainmed the neat. If not CGhouls, then birds? The
big enpty sockets seened to be | ooking at him

He set it in the larger conpartment, but changed his mind about closing it. He said to the
ancient pilot, "You think you had a bad day? | had a day nobody would want to live through. You
had maybe a hundred breaths ..."

But it rmust have felt |ike forever to the pilot, he thought. Falling out of the sky, naybe
in a cloud of smaller vehicles, maybe scream ng for help through a voice-sender that didn't work
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anynore, as every part of his wonderful flying hauler went dark and dead.

*Ah!*

Tegger began sliding every toggle that would nove. Wen the lights died, he slid that one
back.

*Yes!* Every sliding thing was on full power when this thing fell, and in his
experimenting he had turned each of themoff. Everything but the Iights! The haul er nust have
fallen in daylight!

And the next thing Tegger caused to happen was a sputtering, and a snell of sonething
burned. He feared he had destroyed sonet hi ng.

But the next was a wind in the control bubble, which carried the vanpire scent out and
away and left his head clear and cold. And then he screaned in triunph.

He twi sted hinself around to | ook down the length of the cargo plate. It was hard to pick
out the vanpires. The lights seened to be to either side of his bubble; they cast shadows, and
vanpires |i ke shadows. He thought he saw five, and guessed at twi ce that. But they would come no
cl oser.

Time, now, to renenber hunger; to wonder if anything nested in here. The outside was too
bare. He'd have to wait for full day and catch a fish. It seenmed he would |ive through the night.

Where was the power, the lightning, coming fron? He couldn't guess.

He cut another finger-length strip and began trying that.

CHAPTER NI NE -- FAM LI AR FACES

WEAVER TOWN, A.D. 2892

Through the window in the cliff, Louis studied the weathered woman i n weat hered cl ot hi ng.
She was steering a steam powered vehicle downslope, with a simlar man beside her and a small red
man perched above her head. "Three days ago?"

"Ni nety hours exactly."

“I'f that's Valavirgillin, she doesn't took good."

"Neither do you, Louis. Perhaps she's been neglecting her boosterspice?"

Louis ignored the dig. "She's gotten old. Eleven years ..."

Louis hinself had lived el even years w thout the bioengi neered seeds that kept a hunman
bei ng from agi ng. Vala had never touched the stuff. Was it really Valavirgillin?

It *was*. He'd rished with the woman!

"This skews the odds a bit, doesn't it, Louis?"

"She nust be tens of thousands of miles starboard of where |I |left her. What woul d she be
doi ng there?"
"Attacking a vanpire enclave, | believe. It's her, isn't it? Have | nade ny point? If |

show you ten heal thy hom nids, they could be ten survivors out of a thousand dead. But | show you
a worman you knew before the radiation storm and clearly in present tinme. Wat are the odds now?"

Loui s shifted on the water-snoothed boul der he'd chosen for a seat. "lIs this present tineg,
Hi ndnost ?"

"Forty hours ago."

Loui s asked what he had refused to ask for eleven years. "Are you claining Teela |ied?
*V\hy* "

"She acted on insufficient know edge. Wth enhanced intelligence cones enhanced arrogance,
and she never did have good sense, Louis. She could have done what | did, with ny conputers to
play with. Louis, Teela never grasped how closely | was able to guide the plasma plunme we ripped
fromthe sun. | set it flowing directly into the attitude jets on the rimwall. The plasna never
pl ayed across the main Ringworld surface. The radiation she feared ... of course it was well above
background | evel ."

"The rim" Louis said. He was begi nning to believe.

"Yes, the rim of course.”

"And how do you suppose the Spill Muntain People made out ?"

"Along five percent of the rimwall, | suppose | nust have killed a great many."

Ten million, a hundred million people of a kind Louis Wi had never net. Several species,
maybe.

Nonet hel ess Louis said, "Hindnost, | believe | owe you an apol ogy."

The Hi ndnost chined. Making sure it's in his records, Louis thought. Then, "Another
matter. Notice the man in | ookout position. Red Herder?"

"Yeah. Little red carnivores, lived not that far fromthe rimwall. Very fast runners they
were."

The great wagon suddenly zi pped downsl ope, fast-forward, dodged boulders at Mach 5 in a
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storm of streami ng cl oud-shadows, and was lost in a nmaze of rocks. "I |lost the wagons for a tine,"
the Hi ndnost said. "Fifteen hours later | picked up this."

A small red nan ran down a river shore, Mach 12 for sure. Louis |aughed. "They're not
*that* fast."

"It's the sane man?"

"I can't tell. Slow him down."

The red man sl owed to something an A ynpic runner mght hope for. Louis said, "Looks like

him™"

"Infrared,” the Hi ndnost said. A pink shadow gl owed through the fuzzy-edged w ndow in the
dark diff, running along a black river amd glowing rocks. A brilliant green cursor pointed.
"Thi s?"

A runni ng pi nk shadow, and glinpses of another. The Red ran steadily. Some warmer shape
flitted fromcover to cover, flashed between rocks -- "Slow that down!" -- now through brush, now
where was it? Reds ran fast, but this thing was keeping up with the Red while hiding nost of the
tinme.

Louis couldn't get any notion of its shape.

"Louis, we watched the burning of three Patriarchy ships. | suspect a protector,"” the
H ndnost said. "M ght we have anot her protector here?"

"Why not just a Ghoul ?"

The red dots streaked away in fast-forward, then shifted to normal |ight. The Red Herder
ran al one. Near himthere was a suggestion of sporadic notion, and the nan's eyes were constantly
shifting.

Sonet hi ng popped up in front of him H's sword cane out --

*Pause.* And the Hi ndnost's cursor pointed. "Red Herder. Vanpire. Do you see anything
el se?"

"Gve ne infrared."

In infrared Louis found *five* glow spots. In normal light ... The cursor pointed. "Red
Herder. Vanpire. This and this are Ghouls. See.”

Loui s renenbered Ghoul s; though they were hidden in brush and shadow, he knew their |anky
shape.

But the fifth gl ow was hiding even fromthe Ghouls. Louis could nake out a hand smaller
than a Ghoulish hand, nearly hairless. An old man's hand, arthritic, wi th knobby knuckl es.

Protector? "Wiy would a protector bother?"

"Unknown. But see this." Fast-forward. The vanpire wonan fell dying. The Red ran, stopped,
spl ashed in the river, and was suddenly fighting half a dozen vanpires. The recordi ng went dead
slow. The Red's sword swept around ... a woman was uncoiling herself at his back ... a hand
sl apped her ankl e.

The hi dden one was nud-col ored, plastered with mud. Its knotted hand only just touched
her, closed and rel eased. The wonan swi ped with her claws at nothing she could see; returned to
the attack, and died on the red man's sword.

"Mnimalist," Louis said. A rustling sound was trying to find his attention

"Secretive," the Hi ndnost said.

The Red Herder ran along nmud. Vanpires converged ... and they all faded into distance.

"He's out of ny instrument's range. | lost himfor a tinme. | nearly |lost the hidden one,
too, and that concerns nme. Look."

The canera vi ewpoi nt swung back along the river, caught a splash, then noved fast upsl ope
and i nto shadow.

Louis said, "I don't --"

"Here, again, in infrared. The lurked is nearly invisible."

"Yeah. He was underwater, of course, shedding heat. Were's he going? Into the vanmpire
nest ?"

The sequence ran again, |ight-enhanced. *Splash*: sonething enmerged fromwater and ran
upsl ope in jerky, random fashion. *Pause*: not a good view, but the shadow was clearly homnid
*Run*: up into shadow, gone.

"That was the last | sawof it. Cearly it is not a vanpire. It guards the Red Herder, and
per haps hi s conpani ons, too, avoiding notice at all costs."

* k%

In a crunching of brush the Fishers and Sailors were lining up along the pool to stare at
Louis Wi afloat in mdair; or else at a windowin a rock cliff, a view of distant daylit
nount ai ns.

Loui s asked, "What el se have you got?"
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"Not hi ng of interest since three hours ago."

"Hi ndnost, my brain really is dying for |ack of sleep.”

The Hi ndnost said, "Wait. This thing --"

"I's thirty-five degrees up the curve of the Arch, five and a half mnutes away at
|ightspeed. Can't hurt you. You're right, though, it's a protector."

"Loui s! You nust accept nedical help."

"You don't have nedical help. You put the 'doc on the | ander, renmenber?"

"The crew cabin kitchen has a nedical nenu. Louis, it can make boosterspice!"”

"Boosterspi ce doesn't make a nman well. It only nakes hi myoung:

"Are you --"

"No, |I'mnot sick. But humans get sick, Hi ndnost, and | keep renenbering *why* we don't
have a full working 'doc. Chneee and |, we didn't volunteer for this work. You thought we m ght
refuse to operate the I ander. So you put the autodoc in the lander, and Teela flanmed it."

"But --"

"Leave the wi ndow running. | don't want anyone to think we're hiding sonething fromthem"
Loui s stood and turned away.

"Louis, | weary of your not listening to nme!"

Louis took two nore steps. But he'd refused to listen to the H ndnost for el even years,
and he found apol ogi zing tanj awkward ... so he turned back and resuned his seat on the boul der

" Speak, " he said.

"I have nmy own nedical facilities."

"Ch, yes." The Hi ndnost woul d surely be protected agai nst any concievable [sic -- should
be "conceivabl e"] accident or nalaise. Nessus had | ost a head and neck on their first visit, and
Louis had seen it replaced. "Surgery for a Pierson's puppeteer. What would that do for a hunan?"

"Louis, this technol ogy was of human origin. W bought it froma Kzin | aw enforcer on
Fafnir, but it appears to have been an ARM experinment of nore than two hundred years ago, stolen
from Sol system The system uses nanotechnol ogy to make repairs inside the cells thensel ves. No
second was ever built. 1've had it nodified to heal humans or kzinti or ny own kind."

Loui s was |aughing. "Tanj, you're careful!" Mst of what was aboard Needl e was of human
manuf acture, and what wasn't had been carefully hidden. If the H ndnost were caught while
abducting his crew, he wouldn't inplicate the Fleet of Wrlds.

"Pity I'll never see it."

"I can nove it to the crew deck."

Louis felt cold running up his spine like river water. He said, "You' re not serious, and
I"'mtoo tired to think. Good night, H ndnost."

* % %

Loui s parked his stack of plates next to the guest house. Dry brush rustled as he stepped
down. He spoke to the night, not |oudly.

"When you're ready to talk, I'mhere. And | bet you' re wearing an enbroidered kilt."

The ni ght had no answer.

Sawur barely stirred when he crawled into the tent. He fell asleep at once.

CHAPTER TEN -- STAI R STREET

A whiff of corruption pulled her half awake. Pointed fingernails pressing hard into her
el bow pulled her the rest of the way. Vala sat up with a yelp. Harpster ducked bel ow t he gun she
managed not to fire.

“Valavirgillin, cone and see."
Flup. "Are we attacked?"
"You woul d srell vanpires. |I'msurprised they haven't cone to | ook at us. Perhaps they're

di stracted. "

Val a stepped out onto the running board.

Rain was falling in fat drops. The awning kept her half dry, but visibility was | ow
Li ghtni ng played to antispin-starboard, the direction of the vanpires' stronghold. Lightning and
sonet hing el se. Downsl ope, toward the river, a steady white |ight.

After all their talk, had Tegger lit a fire? But fire wasn't quite that color, and fire
woul d have flickered.

Gieving Tube was above themon the rock, on sentry duty. Harpster said, "WII| you wake
War vi a?"

"Yes." Vala slipped into the payload shell. No point in waking anyone el se, but Wrvia
coul d see details; she might even see sonmething that would tell her this was Tegger. "Warvia?"
"“I''m awake. "
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"Cone and | ook."

Rai n came and went at random pernitting glinpses of the light. The glow wasn't a dot, she
saw presently; it was a tilted |ine.

The light blinked off, then on again. Warvia said, "Tegger likes to fiddle with things."

“I's it hinP"

"How woul d | know?" the Red wonman snapped.

They wat ched. By and by Harpster said, "Light could keep away the vanmpires, if it's bright
enough. "

Warvi a was sl unped agai nst a rock, asleep. Vala said, "Wake ne if sonething changes. |'l|
be out here, but | want a blanket." She started to clinb into the payl oad shell, thinking, Get
two. One for Warvia.

The light began to jitter. Vala paused to watch.

Then a bright dot separated fromthe tilted line and went straight up

* k%

The haul er was shuddering, shaking, trying to tear itself apart. Tegger clung to the seat
as he would have clung to Warvia. Could he free a hand to pluck the strip of Vala-cloth away from
the contacts?

Did he want to? The shaking wasn't killing him only jarring his teeth.

Mat was doing this? Sone half-ruined notor? O else a notor doing just what it was told
to, trying to lift a cargo hauler, along with the riverbed it was buried in.

And while his mnd toyed with such notions, Tegger's fingers toyed with toggles.

Flup, that was the lights again. That one didn't do anything, nor that one. That one
turned the wind off, then back on. An om nous grating sound from sonewhere bel ow had been the
response to this one, but now it did nothing.

Sonet hi ng protruded fromthe shadowed recess where the skel eton's knees woul d have gone. A
big two-pronged handle ... that didn't nove under his hand.

Tegger gritted his vibrating teeth, gripped the chair with his knees and the handle with
bot h hands and *pul | ed*.

Not hi ng. Fine. *Push*.

Push and *tw st*.

It lurched under his hands, and his head banged hard into the controls. He was being
hurled into the sky.

*The twist of cloth! Get it out of there --* He dared not let go of the chair, and perhaps
that was a good thing. Dark as the night was, he could see the riverbed dwindle. A fall fromthis
hi gh would kill him

If he could free a hand or a toe fromits death-grip on the chair ... there nust be a way
to steer this ... bubble. As the river wheel ed past himhe glinpsed a hal f-buried square plate
with a notch missing at the high corner. He'd torn the control bubble |oose fromthe haul er

Then he *was* falling. He felt it in his belly. Falling, falling, *surge*, twenty to
thirty manhei ghts above the river and noving inland. Mowving toward the Cty.

A way to take control, there nust be a way --

D d he trust Wi sper?

Whi sper had led himto the cargo haul er. Wi sper had put Vala-cloth into his hands. Wat
woul d Whi sper have done if Tegger hadn't experinmented on his own? But Whi sper had never suggested
he steer the hauler -- or its ripped-away control bubble, either -- anywhere but where he was
goi ng now. The danmaged nachi ne was going hone to its aerial dock

So, Whisper's mninmal guidance was taking himwhere he wanted to go. To trust Wi sper was
to let it happen. But he didn't know Wi sper's nature and had never known Wi sper's notives ..

Rai n runni ng down the wi ndows had Tegger half blind. By flickering |lightning and glinpses
of Archlight he saw a fl at-topped mass approaching. He could see no notion. Wait, the rain was
swirling, wheeling ... suddenly he was in a cloud of screaning birds.

Coul d vanpires fly? But even in the rainy dark he knew t hem Bl uebelly nakaways, no
different fromthe nmakaways of his own turf. Wngspread greater than his spread arns; good gliding
ability; raptor beaks. Maks were neat eaters, big enough to carry off a herder boy. He'd never
seen so nmany together.

He couldn't navigate through that. He kept his hands where they were, gripping the chair
back.

The birds withdrew to a wheeling pattern

The w ndow bubbl e had cone to rest, still in mdair.

Pl ai nsman that he was, Tegger had once boarded a barge to trade stock with another tribe
He was fam liar with docks. He was floating a manheight fromthe edge of what m ght have been a

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Ringworld%20Throne.txt (50 of 149) [1/19/03 6:19:00 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Ringworl d%20Throne.txt

riverside dock hung in nmidair. Floating boats would ride against this buffer rim Those cabl es
hangi ng over the rimwould tether them Cargo in those big buildings, behind those vast doors .

The birds were losing interest, returning to roost. Makaways weren't ni ghtbirds.

The bubbl e's doorway was facing out fromthe dock. Was there at least a way to turn it
around? Maybe if he twisted sonething ... Tegger was reluctant to experinent this high in the air.

What shoul d be happeni ng here? The haul er night be waiting for the City's signal to | and.
M ght be sending a signal of its own. Maybe one of those cables was supposed to reach out and
secure the hauler, pull it in. But none of it was going to happen, because the dock was as dead as
anything else that had died in the Fall of the Cties.

The door hung | oose, as he'd found it.

*Pack. Sword. *

Tegger eased out into a light rain, feet on the hanging door's wobbly rim junmp to the
bubbl e's slippery top, flatten and cling. The birds wheel ed cl oser, |ooking himover.

Tegger crept forward on his belly, down the slope of the bubble. Alittle farther, hands
and knees now, a bit nore, knees forward, feet braced, slipping, *jump*.

He | anded flat, banging his chin, his legs kicking in open air

The dock felt like soft wood.

He' d have stayed but for the shrieking of the birds as they dropped toward him He rolled
over, pulled his sword and waited. Wien one cane cl ose enough, he sl ashed.

* k%

"He nust have found some City Builder thing, something Iike an old car. Made it work. He's
up there.” Warvia stared fiercely at the light that blazed at the edge of the floating factory.

Her faith was stronger than Vala's. Val a asked, "Wat do you see?"

"I can't see past the light. There are big birds wheeling around it. | think I saw him
junp --"

The tight sank. Faster. Flashed painfully bright and was gone.

"He junped,"” Warvia said positively. Vala, |I'"mabout to fall over. |I'Il give you a better
description conme daylight."

"Can we do anythi ng?"

"Vala, |'d do anything to reach him"

"Grieving Tube, any thoughts?"

The Ghoul shook her head.

"We' || have to wait. | don't know any safer spot for the cruisers, and the viewis |ovely.
Dig in here, wait and watch.™

Makaways preferred |ive prey, but they would eat carrion. Makaway neat had a nasty taste

Tegger felt much better after he had devoured the bird. Take away hunger, disperse the

rutting scent of ten thousand vanpires, give hima flat surface to rest ... The wind was col d,
this high. Tegger pulled a poncho fromhis pack and wiggled into it.
The cold, the aches, the troubles of a nightmare day began to recede ... and sleep was a

vanpire with its teeth in his throat. He dared not sleep in the open. He | ooked about himin woozy
pani c.

The huge door on that storage cube was surely too heavy to nove. Too heavy for anyone, and
wildly wasteful of power ...?

Around a corner fromthe huge door was a door not nuch taller than Tegger

A kick sent it springing back at him He went into darkness, found sonmething resilient to
clinmb, and slept.

He clung to sleep, fearing what his nenory would tell him Menory canme anyway; but it was
wavering light on his eyelids that snapped hi m awake.

Sunlight flooded through the nman-sized doorway. It faded even as he was clinmbing down from
a mountain of bales that snelled weakly of vegetable rot. Stuff to be turned into cloth?
Foodst uffs woul d have been in a worse state.

He stepped outsi de.

Broken cl oudscapes swept sluggishly overhead. Sunlight swept in vertical beans along the
dock. Tegger didn't see any birds until he crept to the edge on hands and knees and | ooked down.

The wi ndowed bul b that had carried himhere was bel ow him crushed. He wasn't goi ng hone
that way ... hadn't planned to.

Myriad birds wheeled with spread wings in the sunlight, dropping to snatch up -- what?
Makaways i n such nunbers nust be finding plenty of prey. A whole ecol ogy would be feeding off what
the vanpires left, off whole popul ations of drai ned corpses.
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There mi ght be nothing but birds up here.

No, wait: here was sonme kind of web on the vertical face of the dock, facing outward, to
starboard. He had to lean far over to see it.

The threads were bronze when the light fell right; otherwi se nothing could be seen at all
Size was hard to judge because of the way the web divided itself into nothing at the edges. It
nm ght be as wide as a Gass Gant was tall. The notionless black dot at the center mght be the
webspi nner ... dead of starvation. Tegger hadn't seen an insect since he left the ground.

Birds and a webspinner inplied insects, but the birds m ght have eaten the insects. Tegger
wondered if he would starve. At best he faced atine limt. As if he hadn't known that already!

What he'd been thinking of as the "City" was unfamliar in nearly every detail. Tegger
didn't have names for nost of what he could see. The City sloped upward in irregular geonetries,
and peaked at the center in a vertical tube.

Tegger began runni ng.

There was no fear in himnow It was just a way of exploring. He ran, and the dock, eight
manhei ghts wi de, ran away before him Now it narrowed, but continued, two nanhei ghts wi de: not a
dock anynore, but nerely the rimof the City.

*Rim Street.* Structures lined it. Sone had doors. Here and there an alley ran out of
si ght between wi ndow ess bul ks. Rounded, doorl ess shapes had | adders running up their sides.

The rain resumed. Tegger had to watch his footing now, but the surface was rough beneath
his feet, and the rain was running off into a gutter along Rm Street's inward edge.

He was not much nore than warnmed up when he saw an anomaly, a w de street becoming flights
of steps, and on either side --

Tegger stopped. Dwellings? He knew the Thurl's tents and G njerofer's nuch snaller tents;
he'd seen pernmanent dwellings kept by nore sedentary hominids. He'd never seen anything |ike these
brightly painted square houses. But they were houses, with manhei ght doors, and trees arrayed
about them and w ndows.

*Later.* He ran on

There were no nore houses along Rim Street. He saw Brobdi ngnagi an shapes, rectangul ar
solids, distorted eggs, forests of tubing, great flat and curved netal webs. H's mnd wasn't
maki ng nmuch sense of what he saw. Get a rounded picture, that was it; go for detail later.

He was | ooking at the City, not at the | andscape beyond. But he had the river in view
again, and a line of rocky bluffs --

The crui sers!

No species had better distance vision than a Red Herder, and no natural shape coul d pass
for a Machi ne People cruiser. He couldn't be wong. He'd found Valavirgillin's caravan on that
rocky peak.

Most of the expedition seemed to have gone off. He saw no sign of life until one of two
specks stood up to stretch. Grass G ant sentries? Tegger stepped to the edge and waved |ike a man
trying to fly

Woul d they see hinP

Not here, against all these confusing shapes. But if he could put the sky behind him...

Al in good tine. The cruisers would keep

* k%

Surprises were not easy to cone by when you recogni zed *not hi ng*.

Rim Street opened out, w dened. Far ahead, that was the door he'd kicked open | ast night.
And here at the port-spin end of the docks, a street ran off at a right angle. A dark-nouthed
street ei ght manhei ghts wi de, angling steeply down, where everything else ran uphill toward the
City's center.

He turned right.

He was running into darkness.

He sl owed. The stench woul d have stopped anyone. Death and corruption, and sonethi ng under
that, something famliar. A bit of night vision was conm ng now. The street curved off to the
right, still descending ..

He ran out faster than he'd gone in.

What he'd seen as a spiral staircase |last night was far larger than he'd realized. Big
enough for four cruisers noving abreast, he thought. For vanpires too, this was the way up

Tegger | ooked into the darkness and knew that he would have to go there. And wait while
his eyes adjusted. And | ook into the Shadow Nest, and see what | ooked back

But not yet. Tegger ran on

* k%
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Docks and storage ... great silvered tanks ... here, sunlight flashed off w ndows. Short
streets and wi de stairs, skewed as they rose, w ndowed houses rising tier after tier to what night
be a great eyeball

He'd reached Stair Street. Tegger began to clinb.

The houses had bands and patches of dirt around and between them For nobst of Stair
Street's length the wide dirt patch stretching out fromthe front door of one house was the flat
roof of the house bel ow

Sone of these plots were flooded. Some had been washed away or reduced to sand by hundreds
of falans of rainfall. Here grewtall grass; here grew nothing. There were dead trees, fallen
trees, live trees, fruiting trees. Here a straggling |ine of ponmes ran fromthe topnost house
nearly down to Rim Street. They | ooked planted, at first; but two topnpbst pone trees were dead,
and the bottommost were just beginning to produce head-sized fruit. Tegger pictured tens of
t housands of spherical pones rolling downhill over hundreds of falans, seeding this whole slope
fromone tree

Here was a windowflat, not like a vehicle window, as big as the Thurl's bed. Awesone. Its
surface was nurky. Tegger peered through it, but the interior was dark

Next door, a huge tree had uprooted and cracked the wall of a house. This house, too, had
one great w ndow facing the earthen plot. Tegger picked up a chunk of fallen rubble and tried to
smash it. It was the rubble that cracked.

But the cracked wall. M ght he squeeze through that opening?

*Yes. *

* % %

The place was big by Tegger's standards: larger than a tent. The scale was |arger, too:
not quite Grass G ant size. A chair he sat in left his feet dangling

He found an oval bed on the other side of the picture wi ndow Five skeletons on the bed.
Three adults, two children. They were a friendly group and seened at peace. One nore, child size,
was of f the bed, reaching for a door

The space behind that door | ooked very dark

He used rotted bedding to nmake a torch and went in

No wi ndows here. There were furnishings ... controls? Levers that would wi ggle, anyway,
above spouts that cane out of the wall. Two were at either end of a tub with a drain in the
bottom Water spouts, but no water ran fromthem

Tegger continued his search

Anot her wi ndow ess room Anot her skeleton, adult size, lay near a shallow opening with
tens of tiny knobs inside. Mre controls -- Tegger thought, reaching for his pack -- like the
recessed control panel in the haul er

Towel . Wedge- bl aded knife. Strips of Vala-cloth already cut. He began pushing theminto

pl ace.

Not hi ng, nothing, nothing ... a mracle happened.

*Light*. A point in the ceiling was blazing too bright to | ook at.

Tegger got out of there.

Li ghts were shining throughout the house. Tegger |left themthat way. It surprised himthat
there was still power. VWere did it come fronP Thunderstorns? Power was directed lightning ..

* k%

He noved up the line of houses, faster now, |ooking through wi ndows. Here and there he saw
skel etons. Al ways inside. Bodies outside were gone, neat for birds.

There were scrubby grasses, sone he knew as edible to homnids. Plants too weird to be
anyt hi ng but ornamental. Unless that one with big purple leaves ... ?

He dug a bit, pulled, and found fat roots. Cloudy River Delta Farmers woul d eat those
boi | ed.

These were mniature farns!

Tegger settled hinself cross-legged on the roof edge of a plot of earth, slunping within
his earth-col ored poncho, letting the rain wash over himlike just another lunp on the | andscape

These little patches of dirt were farns no | onger. The plants were no orderly array of
crops. Untended since the Fall of the Cities, likely enough. But was it not strange that in this
restricted space the occupants woul d seed croplands too snall to feed a sneerp?

Tegger found it nore than interesting. He hadn't been ni bbled by pests |ast night. Maybe
he'd clinbed out of their reach. Maybe nothing lived here save for the nmakaways who foraged bel ow.
But if there was anything like a food chain up here, it would begin with grow ng pl ants.

So, he would hunt.

What el se was worth noting here?
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Vines had grown fromtwo narrow strips of soil to engulf the house behind himand tear it
down. Wndows and their frames had buckled. He could see furniture ruined by rain.

The houses were flat surfaces and right angles. But Stair Street was crowned by a dome of
wi ndowstuff as big as two or three houses. He'd conpared it to an eyeball, but he was only seeing
reflections of white clouds. It had no color of us own. The tube that was the City's peak | ooned
above even that.

He was anong the topnost houses; and they were the biggest, with the wi dest of garden /
farns. It seemed the City Builders liked a view.

The wi |l derness before and bel ow hi mwas al nost a perfect square. The center was an enpty
pool in the shape of a scallop shell. Four trees had been planted at the corners, but rain had
carved runnel s, undercut one of the trees and felled it. Its roots poked into the air beyond the
roof's edge.

Tegger liked the pool. It m ght have been some Cluster Islands grotto. Its rounded bottom
was smooth blue City Builder stuff, and there were stairs leading in. There was even a runni ng
waterfall, a spout in the pile of boulders at one edge. He could see where the outflow fromthe
waterfall, and the rain, all ran into a drain at the bottom and di sappear ed.

There was dirt in the pool, too, but it didn't belong. There wasn't enough. It had washed
in. Still, plants had taken root and were cracking the blue bottom

A pool for swinmmng. Wy? Stairs to get out: you could drown otherw se. Maybe City
Bui | ders swam nmaybe Homefl ow River Fol k came visiting

But having built it, why leave it enmpty?

Not hi ng was happeni ng anmong the patches of plants. Tegger supposed he woul d have better
hunting during hal fnight. Between |light and dark was an active tine for things that were used to
evadi ng predators. Maybe he coul d chase sonething into the pool, trap it there.

Meanwhil e -- he dropped to the grass, then wal ked into the pool

Mud had hal f choked the drain. It had not quite hidden the cover.

A round drain and a pipe below. A round cap the size of his spread fingers, on a hinge
with a rusted chain hanging fromit. Tegger could see where it ought to lead, up there at the
edge. You'd stay dry while you pulled the chain to open the cap

He tried to close the cap. It resisted. He | eaned his weight on it and the hinge snapped.
He set the | oose cap on the drain. It stayed. He watched as the pool began to fill.

CHAPTER ELEVEN -- GUARD DUTY

WEAVER TOWN, A. D. 2892

Dayl i ght was glowing on his eyelids. Louis tried to roll over, then stopped. He'd wake
her .

Hi s menory oozed into place. *Sawur. Weavers. Shenthy River valley. Hi ndnpbst, vanpires and
vanpire killers, a hidden protector ...*

She turned in his arnms. Gold and silver fur; thin |lips. Her breasts were near flat, but
promi nent nipples poked through the fur. She was awake in an eyeblink. Bare black eyelids nade her
brown eyes | ook huge.

Sawur studied himto verify that he, too, was awake. Then -- he hadn't asked, but he had
guessed. Mdrning was Sawur's time for rishathra, and Louis needed this in the worst way.

The worst way. She certainly sensed sonething wong. She pulled back two inches to see his
face. "Do you hunger in the norning?"

"Sonetines."

"*Sonet hi ng* is distracting you."

"Sonething was. Is. Sorry."

She waited to be sure he had no nore to say, then, "WII| you teach today?"

"I should go looking for plants | can eat. W're omivores. Qur guts need roughage. Hey,
the ol der children go hunting --"

"Yes, we'll go with them" Sawur said. "They'll learn nore fromyou in the woods than they
would fromme in a hut. Here, this would be your parting gift, but you need it now "

From a corner she pulled sonething with straps. Louis took it into sunlight to adnire it.
It was intricately enbroi dered weavework, a valuable gift: a backpouch

* k%

He found remains of last night's fish in the ashes of the barbecue, wapped in | eaves. It
made a good breakfast.

He caught up to Sawur trying to herd a score of children all in one direction while she
| ectured on plants, fungus, aninmals, and animal spoor.

Yesterday he'd seen fleshy arrowhead-shaped | eaves on a purple stalk, growing at the bases
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of the trees. Sonething |ike that grew downstream and those |eaves had been edible.

O dinarily an omivore could watch what other homi nid species ate and try that hinself,
try eating whatever another hom nid found safe. He couldn't do that anong strict carnivores.

Then agai n, what he found need not be shared. If it was poi sonous, there was the nedkit.
Eat one thing at a time and check hinself. If it was m|dly poisonous, he mght have to eat it
anyway for roughage, for potassium for whatever scarce substance he wasn't getting.

The children watched as he tested this and that, chewed this, threw that away, put this or
that in his backpouch. Sawur tried to help. She pointed out a poisonous tw ning plant before Louis
could hurt hinself, and a blue berry the birds Iiked, that tested clean and tasted of |enon. A
fungus the size of a dinner plate tested positive for allergies ..

They reached a pond a little ahead of the children. Sawur slowed himw th a hand on his

arm The water was flat and still. His knees and back protested as he knelt.

Hs hair ... he'd never seen it like this, laced with white strands. His eyes were |ined
at the edges. Louis saw his age.

In an agony of regret, he thought, Like this! I should have dressed |like this at nmy two
hundredt h! Everyone at the party woul d have freaked!

Sawur grinned at himinpishly. "Wre you hoping that Strill would cone to you?"

Louis stared at her, then laughed with surprise. Sawur hadn't been seeing his age, but her
own! He was saved from answering: the children were crowdi ng around them agai n.

* k%

There was sonething Louis wanted to know. He could | earn by teaching. He picked out a
bl ond-furred net thrower who was fighting hard to attract Strill's attention. "Parald, do you know
that all humans were once alike?"

They had heard of such. They didn't quite believe and they didn't quite disbelieve.

Louis drew in the nud: Hono habilis, life size, as best he could render him "Pak breeder
Qur ancestors lived on a planet like the world | was born on, a ball, but much closer to the
center of our whorl of stars,” and he drew a barred spiral, the galaxy. "W're out here. The Pak
lived in there.” He couldn't draw the Pak world. Nobody had ever seen it. "A plant grew there
called "tree-of-life.""

He began to alter Honpo habilis, giving hima swollen msshapen head, swollen joints,
wrinkl ed and fol ded skin, toothless jawbones grown through the guns into a bony beak

"You're turning fromchildren into adults,” he told them "Wen all humans were ali ke,
before there was a Ringworld, there were children, and adults to nmake nore children, and a third
shape to protect them both. Adults didn't have m nds then. Wen an adult got old enough he woul d
eat tree-of-life --"

"She," Paral d said, and gi ggl ed.

Stet, their generic pronoun was femal e. Louis said, "Then she would sl eep, and change as
she slept, like a butterfly. Her sex would fade away. Protector men and wonen | ook alike. Her jaw
woul d grow to replace her teeth, her brain case would expand, her joints would expand to give the
muscl es greater |everage, her skin would becone thick |eather arnor. Wen the change was over, she
woul d be smarter and stronger, and she would care for nothing except to protect her children
Protectors fought terrible wars over whose children would survive."

Strill asked, "Wy doesn't it happen to us?"

"There's an el ement al nost nmissing fromthe soil beneath the Arch. The virus that nakes
protectors can't live without it. But in a cavern under one of the islands on the G eat Ccean,

tree-of-life still grows with the virus in the root.

"The terrible thing about a protector is that she'll do anything to give an edge to her
own relatives. Woever built the Ringworld | ocked the tree-of-life up so nobody could reach it. It
grows in artificial light in great plantations beneath the Map of Mars. But sonebody must have got
toit --"

"That's what scares the Wb Dweller!" Parald crowed.

"Right. He thinks he's found a protector on the other Great Ccean, and another hal fway up
the Arch to antispin, and maybe nore at work on the rimwall. The Wb Dweller isn't related to any
human protector. By instinct they would call himan enemy. He controls the Meteor Defense in the
Repair Center. Wth that he can burn whatever he |ikes, anywhere on the Arch.

"So who should we be afraid of ? The Web Dwell er or the protectors?”

The children shivered, and giggled, and then began to talk.

Louis listened and | earned. They knew of protectors. War was only a runor to them vyet the
runor canme clothed in protector-shaped arnor. Al honinids seened to carry that shape in their
m nds, as heroes or nonsters, as Saint George or Grendel; as designs for arnor anong the Grass
G ants and as pressure suits on the spaceport | edge.
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After much argument, the children seemed to side with the H ndnost. Strangers didn't
compete, didn't steal, didn't rape; and what could be stranger than the Web Dwel |l er?

Presently they all ran off to swimin the |ake.

* % %

Plants here remi nded Louis of another plant with a fat root |ike a beet. He began diggi ng.
Sawur watched for a bit, then asked, "Wll, Luweewu, can you feed yoursel f?"

"I think so. It isn't the style of Iife whereby a man gets fat," he sad.

"And are you glad you cane anong us?"

"Ch, yes." He was barely listening. A decision he'd nmade el even years ago was unraveling.

"But you wanted Strill."

Louis sighed. Strill would have been a delight, but even Sawur, mature at forty-odd Earth
year, was as close as he wanted to get to child nol esting.

He said, "Strill is beautiful. Sawur, if Strill had conme, it would have been bad news. |
can tell how wealthy a culture is fromthe wonan who shares her tent with me. I'mthe prize here,
what ever mny real value --"

"Hi gh."

-- and you clained nme. But if people are starving, or beset by predators, or at war, they
try to guess what prize | want. Then | find sonme glorious young woman in nmy bed and | know we have

a problem™

"But *you* would not."

"No, | nean they might need nore than ideas."” He'd given away two of his cargo plates to
peopl e along the river who needed heavy lifting power. He didn't want to tell Sawur that, so he
only said, "Knowl edge is like rishathra. You have it, you give it away, you still have it. But

I've had to give away tools."
"What nmade you so twitchy this norning? Protectors?”
Loui s dropped a root into his pack. Now he had four. "You know about protectors?"

"Since |l was a little girl. In the stories they are heroes, but at the end of time their
battl es destroy Arch and world together. Kidada and | don't tell those stories anynore.”
"These are heroes," Louis agreed. "The ones on the rimwall, they're repairing notors that

hold the Arch where it bel ongs. Another has been repelling invaders. But protectors can be a bad
thing. The Web Dweller's records suggest that protectors destroyed all the life on Hone, on one of
our ball worlds. It was part of a war between protectors who wanted nore turf for their breeders.”

Sawur asked, "Do you trust the Web Dweller's records?"

"They're very good."

“Shall we swi n?"

* % %

In md-afternoon the boys killed sonmething like a small antel ope. The children cut a pole
to carry it down to the village, with Louis marching at the fore end. It was pleasant to be the
strongest man, and not all that uncommon. The average Ringworld hom nid was smaller than Louis W.

The Swi nmers had noved on, but the Sailors and their ship were still in port. They'd
caught a few fish and started the fire. By hal fnight the antel ope was nearly done.

Hal f seen between the huts, tonight the windowin the cliff showed the Ri ngworld edge-to-
edge, a checked blue and white band with black sky al ong either edge.

Where in tanj were the fearless vanpire hunters?

Loui s set his assortment of roots to roast at the edge of the coals. Children and adults
were abuzz with questions.

"It's the Arch,” he told them "Tonight the Web Dwel |l er nmust be | ooking all the way across
to the opposite edge. See, there's the edge of the sun itself, and that's part of one of the
shadow squares that hide the sun at night. Al that patchy white is clouds. No, you can't see them
noving. |If they noved as fast as that, the wind would blow the | andscape right off the scrith
foundati on! Those glittering dots and curves and lines, if you can nake them out, those are seas
and rivers."

"He's showing the stars larger, too" old Kidada said. "Wat's that noving one? And, Louis,
what is the Web Dweller trying to tell you?"

Of the edges of the Arch, all of the bright stars were adrift. The brightest was noving

crosswise to the rest. Louis had been watching it. It slowed as it approached the rimwall. It was
on the rimwall, turning a stretch of the riminto a brilliant blue-white line ... and it went
out .

Louis said, "He's trying to tell ne that another invader has cone under the Arch.”
Paral d sliced off neat and passed it to Kidada, then Sawur, then a sudden crowd. Week
offered Louis a fish on a stick. Wavers and Sailors took their nmeals and noved through the huts
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to the cliff side.

*| show you the Ri ngworld invaded; cone and talk. | do not show you Valavirgillin alive or
dead; you rnust ask.*

Loui s accepted a slice of antel ope and, eating two-handed, foll owed Parald.

The Weavers sat on tables and the sand, watching. Sawur nade roomfor himon a table.

Wthin the webeye wi ndow, a shadow square crossed the sun. Details becane clearer
shar per.

Brilliant light flared on the rimwall. Over the next several minutes the point noved
i nward, above the R ngworld surface; dimed; blurred; went out.

Dul | stuff, but they watched. Louis wondered if Wavers woul d becone addicted to passive
entertai nment.

The cl ouds were noving now. Vast wi nd patterns showed their shapes in fast-forward. A tiny
pal e hourgl ass sucked streanlines at both ends: a hurricane on its side, a nmeteor puncture hole.

Fast-forward, a solar promninence rose past the rimof the shadow square. A shock wave of
green brilliance rose up the plume. Then a burning green star delicately touched the rimwall at
the point where the earlier star had rested. The green star wal ked off the rimand blurred as it
i ntersected cl ouds.

As the last sliver of sun vani shed overhead, the Wavers all streaned off to their huts,
chattering in excitenent punctuated by yawns. Louis watched in astonishnent. These \Wavers were
*real | y* diurnal

Bef ore the Hi ndnost could decide to speak in front of them Louis strolled back to the
fire. He raked two roots out of the coals.

One was acrid. One wasn't bad. He didn't always eat this well.

The Sailors had remained. One cane to join him "That showis for you, isn't it?"

Loui s | ooked back. Wthin the H ndnost's wi ndow, the green star had gone out.

"I don't know what to say to him" Louis said. "Week, did he speak to you?"

"No. He frightens ne."

The Hi ndnost's nessage seened cl ear enough. Fusion drive: invading spacecraft. ARM and
Patriarchy and the Fleet of Wrlds all knew of the Ringworld. Each had had tine to nount
expeditions. O the invader might be a returning City Builder craft, or sonmeone else entirely.

The automatic Meteor Defense wouldn't react if an invader noved slowy. Some entity was
actively killing ships.

The killer had a problem too. Lightspeed. The invader had | anded light-mnutes fromthe
second Great Ccean, but the attack had cone hours slow. A solar plunme nust be ejected, the
superthermal . |aser effect nust propagate along the plasma, and it all took tine; but there was
still that lightspeed delay. The prey mght still escape.

The Hi ndnost woul d be *extrenel y* eager to find a hyperdrive ship undanaged.

Low nusi c was playing through distant branches. Week had gone to his boat. Louis raked a
third root fromthe fire. He slit it, then pushed on the ends to open it. Live steam and a snell
not too different froma sweet potato.

He wondered if he'd found wild tree-of-life. No matter. The soil wouldn't have enough
thallium the plant wouldn't support the virus that caused the change; and cooking would kill it
anyway. Louis took his tinme eating, then went toward Sawur's w cker hut.

The nusic seened to grow | ouder. Strange stuff, with qualities of wind and hunmi ng
strings. He stopped outside Sawur's w cker hut to listen

The nusic stopped. A voice said, "WII you not speak to the Web Dwel | er ?"

"Not tonight," Louis said, and | ooked around him The voice was a child's, with a bit of a
speech i npedi ment. Toni ght was foggy, but Ringworld nights were bright, and he shoul d have seen
*somet hi ng*, Loui s thought.

"WII you show yoursel f?"

A nightmare rose out of |ow brush, too near. Lank hair covered its body, the color of the
night. Big spade teeth forced an exaggerated grin. Long arms, big hands; a nminiature harp in one
hand.

The Ghoul seenmed nmale, but a kilt hid that. Sparse facial hair, flat chest: a child, boy
or girt.

"Nice kilt," Louis said.

"Ni ce backpouch. Weaver work is loved all through the Shenthy River valley."

Loui s knew that: he had seen Waver work tens of thousands of miles downstream He asked,
"Do you do security work for the Weavers?"

"Sec...?"

"CGuard their possessions by night."
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"Yes, we stop thieves."

"But you're not paid for normal, ah ..

In lieu of answer -- *was* there a word for garbage disposal plus funeral service? -- the
child blew into the handle of his harp while his fingers played across the holes and tweaked the
strings. He played a tune on his tootling, twanging instrunment, then held it out. "Do you have a
name for this?"

“"Illegitimate child of a harp and a kazoo. A kazarp?"

"Then | am Kazarp," the Ghoul said. "Are you Louis WI?"

" x HOWE - -

"W know that you boiled an ocean, far up the Arch --
vani sh for forty-one falans, and we find you here."

"Kazarp, your conmunications are awesone. How is it done?" Louis didn't expect an answer.
Ghoul s had their secrets.

"Sunlight and mirrors," Kazarp said. "Was the Wb Dwell er your friend once?"

"Ally. Not friend. It's conplicated."”

The pointy-faced honminid exam ned Louis. Louis was trying to ignore the snell of a carrion
eater's breath. The child asked, "Wuld you have spoken to father?"

"Maybe. How ol d are you?"

"Near forty falans."

Ten years. "How old is your father?"

"A hundred fifty."

"In falans I'mabout a thousand,” Louis Wi said. He decided that the child was too easy to
notice. A distraction? Was his father eavesdroppi ng?

Well, then, howto tell this? Should he? Louis said, "The Wb Dweller, the big cat, two
City Builders, and ne. W saved everything under the Arch."

Kazarp sai d nothing. Some wanderers nust be great liars, Louis thought. He said, "W had a
plan. But it would kill s-s-some ... it would kill *many* of the people we were trying to save.
I"'mas guilty as | thought the Wb Dweller was, and | hated himfor it. Now | find out that the
Web Dwel l er saved many nore than | realized."

"Then you nust thank him And apol ogi ze?"

"I did that, Kazarp. Kazarp, | expect we'll talk again, but ny species needs sleep. If
your father wants to talk, a Ghoul could certainly find ne." Louis knelt to enter the w cker
house.

Kazarp pointed. "-- *there*. You

"Did it |eave a bad taste?"
Loui s | aughed. A Ghoul mght well know all about bad taste! *But that voice wasn't

Kazarp. *

He stepped back outside. He said, "Yes."

"Still, you swall owed what you rust. Now the Web Dwell er nust decide. A valuable alliance,
a breach of manners -- you're a thousand falans ol d? How old is the Wb Dwel | er?"

"Even guessi ng nakes ny head hurt."

The child had settled cross-1egged and was pl ayi ng background nusic to the voice that
spoke from nowhere. The adult's voice said, "W |ive perhaps two hundred falans. If your
m sunder st andi ng only cost you forty or fifty falans, for such as you it nmust be worth repairing.

"Ch, the City Builders were refugees, and killing doesn't bother Chnmeee! But *I'nt stil
guilty. | consented. | thought we killed all those people to save the rest."

"Be joyful."

"Yeah." He couldn't ask even a Gioul to consider the nunbers involved. No sane m nd could
grasp them *Hom nids of varying intelligence inhabit the R ngworld, invading every conceivabl e
ecol ogi cal niche. Cattle, otters, vanpire bats, hyenas, hawks ... Roughly thirty trillion, with a
margi n of error bigger than all known space.*

*We can save nmpost of them We will generate a solar flare and turn it on the R ngworld
surface to bring heated hydrogen fuel to the few renounted attitude jets on the rimwalls. Lose
fifteen hundred billion to radiation and fire. They would die anyway. Save twenty tinmes as nmany.*

But the Hi ndnost's advanced, adaptable prograns had exercised fine control over a plasm
j et bigger than worlds. The Hi ndnost *had not* killed fifteen hundred billion. Not at all

But Louis Wi had consented to their deaths.

He said, "That region of the Repair Center was infested with tree-of-life ... with the
pl ant that changes hom nids into sonething very different. Kazarp says you're about the right age
to becone a protector. |I'mseven tines that old. The virus in tree-of-life would kill old Louis

Wi.
"So | sent the Web Dwneller in alone to cause their deaths. Gtherwi se | would have seen how
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many didn't die. | took all those lives, and the only apology | could make was to die."
"But you're not dead," the hidden voice said.
"Dying. Wth the nedkit on ny cargo plates, | mght get as nuch as another fal an.”

The child's nusic broke in discord, and the night was silent.

Tanj! He had | ongevity and he'd thrown it away, but these people had never had the choice.
Just how ill-mannered had he been?

The adult said, "And you gave up his friendship."

"The Web Dwel | er doesn't exactly have friends. He bargains very exactly, and his aimis
al ways to make hinself safer. He intends to live forever, whatever that takes. That bothered ne
then. It bothers me now Wat will it take?"

“Your alliance? Does he have sonething to gain fromyou?"

"Atraveling pair of hands. Alife to risk that isn't his own. A second opinion. He can
of fer me another hundred twenty falans of [ife." And that was scary.

"Could he do that for, let us say, ne?"

O fer longevity to a Ghoul? "No. H's systens, the prograns to heal himor nme or the big
cat, he nust have designed and built them before he left hone. He can't get hone. | stopped that.
And if he could, why not just stay?"

And he thought further: *He's got a programto repair hunmans and a program for a Kzin. For
a Ghoul he'd have to wite a new program What ny life would cost nme is already too nuch, but what
would it cost to wite a treatment programfor yet another species? And if Louis Wi asked himto

save a Ghoul, then why not a Weaver next? A City Builder? A ...?*
*|] npossi bl e. *
The hi dden CGhoul had accepted that ... or else he was thinking that sone wanderers were

mad. Kazarp was playing again. Louis said, "Wen |I thought |I'd nurdered so nmany people ... |
decided to age and die in traditional fashion. How bad could it be? People have done that since
there were people.™

"Luweewu, | would give all | have to be a hundred fal ans younger."

"The Web Dwel l er can do that for ne ... for ny species. He can do it again when | get old
agai n. Demandi ng anything he |ikes of nme, each tine."

"You coul d refuse, each tinme."

"No. That's ny problemexactly." Louis peered into the dark. "Wat shall | call you?"

The nusic of the kazoo-harp suddenly had a bass accompani nent. Louis listened for a tinme.
A wind instrument? He could not guess its shape

"Tunesmth,” he decided. "Tunesnith, it's been hel pful talking with you."

"W shoul d speak of other things."

"Shi ps and shoes and sealing wax, and --"

"Protectors.”

What did the Choul heliograph net know of protectors? "But |'m groggy. Tonorrow night,"
Louis said, and crawl ed inside to sleep

CHAPTER TWELVE -- WEAN NG VAMPI RES

Tegger had expected the wi ndow dorme to be some kind of weird dwelling, but it wasn't.
There was no obvious way to | ock the door. The interior was all one big room and that was a
stairway too big even for Gass Gants: concentric semcircles of steps. And tables, a dozen I|ight
tabl es on skids.

What was this? he wondered. If a hundred or so hominids sat on those steps, they'd have
one fine view of the factory city and | ands beyond. A conference roon? He tried it hinself for a
bit, then noved on.

Doors at the top of the |ast step. Beyond, darkness. Tegger lit a torch.

This was not a roomto live in. It was all flat surfaces, and thick doors that had little
windows in themand little boxes inside.

When in doubt, he thought, keep |ooking. Three big water basins with drains. A flat table
of wood now war ped. Hangi ng froma hundred hooks, nmetal bow s and di shes with | ong handl es. Behind
a panel above eye | evel Tegger found something he recognized: tiny knobs joined by fine lines of
dust.

He began replacing the dust lines with strips of Val a-cloth.

A light cane on.

Si x channels he'd laid; one light. Wat did the others do?

There were nore doors to the back. Tegger took up his torch and passed through

St orage here: doors, drawers, and bins. The ghosts of old snells were pl easant enough
Plants. They didn't snell like food, but they probably were. Tegger searched out dried plant
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resi dues, but found nothing that even a Grass G ant woul d eat.

They sat on those senmicircular steps and *ate*?

Maybe. Tegger went back into the lighted room It seened warnmer ... and he still didn't
get it until he tried to |l ean on one of the flat surfaces.

Red Herders don't yell when hurt. Tegger hugged his burnt arm teeth bared in pain. Then
after careful thought, he began to spit on flat surfaces.

Twi ce, his spit sizzled

The doors to two of the boxes were hot to the touch

He was in sone kind of chemi cal plant. Maybe anot her hom nid coul d understand this better
t han he.

* % %

The peak of the City was a great squat tube with a wasp-wai st constriction. A helica
stair took himto the rim Tegger |ooked about himlike a king.

VWhat he'd missed before, |eapt at himnow that he'd reached the tallest point in the Cty.

Every roof was the same col or!

The flat tops of rectangular solids, the curved tops of tanks, were all a glittery gray.
Sone had synbols painted on the gray in narrow |lines. The only exceptions were the houses al ong
Stair Street, where flat places were soil and pools, and -- yes -- the *stairs* were glittery
gray.

But the sides of things were of all colors. Industrial shapes were not so nuch decorated
as | abeled. There was script Tegger didn't recognize, square and curved and scraw y. There were
sinpl e pictures.

The old City Builders could fly. Wiy not |abel the tops of things, too? Unless this gray
surface had -- was ... Flup, he alnost had it.

*Work on it. Meanwhile ...* He was standing at the rimof a tremendous tube, ten
manhei ghts tall and about that w de. Tegger | ooked down inside, a much greater distance than ten
manhei ghts. The reek of ash and chemicals was faint, but he wasn't imagining it. Here was a
chi mey bi g enough to burn whole villages.

Thi s al one m ght be reason enough to set a factory floating. The snoke from such a burning
m ght hover for years before drifting away, but at least it would rise first! Irritated nei ghbors
nmi ght be pacified. Then again, how woul d nei ghbors reach a floating industrial center to make
their conplaints?

He' d been clinbing stairs and exploring houses for a quarter of the day, but the cruisers
hadn't noved. Valavirgillin nmust have chosen that peak as a defensible position. Sentries shifted
on the rock, watching the river, watching the Shadow Nest and its floating roof.

Tegger dropped his poncho to expose the unnistakable color of his skin. At the rimof the
tallest point of the City, he raised both arns and waved.

*Warvia! By the power of our love, and Valavirgillin! By the power of the cloth I stole,
I've reached this place. Here I will acconplish sonething, sonehow. Somehow *

Had he been seen? He thought they were pointing at him...

Vel l, then.

The City rolled away below him He was able to find the dock, to orient hinself fromthat.
The houses and stairs ran fromjust below himdow to Rim Street, along both sides of a zigzag
line. That line was nearly opposite the docks.

Most of what he saw, he still didn't understand. But

Cisterns. Sixteen huge cylindrical tanks were open to the sky, evenly spaced about the
City. He had to guess that those tanks were intended to hold water. The houses and w ndow done, at
| east, would need water. But the cisterns were enpty, every one of them Like the pools al ong
Stair Street. Al enpty.

After the Fall of the Cties, citizens would have nothing to carry them down. Sone nust
have gone down the ranp. Wen the vampires noved in, that option closed. They were marooned.

They woul d need water. There was the river; there nust be punps. Wiy el se position a
factory above a river? But the punps had likely stopped working, and the rain hadn't started yet.

But they'd drained the Cty's water. Wiy had they done that? Were they already crazy?

Wi sper was gone, and his own mind wasn't enough. He had to get the cruisers up here,
sonehow.

He slept in the wi ndow done that night, on one of the steps. It seemed safe, and he | oved
the view.

At hal f ni ght several hundred vanpires streaned away fromthe Shadow Nest, up the Honefl ow
and into the nmountains. As the |ast edge of sun disappeared, their nunbers rose into the
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t housands.

Val a's people reacted variously to that many vanpires passing that closely. The d eaners
sinply mssed it: they *had* to sleep at night. Vala rapidly realized that she couldn't use G ass
G ant sentries at night. Anyone could see their courage, but anyone could snell their fear

Except Beedj. How did they train a budding Thurl? Was it sonething she could use, too? She
sent the rest to bed and relied thenceforth on her own people and the Ghoul s.

VWhat ever their frustrations, they were | earning a great deal about vanpires.

The second night was ending; and now, in driving rain, beneath a black Iid of cloud, the
vanpi res straggl ed home. Their nunbers were thinned a bit, Harpster said, and they had a few tens
of prisoners. They had been nore quarrel sone goi ng out.

The Ghouls reported structures in the Shadow Nest. There were huts or storage shacks; nany
had fallen down. Somnething nountai nous stood in md-river. The Ghouls couldn't see the top of it;
their angle was too high

They could see no way up save for the spiral ranp.

There was a m dden, a garbage dunp off to port-antispin of the Shadow Nest. It must have
been growing for ages, a nountain of vanpire and prisoner corpses, until even Vala could see it
once it was pointed out. It was too close to the Shadow Nest to be of use to Ghoul s.

There was no place beneath the floating factory that the vanpires didn't go.

It was full light now, and the procession of vanpires had beconme a trickle. "Wen that
stops, we're going back to the river," Vala said.

"W need our sleep," Harpster said.

"I know. You stay here.”

"We're ripe for bathing and we need to learn. We'll sleep under the awning. Wake us at the
river."

* k%

Valavirgillin rolled the cruiser along the riverbank. There was no way to hide anything so
| arge, and she didn't try.

Fl ashes of daylight cane and went, and flurries of rain. The Shadow Nest | ooned ahead, too
near. None of her conpanions could see into the blackness bel ow the anci ent hul k; but when the
shifting black clouds closed their own lid over the land, Vala could see notion around the
shadow s edges. Sone vanpires, at |east, were active

It was midday. Valavirgillin kept a wary eye on the weather. If it got too dark, the
vanpi res woul d be out and hunti ng.

The tilted plate | oomed across the sluggish brown water. It |ooked hard to reach. Vanpires
seened safely distant. Vala stepped out onto the river nud.

Two bl ack heads surfaced well out into the water and swam toward them

It was best to introduce oneself repeatedly to aliens who m ght not see differences in
i ndividuals. "I amValavirgillin --"

"Roobal | abl, Fudghabl adl. The river is shallow here. Your cruiser night safely roll as far
as the island. It would be nore difficult to attack you."

"-- Warvia, Manack, Beedj." Barok and Waast were tending the cannon. "W're not planning
to stay. Roobla, there was activity around here | ast night --"

"The Red conpani on you asked us to | ook for, we have seen him W could not cone near, but
we saw himfight and we saw him fly. Fudghabl adl says that he had a conpanion. | never saw one --"

Warvia burst out, "Conpanion? \Were would Tegger find a conpanion? *WAas it a vanpire?*"

"I saw no compani on, no kind. Fudghabladl's sight fails. Tegger talked to hinmself from
tinme to tinme. He came to look at this tilted flying thing. Six vanpires junped him They did no
courting, they sinply attacked."

Roobal | abl sounded petulant, as if the vanpires had broken a rule. Vala nodded. *Wrth
knowi ng. *

Beyond that, the River Folk had seen not nuch nore than Warvia had seen fromthe cruisers.
When the tale was told, Vala asked, "Are you safe here?"

"W believe so. W learn, too. Do you know that prisoners live in the Shadow Nest ?"

"W saw prisoners brought through the pass," Warvia said.

"Sone roam free," Rooballabl said. "W did not conme near those, but we watched. Never were
nore than two or three | oose at once.”

"What species?"

"Two big ones went to eat river grass, then back under the shadow. Grass G ants, | think.
Many vanpires cane to neet them The vanpires fought. Some ran away and the rest fed upon the
Grass G ants. The Grass G ants did not survive. But we saw Farners of the Spin Delta region pul
up roots and boil and eat them and return alive."
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Fudghabl adl spoke. The River Folk chatted a bit, then Rooballabl translated in spurts.
"Fudghabl adl watched a Red wonan. She spent half a day hunting, but badly. She had no patience.
She came back again and again to the shadow and her vanpire. He would send her again. Late in the
day she caught a | eaperbuck drinking, junped it and broke its neck. Pulled it back to the shadow.
Three vanpires shooed the rest off. These three drank the beast's blood, then they rished with the
Red, then the Red ate of the |eaperbuck. She was very hungry."

Vala tried not to see the hot rage and shane in Warvia's face. She asked Roobal labl, "Did
you see any of my species?"

More River Folk chatter. Then, "One, a young woman, goes guarded by a vanpire nale.

Valavirgillin, what success for you?"
"We' ve seen Tegger waving at us. He's up there, alive and active. | still don't see how we
can get ourselves up. | don't see how el se we can do anything."

"What did you expect?"

Warvia half snarled, "The *Choul s* had a *plan*. The ranp they want doesn't go all the way
down. "

Val a hal f expected angry comments from under the awning, but the N ght People held their

peace.

“I't nust have reached the ground once," Rooballabl said. "Wat else could it be for?"

When the city worked, there had been flying cargo craft, but rolling craft nust have been
cheaper, and surely there were cargoes too heavy to float. "I expect the Fall of the Cities
brought the vampires,” Val a said.

Beedj asked, "How?"

Wth her eyes on the misty outline of the Shadow Nest, Valavirgillin |let her mnd roam and
her tongue follow "A center of industry could hardly permt vanpires to nest in their basenent.
So, sonehow they kept the vanpires out, but when the cities fell, it stopped working. Vanpires

| ook for shadows. They noved in. One night the vanpires went up the ranp. They didn't get
everyone, so by the next night the refugees had pulled up the ramp --"

Agai n Beedj asked, "How?"

Val a shrugged.

Roobal | abl ' s voice was |i ke bubbles popping in nud. "Ask instead, why? They built a
tremendous hangi ng road for cargoes too big even for this great floating plate. Wiy would anyone

build it to nove, to lift? Such a -- vertical bridge -- would be difficult to build, and easily
damaged if it also had to lift. We understand weight and mass a little, | think."
Roobal | abl was right, and Vala was irritated. "I don't know the answer. How about a war

bet ween peopl e who could fly and people who couldn't? You'd want to pull up the bridge, so to
speak. "

Her crew | ooked at each other. Beedj asked, "Do any of you have old records of such a
war ?" None spoke. "Runors, then?"

"Forget it," Vala snapped.

Manack asked, "Why build the ranp to lift? Wiy not just |ift the city alittle?" Alien or
not, he saw sonmething in Vala's deneanor and added, "Never nmind."

The sky was bl ack and pouring rain when Tegger waked into the shadow

He lit a torch when he could, but the light didn't travel far. It Iit a featureless circle
of the road down. He was walking into a roar like a rainstorm He edged to the right side and
found a rib-high curb. Peered over and saw not hi ng.

They nust have seen him They nmight not like the torch, but it certainly nade him
conspi cuous. He was carrying nine nmore. What woul d happen if he dropped one?

I nstead, he | eaned far over the curb and hurled the torch onto the | oop of road bel ow him
He | ooked over to be sure it still burned, then walked a little farther down the ranp. He'd cone
somewhat nore than a full turn.

Now he could let his night vision devel op

These odors rem nded himof the nights he and the others had spent waiting to speak to the
Ghoul s. The sounds were |like the Thurl's tent at night: domestic sounds, murnurs, sudden quarrels,
all in an alien I anguage, all above a sound like a waterfall. Wat he imagi ned bel ow hi m nust be
worse than the reality ..

Tegger | ooked over.

The bottom of the spiral ranmp was high off the ground.

Sonet hing inside himsaw that as funny. He could see pale triangular faces |ooking up, and
that was funny, too. Tegger began to giggle.

Deep into shadow, water fell in a vertical river, a waterfall of tremendous scope. Al the
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rain falling on the Gty was pouring onto some huge dark mass, and thence into the Honefl ow

He was at the edge of the City. The waterfall nust be near or at the center, but the roar
was | oud even here. It was pouring onto, *into*, a vast, intricate structure, then into the
Honefl ow via |l esser falls and streans. Tegger could see little but dark-on-dark, but ... here was
a fountain of such size as nobody but an ancient City Builder would even consi der.

The Honefl ow ran around the fountain on both sides. Here it seened to be confined in
concrete. Where the concrete ended, near Tegger's perch, was rapids. Water falling fromthe Cty,
adding its nomentumto the Honeflow itself, had cut a deep canyon. Only its walls showed in the
bl aze of daylight around the GCity's edge.

And of course there were vanpires everywhere

Most were asleep, cuddled in famly groups. Wait, now ... that was a Machi ne Peopl e,
wasn't it? Hard to tell in the dark. A woman, despite the nustache; she had breasts. And no
clothing. She was the center of a circle of vanpires.

It |ooked to Tegger like they were protecting her fromother vanpires: fromthieves. Four
of adult size, two small enough to be children, and the infant in one woman's arnms: enough to
guard her.

Machi ne Peopl e had been taken during the attacks on the Thurl. Tegger continued to watch.

The baby woke and attenpted to suck

The wonman hal f woke. She gave the baby to the Red woman. Oh, flup, the Red was putting it
to her neck!

Tegger let himself slunp against the curb, in the dark. He hadn't eaten in sone tinme, but
old bird neat was trying to rise again.

Why do vanpires collect prisoners?

How do vanpires wean their babies?

Tegger didn't want to know anynore.

Sonetinmes the trick is to set a problem aside. Tegger had al nbst reached the Iight above
himwhen it all cane together in his mnd

Water. Ranp. Lights. Vanpires below, stranded City Buil ders above. The cruisers!

There was nore to be | earned, but Tegger knew what he had to do now. And afterward ..
ultimately he'd | ove hel p.

* k%

Al'l over the floating industrial structure, |lights were going on.

Valavirgillin was hurting for |ack of sleep. Soon she would seek her bed. But they were so
beauti ful .

Her mind drifted.

Food was running low in the heights. Grass was scarce; prey was scarce and agile. The
d eaners were finding enough to eat. The River Folk had found fish, enough and to spare. Cruiser
One had brought whol e basketful s back. Fish would feed anyone but the Ghouls and Grass G ants.
Machi ne Peopl e woul d need sonething nore than fish, but not yet.

A few vanpires were hunting around the Shadow Nest's garbage dunp. They nust be hungry,
Val a thought, but they were having sone success. Warvia reported scavengers no Red had ever seen
bef ore. Perhaps Ghouls killed conpeting scavengers where they coul d.

Fudghabl adl had said they rolled corpses into the Honefl ow. The vanpires' nunbers nust
have been smaller then. Now they stacked them away fromthe river. Scavengers cane for the bodies,
and starving vanpires hunted them for their bl ood.

The cruisers were once agai n parked back-to-back, with sentries on duty. Vanpires had
ignored themon the first night. *They've had the whole day to watch us. As we watched them*

In a day or two the stored grass would be gone. The giants would have to forage in the
| ow ands, in daylight only, with companions to guard them The Chouls might find forage, too.
Vanpire prisoners must die during the trek hone.

Grieving Tube spoke. "Power cannot be made to flow without certain unusual materials."

Val avirgillin didn't junmp, didn't | ook around. "I know. "

"Unusual . Sone wire nust have survived the Fall of the Gties, or else cone under the Arch
afterward. Where would a Red Herder find such?"

“I'n nmy pack, | think," Valavirgillin said. Ghouls know all secrets. "A good thing for
Tegger. He woul d have died at the river."

"Yes."

Into the silence Valavirgillin said, "Louis Wi left ne a stack of -- it has a |ong nane --
*superconductor cloth*. | traded it to the City Builder famlies of a floating city. They used it
to repair their lights and water condensers.

"So, | was rich. | took Tarablilliast for nmy mate. | bore three children. | invested in a
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project to make what Louis Wi described. *Plastic*. Tarablilliast has never criticized me for
wasting our noney." Never but once, she renenbered. "After all, it was ny wealth. He brought
little to the mating."

"This *plastic*." Gieving Tube's pronunciation was the exact imtation of

Valavirgillin's. "Does it have a nane in our tongues?"

“I think not. Louis described stuff that could be nmade fromthe nasty residue after one
makes fuel. Scentless. Taking any shape. He showed nme one or two plastic things. Otherw se, | was
guessi ng.

"Tarbaval a Labs has produced results ... answers ... nothing we can sell. Tarb and our

parents are taking care of our children while | scranble for noney to keep our concerns going. |
t hought a tradi ng expedition would serve nme. Persuading hom nid cultures to nmake al cohol commuands
a bounty. Trade is wealth on top of that."

"How | ong have you been gone?"

"Nearly ten fal ans."

"Too | ong?"

"I don't know. |'ve *mated*. Tarb never bargained for that.'
sl eep. "

"I will watch."

Val a shook her head. "I need

CHAPTER THI RTEEN -- SAWR S LAW

WEAVER TOMN, A. D. 2892

Loui s was al one when he woke, and hungry. He pulled on his zipsuit and wal ked out through
crackl i ng brush.

The village seened enpty.

There was warnth in the ashes of last night's fire. He found the last of his roots and cut
it open. It was alnost |ike eggplant. Not a bad breakfast.

Noonday sun -- of course -- but it *felt* |ike noon, |ike he'd wasted half the day. He
boarded his cargo stack and went up for a | ook around. There they were, instantly obvious: Conet
Sawur leading a tail of children through the upstream arch

He caught themleaving the arch, left the cargo sock and joined the tail.

* k%

They wal ked along the river. Louis drew maps of the Ringworld for them and spoke of its
builders and its age and its fate, and tried to tell themwhich parts were guesswork. He drew the
doubl e superconducting toroids they'd found renounted on the City Buil der spacecraft: Bussard
ranjets taken fromtheir nountings on the rimwall. He did not speak of what it had cost himto
fuel the rest.

Sone of the boys had di sappeared. Now t hey were back. They'd found hundreds of bird nests
perched in forked trees. The entire horde ran off, and Louis and Sawur foll owed sl owy.

Sawur said, "I cannot work out your sleep pattern.”

"I talked long last night with two whom you nay never neet."

"People of the Night? They're said to know all and to rule everything under the Arch. The
dead belong to them Louis, we have guested visitors who speak to such fol k, but why do you?"

“I"1l talk to anyone," Louis admitted. "Sawur, | enjoyed it. | may have learned a little
I think the child wanted to talk and her father didn't nove fast enough to stop her. Then
Tunesmth gave away nore than *he* knew, and now | *al nost* know how their enpire conmunicates
over all that vast distance along the Arch.™

Sawur's jaw sagged. Louis said hastily, "*Not* my secret to tell, Sawur, not even if |
knew it. Even so, they don't know everything. They've got problens, |'ve got problens --"

"You do, yes," she said sharply. "You wouldn't wake this norning, but you were talking to
your dreanms. Wiat torments you, Louis?"

But they had nearly wal ked into an expl osion of small nets.

The children had crept around the grove, surrounded it. Now the nets were flying. In an
hour they had caught an amazi ng nunber of pigeon-sized birds.

Weavers seened to have no interest in eggs, but Louis collected a dozen. They | ooked and
felt like slick plastic, like free-fall drinking bulbs with no nipple. Wrth a try.

In md-afternoon they were back in the village. Wile the children plucked the birds,
Louis and Sawur went off alone. They sat on a flat rock and watched the ol der Weavers buil ding the
fire.

Sawur asked again, "What tornents a teacher?"

Loui s |l aughed. Teachers don't have torments? But how to explain to a Waver ...?

"I made a fool of nyself, long ago. It nust have taken the Wb Dweller four or five fal ans
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just to realize *how stupid |I've been, *why* Louis WI wasn't talking to him But we're talking
now, and that's not the problem

"Sawur, the Web Dwel l er captured ne and Chneee to be his servants. Very reprehensible, of
course, but he has gifts to pay for such a theft. He has seeds to be chewed to nake an ol d hom nid
young, or a Kzin."

Sawur ni bbled her lip. "Well. He can. WIIl he?"

"For val ue received. And he has a device, an autodoc. It can heal serious wounds, scars
and missing linbs. Likely it can repair damage even boosterspice won't touch.

"Sawur, to rebuild a nan requires extrene nedical techniques. If he can build nme young,
beli eve he can build ne docile. Chneee and | both namde poor slaves. The H ndnost can nake ne a
better servant. A perfect servant. Until the right before last, | had an excuse for keeping nyself
out of his nmachines. Now | don't."

Sawur asked, "Have his machi nes had you before?"

*That* was a good question. "He had me in frozen sleep for two years. He may have done
some nedical work on ne. He coul d have done anythi ng he wanted."

"But he didn't."

"I don't think he did. | don't feel any different."

Sawur was silent.

Loui s | aughed suddenly, turned and hugged her. "Never mind. | cut his hyperdrive notor
apart! He can't go back to the stars, and that's why he had to save the Arch. If he nade ne a
servant, he made ne a bad one.™

Sawur stared, then | aughed | oud. "But Louis, you trapped yourself, too!"

“I'd nade a promise." To Valavirgillin of the Machine People. "I said |'d save the
Ri ngworld or die trying."

Sawur was silent.

"He thought he had a wirehead." Louis heard the gap in translation: w rehead had no
equivalent in Sawur's tongue. "He thought | would do anything he asked for electric current
through the pleasure center of my brain ... as a Waver nmight sell her freedomfor, say, alcohol?
He didn't know | could throwit off. He knows now. "

Sawur said, "So, what if he nakes you young and docile? But what if you first deternine
that you will ignore his comands?"

"Sawur. *He can change nmy mnd*."

IIAh. n

Louis brooded for a tinme. Presently he said, "I'mclever and agile and the Wb Dwel | er
knows in If he made ne a better servant, | mght becone stupid or slow. | can tell nyself he'd be
a fool to alter ne very nuch. It's hellishly tempting. I"'mafraid I'Il believe it, Sawur."

"Woul d he keep a promise to you?"

Anot her good question

Nessus, rejected by his species ... Nessus the nad puppeteer had demanded that the
Hi ndnost mate with him should he return fromthe Ri ngworld. The Hi ndnost had agreed. And *kept*
t he covenant.

But that was a bargain between equals ... no, it wasn't. Nessus had been presuned nmad, nad
for centuries.

Throughout known space, puppeteers had kept their contracts with a variety of species.

He'd forgotten Sawur; he junped when she spoke. "You've given nme ny youth and snatched it
away, if | believe your crazy dream But 1'Il tell you this,"” she said with a whip in her voice.
"The older | am the nore | would give to be young again. If you don't ever intend to deal with
the Web Dwel ler, that's one thing. If you do, then the last thing you want is to wait until you're
old and sick."

She was, he decided, dead right.

* k%

That night they cooked their nmeat -- and the Sailors their fish, and Louis his eggs and a
river weed he'd found edible -- and went to sit beneath the cliff.

Loui s found hinself |ooking for Tunesmith in the brush. There was no sign of the Ghoul
but he woul d be |istening.

The floating industrial park had been lifeless when last Louis had seen it. Now the
H ndnost's webeye w ndow showed it blazing with |ights.

"You've got me," Louis said to the enpty air. "I have to know how that happened.”
The view junped --
CHAPTER FOURTEEN -- | NVASI ON
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Pointed claws rested on her wist. She whispered, "Gieving Tube?"

"Harpster. My mate wakes others. Valavirgillin, you must see."

It seened she'd only just closed her eyes. Vala rolled out of her blanket. She didn't say,
"This had best be inportant.” Qther species had their priorities; traders had to | earn them

Bl ack night and rain. The Shadow Nest was a blurred constellation. Harpster had returned
to the cruiser. Waast and Beedj cane out, then Barok. Barok asked, "Wat is it, Boss?"

"l can't see anything."

Warvia cane up beside them "It's nurky down there, Valavirgillin."

"I know. "

"The ranp. Vala, you really can't see? It isn't just the ranp. The whole city has settled
alittle. Flup, Manack was right! "

The folk in Cruiser Two spilled out all at once, gaping, chattering. They saw no nore than
Val a did. But Harpster was at Warvia's side, saying, "Not our imagination. The vanpires are trying
to junmp to the ranp. It's still too high for them--"

"They'll have it in not too many breaths."

"It's Tegger!" Warvia screaned. "He did it!"

"But they'll be pouring up the ramp!" Vala wondered, |Is this real? Nobody could see the
change but Warvia and the Ghouls, and even they wouldn't claimthat the ranp was *down*.

"Board!" Valavirgillin bell owed. "Anyone not aboard gets left! Board your vehicles and arm
your sel ves! We're going up!"

* k%

Tegger lay on his belly, |ooking over the edge of the dock. He didn't see many vanpires.

It wasn't good hunting territory for them Their only prey were the besotted prisoners under the
shadow. A few starving rogues hunted out here, vanpires desperate enough to try to trap aninals
for their bl ood.

It was dark down there and rain blurred the view, but the cruisers were unm stakable. They
rolled slowy. Mid and sand sucked at their huge wheels.

Four vanpires swarned onto the first cruiser, quick as deaners, and clinbed toward the
driving bench.

d eaners dropped fromthe turret, towels across their nouths, swords in hand. Paroom
stepped fromaft, sw nging sone kind of nace. In a nonent the invaders becane inploring suitors.
Anot her moment and two were dead, the others in flight, and Paroom s | ong mace caught one in
m dai r

A shock traveled lightly up Tegger's spine. He had been waiting for that.

He'd spent nobst of the day finding circuitry panels, opening them testing what their
circuits did. He'd learned to recognize the styles of panel that controlled Iighting. Here was the
panel that controlled the dockside lights. He'd already placed twists of Vala's cloth. He flicked
two switches and the dock lit up Iike daylight.

Wth his eyes tightly closed, Tegger felt his way to Ranp Street and into the darkness. He
paused for a bit to get his night vision back. Then he | ooked over

He'd felt the shock as the ranp touched bottom

Vanpires were noving up the successive turns of the ranp. There weren't many. Perhaps
their noses told themhow little awaited them one little |lone Red Herder, and no other prey at
all.

Tegger set to the patient work of lighting a torch. Wien he had it flickering, he set it
asi de and | ooked down agai n.

Roughly thirty young adults and adol escent children were clinbing toward himin no great
hurry. What were they thinking? *Here's a road where no road was, but there's no scent of prey.
Follow it, but best not be first. Light, oh ny, it hurts --* They were piling up a | evel bel ow
him their arms hiding their faces. Tegger wondered if the dockyard |ights would hold them

The scent billowed into his face.

Refl ex said *Do sonething!* And reflex called himdown, but he couldn't. Couldn't. He
whi pped the torch around his head and hurled the fireball a level below. Al the pale faces ducked
away, and nost of them were running back down the ranp. A few were trapped between the torch and
t he dockyard |ights.

Tegger fled.

At the dock's edge he | eaned over enpty space and sucked great lungfuls of clean air.

The cruisers were close now, two or three hundredbreaths away.

Vanpires were harrying them nore with every breath that passed. Warriors lined the
runni ng boards. d eaners jabbed spears between the pillars of Gass G ant ankles, while Gass
G ants fired crossbows at nore distant targets. Tegger heard, very faintly above the whisper of
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the river, the duet the Ghouls were playing fromthe cannon towers.

No gunfire? Had Valavirgillin ordered silence to delay alerting the nest? But the
vanpi res' nunbers were growi ng; the nest was waking to an invasion

The river flowed into darkness, and the cruisers followed.

-- Darkness. It was black as sin below him Vanpires would see just fine. Ghouls on the
driving benches night be able to shout directions, but the rest would be blind.

There *was* sonething he could do. He'd need nerve. And his sword.

* k%

Val avirgillin drove with a hand for the tiller and another for her gun. Barok rode the
bench with her, facing backward. She was breathi ng pepperleek through a towel. The Thurl had been
right fromthe first: herbs were nore effective than fuel

A white face popped up and she fired two-handed, and had the tiller again before the
cruiser could veer. Other guns began firing. Barok took her gun and handed her another, | oaded.

The noi se drove the vanpires back, and the cruisers rolled into darkness.

The floating factory gl owed above her like a constellation. She could see little belowits
edge, but she knew where the ranp was, and she ainmed for that.

How wel | woul d these reject vanpires fight now that only they could see? She was driving
into a black stench like all the graveyards under the Arch. Disgust should be a defense, but it
wasn't. It wasn't. As always, the real eneny here was a growing urge to nmate in the mddle of a
war .

Harpster interrupted his eerie nmusic to shout, "Boss! Left! Left, then hook around right
and onto the ranp. Boss, there are vanpires on the ranp!"”

Vala turned left, into bl ackness.

The cruisers were holding their ow. The shadows they fought were children, nmainmed and
halt, elderly, pregnant: all who hadn't departed in the streamof hunters. In the dead of night
they were at their peak of alertness. Vala had considered waiting for dawn. But dawn woul d have
brought the hunters back, however exhausted, in all their strength and nunbers; and these she
f ought now woul d have had half the night to reach Tegger

Meteors fell ahead of her

Vanpi res, crouched waiting between Vala and the ranp, skreeked and rolled aside. Fireballs
fell -- torches -- and sone went out, but six still burned. Tegger's gift.

She was on the ranp, and Cruiser Two right behind her, and vanpires comng fromall sides.
One popped up on the bench. Vala blasted it away and set the gun aside. The cannon roared: a w nd
of fire and pebbles swept the ranp cl ean ahead of her

Behi nd her, light suddenly blazed as if the sun had fallen fromthe Arch. In the terrible
glare, vanpires hid their eyes and froze, sitting birds. Guns and crossbows banged and twanged al
around her.

The bench shook. Vala whirled around with vanpire scent driving her crazy and only her
enpty gun for defense. A distorted Machi ne Peopl e face | ooked back at her. Foranayeedli, | ooking
quite crazy, gripped the bench with all four |inbs and her teeth.

Val a kept driving.

Round and round. A shadow in the |ight semaphored both arns. One hand brandi shed a sword.
She drove into the |ight.

Red Tegger -- naked: why? -- stepped aside to let the cruisers past.

She saw Warvia leap fromthe cruiser. The shock when she inpacted Tegger sent his sword
flying. Warvia's tunic flew after it. Vala hardly needed to hear the shouts of her conpanions: it
was celebration tine, rishathra tine.

Someone nust keep her wits |ong enough to guard them

Vala pulled up in the white Iight of the dock. She heard fighting. Vanpire? No, she heard

speech ..

Foranayeedl i had found her father. They were screaming nortal insults at each other

Vala tried to judge if they would kill each other. There was a nonment in which they paused
for breath. Vala touched their shoulders -- get their attention, back up *fast*, talk *fast* --

"Forn, *no*, Barok, *really*, it was *ny* fault. *Qur* fault. *Any* of us could see what would
happen. Can't we share the bl ane?"

Fat her and daughter |ooked at her, shocked.

"You should not have been together when vanpires came. | should have parted you. | was
wrong. Don't you understand, we *all* nated. We couldn't help it. Chit and Kay are pregnant.
Barok, they *still* don't know about you and Forn, do they?"

Bar ok nmunbl ed, "Don't think so."

"But we can't go home!" Forn waited.
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Val a sai d.

"Ri sh with someone,

"Boss, don't you see --

"*Now*, silly girl. Paroom | ooks distractable. Get it out of your *blood* so you can
*t hi nk*. Go!"

Forn suddenly | aughed. "What about you, Boss?"

"“I've got to button this up. Barok, find Waast --" But that was Waast's voice. \Waast had
been found, and by nore than one nale. "-- or someone. Go." She pushed themin opposite
directions, and they went.

Next ? The Reds seened reconciled. That m ght even | ast. Tegger nust know the power of the
vanpi re scent by now. The scent still fizzed through Vala's brain and bl ood, but she'd known it
far stronger, and resisted. WIlIl, not resisted, exactly ..

A pale child stood before her, half her size, squinting, nutely beseeching.

She stepped toward it.

A crossbow bolt sprouted in its chest. It squaw ed and ran wobbling i nto shadow.

Val a turned. It was Paroom She said, "I thought |I'd use the gun butt. It was too young to
put out a scent."
The Grass G ant accepted that. "W may have brought nore than one rider. | haven't seen

any but that child."
"Check the tunnel ?"
"I found four vanpires dead by bl ade. Tegger's prey, | think."

"That' Il help."

"One of themhad all her teeth knocked out. And ... what did you say? That's right,
vanpires don't like the stink of their own dead. They won't go past."

"Then ... we nade it. W're safe.”

"Good enough," Paroom said, and folded her in his arns.

* k%

The party was endi ng.

Vala didn't want to notice. She was wrapped in sexual congress with Kaywerbrimis. It
shoul d be safe. She'd be doing it anyway, but after what he'd been through this past hal fnight,
she thought, no male could still nmake a child.

The sun was a blurred silver in the gray-white clouds. Al four deaners were asleep in a
pile. The Ghouls had dropped out early and crawl ed under an awni ng. The Grass G ants had begun
expl oring each other, outside the rishathra pattern -- as she and Kay were -- and Tegger and,
Warvia were tal king, just talking.

Kaywerbrinm s relaxed in her arns and was fast asleep

Val a di sengaged herself, rolled Kay's tunic and pushed it under his head. She strolled --
linped -- down the dock toward the Reds, alert for body |anguage; but they didn't seem
unwel comi ng.

She said, "Tell it, Tegger. How do you lower a floating factory?"
Tegger grinned in pride, and so, Vala believed, did Warvia. He said, "It's a puzzle.
You'll see the pieces all around you. There are swi nming pools and cisterns, and every one of them

was enpty when | got here.”

Val a wait ed.

"City Builders were stranded here after the Fall of the Cties. |I've seen their bones. W
know vanpires noved into the shadow. They nust have cone up the ranmp. What woul d you have done?"

"W tal ked about lifting the ranp sonmehow. "

Tegger nodded happily. "Every cistern enpty. But the Fall of the Cities cane |ong before
Louis Wi boiled a sea. They had to have a water supply, but the vanpires scared them nore. So they
let all that mass of water run out, and the city went up."

"So you plugged all the cisterns --"

"There were some big netal sheets at the dock. | used themfor plugs."

"-- and waited for the rain to fill themup, and the city went *down*."

"Yes."

"Thank you for the light."

Tegger | aughed. "Heh, | thought you'd like that. | it all ny torches and dropped them

over. Then | poured a canteen's worth of fuel down on the fire."

"And now what ?"

Tegger said, "Now we're where we can do sonething, and now |I've got fifteen bright friends
to work sonething out."

Val a nodded. Tegger didn't have an answer, but he'd done mracles already.
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CHAPTER FI FTEEN -- POWER

In the blaze of full day, Tegger led themup Stair Street to show them his discoveries.

He found it frustrating. Warvia would dive into houses, jungles of ornanental plants, and
hal f-filled swi ming pools, then rush back with questions. Tegger couldn't follow her; he nust
keep to the pace of the rest. deaners were even faster than she was, and they got into places no
Red would fit, then cane sprinting back to chatter at the Grass G ants.

"Here, these grasses ought to serve you," Tegger told Waast, while she was the only G ass
G ant handy. She took the handful, smiled at himand, chewi ng, followed Perilack and Silack into a

col I apsi ng house. "I haven't seen any plant eaters,"” he told Coriack. "I |ooked for droppings.
Not hing. Oh, we'll find sonething to eat. There're webspinners if nothing else. Did we bring any
i nsect eaters?" He was talking to Valavirgillin now "You'd think there nust be aninmals to eat the

pl ants, but | haven't been able to catch anything but birds, and | haven't seen any insects."

Val a asked, "Carrion?"

He guessed her neaning. "Od dry bones. The Ghouls won't eat until we starve. But | did
find these. Pones, a whole line of ponme trees. Here."

Val a broke a ponme apart and began to eat. They'd feed Machi ne People, yes, for a while.
"Tegger, what do these factories nmake?"

"I found a warehouse full of cloth. Maybe they nmake that here. Vala, | haven't really
| ooked yet."

Vala was interested in the factories. Wth her pack full of Louis Wi's magic cloth, she
m ght get sonme nmotors working. Even if she couldn't, if everything had deteriorated too far, she
m ght still find wonders nmade before the Fall of the GCties, stacked in factories or warehouses,
still waiting to be shipped.

But Tegger hinself nust be starving. Her people had to be fed *now. Look for profit
later. After she found sone way down!

The little party trickled up Stair Street to the bubble at its top, and in.

VWhat Tegger found mysterious was clear enough to Machine People. Barok smled and |l ed them

up the giant stairs and into the back. "Banquet hall,"” he pronounced. "City Buil ders are omnivores
who cook. They like a lot of variety. Look at all this equipnent!”
Tegger said, "It's all boxes and surfaces that get hot."

"Yes, and a table for chopping stuff."

Above Stair Street was only the chimey and its spiral stair. Warvia was on the rimof the
chi mey, ki cking her heels in space, |ooking dowmn on the floating factory city and the | ands
beyond. She seened indecently happy.

"I can see our River Fol k waving. *Rooballabl!* Hey, any of you, cone up here and show
themwe made it! They'll think I'mjust Tegger."

Vala clinbed the spiral stair to neet her, past a bronze web clinging to the stone. The
wonen edged around the rimto | eave room for those who foll owed: Coriack, Manak [sic -- should be
"Manack"], Paroom Barok. Tegger stopped to study the web, then clinbed to join them

There is sonething about being at the top of ... well, anything ... that puts one in
comand.

Practical ly speaking, Vala could see nothing of what was nost interesting: vanpires
swarm ng in the Shadow Nest bel ow and the regions nearby. But far into the nountains, sluggish
pal e streans fl owed through the passes. Flowi ng along the Honefl ow t hey becane individual dots:
vanpires returning in their thousands.

The river and the snowcrested nountains glittered in patchy sunlight. Cose in, tw squat
bl ack manshapes stood against the glitter. Vala and the others waved. Reassured, Rooballabl and
Fudghabl adl sank beneath the water

But she could see all of the factory conpl ex. Tegger had left lights burning everywhere. A
broken line of green ran down Stair Street. G een showed nowhere el se; none near the chi mey. What
woul d a webspi nner eat?

The flat tops of warehouses and factories, the curved tops of tanks, were all a glittery
gray. The only exceptions were the houses along Stair Street, where the flat places were soil and
pools, and the stairs were glittery gray.

Par oom asked, "Valavirgillin? See those gray roofs?"
"Wl ?"
"I wondered why the lights still work. Everything that's flat-on to the sun is that same

glittery gray. That stuff nust be storing sunlight.”
Tegger said, "Yes!"
Paroom sni | ed. "Bot hered you?"
“Yes, but it's obvious once you -- Let's see, they can't have been getting nuch |ight
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t hrough these cl ouds, but none of the power was used before | got here. Hundreds of falans. That
means --"

"Could run out. W'd better turn the lights off in the daytinme."

"The haul er plate was that color, before | tore the cab |l oose. That's why it could stil
lift. So lightning is sunlight ... turn themoff? Paroom what are we saving power for?"

"I don't know," the Grass G ant said, "but | don't |ike waste. Leave the |ights on around
t he dock, though, where the vanmpires cone up. That's ny thought."

Tegger shrugged. Suddenly he | ooked exhausted. Warvia led himaway, nurnmuring in his ear.

* k%

The rest of the party weren't finding anything noteworthy. Presently, |ike tourists on
hol i day, they trickled back to the cruisers. Mst of themwere ready to fall over

G eaners *had* to sleep at night. Al four |ooked alert enough now, at midday, the only
menbers of the foray teamwho did. Vala set Manack and Coriack on guard. Then she crawl ed under an
awni ng.

Forn was there, fast asleep, not just from exhaustion, poor girl, but |oss of blood, too.
She | ooked peaceful, though. Vala dipped a towel in fuel and washed the angry-I ooki ng wounds on
Forn's neck. Then she spread a bl anket and |ay down.

When Beedj cane in she only closed her eyes against the |ight.

Beedj spread a double arnful of fresh-cut grass in what space was |eft, and curled hinself
into it. He murmured, "d ever, what Red Tegger did."

"Yub," said Val a.

"Maybe we can go further with that."

" NP

"Boss, we can collect nore water. Bash holes in the roofs of all those factories, storage
tanks, whatever. Anything that isn't a roof, seal it so water doesn't run out. Spread cloth for
funnels. Let it rain. A sea of water! This factory-thing would sink even farther, wouldn't it?
Crush the vanpires.™

Coul d he be right? Vala was too tired to think ..

"No. "

"Who speaks?"

"Foranayeedli. It isn't flat under here, Beedj. There's a structure as big as
Administration in Center City."

"Ch flup, that's right, you were *living* down there. Wat kind of thing is it, Forn? Like
a statue or like a building? Sonething we could crush?"

Forn began to answer. Vala crept out into daylight, pulling her blanket along, and into

t he darkness of the payload shell. She spread her bl anket and --
A voice said, "Valavirgillin, this is a good tine to |ook into the Shadow Nest."
Harpster. "I don't snell you."
"We expl ored before we slept. There's a row of houses -- you saw? -- and pool s.

Delightful. And grass to roll ourselves dry."

"Appreciate it. Harpster, this is a good tine to sleep.”

"N ght People sleep, too, Boss. In daylight. I'd rather sleep." One sharp claw pricked her
side for enphasis. "So do vanpires. They'll be torpid. W can just push themoff the ranp. What
I"'mreally after is the light conditions. Shall | take sone d eaners and go down?"

Vala tried to think. "I put two on guard. Take Silack and Peril ack. Take Kaywerbrimmis,"
because he'd had *some* sleep, and they'd want a variety of viewpoints. "Ask Beedj." The Thurl's
heir woul d volunteer for anything. Flup! Vala sat up and reached for a gun and al cohol flaner.
"And ne."

* k%

They were eight: two Machi ne People, Beedj, two deaners, Warvia, and the Ghouls. The
Ghoul s noved ahead of the circle of torchlight cast by Vala's throttl ed-back flamer. The rest
foll owed, masked and hal f blind.

Val a was | ooking at four vanpire dead. She shoul d have been wat chi ng where she stepped.
She stunbled ... on a handful of vanpire teeth, pointed like a Red's teeth. Sure enough, the one
worman was toothl ess, just as Paroom had described her, and ... not just hacked. Val a shuddered.

Gieving Tube bounded out of sight. Vala drew breath to shout, and Harpster was gone, too
Val a ran instead, flamer held high, and found the Ghouls standing over a male vanpire stil
twi t ching.

They noved on. Rich and corrupt scents were working their way through the pepperleek she
breat hed. But her sight was coning back

The party halted three | oops down, two and a half | oops above the vanpire-infested fl oor.
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A broken circle of daylight Iit the Shadow Nest bright enough to hurt.

There was dark soil on either side of the Homefl ow, patches each the size of a lord's
farm That was off to port-and-antispin, where the river entered the shadow. Huge nushroonms grew
in those plots, and vanpires |lived under them Shadow farns. A hundred varieties of fungus m ght
have grown here before the vanpires noved in. The nonster mnushroons nust have been too big to
tranpl e.

Directly bel ow was paving sinilar to the stuff the Machi ne Peopl e used for roads.

"You see, there's quite a lot of light," Gieving Tube said cheerfully.

"I wanted to wait for a wind," Harpster conplai ned.

A wind, yes. Vala felt madness bubbling in her blood. The rich snell of pepperleek had
beconme no nore than a spice for the rutting scent. Wnd would have bl own that away. There nust be
tens of thousands of them down there, she thought, and they were starting to | ook up

Warvia was breathing through her nmouth in great gasps. Warvia knew her will could be
broken. Kay was edgi ng away from Val a: no distracti ons needed *now*. The others | ooked all right.
Try to concentrate! That center structure ..

The fountain was many things. There were windows in the side that faced the ranp, and
smal | bal conies w thout railings, and outside stairways: probably offices rather than doniciles.

Partway around, a flat space faced rising concentric arcs, sonmething like the steps in the
feeding dome. Seats. That had to be a stage! Piles of rotting stuff at the corners m ght have been
a curtain; collapsing flat structures must be props; a flinmsy wall, fallen, showed a honeyconb of
backstage structure. Valavirgillin wondered if others would recognize it for what it was.

Wat er poured from above, a waterfall surrounded by shadowy giants, and wound through and
around every part of the structure. Standing statues of City Builder Folk poured water from great
bow s. Water flowed down the back of the stage, a pernmanent backdrop. Thus watered, vividly hued
mushroons still grew behind the office structures. It all flowed down through a nmaze of pipes and
channel s to neet the Honefl ow

Forn was right. That mountain of nmasonry was as big as a civic center. It wouldn't support
the mass of a floating factory, maybe, but it would stand agai nst any nass of water this group
coul d collect.

"All right. Al right. W can't lower the factory on them" Perilack said. "Wat if we
nove it sideways? Sonmething's holding it here. What if we could set it |oose? Let it slide away
with the vanpires all running after it. Wuldn't they make great targets?"

Gieving Tube said, "She's at least partly right. Sonmething holds it here, some --" She
went off into her own | anguage, and so did Harpster. Vala turned back. Even the Ghoul s mi ght not
be able to set a floating city adrift.

Har pst er dropped back into the Tongue. "-- like at the bottomof a bowl, a | ow spot in the
real m of magnetic power. W could *tow the floater out of it if we had enough power, but with two
steam crui sers? Flup, | w sh you peopl e had never heard of Louis Wi."

Statuary, lines of windows, a stage, a sculpted flow of water. "Wat's m ssing?" Val a
asked hersel f.

Grieving Tube heard. "Boss?"

Val a said, "Tell ne what you see."

The Ghoul wonan obliged. "Ofices. Public affairs, | bet. They put it all down here so
they wouldn't have to invite political entities topside. The stage is for speeches and
conferences, but it's a stage, too. This was a social center.”

Harpster said, "I'd like to see around the other side."

"What do you think you'd find?" Vala asked.

“I think ... a podium This one's for plays, it's not really right for speeches, or nusic
for that natter. | bet sonebody got an award for the way he worked the fountain into it all. Think

how beautiful it would be if we could clear the vanpires out."

"*Got* it," Vala shouted. "*Lights*!"

The Choul s’ eyes gl owed at her

"Lights! Plays, nusic, speeches, bureaus of this and that, award-w nning scul pture?"
Vanpi re song rose high at the sound of Valavirgillin's shout, but her warriors were |istening,
too. "Nobody but a CGhoul would expect all that to be played in the dark! Warvia, Tegger must know
where the lights are."

Warvia was fully awake now. "He'd have turned themon."

"Fl up."

"Boss, the switches m ght be down here."

"Flup. That'd be nasty."

Harpster said, "I see it.

He was pointing up. "Warvia, that group of statues right at the
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top? City Builder warriors three manheights tall. They're all carrying spears ..."
Val a coul d see vague hom ni d shapes up there, but nothing nore. The ring of daylight
didn't reach that high
"I't's just one great black spot to ne," Warvia said.
"They're there," Gieving Tube said. "That top one --
"Bi gger than the rest. Spear as thick as nmy leg, and it doesn't have a point, it just goes
right up into the roof. It's a pipe for the power. Sorry, Boss."
"Flup! Not water pipes? O course not, they've got infinite water. Al right. But we'll
search topside first because it's easier. CGet Tegger to show us what he found. Then | ook where he
didn't."

* k%

Warvia refused to | et them wake Tegger. "Boss, he showed you everything he knows!"

Harpster and Gieving Tube dropped out early. Nobody coul d expect Ghouls to guess where an
alien homnid would put |ight switches!

The rest of the warriors spread through the city. Valavirgillin cut a sheet of Louis's
cloth, once a priceless secret, into strips and gave themaway |i ke confetti. They played with the
boxes and swi tches Tegger had showed them and presently had the city blazing to rival the cloudy
dayl i ght.

Thin strips of glittery gray ran fromthe glittery-gray rooftop patches, down the sides of
bui |l di ngs. Several of the party followed those lines to where they converged. Wien Twuk brought
Val avirgillin to see, she found a hole near the city's center that was as wide as a Ghoul's | eqg.
She stirred traces of dust she found inside, and sniffed her finger. She couldn't be sure that it
was ruined superconductor; but Vala didn't doubt what they'd found.

She hated what had to cone next, but there was no help for it. The channel could be two
tens of manhei ghts high. Vala cut all of her remaining sheets of Louis Wi's cloth into strips,
knotted themtogether, tied the resulting rope to a chunk of wall and lowered it into the hole
until it went slack

What was it touching, down there at the bottomof a statue's spear haft? It *m ght* be an
unbroken line of power. She'd done what she could. Now she used torn branches to nove the top end
of her toe to where all the channels of silver-gray joined. That patch was flat. There was not hing
to tie her line to, but she could weight it with a block of rubble only three G ass Gants could
lift.

The cl ouds darkened and presently sent forth a steady rain. The explorers bore what they
could of that, then canme trickling back to the dock area. Each | ooked into Ranp Street. The G ass
G ants were the last to give up. The others told themwhat they'd found, but the Grass G ants had
to |l ook, too. The Shadow Nest renmined in shadow.

CHAPTER SI XTEEN -- WEB OF SPI ES

A shadow crossed the light, falling on his closed eyelids. Tegger was just close enough to
waking to enjoy the warnth, the relaxation, the sense of Warvia's back agai nst his chest and
belly, the snell of her hair. If he let hinself wake further, he'd be thinking of hunger.

Hunger. How was he to feed Warvia? The carrion birds had fled from noise and al cohol funes
and heroes. There were vanpires -- he shied froma sick nenory -- but what was here for carnivore
Reds?

*Drive the vanpires away. Descend. Hunt.*

In daylight all shadows were vertical. N ght nust have fallen, and these must be dockyard
Iights. Who woul d be noving past at night? Tegger opened his eyes.

Two furry backs moved in and out of the light, noved away down Rim Street.

Tegger slid away from Warvia. He found a bl anket and covered her. Harpster and G eving
Tube were turning into Stair Street. Tegger foll owed, stalking.

Ghoul s were a secretive bunch. They had the right to their secrets; but Reds were
st al kers.

The N ght People noved in a glare of artificial light. The rest of Vala's crew had found
swi tches Tegger missed. Night was their elenent, but tonight it was the Ghouls who were half
blind. Wuld it bother thenf? Ghouls mnmust depend a good deal on scent.

The houses along Stair Street were staggered. There was plenty of cover. Tegger hid behind
solid masses, trees and walls, staying well back. \Were were the Ghoul s?

Conming out of a shattered wi ndow, softly conplaining in their own speech. Tegger had found
a whole family of skeletons in that house. Wre the Giouls sniffing out carrion? They'd find
not hi ng but bones.

At the top of Stair Street they noved into the bubbl e-shaped banquet hall. Nothing for
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them there, either, Tegger remenbered. He waited in an enpty pool, his eyes just above the rim

They canme out, and continued up into shadow. The City's apex, the chimey, was still dark.
Wuld they clinb it to view their domain? But as Tegger eeled up crooked Stair Street, he did not
see shadows rising against the sky. He grew nore cautious still.

The sound he heard then was |oud. Metal was being tornmented.

He clinbed a | adder and peered over the top of a chem cal storage tank, his shadow lost in
a maze of pipes.

The Ghouls were at the base of the chimey. It was still too dark to see what they were
doing. He heard brick being cut in rhythmc fashion, cut by a saw. He dropped fromthe | adder and
began weavi ng cl oser

It wasn't food they were seeking. Wat, then? He edged from behind a radiator wall, and
Gieving Tube took himby the wrist.

He nost carefully didn't reach for his sword. He whispered, "It's Tegger."

Grieving Tube called, "It's Tegger!" She grinned into his face and said, "You slept
through sone of this. Valavirgillin is sure there nust be | anps focused on the structure bel ow us.
Only need to be turned on. W think so, too, but switches are down there."

"What, in the fountain?"

"Fountain, stage, m d-stage command of fices, speaking platform They would want to comrand

the Iight thenselves. Valavirgillin has restored the cable that carries the sunpower."
"They'd want sone way of getting down there, too," Harpster said. He had come up quite
silently. Ghouls could teach Red Herders how to stalk prey. "I thought we might find a stairway,

sonet hing for people, for visitors. The ramp isn't it --

"The ranp is for vehicles. People would feel nenaced," Gieving Tube said.

"So we | ooked for a stairway along the chimey, because we already know it goes pretty far
down, but Gieving Tube has a better idea."

Tegger said, "That chi mey goes down to a furnace."

"It goes to furnaces all over the city. Channels off to all sides, down inside. W
| ooked." Harpster grinned with great square teeth. "Coming? O would you prefer to stalk us?"

Tegger said, "There's not nuch entertai nment up here, and not nuch distraction to a hungry
Red. "

Har pster said, "You solved that one. You ate --"

"Cone, then," Giieving Tube said hastily, "we will divert you." She wal ked downstep toward
the dining place, away fromthe chi mey. Her hand was on Tegger's wist, her grip unbreakably
strong.

"I know what | ate," Tegger said.

“Yes, but who would you tell? Your nate?"

"Yes."

Grieving Tube stopped in the door. "Truly?"

"Of course | nust tell Warvia."

Har pster said, "Four vanpires on the ranp. You killed three. The remai ni ng wonman, you
knocked out all her teeth and rished with her, then hacked off a segnent of nuscle nmeat. It seens
cl ear you nust have eaten it."

Tegger said, "I could see the cruisers below ne, running into shadow. | had to get into
the ranp to give the drivers light. The snell maddened nme, and ny hunger nmaddened nme, and | did
mad things. But | still dropped the torches and the fuel."

In the end it was Harpster who turned away.

A table or two fell over as they clinbed the giant steps. The Ghouls weren't dexterous
here. "After the Boss said that about lights," Giieving Tube said, "I got to thinking what el se
they'd want down there. | thought, food."

Har pster pushed through and waited for the others to foll ow him

The big roomwas stifling hot. "Don't touch anything," Tegger said. "I should have turned
those off."

"I'f you can renenber which ones aren't lights," Gieving Tube said.

Tegger nodded. He began pl ucking Vala-cloth twists frombetween pairs of knobs, snatching
themfree in a jolt and sparkle of sunpower.

"Peopl e worki ng down bel ow us, in offices," Harpster said. "People sitting in arcs around
a stage. People just watching water fall. Wuld they get hungry? Omivores get hungry a lot."

"Maybe not just onmivores. Qther honminids, too," said Gieving Tube. "Diplonatic
relations, it may be."

"It seens the |ong way around," Tegger said. "Catch food down there on the surface, raise
it, growit, shipit in fromfarnms. Wat then? Char it, cut it up, mx it with flavorings? Fine.
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But why carry it up here just to send it back down?"

Grieving Tube sighed. "The Red's got a point."

"Yes, and *we* didn't find anything, but the lighting is fluppy awful in here,"” Harpster
sai d. "See what you can see, Tegger." He opened another door

It was the storage chanber Tegger had explored earlier. Lights glowed in the ceiling.
Tegger had found doors and drawers at every level, doors an arm ength high and smaller, but he
hadn't left themopen like this. Vala's whole caravan nust have been through here.

St orage areas behind the doors, and not nuch in the storage areas. Dried plants, various
ki nds, sone covered with fungus ...

Harpster said, "d eaners and Grass G ants found sonme dried roots here, not much el se. But
these lights are blinding, and if we turn themoff it's |ike being buried."

"Harpster? Can't you see in the dark?"

"N ght People can see at *night*. By Archlight. Even in a rainstormit's not *black*."

None of these cupboard doors was even big enough for a G eaner. "Did you find any nore

door s?"

"Not hi ng man-si zed. "

A cheery voice called, "Wat about Hangi ng Peopl e?"

Tegger junped. That was Warvi a!

She was | ooki ng down at himfrom above a wall of boxes. "Warvial Were have you been?" he
cried.

She | aughed, flattered. "Behind you as you |l eft the dock. Wen your prey stopped, | bathed
in a pool so | could get closer still.™

Harpster said, "Prudent. Qur sense of snmell is better than you m ght guess. So, shall we
invite you into our puzzle?"

She junped down. On her back was one of Valavirgillin's alcohol flamers. "I heard nost of
it and solved sone of it. Come and | ook?"

"W follow "

Warvia |l ed them back into the heat. "You know, she said, "the raw foodstuffs probably
come up fromthe docks, up the alleys. Wiatever they do to it here, there's probably sone
chenistry involved, things none of us would do to food. But it's food going *down* that has to be
in small clunps.”

Grieving Tube asked, "Truly? Why?"

Warvi a noved anong the tables and hot surfaces and doors. "You're watching a play. O
you' re pl ayi ng dom nance ganes for high stakes, water and grazing rights. O your Thurl is
speaki ng your tribe's future. Down cones your dinner, but it's half a weebler. It's burnt black on
the outside and seared dry on the inside, just the way you like it, and there's enough to feed
twenty people, but there's twenty-six of you! Wat now?"

She's worked this out after she had the answer, Tegger thought. She was enjoying herself
greatly.

"You fight for your share. O you try to cut it evenly, but maybe six of you are al
trying, too. You forget the play or the shouting match or the speech. The actors grow enraged, or
the Thurl. But if individual portions conme down, nobody needs to fight," Warvia said.

Here was a little door set into a wall, a thick door with a windowin it, show ng two
shelves in a box. Warvia opened the door and put her hand in --

Tegger shouted, "Hot!"

"I touched the door first, love." She pushed agai nst the back of the box, and the box
wi ggled. "Watch this." She closed the door and flipped a switch down.

The box dropped away, |eaving an enpty space behind.

"The door won't open now, " she said, and showed them

Har pster asked, "How far down does it go?"

"It should go to where food' s wanted. Wat you were saying, | never could see why *peopl e*
had to go dowmn with the food. So |I touched every door, and opened doors that weren't hot, and this
was what was | oose. Then | had to find soneplace to put a strip of Vala-cloth."

Harpster flipped the switch to its mddle position, then up. "That box wouldn't hold a

nan.

"“1t'"ll hold ne, if we take the shelves out."

It would hold Tegger as easily. Tegger didn't bother offering. Warvia's puzzle, Warvia's
choice. Red Herders are territorial

The shel ves canme up and out easily. Maybe the old City Builders did sonetines send down a
whol e burnt weebler or whatever. Warvia tried to craw into the resulting space and coul dn't.

The N ght People lifted her bodily into place. On her side, her |legs and arns spraw ed
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past the door. On her back, on her face ... but her legs wouldn't fold that far. Tegger thought of
tearing the top off the box, to see if there was room above it. Wat he finally said was, "Even
mej or surgery won't get you in there with weapons too."

"I'd go naked!"

"You don't fit," Grieving Tube said. "This is a box for a GQeaner. Try all you like
Warvia. W are not hurried. Harpster ny love, our part here is over. deaners don't wake unti
full day."

* k%

The Ni ght People chatted as they wal ked back to the docks. Harpster said, "W should send
sonet hi ng down ahead of our enissary. A bottle of fuel? Balanced to spill over? In case there are
vanpi res between himand the fuse box. A quick fireball, *poonf*."

Tegger didn't feel like talking, and Warvia spoke not at all. They craw ed under their
awni ng and wat ched Gieving Tube and Harpster slink away.

Then Warvia took Tegger's hand and slid out the other side of the awning. They ran softly
to where the docks narrowed to become Rim Street. "W explored while you slept,” Warvia whi spered
"Fol | ow nme. "

Tegger said, "I have to tell you about sonething."

"On the ranp? | heard. You went nmad. | went nmad. W're still mates. But, love, | do not
see how we can go hone."

Tegger sighed, relieved that such a nightrmare could be solved so easily. "Were, then?"

"I have half a notion. Come."

They ran a zigzag path through a system of alleys, clinbed through and al ong pipes to
reach a higher level, working their way up

Warvia |l ed the way over the banquet hall and down, and farther up, and behind the chi mey,
and around, on their bellies now, toward a sound of netal being tortured.

The noi se st opped.

Warvi a gestured him back. She stood and stepped forth. "Very good. Now how will you get it
down?"

Harpster and Gieving Tube finished |owering the great ceramic slab onto its back. They
had cut it no nore than a thunblength thick; it nmust be quite fragile, Warvia assuned. The front
of it was a bronze web of intricate geonetric form

Harpster said, "W do |ove our secrets. Still, this slab isn't going down unless in a
cruiser. W'll have to tell the Boss. So. How nmuch do you know?"

"I saw you cutting it. Looked it over after you |l ed Tegger away. Wat is it? Wy do you
want it?"

Harpster said, "W think it's an eye and an ear and naybe other senses, too. We think it
bel ongs to Louis Wi and his of f-Arch conpanions."

"We think they were the ones who recentered the sun," Gieving Tube said. "That woul d nake
them i nmrensely powerful. W could tell themhow to use that power, if we could conmunicate with
them--"

"But Louis Wi popped into sone kind of flying tube. Later our sources saw that tube, or
anot her such, hovering near the Shadow Nest. Ni ght People el sewhere report nore such webs. It nust
be for spying."”

Warvia asked, "You'll try to talk to it?"

"We'll try that. If nothing answers, then we'll take it to where it can see what we want

seen. "

"Tegger and | can't go hone," Warvia said carefully. "If we had N ght People to speak for
us as heroes, we might find entry into another tribe of Red Herders. Wth that in nmind, where do
you intend to travel ?"

Har pster began to bark laughter. Gieving Tube snapped at him "Fool! They need not comne

all the way. Warvia, we -- No, tell me this instead. How nmuch shock can you stand?"
Warvi a beckoned. Tegger cane into view. No point in hiding now, he was |aughing too hard
He said, "If you think you can still shock us, go ahead and try."

Har pster began to talKk.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN -- THE WAR AGAI NST THE DARK

Tremendous tilted faces | ooked out of the rock. Two Red Herders and two even | arger Ni ght
Peopl e spoke secrets none could hear, for an audi ence --

Louis Wi was the only one | aughing.

Louis tore his gaze free of the Hi ndnost's show. For the locals it nmust seemthat they
were wat chi ng gods decide their fate.
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The Sailing People had run.

He saw no trace of Tunesmith or Kazarp

Weavers were all about him but nost of themwere asleep. Torpid Waver children were
trying to keep their eyes open. Tonorrow they'd know they had dreamed. Louis Wi was al one before
t hese trenmendous faces.

He said in Interspeak, for the Hi ndnost's benefit, "Those Ghouls came a long way to stea
a webeye. They really nust want to talk to you."

The vi ew changed. For the blink of an eye it became an infrared map of the vill age pool
bl ack water, faintly gl owi ng Wavers asl eep on |ow tables, the brighter glow of Louis W!'s naked
skin ... and a | acework gl ow behind him and another al ongside the Council House.

*Kazarp and Tunesmith hidden in tall grass. The Ghouls are watching, too. WII they
recogni ze thensel ves?*

Huge faces di mmed. The webeye and its brick backing were being set down in darkness. Now
the cliff was only dark rock

* k%

The sun was no nore than a sliver of light palely glow ng through cloud when Valavirgillin
rolled out to see what the comoti on was about.

It was about Reds and Ghoul s guiding four Grass G ants who were carrying a slab of cut
brick down Stair Street. A slab of brick with a bronze web splayed across it. Heavy, fromthe way
they nmoved. They eased it up to Cruiser Two and set one edge on the running board and rested.

The Ghoul s began to talk. The Reds wanted to interrupt, but got little chance.

When all conversation was done, the web and its backing rested on the floor of the payl oad
shell in Cruiser Two. Sleepy deaners had cone out to join the excitenent. Sleepy Ghouls were
crawl i ng under an awni ng. And the way down seened al nost cl ear

* k%

Sonewher e behind bl ack clouds, Valavirgillin thought, shadow rmust be sliding away to
reveal the sun. The only light that reached through the stormwas a frenzied dance of |ightning.
Four deaners and Valavirgillin marched through the rain to the top of Stair Street. They

entered the bubble, followed by every hom nid save the Ghouls, and clinbed the giant steps into
t hat amazi ng kitchen

Silack fitted hinself into the noving box. Only the other d eaners knew how he had been
chosen over the rest. The flaner fitted easily into his arms.

"Fire it at a wall. O a vanpire, or *anything*," Manack told him He was jittery, and he
hel d a Machi ne Peopl e handgun. It took both hands. "I'mcomng right down after you w th nothing
but this, and when | get down, | want light. | want to see what cones at us. Your first nove when

the door opens, give ne *light*."

They cl osed the door on Silack and flipped the switch down. There was |ight enough to
wat ch the line vibrating; noise enough too.

The notor noi se stopped.

They wai t ed.

Manack tried to nove the switch. It didn't respond to easy pressure. Vala restrained him
fromusing nore force.

The switch clicked up by itself, and the line began to vibrate. They waited while the box
rose into view

Silack rolled out and sucked air for a great shout. "Light!" he bellowed. Perilack threw
hersel f at himand hugged himtight. He tal ked over her shoul der. "Manack, |'m*sorry*, but the
panel was *right there*, and | thought | mght want to | eave fast when | turned the switches on
and flup, was | *right*! | turned on all the lights at once, and the --"

Perilack cried, "They're *on*?"

"*Yes*," said Silack, and his audi ence ran away.

* k%

Val avirgillin was gasping and staggering as she reached Ranp Street. The d eaners and Reds
were far ahead of her and the other Machi ne People. The Grass G ants were poundi ng al ong behind
t hem

Ranp Street's lights burned through the rain. They swarned down the ranp.

There was |ight below, too, and a traffic jamout of nightnare. Light blazed pitilessly on
the great central structure, on sage and wi ndows and running water, and all the space around it.
The Shadow Nest was brighter than the nurky daylight. Vanpires caught in the light were trying to
get out. Vanpires returning fromtheir hunt were trying to get in.

Sil ack was shouting, "As soon as the lights cane on, the vanpires ran every way there was.
Two or three tens of them decided the offices were a cave!l There's a big space in there that
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overl ooks the stage on one side and the speaking platformon the other -- Harpster was right about
that -- and connects to the offices, too. Vanpires were comng at ne fromthree directions.
Manack, | propped the door open to the noving box ten | got out. Time I got down, | knew | didn't

want it |eaving wthout ne!"
"“You greedy flup-scul ptor, you!"
"1 know, Manack --"
"You took all the glory!"
"-- | was very, very glad | still had the box. They cane in, | flamed them | went up."
Mur derous fights were devel opi ng bet ween vanpires who wanted in and those who wanted out.
Three turns above, Grass G ants were starting to cheer themon. In a nonent they"d be taking bets.

Val avirgillin announced, "Listen up! I'mthinking this is the best tine to get out. Most
of the vanpires are still out hunting, and nost of what we've got are blind and confused. If we
wait as nuch as a tenthday, the hunters will be home and we'll have to wait for night. I'm

hungrier than that. So we go now "

*If |"mcrazy, point it out!*

They | ooked at her in a silence broken only by shrieking of ten thousand vanpires.

"Now " she bell owed, and her people began to run

* % %

Louis could see three Sailing People peering over the Council House roof. They showed
courage, but they weren't seeing any nore than Louis was. The window in the cliff had becone no
nmore than dark rock. The Hi ndnost's spy device lay in darkness in the payload shell of a six-
wheel ed wagon.

The Hindnost said in Interspeak, "I still can hear them Louis, and snell them"

The dark cliff becane a dark wi ndow. A Pierson's puppeteer danced, and uncountabl e others
wove a pattern behind him a dark forest of one-eyed snakes.

Loui s was anused. "Dancing in the dark?"

The Hindnost twirled. "A test of agility. Darkness was common enough, |ong, |ong ago. Not
i npossi ble that the dark m ght cone to any of us.”

So: they tested each other for mating privileges, like the Fertility Board on Earth. The
H ndnost was honing his skills. But he'd said -- "You can hear whonf"

"I can hear Valavirgillin's conmpany. Wth the door in the payl oad bay closed, | can still
resol ve voices. They are organizing to defend the wagons. Now the wagons are in nmotion, wth
vanpires all about. Wuld you hear?"

"In a mnute. | wonder what our Choulish observers nake of your dancing."”

"The snmall one shifts position constantly. The larger remains still. Wuld you capture
hi nP"

"... No."

"Touch your translator to the core of the webeye. | will transmt."

Loui s waded through shallow water to the cliff. It remained a fuzzy-edged doorway to
Pi erson's puppeteers dancing in dusk. A black dot like a lunpy heart floated unsupported at nose
| evel, and Loui s pushed his translator against that.

He heard voi ces, hunan shading into animal, bass to tenor and higher, agony and rage and
urgency. Once, a cry of surprise and pain, nore yelling, then a solid thud as a body fell on the

webeye itself. Once, he nmade out Valavirgillin's voice bellowi ng orders as she never had in his
presence. Otherwise it was all a confusion of scream ng
The vanpire shrieking dw ndl ed over several mnutes. Then, jarring as hell, canme a cool

nmusi cal | y persuasive voice that sounded not quite |ike speech. That stopped suddenly, followed by
eerie quiet.

Val a turned them downstream because the upstreamdirecti on seethed with vanpires returning
fromthe hunt. She kept them moving for a tenthday after they were clear. Slick black heads popped
into viewon the river: the R ver People were keepi hg pace.

Cruiser One was still rolling when Beedj swung the payl oad bay doors open and rolled
i nsi de.

Val a wai t ed.

Sonet hi ng heavy rolled out.

Paroom They'd been all over him tearing himto ribbons, while friends hacked at them
from above and bel ow. A vanpire had sl ashed Peril ack, too. Vala waited

Beedj clinbed up beside her. "Dead," he said. "Perilack doesn't | ook bad. | washed the
scratches with fuel. Does that really do anything?"

Val a nodded, wondering if Gieving Tube and Harpster would be offended ... would
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under stand why Paroom s body was better left for strangers than for his N ght People friends. She
said none of that to the Thurl's heir. It was all his own decision

A neadow stretched away fromthe river. It |looked |ike good hunting. Valavirgillin kept
themin a clunp, all the several species, and nade them wear towel nasks. There were vanpires
about .

Val a had taken stacks of cloth fromthe dock warehouses. She gave Roobal | abl and
Fudghabl adl a | ong sheet of gauzy stuff for netting fish. They were hugely successful, and now
there was fish for any who could eat it.

The Grass G ants had found sone acceptable river grass. There was prey about. Reds and
A eaners didn't need to wait for fire. The Machi ne People had a firepot starting to boil, and
roots and neat init.

Her crew was being fed.

Valavirgillin | ooked her people over while she waited. Tegger |ooked much better with food
in him Forn and Barok were cooking dinner together. |If they shied frombody contact, it was hard
to tell.

Grieving Tube and Harpster were kneeling twenty manl engths away, and a good thing, because
they were eating. The Chouls had found a hom nid of the Farmi ng Fol k, perhaps a vanpire's captive
fallen on the trek to the Shadow Nest. They'd stopped short of actually dragging the carrion into
canp.

Vanpires still dotted the passes. The excitenent around the Shadow Nest drew them
Eventual | y, Vala knew, she would have to get past that.

Gradual |l y, perhaps only from hunger, Vala's nood darkened. An antic whimset her wal ki ng
toward the Ghoul s.

Gieving Tube saw her coming. She canme over to stand not too close. "You haven't eaten
she sai d.

" Soon. "

"Your nood will inprove. W' ve escaped, Valavirgillin. We're free, with a tale to tel
that no hominid can match."

"Grieving Tube, what have we acconplished here?"

"I don't grasp your point."

"W canme. W found our way up. We used up nost of Louis Wi's nmagic cloth. W found our way
down. W killed sone vanpires and drove the rest out into the rain. W' ve |ost one cruiser, and
Paroom and what el se can | brag about?"

"W rescued Foranayeedli. You |l oaded ten nanwei ghts of wonderfully preserved ancient cloth
into your cruiser."

Val a shrugged. |ndeed, she'd reap a profit fromwhat she'd collected fromthe docks, and
not just the cloth. And Forn ... yes.

The Ghoul wonan dropped a stripped rib and wal ked cl oser. "Boss, we've ended the vanpire
i nfestation.”

yet,

"Ch, Gieving Tube. W drove themout. Now they'l|l spread to every |and around us. The
vanpire infestation is going to get *worse*."
"They'll be far fewer in a generation," the Ghoul woman said placidly, "in forty to fifty

falans. Brag now. Await vindication."
"l don't see why."

"Valavirgillin, you've felt the pull of the vanpire nmusk. No hominid can stand against it,
not even a Red Herder. Does it not strike you that they al so secrete that scent to lure a nmate?”
"What ?"

"Vanpi res secrete their nusk when prey is about. Wen food is to be had, that is atinme to
breed. When they've found a cave for refuge, that toois a time to breed, and a cave concentrates
the nmusk. It was their mating scent when their ancestors were like ours, and it is their mating
scent now. But we've taken away their refuge and driven theminto the rain, the same rain that
hasn't stopped since Louis Wi boiled a sea, Boss. The rain is washing off their mating scent."”

Valavirgillin thought it over until she believed it. Then she stood up and whooped.
"They'l| stop breeding!"

Day was near its end. Before night the cruisers nust be where vanpires couldn't reach
them Conme norning she would siphon the fuel from Cruiser Two to nove Crui ser One hone.

She said, "And you, you've got the bronze web."

"Sonmewhere beneath the Arch, Louis Wi can | ook and hear through that pattern. There is

sonet hi ng we nust show the wizard ... if the wizard still lives and cares to look, if the web is
still a w ndow. "
"You'll have to find your fuel sonewhere else," she told Gieving Tube.
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The woman nodded placidly. "We'll nake our needs known. Night People will set fuel dunps
all the way to the rimwall. | suppose Tegger and Warvia told you, they'll travel with us."

"Not a bad notion. There are Reds everywhere. They'll find a hone."

"Yes."

"How do you propose to buy a trading cruiser?"

She blinked. "Ah, the |l egendary greed of the Machine People. Valavirgillin, we need
Cruiser Two to end a threat that endangers all who |live beneath the Arch. You know enough to take
my words seriously."

"Seriously, yes, but noving your nassive spying thing forned no part of our agreenents.”
Valavirgillin smled, renenbering the negotiations outside the Thurl's wall. The *effort* with
whi ch she'd persuaded the Night People to join her assault on the Shadow Nest! She couldn't have
driven themaway with a cannon

“You went to sone effort to get Louis WIi's spy thing. You thought to keep that secret from

me, | expect, but *how?"

A Ghoul's shrug | ooked like she'd disjointed both shoul ders. "How were we to know we
couldn't just peel the web off and roll it up and walk of f? But it's enbedded in the brick, and so
we nust reveal our need. Valavirgillin, we will buy your cruiser." She naned a sum "Payable in

Center City, by any |local N ght People concern, when you return.”

"Sold." The noney was at the | ow end of reasonable, and so what? Long before she could
return to get it, Gieving Tube would have fuel to sinply *take* Cruiser Two. "I may have to
explain this to my superiors. WIIl your people back me up?"

"Your associates nay learn as much as | will reveal to you tonight. Sonme secrets we keep
But let us gorge first, Boss. Isn't your neal prepared yet?"

Foranayeedl i bellowed two words in Vala's Center City tongue. "Boss! Eat!"

Hunger sank sharp teeth into Valavirgillin's belly. "That's ny secret nanme," she told
Gieving Tube; and she went.

CHAPTER EI GHTEEN -- COSTS AND SCHEDULES

WEAVER TOMWN, A. D. 2892

Even the Sailing People had retired. Now only a pair of heat shadows in grass, and Louis
Wi, remained to watch the Hi ndnost's dance.

The pace was brisk now, but the Hi ndnost never seened to run short of breath. "This isn't
over, Louis. | heard sone of what they told the Red Herders. They spoke of spill nmountains and
problens with a scrith surface."

"Use the webeye. Ask them where they're going."

"No, | will reserve that one secret. Let themstruggle for a time before | speak. Let ne
see how urgently they want your attention.”
"M ne?"

"Louis Wi who boiled an ocean, O Subtlest One. They know nothing of the H ndnost. Louis,
you' re showi ng marked signs of deterioration. Do you want nedical attention?"
"Yes," Louis Wi said.

The Hi ndnost said, "Very well. My risk and effort involved in sending you ny refueling
probe must be conpensated. You've had a free hand --"

Louis waved it off. "Don't risk your probe, you mght need it. I'lIl go back the way
came, back down the Shenthy River valley. There are mistakes | don't need to nake twice, so it'll
go a little faster. | was el even years coning, |'d be nine years returning, naybe less. It'll give
you tine to nove your 'doc to crew quarters.”

"Louis, | have mounted a stepping disk on ny refueling probe. In one turn of the Ringworld
it can reach you. In an instant you'll be aboard."

"That probe is your fuel source, H ndnost, and I --"

"I have refueled Hot Needle of Inquiry, which in any case is still enbedded in cool ed
| ava. "

"-- and | dare not think what price you would ask for its use. Anyway, you'll want to nove

your 'doc into crew quarters or the |ander bay --
"I have done that." The wi ndow shifted, and Louis was |ooking into the cabin that he
hadn't seen in eleven years. A huge coffin occupied what had been his and Chneee's exercise space.
Well, futz. The Hi ndnbost was eager. Louis said, "I left Hi dden Patriarch a few thousand
m |l es downstream Didn't you | eave a stepping disk aboard? | can be there in seven or eight
fal ans. "
"*Two years*? Louis, natters are becom ng urgent. The Ringworld seens infested with
protectors.”
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"Ch?" Al innocence was Louis Wi, with a snile beginning deep inside. Yes, it all cane
down to protectors.

"Before she died, Teela said she had |eft one living Ghoul protector in charge on the rim
wall. | can verify that the Repair Crewis still active."

"Show me, " Louis said.

The wi ndow in the cliff panned along a wall a thousand miles high.

The rimwall was a frieze: nmountain shapes relief-carved into a continuous wall the col or
of Earth's noon. Bands of night swept along its length, their notion barely visible. Spil
mount ai ns stood as tiny cones five to seven mles tall along its base. Along the top of this
stretch of the rimwall, twenty faint violet flanes pointed toward the stars.

The Hi ndnost said, "These are the rimranjets as they were when we first saw them | was
testing a webeye canera, the sane that the Ghouls now hold. Here, five years later, six years ago -

The sane view, night again, but the ghost flanes had gone out. "The Ri ngworld was back in
pl ace by then," Louis said.

"Ch, yes. But | kept track. Louis, can't you see the attitude jets?" The view zooned. Now
Loui s coul d nmake out the dark nouths of spillpipes high above the spill nountains, and ghostly
shapes nuch | arger than he'd guessed. Pairs of copper-colored toroids circled the tiny wasp waists
of twenty-one double cones of fine wire: huge, skeletal Bussard ranjets.

"*Si x* years ago?"

"Six before I noticed. Caught up in the dance, | mght have lost track for as nuch as --
Hesitation. "-- a fal an?”

Lonely to the point of nmadness, lost in a dance with ghosts. The poor herdbeast, once all-
powerful, now all alone, rejected by his kind.

Loui s shook it off. "So sonmeone mounted the twenty-first nmotor, the one we found on the
spaceport | edge.”

"Yes, but copied it first! Here, less than two years ago ..." Twenty-three notors, and a
twenty-fourth with skewed orientation, not yet nounted. Louis couldn't see what was noving it; he
only saw minute adjustnents in position

"My webeye has no nore definition than this. But new notors are being manufactured and set
intheir cradles on the rimwall. |Is this not evidence for a protector?"

"More than one," Louis said. "Mnufacture, transport, placement, supervision."

Hesitation again. "Louis, some honminids go in herds or tribes, but my records suggest that
protectors do not. | believe *I* could nonitor all these activities. So could a protector.™

"Mm And defense?"

"But a second protector is using the Meteor Defense to destroy invading ships!”

"Stet."
"And what of the unseen creature follow ng the Red Herder?"
"No, | won't give you that one. A CGhoul spying on other CGhouls. Local politics."

"Louis, think. W saw himenter the vanpire sanctuary! He nust be a protector if the
vanpi re scent doesn't affect him"

"... Stet. What was he doing in there, do you think?"

"Protecting the Red Herder, it seemed. He nmay be of that species. Qur next sight of him
woul d have been the river, | expect."

"Yeah. Self-effacing he was, and you can't do that when you're covered with vanpire scent.
But we won't see him because your canera is lying in the cargo hold of a --"

"Three protectors, Louis. Six to eight, if your guess is right. War anong Pak protectors
made a radi oactive waste of their own world."

"I see your point," Louis said placidly.

"Protectors of divergent species would | eave fragments of the Ringworld falling to

interstellar space. Louis, we cannot have two years! | could escape into stasis for the renaining
i fespan of the universe. You can't even reach Hot Needl e of Inquiry!"
"Maybe they' ||l cooperate,” Louis said. "Ringworld hom nids do get along. Different species

don't use the sanme resources, and they *all* cooperate with Ghouls. Once you're in that node, you
can get along with anyone."

"There was war between Red Herders and Grass G ants."

"Futz, H ndnpost, they both wanted the grass!”

"I feel the situation is urgent."

Louis stretched. H's joints creaked, and tendons were protesting even this afternoon's
noder at e exerci se.

"Tell you what," he said. "Send your refueling probe to where | left H dden Patriarch
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It'"l1l make a nice big target for you. I'll nove back downstream and see if our City Buil der
friends want to join us again. Ei ght falans, two Earth years, one of yours. Then, if we can cone
to an agreenent, 1'll accept your nedical attentions.™

The Hi ndnost said, "Agreenent?"

“I"I'l work out a contract."

“You are in a poor position to bargain."

"Let me know if you change your mind," Louis said. He got up and waded back through the
river ... waiting for the nmusical screambehind him It didn't cone.

* k%

Loui s cane awake slowy, groggy fromlack of sleep. Sawr felt good, noving against him
He asked, "Do Wavers rish at sungl are?"

"By preference, we do."

"Stet." Louis got his arns working and began running his hands through her fur. "N ce."

"Thank you." She stretched along his length. Her fingers caressed his scal p, groom ng what
hair she could find. They noved easily into rishathra.

It was a wonderful lifestyle, in its way.

Presently Sawur pulled back to | ook at him "Tired or not, you seemvery rel axed."

“I think I've got him"

* k%

Ni ght .

"I have formulated a contract,” the H ndnost said.

"So have I," Louis Wi said. He held up his translator. "It's in menory, nostly in notes."
"I can't read that. W'll have to work fromhere." The cliff abruptly glowed with |ines of

print, black on white, and a virtual keyboard taller than Louis hinself.

Thei r audi ence nurnured appreciatively. Mst of the villagers were seated around Loui s.
Loui s wondered what they thought they were seeing.

He' d been maki ng notes toward his own contract all afternoon. To work fromthe Hindnost's
instead of his owmn would violate a basic principle of negotiation. Louis didn't intend that.

But another principle said that a negotiator should never admt to being under a deadli ne.
Louis asked in Interspeak, "How do | work it?"

"Point," the Hi ndnost said. "Left for cursor, right to type."

Louis tried it, waving his arnms |ike an anbi dextrous orchestra conductor. {Mental patterns
may require alteration} -- Louis deleted that and wote, {Mental patterns nmust not be altered for
any purpose.} The section on {PAYMENT} | ooked reasonable: he was to be charged for work conparable
to treatment in hospitals at Sol system paid off in service not to exceed twelve years.

*Hold it* -- "Boosterspice and standard tech?"

"By no neans."

"What then, puppeteer experinents?"

"I've *tried* to describe what | have available, a nodified ARM X-program "

"You can't conpute the cost of this thing against fees payable at a Sol hospital! Your
system woul d give ne another thirty years of life, roughly speaking, wouldn't it? I'll give you
seven years of service follow ng nmy energence fromthe 'doc."

"Twel vel Louis, this systemwll rewite you to the age of twenty! You' d get another fifty
years with no further nedical treatnment at all!"

"The risks you'll put me through, I'Il be lucky to get fifty good *days*, and you know it.
That's why | went on sabbatical in the first place. Seven.”
"Stet."

Louis pointed with his left forefinger, the cursor. {Tinme expended shall be conputed only
for discrete actions taken at the direction of the H ndnost.} "Now what is this flup? Wat about
consultation tine? Travel tine? Actions done without consulting you because there's no tine?
Subconsci ous probl em sol vi ng during sl eep?”

"Wite it in."

"Your notives are questionable. No honest entity would have tried that."

"This is how negotiation works, Louis."

"You're going to teach me how to negotiate? Stet." Louis erased the offending sentence,
then typed one-fingered on the air. {Service period shall term nate seven years after acceptance
of this contract.} He ignored the squawk of distress. "Now | need a clause to protect me from

being altered into a better servant. | don't see anything in here that will do that."
Text added itself. Louis watched for a bit, then said, "No."
"Wite, then."

"No. Can you think of any way to get yourself a copy of my contract?"
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n '\b. n

"I't'1l have to wait for me to reach Hidden Patriarch, then. |I'Il start tonorrow."

"Wait! Louis, | can easily find you here."

"Hindnost, | think I'll have to insist on your accepting ny contract, not yours. |If you

can't read it, how can you suggest changes?"

"You nust read it to me aloud."

"Tonmorrow. Now, sonething else has been bothering me. How |l ong does it take you to shape a
plume fromthe sun and then set off the superthermal |aser effect?"

"Two hours, sometinmes three. Conditions vary."

"Three ships cane through Fist-of-God, near here, and soneone bl asted them One |anded on
the far side of the Ringworld and sonething blasted it. Did that take *longer*? What with all the
fast-forward action, | just couldn't tell."

“I will |ook."

* k%

Louis woke late. Sawur and the children were gone. Nothing edi ble renai ned from]l ast
night. Louis worked near the enpty firepit.

{No entity or process shall alter Louis Wi's patterns of thought by nedical or chem ca
means nor by any neans save persuasion worked while Louis Wi is fully conscious and in his right
m nd. No agreenments made while he is not fully conscious and in his right nind shall be binding.}

{The period of servitude} -- Louis crossed out "servitude." -- {nutual dependence shal
end no nore than seven years after acceptance of this contract. Wi shall be entitled to sleep
meal s, and periods of healing as required. Emergencies interrupting these free tines shall shorten
the period of nutual dependence at triple time. Penalties for violations ... vacation periods
mut ual Iy agreed upon shall extend the period of nutual dependence ... Louis Wi may refuse any
command if in his sole judgnment the comm ssion involves undue risk, undue danage to | ocal hom nids
or their culture or their environment, global damage to the Ringworld, or clear ethica
violations.} A few tal king points wouldn't hurt.

He' d becone ferociously hungry. He knew where to find nore roots. Louis rode the cargo
stack straight up to seek out a path, and saw children mlling in the upland woods across the
Shent hy Ri ver.

Sawur had found two big nushroons of different species, and the children had killed a | and-
goi ng crustacean as big as a rabbit. They watched with interest as Louis wapped themin | eaves
and then wet clay. He dug his flash out of the | ockbox on his cargo stack. Wth the flash on

m crowave, w de aperture, nediumintensity, he heated the nmound of clay until it puffed steam
Then he carefully | ocked the flash away. A dangerous thing to | eave | oose.
"Strill, Parald, keep the rest away fromthe clay. It'll burn you. Sawur? | want to make

you a parting gift."

"Louis, are we to part?"

"The Web Dwel l er sent his refueling probe to spray the cliff. It nust be nearby. | expect
he could have it here in a few hours.” He hopped off the plates. "Let me show you this now. |I'm
wondering if it should go to you or to the whole village."

The cargo plate controls were depressions on the rins, and they took sone strength to
move. Protector strength. Louis jabbed with a slender piece of rod held in both hands. The
bott onmost pl ate dropped fromhis stack and floated an i nch above the grass.

Sawur asked, "WII you present it tonight? Gve it to the village in charge of ne and
Kidada. | will be as surprised as any. Show himand ne how to work it, but none other, and no
visitors."

"Stet."

"This is a magnificent gift, Louis."

"Sawur, you've given ne ny life. | think. Mybe."

"Do you still doubt?"

"Gve me a nonent." Louis knocked the clay off one end of his nmound. The nushroons | ooked
and snel | ed done.

They tasted wonderful. He broke open the rest of the nound and found the craw er done,
too. Most of the neat was in the spinnerets, and the children shared those around. The tail nade
one bite each for himand Sawur.

"That's better. |I'mnot rational when |I'mthat hungry. Now |l ook." Louis drew a ring in the
dirt. "Light takes thirty-two mnutes to cross the Ringworld and cone back." He heard the
translator converting tines and di stances.

"Real | y?"

"Trust ne. Eight minutes for a beamfromthe sun to touch the Arch. Sixteen m nutes
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across, thirty-two to cross and cone back. If three starships pop up through a hole *here*, near
the Great Ccean, and two and a half hours later they' re destroyed, and a ship lands *here* and is
destroyed *two* hours later, where is the attacker?"

Sawur studied the sketch, then pointed. "*Here*, across the Arch. The first ships, he
needed hal f an hour just to see them"

"But what if it is attacked *three* hours |ater?"

Sawur said, "That would put the attacker *here* where you drew the Great Ccean.”

"Yeah."

* k%

When shadow touched the sun, Louis had witten a contract that ought to protect him if a
puppet eer woul d honor a contract.

He presented the cargo plate to Waver Town while dinner was broiling. They acclai ned him
as a mghty magician, a vashnesht. Then children wanted to ride the plate while parents were
urgi ng caution. Louis showed Kidada the setting that would hold the disk two feet high, |ow enough
to be safe.

He wat ched Ki dada swoopi ng anong the houses with Strill whooping in his arns, and hoped
that they wouldn't burn the thing out joyriding. One day they'd need it to |ift sonething heavy.

The light was disappearing. Hunters had killed a predator; the neat tasted too much of
cat. Weavers took slices and settled to watch the cliff as it cane alight. Perched on his stack of
cargo plates like a proper w zard, Louis nibbled cooked reeds and a root he'd microwaved in clay.

Puppeteers were dancing in a swirling rainbow Louis watched with the others, then asked
in Interspeak, "Are the pyrotechnics supposed to throw you of f?"

"They are for |oveliness. Louis, you rmust cone to ne."

"How is it with the fearless vanpire slayers?"

"I hear only voices. The cruisers have separated. Cruiser Two is gone to starboard with mny

webeye in the cargo shell. The Red Herders speak of an entity the male calls 'Wisper.' Tegger
t hi nks Wi sper has left them Warvia thinks he dreamed. | think \Wisper is our phantom protector.
Louis, will you cone?"

“"We'll have to reach ternms --"

"1 accept your contract --

"You haven't seen it!"

"I accept it provided you make no changes fromthis nonent. As you've had no extortionate
advant age, you will have witten it fairly. My probe will arrive within twelve nminutes.”

Louis | ooked at the sky. Nothing was visible yet. "Wiere will | pop out?"

"I'n your suite aboard Needle."

Suite? It was one conpartnent, |ocked, that he had shared with a Kzin! "Contract pays ne

triple tine during energencies. Shall | arm nysel f?"

n Yes. n

"Sawur, get the children out of the water. Hi ndnpost, land in the stream Now, | renenber
craw i ng through the disk you mounted for refueling. It was pretty cranped.”

"I do learn, Louis! |I've nounted a full-sized stepping disk on the side of the probe, big

enough for you and your cargo plates, too."

Loui s thought, *Fortunately | always keep my feathers nunbered for just such emergencies.*
It woul dn't have neant anything to a puppeteer. Fromhis safe box he withdrew the flashlight-Iaser
and a variabl e-knife, two powerful weapons. He set the flash for narrow, short range, high
intensity. He extended the blade by two feet, then brought it back to a foot and a hal f.

Lose your hold on a variable-knife, the wire blade would cut whatever was cl ose.

A violet-white |ight peeked above the cliff.

The refueling probe settled on fusion flane. The cavity in its nose, that was the
refueling system a filter to pass hydrogen ions, and a one-way stepping disk no w der than
Louis's hips. A nuch larger stepping disk had been nounted on its flank, a circular plate like an
af tert hought of a wing.

Weavers oohed and ahhed, then shied back froma wave of steam The flane went out. As
Loui s glided above the probe, it splashed down on its flared notor, then rolled and toppled into
the water.

The wat er di npl ed above the stepping disk

So: it was on. Louis cut the lift and dropped straight in. H s peripheral vision caught a
shadow | eapi ng after him

PART TWO -- "DANCI NG AS FAST AS | CAN'
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CHAPTER NI NETEEN - - THE KNOBBY MAN

HOT NEEDLE OF | NQUI RY, A.D. 2892

Hot Needl e of Inquiry had been built around a General Products #3 hull, with interior
walls to separate the puppeteer captain fromhis alien crew. Currently the ship was nore dwelling
than spacecraft. Needle couldn't exceed |ightspeed because Louis Wi had cut the hyperdrive | oose
fromits nountings, el even years ago, for reasons that seened good at the time. The ship itself
had been enbedded i n nagna during negotiations with the protector who had once been Teel a Brown.

During that period and after, the H ndnost had depl oyed stepping di sks through the ship
and the Repair Center and el sewhere, too.

Loui s expected to appear in the bl ocked-off crew quarters. The Hi ndnost hadn't needed to
suggest, maybe hadn't dared to be overheard suggesting, that Louis cone in *fast*.

The floating plates come down hard. Louis caught the recoil with bent knees, but he was
still knocked off bal ance. He shouted, "Sonething's --"

*Sonmething's followi ng me! H ndnost --* But there was plenty going on here.

Thousands of Pierson's puppeteers shifted and swirled and kicked, stage left. It m ght
have been distracting, but it wasn't. Louis and Chneee had |l earned to ignore that part of the
ship. That was the Hindnost's, and the wall wasn't glass. It was the invul nerable stuff a General
Products hull was nade of.

But one two-headed, three-legged alien, his nmane curled and bejeweled in formal fashion,
was between the kitchen wall and a coffin as big as a transfer booth Ilying on its side.

A knobby old man in a floppy vest was running at the H ndnost, knees and el bows punpi ng.

A hidden stepping disk led to the Hi ndnost's quarters. The Hi ndnost nust be near or on it,
Loui s thought. He woul d be invul nerable there.

I nstinct nust have been too strong. The Hi ndnost turned his back instead.

It all happened very fast. Louis was still catching his balance. The Hi ndnbst was spi nning
around, heads spl ayed wi de apart, |ooking back, binocular vision with a baseline of three feet.
Sighting on his target. His hind |l eg folded forward and shot straight back as the knobby man
att acked.

The Hindnost's kick was good, square on target. Louis heard a clank: the knobby nman nust
have been wearing a chest plate. Armor or no, that kick would have knocked a normal honminid into a
coma. The knobby man turned with the inpact, feet off the floor, one hand on the H ndnost's ankle
to borrow its nomentum as the Hindnost pulled back for another kick. The knobby nman stepped past
the hoof and slamed a fist down hard on the puppeteer's bejewel ed mane, where the two necks
connected to the torso.

That was the Hi ndnost's skull.

And Louis was bringing the flash around. Too slow, too clunsy, the stunned puppeteer was
in the way. Something whacked his right wist and sent the flashlight-laser flying. A netal ball?
Anot her knocked the vari abl e-kni fe spi nni ng.

Louis flinched violently away fromthe spinning wre blade.

The Hi ndnost was down, curled into a ball, heads and | ong necks tucked between his
forelegs. The floor was ankle deep in water. The fallen flash was subnmerged, but it sent a thread
of Iight through Needle's transparent hull and into the |ava beyond.

The wire blade hadn't cut Louis in two. Blind luck. But his hands and wists felt
shattered, he was way off bal ance, and the knobby man was coming at him Protector

Louis rolled off the stepping disk and into a corner and started to stand up. His right
wist was a sea of pain. The left was only nunb.

In the space where he had been, sonmething huge flicked in on all fours. It stood erect, as
big as an orange bear, holding a snmall cannon in one huge hand.

The knobby man spun and ducked and swept Louis's variable-knife past the big intruder

the Kzin. The Kzin's weapon flew away with big clawed fingers still attached. The Kzin froze in a
crouch, throttling a how . The knobby man held the flash, too, in a clear threat.
"You don't nove," it said. "Wb Dweller, you don't nove, either. Louis Wi, you don't nove.

Does your contract call for you to die?"

The knobby man's lips had withdrawn fromthe gums; the gunms had hardened al nost to bone,
and j awbone had grown through in a jagged pattern. H s face was hard, alnost a beak. He spoke with
a breathy speech inpedinent, but in Interspeak. How woul d the knobby man have | earned | nterspeak?
Eavesdr oppi ng on the Hi ndnost ?

*Contract ?*

Reality canme in waves washi ng past pain. Eleven years since he'd been in this nuch
trouble. Louis said, stalling, "Yes, under conditions subject to my own sole judgnent. Do you
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accept ny contract ?"

"Yes," said the knobby man

Despi te what had gone before, that was astonishing.

The Kzin male was bleeding freely froma hand sliced down to one thunb. He was huggi ng
that arm trying to squeeze arteries shut. H's eyes were on Louis. He said, also in Interspeak
"What shall | do?"

"Rai se your arm above your head. Keep squeezing the wist. Squeeze the bl ood vessels.
Don't try to fight. That's a protector. H ndnost, set th-- H ndnost! Nap tine is over. For all of
us."

The puppeteer uncurled. "Speak, Louis."

The black coffin -- "Your autodoc, you said you could set it to treat a Kzin?"
"Yes?"
"Do that. Then you can tell me what happened. I'"'mon triple tine, by the way, because this

has the authentic feel of an energency.”

The Hi ndnost wasn't at his best. He said, "Heal an injured strange Kzin?"

"Do it *nowt."

"But Louis --"

“I'"'munder contract! This is for *our* benefit. Can't you see who this nust be?"

The puppeteer knelt before the 'doc and began nout hing the controls.

The protector still had the flash and variabl e-knife. Louis couldn't think of anything to
do about that, or the sudden strange Kzin, or the constant flicker of dancing puppeteers in his
peri pheral vision.

One tanj thing at a tine!

The Kzin. "Wo are you?"

"Acol yte."

"Son of Chneee," Louis guessed. He'd forgotten how huge a Kzin mal e becanme when you stood
next to him This one couldn't be nore than el even years old, not quite full-grown. "No true
name?"

"Not yet. Eldest son of Chneee. | challenged. W fought. Father won. He told nme, learn
wi sdom Stal k Louis Wi. Acolyte."

"Awv ... Hindnpst, how long to set the 'doc for Kzin netabolisnP"

"Mnutes. Gve the Kzin a tourniquet."

Louis moved to the wardrobe dispenser, slowy, hands visible to the protector. His right
hand and wist were hugely swollen. He held that armrai sed above his head. His left hand felt
nunb, but it would work, he thought.

The kitchen wall had menus for kzinti and human cui sine, diet supplements, allergy
suppressants, clothing, and nmore. Louis hadn't seen pharnmacy nmenus, but he didn't doubt they were
there. The Hindnost had found himas a wirehead. He woul d not have shown himhow to access
recreational chem cals.

Louis dialed {Sol / Nordik / formal} and a selection of cravats. Resisting tenptation, he
chose an orange and yellow pattern that would | ook good on a Kzin. Not even his eyes noved toward
the Slaver digging tool he'd taped under the dispenser port a lifetinme ago.

The snell of the Kzin was faint. Acolyte nust have washed hinself scentless, to stalk him
Louis Wi thought. His orange fur bore three parallel ridges across the belly. Ot herwi se he wore
Hal | oween marki ngs: both ears tipped with bitter chocolate, nearly black; a broad chocol ate stripe
down the back, a smaller chocolate conma down his tail and | eg. He was shorter than Chneee, seven
feet even, but just as wide: a hybrid. H's nother would be of the archaic kzinti fromthe Map of
Kzi n.

Acol yte sat down, bringing his armin reach. Louis bound the thick wist with his tie,
using his left hand and his teeth. The bl ood slowed to a dribble.

The Kzin runbl ed, "Wio is ny attacker?"

"Tanj if I know, but if | had to guess ... Hello, knobby nman?"
" Speak. "
"The Hi ndnmost and |, we both guessed that a protector nust be in the Repair Center. You've

been shooting down invading ships. The tining nade it obvious you were working fromhere. The
Hi ndnost |eft stepping disks all over the place. A protector nmight reprograma disk to link with
this one as soon as it was turned on ..."

"Yes."

"Then pop through just ahead of ne. Finicky tinmng. You needed me for a distraction, and
you counted on puppeteer reflexes. That's interesting, isn't it, H ndnpbst? You had an instant to
escape, but you used it to kick?"
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"That old argunment. Very well, | reflexively turned ny back to fight -- you win."

Loui s grinned. The pain wasn't so bad now, but he was drunk on endorphins. He said,
"Acolyte. This is a protector. Look himover. They all have that knobby | ook, and they' re al
brilliant and dangerous."

"Looked like just another honminid." The Kzin shook his great furry head.

"How | ong di d you watch ne?" Louis asked.

"Two days now. | thought, learn fromyou before | show nyself."

"W sdon®"

"Fat her spoke of you. He believes he | earned what he has of w sdomfromyou, and so can |
But one of the scavengers saw ne."

"The boy?"

"Yes. You naned hi m Kazarp."

"l talked to his father, too."

"The boy and I, we talked. His father was not far, listening, thinking he hides. | spoke
what | knew of you. | don't know secrets worth hiding. | did not speak of the Hi ndnost."

"How does he think we got to the R ngworld, then?"

"You nmean Arch? | said you brought a ship. |I did not speak to Kazarp of instant
transportation. Didn't believe Father. Wen you linked the transfer booths --"

"St eppi ng di sks. Transfer booths are what we use in known space and the Patriarchy.
They're a |l ot |ess sophisticated.”

"-- stepping disks. | junped. Catch Kazarp and his father by surprise. Leave them gaping
Surprise!” the Kzin whispered, and slunped. H s eyes cl osed.

"H ndnost ?"

"Ready. Bring him"

Louis set his shoulder in Acolyte's arnpit and lifted. Acolyte found the strength to
stand, wobbled to the surgery well, and toppled in.

Loui s pulled his tourniquet |oose and straightened the Kzin a bit. He found the Kzin's
severed hand, and the two usel ess halves of the heavy nmetal handgun he'd carried. He picked up the
hal f hand.

The Hi ndnost took it in his nouth., "Close the lid," he said, and fed the hand into another
aperture. Then he folded his | egs and tucked his heads between his forel egs.

Goi ng into shock, Louis thought. The knobby man said, "Suicide?"

One head came up. "I denonstrate hel pl essness. This is surrender,” the H ndnost said.

"Surrender, good."

The Kzin would likely be in there for days.

Loui s m ght have fainted for an instant.

Agony snapped hi m awake. The protector's knobby hands were noving the bones in Louis's
right wist. Louis's other hand cl osed hard on the protector's arm He npaned and whi npered.
Reality came in waves of pain.

Not before the protector withdrew did Louis think to |look for the protector's weapons.
Just as well. The knobby man's vest bore an anmazing variety of pockets, and he saw t he shape of
the flash in one of those.

Now, what mnust he do before he fainted again?

*Contract*. He fished out his notepad and offered it to the puppeteer. "This is what
you' ve agreed to. You should read it aloud, given that our conpani on has bound hinself, too."

The puppeteer took the pad. His other head turned to the knobby man. "Wy did you do
t hat ?"

"l need allies who are not protectors. Protectors kill each other," the knobby man sai d.
"I can hold you to a formal prom se nmade for nutual advantage. Read."

The Hi ndnost read.

The knobby man -- or wonan: he was a bit shorter, a bit nore slender than Teel a Brown had
been after she turned protector. The hairless, |leathery skin, the swllen joints, the triangul ar
face and bulging skull, all made it difficult to assign hima gender. Louis thought he coul d nmake
out traces of nale genitalia, but he couldn't swear to that.

Behi nd the inpenetrable wall, a mllion hol ogram puppet eers danced. The H ndnost nust have
t hought he'd be back anong them before he m ssed a step

“... if in his sole judgnent the conm ssion involves undue risk --' Sol e judgnent?"

Louis smled and shrugged.

"-- undue damage -- clear violations of ethics --' Sole judgnent?"

The protector asked, "Hindnost, will you bind yourself simlarly?"
The Hi ndnost whistled indignantly. "You speak of enslavenent! How can you possibly
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conpensate ne? VWat | offered Louis Wi was his *life*! Point taken, | accept."”
Loui s could hold back no I onger. He asked, "Wo *are* you?"
"I have not needed a nane. Choose what you |ike."
"What's your species?"

"Vanpire."
"You' re kidding."
n '\b. n

Loui s was about to faint.

He'd found Teela Brown's nmedkit welded to the top cargo plate, |long ago. He had to stand
up to reach it. Ginding his teeth against the pain, he pushed his swollen right hand into the
di agnosi s wel I .

The pain went away. A readout asked him questions. Yes, he wanted to remai n awake. No, he
couldn't replenish supplies of various nmedicines ... an onminously long list.

Hi s whole right arm seemed gone and nothing else really hurt. His nmind was lucid, free to
toy with the pieces of reality and try to put them back together. He had bound hinself to serve a
protector ... hadn't he? The *protector* had bound hinself to *Louis*, to limtations on his power
over Louis Wi. And the puppeteer had bound hinself, and was hinself bound to the protector, by
Louis's contract.

He coul d hear what the others were saying, but the words slipped through his ears and were
gone. "Require nost urgently ... invaders ... beyond the Arch."

"ARM and Patriarchy ships,” Louis said. "Bet." Political entities would invade: it was
their nature. He had described the Ringworld for United Nations records. Chneee had spoken to the
Patriarch. Wat other organizati ons woul d know of the Ringworld? "Fleet of Worlds, too?"

"So poorly designed, so ill-protected?" The puppeteer fluted, "Those are not ours!"

"Are these political entities dangerous?" the knobby man asked.

The puppeteer thought they were endl essly dangerous, and said so. Louis's head was
bubbling with chemicals; he did not contribute.

"Are they likely to give up their plans?"

"No. | can show you where their interstellar transports hide," the H ndnbst said. "Those
won't participate in an invasion. Even your sun-powered superthermal |aser won't reach the
farthest targets. The ships that land will be warships carrying no hyperdrive notors."

" Show ne. "

"Fromny cabin.”

Loui s | aughed inside his head.

The unnmarked stepping disk flicked only to the Hindnost's cabin, and it wouldn't pass
al i ens. The Hi ndnost woul d be behind an invul nerable wall. Wat chance was there that the knobby
man woul d pernit *that*?

*Vanpire* protector. Louis made his nmouth work. "Wat do you eat?"

"I make a vegetable mash. | have not tasted blood in twenty-eight fal ans,
said. "My hunger is no risk to you."

"Good," Louis said, and closed his eyes for a nonent.

He heard, "Hi ndnost, you will only break your contract once. Show ne all of the invader

the knobby nman

shi ps.
The Hi ndnost's answer was a warbling, whistling nusic with overtones in subsonic bass.
Loui s's eyes popped open to see the dancers di sappear, replaced by rotating three-space star naps.
The system | ooked nearly enpty save for the Ringworld and its shadow squares. Col or-coded
lights blazed far fromthe Ringworld's arc, and scores of smaller sparks swarned much nearer
Louis couldn't see notion on this scale, but they seened to be taking positions around the system
as if just becom ng aware of each ot her.
"I must return to defend the Arch," the knobby man said. "You cone."
The puppeteer shied. "But naps are only available here in Hot Needle of Inquiry!"
"l have seen them now. Come."
Loui s was al one.
And the picture changed as they flicked out. In the captain's quarters was a three-
di nensional circuit diagramof sone kind ..
*Enough. * Louis | eaned his head agai nst the stacked cargo plates and closed his eyes.
* k%
He dozed, | eaning against the stack of cargo plates with his armin the nedkit. Loss of
bal ance snapped hi m awake fromtime to tine.
Behind the aft wall was the | ander dock, nearly enpty since Teela burned the | ander. Louis
couldn't quite remenber what else was in there. Lockers for pressure suits and arnor, of course
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and a stack of stepping disks. He had a vague inpression that the Hi ndnost had made changes,
el even years' worth of fiddling.

To ship's port and ship's starboard the walls were bl ack. Needl e was enbedded in bl ack
basalt: cool ed magna.

A network of lines and dots floated beyond the forward wall, |ike an ant's nest seen by
deep-radar. It teased at his mnd

Dots *there* and *there* and *there*. Those two linked, and those three. Here, a network
of ten. Way off in the distance, one of the ten appeared to be two dots superinposed. Sketchy
contours in the background nmight shape a nap

The Hi ndnost nust be trying to show hi m sonet hi ng.

When bl adder pressure was stronger than his fear of pain, Louis pulled his hand free and
wobbled to the toilet. Evidently he still had a nmedical problem Afterward he drank a quart of
water. He ate a civilized Caesar salad for the first time in el even years, |eft-handed. No nore of
eating whatever he could find! That, he would not mind giving up

He exami ned his hand with nmeager satisfaction. The swelling was down; the bones seened to
be in place.

He left the nmachine twice nore. The pattern caught his eye again as he |left the recycler.

*St eppi ng di sks! *

Hi s subconsci ous must have been at work. That map defined the stepping disks the H ndnost
had depl oyed. Several were scattered through the millions of cubic mles of Repair Center. Four in
Hot Needle of Inquiry itself. One just outside. The doubl e-point nust be the refueling probe in
Weaver Town, with one disk for transport and another for hydrogen

The Hindnost had left himthis. Louis studied it, fixing it in nmenory, wondering at the
puppeteer's notives ...

And it all popped back to danci ng puppeteers as the knobby man flicked in.

The protector had sonething in his hand. He blew into it, watching Louis's face. Misic
fluttered in the air, a woodw nd sound.

Loui s's reaction nust have been unsati sfactory. The protector put the thing away. He
exam ned Louis as a primtive doctor would have, probing here and there to see what hurt.
Presently he said, "Not nuch |onger."

Louis had had a notion. He said, "My kitchen wall can be nade to dispense blood."

"WIl you drink first?"

"No, | won't. I'mnot a vanpire. Also, the H ndnost will have to rewite the kitchen
program No, wait, let ne try sonething."

At the kitchen wall Louis popped up a virtual keyboard for kzinti cuisine, marked in dots-
and-comas, Hero's Tongue. Louis knew a little of that. He scanned through the extensive nenu with
t he knobby man wat ching. {Winderl and cui sine} -- no. {Fafnir cuisine}? Not under that nanme. Try
{sea life}. There, under the planet's kzinti nanme, {Shasht}. {Meat}, {drink}, too many items. Try
{seek: meat/drink}. Four times. Three were soups, with as an ingredient, and that left {shreemn
itself.

{OVERRIDE | aws pertaining to Shasht / Fafnir, Earth, Jinx, Belt, Serpent Swarm...}

A bul b popped into the dispenser port, filled with sluggish red fluid.

The knobby nman took the bulb. He took Louis's jaw, faster than he could flinch. H s grip
was like iron. "You drink now, " he sad.

Loui s opened his mouth, obedient. The knobby man ejected a dollop of sticky red fluid into
Louis's nouth. The taste was unfamliar, but Louis recognized the snmell. He swall owed anyway.

The knobby man drank, watching Louis. "You surprise ne. Wiy woul d you nake bl ood for ne?"

For el even years Louis had been eating what he could catch, or what unknown hom ni ds woul d

offer as food. "I'mnot squeam sh," Louis said.

"Yes, you are."

In truth, what he had snelled and tasted was nmaki ng hi m nauseous. He said, "I have kept to
our contract, which calls for me to act in your interest. You are in violation. | judge it wong

for me to drink human bl ood, and | said so."

The knobby man said, "The nedkit is through with you, isn't it? You put on your pressure
suit. Come with nme."

"Pressure suit. \Were are we goi ng?"

The protector said nothing.

Louis grinned. He pointed through the transparent wall aft. "Vacuum gear, |anding craft,
airlock, anything Chneee and | might need to get out of this shipis in the lander bay. | can't
get there except by stepping disk. The Hi ndnbst was hol di ng us prisoner."

"Didn't you have a contract?"
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"Not then."

"I learned how to use stepping disks. Cone here."

The knobby man had | ockpi cking tools nmade of hardwood. He knelt by the disk and lifted its
edge.

Louis couldn't see what he was doing. The protector's fingers worked too fast. He saw the
st eppi ng di sk di agram appear in the Hi ndnost's quarters, and flicker. Then the protector set the
disk in place, pushed Louis onto the stepping disk and foll owed.

* k%

Wth the | ander destroyed, the |ander bay was nostly enpty space. There were suits for nen
and kzinti and puppeteers. The transparent walls of the airlock opened into a tunnel that |ed
t hrough several cubic miles of nagnma, undi sturbed since the war with Teel a Brown.

Loui s glanced at the weapons racks but did not approach them He pulled out a skintight
pressure suit already zipped open along the torso, sleeves, and legs. He wouldn't need the
cumrer bund. He started to crawl into it, and stopped with a gasp of pain.

Before he could ask for help, the protector was there, easing his half-heal ed hand and arm
into the sleeve and glove, then fashioning a sling fromthe tie that had been Acol yte's
tourniquet. He zipped up Louis's suit, screwed a helmet onto the neck ring, and set an air rack on
his back. They waited for the suit to contract to Louis's own shape.

The knobby man worked the controls of the big stepping disk the cargo di sk. Louis began
his checklist. *Hel net camera, airflow, air recycler, CO2 and water vapor content --*

The knobby man pul I ed hi mthrough

CHAPTER TWENTY -- BRAM S TALE

REPAI R CENTER METEOR DEFENSE, A.D. 2892

The Map of Mars stood forty miles high above the Great Ccean, a north polar projection at
one-to-one scale. Fromthe Ringworld s underside there was no sign of the Map of Mars, because the
entire forty-mle-high pillbox was hol | ow

Loui s had seen vast spaces inside the Repair Center, but he had never been inside this
one. It was huge and dark. Skeletal chairs equipped with | ap keyboards rode on | ong boons. The
el li psoidal wall was a display screen thirty feet high. The only light canme fromthe screen: a
wr aparound view of the |ocal sky.

There were no planets or asteroids in Ringworld system The Ri ngworld engi neers nust have
cleared all of that out, or used it as building material. The Ri ngworld's night-shadowed rim
showed pal e agai nst the black background. Light-anplified stars glared, and four tiny green
circles: cursors

"I found four nore," the H ndnost said. He was at a wall of clunsy, clunky lights and
dials and switches. Now Louis recogni zed where he was. This was the systemthat twi sted the sun's
magnetic field. He had seen this array in a holo projection, eleven years ago, when the Hi ndnost
mani pul at ed the Meteor Defense.

The air here must be soupy with tree-of-life spores.

It was a tidy place, except -- hmm?

Across that great width of floor, a shadow shape was standing in near darkness. A shape of
nmot i onl ess nmenace, skewed fromthe human shape, too thin and too pointy in spots. Bones. Bones
mounted in a pose of attack.

In the shadows beyond those standi ng bones, gear seened scattered at random

*Later.* Louis said, "I should finish my checklist. Do you need ne instantly?"

The knobby man said, "No. H ndnost, show ne."

No Belter would have yanked a nman into a vacuum before he had checked his pressure suit.
That woul d be nurderously rude. Had the protector read the readi ness of his suit at a glance?
Loui s wondered. Was the protector testing his attitude? H's equi pment? H s tenper?

The Hi ndnost was riding one of the cargo plates. He lifted by a yard; his heads dipped
anong the controls. The skyview zooned on an orange near-sphere marked in black dots-and-conmmas. A
kzinti ship, probably centuries old and retrofitted with hyperdrive.

The vi ew shrank, and noved, and expanded. This next ship | ooked big, a long, slowy
rotating lever with a bubble at the near end. Louis didn't recognize the type.

The vi ew shrank and noved and expanded to show a gray and bl ack object |ike a diseased
potato seen through fog. The H ndnost said, "The Ri ngworld engineers left only the nost distant
conets. Too many to destroy themall --"

"Air reserve," the knobby man said. "To replace air lost over the rimwalls."

" Yes. Now note this ..." A blinking green circle marked a crater on the proto-conet.
The vi ew expanded, then shifted to deep-radar, with a blurred view of structure in the ice bel ow
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t he pock.

The knobby man asked, "Wat species built that?"

"I can't tell,"” the H ndnost said. "Mning projects always have that | ook, |ike the root
systemof a plant. But here ..." Another rotating lever, a ship of the sane nake, viewed fromthe

side. Familiar little stubby-wi nged aerospacecraft were strung all along its |ength.

"These are United Nations craft nade by Louis's species."

Loui s had finished his checklist. The suit would keep himalive for weeks, maybe nonths.

"Very good. Allow ne," the knobby man said. He stepped on another cargo plate, and rose.
Hi s hands were dexterous where the puppeteer's nmouths had been unsure. A second screen lit with a
dar kened vi ew of the sun

M nutes passed. Then a bright plune began to rise, twisting in nmagnetic fields.

Louis said, "You're going to kill them | take it."

"Such are ny directions. They cane as invaders," the H ndnost said.

"So did we."

"Yes. Are you heal t hy?"

Louis wiggled his bound hand. "Healing. It's a waste of tine, anyway, if I'mgoing into
your magi ¢ 'doc. Wat have you been doi ng?"

"We' ve destroyed six carrier ships and a fleet of thirty-two |anders. Those were the ships
closest to the sun, the nost vulnerable. These | ast are so distant that we may do no nore than
enrage them |I'minclined to ignore the installation in the conet. W would only boil ice. | found
an CQutsider ship on one of the farthest conets --"

"Tanj! Knobby man? You didn't shoot down an CQutsider, did you?"

"The Hi ndnost advi sed agai nst."

"Good. They're very fragile, but they've got technology we can't even properly *descri be*.
For that matter, they don't want anything we've got, and what they want, they buy. There'd be no
point to hurting an CQutsider."

"Do you like thenp"

That was a somewhat surprising question. Louis said, "Yes."

"What woul d they be doi ng here?"

Loui s shrugged inside his suit. "The sky is full of planets. There's only one Ri ngworld.
Qutsiders are curious."

The solar plume was still rising. "Qobserve and criticize," the knobby nman said to the
H ndnost. Fingers like strings of wal nuts danced over the wall.

The puppet eer watched. He said, "Good."

It all seened very leisurely. The plume would take hours to form The superthernal |aser
ef fect would be propagating for minutes before it left the plume. The targets | ooked to be hours
away at |ightspeed.

Loui s had already discarded the notion of a last minute rescue.

Louis Wi owed nothing at all to the United Nations or the ARM He wasn't obliged to
protect kzinti ships either. Disarnmed and i njured, he was no match for a protector of any species.
He knew he'd be lucky to keep his life, now that he was back in this dance of powers.

His contract didn't bind himto rescue the knobby nan's prey. And they *had* cone as
i nvaders.

"I pointed out a nonitor station, too. One of nmine," the H ndnbst was saying. "The
Conservatives will never miss it."

"Ri ght. Knobby man, I'mtenpted to call you 'Dracula.' Dracula was the archetype of story
vanpires. "

"Fol | ow your whim"

“"No. Trite. You're a protector, a prine nover anong vanpires. Let's call you 'Bram' Can
you tell ne what you want of me?"

"I want what is best for my species. Vanpires face three threats, and each threatens al
beneath the Arch including yoursel ves."

The knobby man watched Louis's face as he spoke. "First, if vanpires becone nunerous, we
depl ete our prey. Intelligent homnids mght even find a way to extermnate us. *I* don't want any
species of vanpire getting too nmuch attention. *You* don't want us spreading."

"The vanpire slayers, were they yours? No, that's crazy. They're your own species."

"No, Louis, they're not. There nmust be a hundred separate species of vanpire on the
Ri ngworl d."

"Ah. Where do yours live?"

Bramignored that. "Louis, | did not shape the Shadow Nest Alliance. Their solution was
el egant, wasn't it?"
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"Yeah."

"Second, these invaders from space threaten the Ringworld structure itself."

Loui s nodded. "An interstellar warship can al ways use a neteoroid i npact for a weapon.
Watch for falling conets."

"The third threat is protectors, for the duels they fight."

Loui s asked, "Just how many protectors have we got already?"

"Three or nore involved in repairing the rimwall installations. Each would seemto have
its task, but all will bear watching."

"What species, can you tell?"

"It's an inportant question, isn't it? Those who rule would be vanpires. Any others would
be servants drafted froml ocal species. Louis, one can argue --"

"How the tanj did the Ringworld cone to be infested with vanpire protectors?"

"That is an intricate tale, but why should I tell it?"

Loui s had carefully *not* bound hinmself or the H ndnost to reveal secrets. How could he
urge Bramto reveal his? He said, "It's your call. First decide what you want. Decide if we can
give it to you. Then deci de how nuch we need to know to do it right."

The knobby man's hand danced over the wall. He said, "You keep secrets. Wiy should | tell

m ne? You are bound to obey regardl ess.”

*Try this --* "You've been shooting down ships. Stet, but suppose you m ss one? You' ve no
way to judge what they'Il do next. We three, | and Acolyte and the Hi ndnost, are the only aliens
at hand. You expect to watch us and extrapol ate what invaders would do. But we don't react if we
don't know anything."

The bright plunme pulled fromthe sun had been arcing over, but nowit started to
straighten, to narrow. Bram said, "H ndnost?"

"The promi nence is nearly in place."

"WI1l you conplete the maneuver?"

"Destroy all four sources?”

"Leave the conet. Louis, how can you react properly if you know you' re bei ng wat ched?”

"When |'m bei ng watched, | watch back. Take it into account. Bram who *are* you? How did
a vanpire get into the Repair Center?"

"I mapped ny way in."

Loui s wait ed.

"Loui s, have you seen how homi ni ds behave when they drink the fuel the Machi ne People
make?"

“I've done it nyself."

"I never have. Now you mnust inmagine that you have drunk fuel beginning with your nother's
m | k. Tens of falans |ater you wake sober for the first time, sober and buzzing with energy and
anbi tion.

"I was born ... | was *shaped* 7,200 falans ago. Corpses lay all about ne, tens of ny
ki nd, days dead, and one strange shape that was all knobs. |I was all knobs, too, sexless, and cold
and hungry and gashed by fighting, but | was solving the world like a great puzzle. Three others
wer e waki ng, changed |ike ne."

Loui s asked, "You *trapped a protector*? Vanpires aren't that intelligent."

"This one was born trapped, nmade to be a servant."

Made by ...? "Go on."

"The city stood on a vertical cliff and one great stilt. I was born in its shadow. W were
al ways hungry. A ranp wound up the stilt to the snmell of prey, but iron |lace stung us when we
tried to clinb the ranp or the nountain face. Transport flew to and fro. The ranp was never used.
After we becane protectors, we guessed at the reasons our lives ran as they did. | think we were a
def ense --"

"Mbat nonsters,'
real guards."”

"Plausi bl e," the knobby nan said. "There cane a fami ne, when no nore produce flowed into
the city. Alost war, political ganes, bandits on the roads, who can tell? W vanmpires knew only
that the flow of garbage slowed to a trickle, and water and sewage, too. Wat ate of the garbage
went el sewhere, and we who survived partly on scavengers' blood began to starve.

"Many days later the iron lace barrier lifted and great boxes rolled down the ranmp. W
tried to get themopen, get to the blood within. Their wheels rolled over us. A fantastic warrior
danced about the vehicles and killed all who cane, and stayed after the vehicles were gone,
killing all who would follow She would not heed our pleading --"

" Pl eadi ng?"

Louis said. "lInvaders would have to face vanpires before they reach the

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Ringworld%20Throne.txt (91 of 149) [1/19/03 6:19:00 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Ringworl d%20Throne.txt

"She was inmmune to our scent and ignored our body |anguage. That enraged us. W had never
seen a protector. W were stupid and angry and hungry. We brought the knobby one down at | ast,

swar med her and took what bl ood she hadn't lost in the fight, and were still hungry enough to
drink fromour fallen. Then others fell into a sleep |like death, and so did |
"When | woke, | was changed. But | renenbered, and that was already a new thing.

"Many of us tasted protector blood that day. Some died in their sleep. Four protectors
woke. By her scent, one was ny favored mate, and so we knew each ot her."
"l wondered. Vanpires are nonoganpus?"

" Say?"
"Mat e once."
"No, Louis. When a honinid doesn't have the scent, that is prey. | drink her veins enpty
while |I rish. Her scent may nmark a wonman as ny kind and nake her safe. But we were *starving*,
Louis. She and |, ny nate, what shall | call her ...?"

It surprised Louis, the fervor with which Bramtold a tale he'd had to be goaded into. Ws
this the first tine he'd ever had |isteners? He said, "Anne?"

"Anne and | had the will to keep our nouths shut while we mated. O course we never nated
after we woke changed, but we renenbered that we trusted each other."

The nenory took himby surprise, and Louis shuddered. *Trust a vanpire?*

She had seenmed an angel in rut, supernaturally desirable, the vanpire who attacked Louis
Wi twel ve years ago. Hi s hands in her ash-blond curls had found too much hair, too little skul
capacity. It was not possible for another hominid to judge what a Ringworld vanpire really was.

Louis could see the H ndnost |istening: one head cocked toward Bram and him while the
other worked at the board. He said, "Stet, go on."

"We four explored, with ten breeders too young to nmake the change. My mi nd nmade naps as we
went. Wedge City was a triangle, the base supported by a nmountain face, the point resting on the
great stilt, the stilt rising farther to forma tower. W battered down doors and smashed w ndows,
but the only hominids in the city were inprisoned in the tower. Wen our breeders had been fed and
the edge was of f our hunger, we followed a scent trail to a better protected place, a place where
two protectors had |lived above a hidden store of yellow roots. You know of these roots?"

"Tree-of -life."

"We saw their nature. Anne and |, we saw that the root was our blood now. W would starve
without it. We killed the others."

"That first protector --"

"I studied her body,"” Bram said. "She was snaller than ne. Her jaw was nassi ve,
speci ali zed to chew tough branches that grew locally. Her tools were primtive. She rescued
breeders of her own |ocal species, fought to cover their passage out of the city and through the
vanpires, and sacrificed her life in the act.

"Louis, nmost life, nost animals, nmost *honinids*, can only survive in one |ocale. |Inmagine
that your species is restricted to sone one stretch of river, clunp of forest, isolated valley or
swanp or desert. As a protector, you becone nore flexible, but everything you cherish is in one
pl ace. A protector of a less restricted kind can destroy it all if you don't obey her commands."

"Did you see any sign of "

"Yes, of course, clues were everywhere, they crawl ed up on our shoulders to bite our
necks! Two protectors dwelt in the house of the roots. One served the other. W found bodi es,
breeders of the servant's species. The master was of another kind, near eighty thousand fal ans
old, protector of a species that has since changed or beconme extinct. | knew the smell of him
t housands of falans later. The fami ne drove himfrom Wdge City. The servant stayed to rescue her
species."

“Her *bl ood* nade you a protector."

"Evidently," Bram agreed.

"The virus. The gene-changing virus in tree-of-life root. It's in the blood of protectors,
Louis found that amusing. *Vanpires becone inmmortal by drinking an inmmortal's bl ood!*

But it did not anuse himto be at the nercy of a vanpire protector

Now the plune fromthe sun stretched tens of nmillions of mles into space. The Hi ndnopst
rode a cargo plate near the rounded ceiling, one head cocked to hear. Surely he was too far away.
Unless ... a directional nike?

Loui s asked again, "How did you get into the Repair Center?"

Bram said, "Roots to last a hundred falans. W nust find the source or die when we run
out. Anne and | taught each other to read. Witings in Wedge City guided us to cities with
libraries. We chose a cold clinmate so that we m ght hide oursel ves under clothing. They took us
for visitors fromafar. W paid taxes, bought land, ultinately gained a citizen's access to the

t oo.
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library of the Delta People.

"There we | earned sonmething of the repair facilities beneath the Map of Mars.

"W reached the Great Ccean and crossed it. W had to nmake inflated cylinders to walk
about the surface of the Map of Mars. | prefer your pressure suits. Still, we entered while still
alive."

"And you didn't kill each other."

"No. Vanpires have no mnds, Louis Wi. A vanpire protector starts fresh, intelligent from
birth, bound by no preconceptions and no old loyalties or prom ses. If a homnid cannot choose a
protector of her own species, a vanpire nmust be her next best choice.”

*You' d have killed each other for the last tree-of-life root.* Louis didn't say it. He
wasn't sure it was true. "You found the master protector. How? Wiy did you fight?"

"W fought for who woul d best guard the Arch and all beneath."

"But his record was good, wasn't it? \Wole species nust have evol ved and di ed out during
his time, but civilizations rose and flourished until --"

"But we won, Anne and |I." Bramturned away. "H ndnost, what progress?”

Loui s | ooked toward a skel eton standing in di mess. He had guessed who that nust be. "How
did you get to hin? He was eighty thousand falans old, you said.”" Nearly a mllion R ngworld
rotations. Twenty thousand Earth years. "All that tine, and then there was you."

"He had to come. Hi ndnost?"

The puppeteer called down. "I have played the Meteor Defense on three targets. W will not
see results for two hours. Three before the installation in the comet can observe and react. Any
of the others have hours to nove, but who can dodge a beam of |ight?"

“Your opi nion?"

"My people prefer to achieve our ains by giving other species what they want," the
Hi ndnost sai d.

"Louis Wi, react."

Loui s answered. "You've started sonmething you can't stop. You've attacked two war fleets,
three if you count the Fleet of Wrlds. Political structures get old and die, Bram but
i nfornati on never gets |ost anynore. Storage is too good. Sonebody will be testing the Ri ngworld
defenses for as long as there are protons."”

"Then the Arch nust have a protector, for as long as there are protons."

"At |least one. Invaders wouldn't just take over territory. They'd fiddle and test and
maybe ruin sonething, like the City Builders did when they took the attitude jets on the rimwall
to make interstellar ships.™

The knobby man wait ed.

"A vanpire mght be a nistake."

"You have a vanpire in place. To fight himmnight be a far nore expensive ni stake."

When Louis said nothing -- still chewing his thoughts -- Bram fished something fromhis
vest. It was carved wood, bigger than the flute he'd played earlier. The wi ndsound was deeper
richer, with a drunbeat that was Bramis fingertips tapping the barrel of the thing. Soothing,
despite Louis's irritation.

Louis waited for the mournful tootling to stop. He said, "You need a neteor watch in the

pl ane of the Ringworld. | don't know how to do that. The solar Meteor Defense can't fire on
anything that's hiding under the R ngworld floor."
"Come," Bram said. "Hindnost, cone. We'll return later to see what has escaped us."

The knobby man's hand felt |ike a handful of marbles, and his pull on Louis's good wi st
was irresistible. Louis found hinself wal king rapidly away. He | ooked back once at bones in a
stance of attack. Then Bram gui ded or pushed Louis onto the stepping disk

They flicked through into Needle's cargo space.

The knobby man hel ped Louis strip the suit off inside out, careful of his injured arm
careful not to release spores that m ght have accreted on the surface. Were was the H ndnost?

Bram | ed Louis onto the other disk, flicked themboth through into crew quarters. At no
tinme had Louis considered resisting. Bramwas just too futzy strong.

The protector knelt before a blank wall. "The puppeteer worked here to sunmon inages into
his own quarters. Let us see how well | observed him" He produced wooden pickl ocks and went to
wor K.

A di agram appeared: the nap of the stepping disks.

Then a view of Weaver Town.

The Hindnost flicked in: |ander bay, then crew cabin. "Forgive the delay," he said.

"Were you testing ny security? Hindnbst, wake the Kzin now," Bramsaid. "Afterward | want
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a better view of the rimwall where the protectors are working. Send your refueling probe."

The Hi ndnost gl anced at readouts in the autodoc |id, touched sonething, and danced back as
the lid lifted.

The Kzin stood in one fluid notion, ready to take on an arny.

Now t he knobby man was armed with flash and vari abl e-knife, though Louis hadn't seen him
move. Bramwaited to see Acolyte relax, then asked, "Acolyte, will you bind yourself to nme
according to the terms of Louis Wi's contract?"

The Kzin turned. His scars had di sappeared and his hands | ooked fine. "Louis Wi, shall |
do that?"

Louis swal |l owed his reservations and said, "VYes."

"1 accept your contract."

"CGet out of the 'doc."

Acolyte did. Bramled Louis to the big 'doc and hel ped himin.

The Hi ndnost was busy el sewhere. Col or-coded dots and rai nbow arcs swirled and shifted in
the captain's cabin, responding to the puppeteer's nusic. Suddenly he whistled in discord. "The
probe!"

"Speak, " Bram sai d.

"Look! The stepping disk is dismunted frommy refueling probe! Wait --" The puppet eer
tapped at the wall. The view fromthe partly submerged probe becanme a view fromthe cliffside
webeye. "There! Look, there it is!"

The tel eport device that had been nobunted on the probe's flank now lay flat on the
riverbank beside the Council House.

"Nobody's trying to hide it," Louis said. "The little disk in the nose with the deuterium
filter, is *that* still in place?"

The Hi ndnost | ooked. "Yes."

"It's alnmpst flattering. Soneone wants me back."

"Theft!"

"Yeah, but leave it. Wat you' d better do is bring the probe here and nount another disk
Acol yte, the Hi ndnost will read you your contract. Don't harmeither of these people. Wake nme up
when the 'doc is through with me. The kitchen wall has settings to feed a Kzin, and Bram here wil|
be using it, too. WIIl you be all right?"

"Yes."

"Stet." Wth no small trepidation, Louis lay down in the coffin-shaped 'doc. The lid
cl osed.

CHAPTER TVEENTY- ONE - - PHYSI CS LESSONS

Al R SLED TRANSFER STATI ON, A.D. 2893

They saw it days ahead: a black |line against the vastly nore distant starboard rimwall

Closer, the line becane a trenendous and artificial silhouette rising above the desert: a
raised platformw th bunps clustered near the center

Cl oser yet, the Reds could see daylight under parts of the elevation. By then Warvia knew.
It was the Night People's goal, and the Sand People's cenetery.

They were traveling through a dry land. Sand wasn't good for the motor. There had been a
hungry few days before they ran across the Sand Peopl e.

The Sand People went nuffled in pastel robes. Small, conpact beasts drew their wagons in
groups of twelve, and served as neat aninals, too. Carnivores! Red Herders and Machi ne People
rejoiced alike.

They made gifts of the cloth they'd taken fromthe Shadow Nest. The Sand People killed two
of their beasts to make a feast. The several species shared |lore and stories as best they coul d.
Only Karker spoke the trade | anguage well enough to be understood, and everything had to be
transl at ed.

Ri shathra didn't require translation, only gestures. Wthout their robes, the Sand Peopl e
were snmall and conpact: as short as d eaners, with broader torsos and | ean arnms and | egs.

Harpster and Gieving Tube kept to the payl oad shell

The crui ser departed at hal f dawn.

It made Warvia uneasy to know that the CGhouls bel ow her driving bench were near starving.
But their goal was in sight.

They arrived in bright md-afternoon

An ancient road half covered with sand rose to the axis of the platform Three arns
spl ayed out fromthe center section at 120-degree angl es. The arns were wedge-shaped pl atforns
that fl oated unsupported.
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The center section was a forest of nooring posts, netal rails, pulleys, and ropes. The
roof ed buildings on this structure | ooked like afterthoughts. They were enpty and sandbl asted by
ti me: warehouses, a banquet hall, an inn. Running through the axis was a deep well with clean
wat er at the bottom

On one of the w de paths between buil dings, the Sand People had laid out their dead. It
| ooked as if they had been doing that for generations. There were hundreds of skeletons. A double
handful at the hub end were nore munmmy than bone. A few were nore recent yet.

"Just as Karker said," said Sabarokaresh. "Warvia, did Karker tell you ...?"

Warvia said, "Karker told ne howto find a shrieker village. Sand People don't eat
shriekers, but |I told himwe could."

"You were guessing?"

"Well, what choice? Antispin of the funeral place ..." Warvia waved to antispin, and then
| ooked again. Not thirty paces paces [sic -- should be a single "paces"] away, the snooth plains
became a junmble of nmounds. It |ooked like a crunmbling city in mniature.

"W won't wake the Ghoul s," Sabarokaresh decided. "Let them wake and foll ow their noses."

So they set their wagon on the cenetery heights, not too close to the array of corpses,
and went out to | ook over the shrieker village.

* k%

It was not the strangest thing Warvia had seen, yet it was strange enough

Here on the flat plain were hundreds of squared-off nounds. It |ooked like a half-nelted
city as built by people a foot high. Every nound had a door in it. Every door faced out fromthe
center of the city.

When the vanpire killers wal ked toward the nounds, an arny poured out of the holes and
took up station.

The shriekers were of a size to make a day's neal, Warvia thought. Their faces were blunt.
They came out on all fours, then stood upright to display outsize claws intended nore for digging
than fighting, and shrieked. The high pitch hurt Warvia's ears.

"Sticks," Forn suggested.

Tegger waved it off. "If we just wade in and start clubbing them they' Il swarm us.
There's a forest of ropes where we left the wagon. Didn't | see a net there?"

The guard took station again to defend their city. Barok and Tegger threw the net. It was
of strong, coarse weave, intended to |lift cargo. Mst of the guard crawl ed out and attacked. The
Reds and Machi ne People ran then, pulling the net behind them and paused to flip it over, to trap
the few renmi ning guards. The other shriekers stopped, shrieked at the invaders, and returned to
their stations.

Four bi g ones remai ned caught.

The Reds had eaten, and the Mchi ne People were cooking their catch, before shadow crossed
the sun. The N ght People energed, |ooked about them and followed their noses. Warvia and Tegger
crawl ed into the payload shell to sleep

“Munmi fied, nost of them" Harpster told themat the follow ng hal fdawn. "Too far gone
even to carry as hardship rations. Mst of themdied old. Sand People seemto | ead a good, healthy
life. Never nmind, there was a ..."

"Herder," Grieving Tube finished for him "Killed by his own beasts, | expect. W rarely
starve."

"CGood, " Warvia said.

The sliver of sun was already too bright for the N ght People. They sat under an awning
whil e the others soaked up sunlight and waited for the norning to warm

"We asked the Sand Peopl e about this place," Foranayeedli said. "They growup inits
shadow, but they know nothing of it except as a burial place.”

"It's much nore,"” Harpster said. "Qur need nowis to nount the cruiser and noor it tight.
W'l |l need food for five days for all four of you --"

Sabar okaresh said, "W |eave you here."

Warvi a and Tegger had known this was conming. Warvia said, "W thank you for staying so
I ong. W woul d have | ooked peculiar, Red Herders driving a Machine People cruiser. Have your plans
changed?"

"W return to port at our own pace. We'Ill buy our passage with stories and |lore. W'l
teach the tribes we pass anong to nake fuel." Barok squeezed his daughter's arm "Wen finally we
reach Machi ne Peopl e again, we'll have enough of bounties to nmake Forn a dowy."

"For the |essons also, thank you," Tegger said carefully.

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Ringworld%20Throne.txt (95 of 149) [1/19/03 6:19:00 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Ringworl d%20Throne.txt

The girl favored himwith a |l echerous smile. "You were easy to teach!" She glanced at her
father. "Ch, there were things we never yet spoke of --"

"Courting," Barok said.

"Yes. Renmenber how to court," Foranayeedli said. "Mst honi nids have courting rituals.
Don't try to guess what they are. Stick to your own. It keeps *you* confortable, keeps *thent
amused. Can you renenber courting?"

Warvia said, "Alittle."

Tegger said, "W court briefly and negotiate first. | suppose other honinids consider us
shy or cold.”
"Hm vyes --"

Grieving Tube said firmy, "Time runs short. W nust nount the wagon. Barok, Forn, you'l
hel p before you | eave?"

"W will. We've found livestock, too. What do you intend?"

"The wagon must sit solidly on the vehicle at the end of the starboard platform™

"I's that a *vehicle*?"

It was one of three long floating platforns. Tegger m ght have taken it for a covered
dance floor, tournanent field, shooting range ... The roof was transparent. The floor was fl at,
and five tinmes as big as the cruiser's wheel base. Sturdy alunmi num | oops as big as his torso were
recessed into the floor

They centered the cruiser on the platform Harpster and Gieving Tube supervised from
under the awning while the rest threaded rope through al um num | oops and over and around the iron
payl oad shell. They used pulleys to put tension on the ropes, until it seemed no force beneath the
Arch woul d cause the wagon to shift.

They were done by nidday. Barok and Forn began to gear up for their own journey.

"You'll need food," Tegger said. "Shall we snoke sone shriekers?"

"Good. And | noticed sonmething," Barok said. He led themto his find: a shallow tray three
manhei ghts long by two wide, with lines trailing fromholes at the corners. He lifted it
effortlessly.

Warvia grinned. "Brilliant! You can tow it!"

“Yes. But first ..."

The shrieker guard energed to formrank.

First, the nets. They scooped up nost of the guard, twisted the net and threw it aside.

Then the four dipped the edge of their tray into the | oose sandy dirt and pushed and
wi ggl ed and pushed until the tray slid in and under. Wen they pulled at the ropes, the corners of
the tray cane up. They had a section of shrieker city on a tray.

The guard had been working their way free. Wat they saw maddened them A swarm of them
dug straight into the section of city on the tray, frantic lest it escape. The rest forned a
crescent and screaned.

Lifting it took all the strength of all four, but they only had to carry it thirty paces.
Then ropes and pulleys lifted it to the cenetery heights, and sliding posts on rails took it the
rest of the way. They set it down aft of the cruiser, and slid the tray out fromunder the dirt.

Four shriekers still struggling in the net were pulled |oose, killed, cleaned, and snoked
over wood Barok pulled froma collapsed building. The Machi ne Peopl e drank as they worked, as much
water as their bellies could carry. They left before hal fnight.

* k%

Warvi a and Tegger talked to the N ght People while they inspected the work.

"Truly, we thought you, too, would | eave us before now," Harpster said. He was |ooking to
spi nward of port, where Foranayeedli and Sabarokaresh were tiny shadows.

The Sand Peopl e had mapped a path to other tribes. Traveling by night, the Gty Builders
coul d bounce fromone tent city to another until they were in green | ands once again.

And where, Warvia wondered, would two Red Herders be by then?

Warvi a explained: "Red Herders travel w dely. Twenty daywal ks i s nothing. Were we settle,
runor and questions will catch us up. W nake poor liars, Harpster. W nust go farther. Best to do
wi t hout the questions.”

Tegger said, "In twenty daywal ks we've had rishathra with Machi ne Peopl e and Dryl and
Farners and Sand People."

Warvi a renmenbered that her own experience was w der yet. Nobody spoke that truth, not even
Harpster. He only gunned and said, "But not Wed Gatherers nor Ghouls. Picky!"

Warvi a's eyes dropped. She would rish, but not with a Ghoul, and Tegger woul dn't either

"But we acted w thout the encouragenent of vanpire nusk," Tegger said. "There is a
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restlessness inus -- or ne ...?"

"Us," Warvia said firmy. "Mated we are, but no longer for each other alone. | don't doubt
that we can return to our custom--"

"But we nust be far fromthe runor of Red Herders who rished with every species al ong
their path! We've nearly |left the Machi ne People enpire behind. Alittle farther --"

Warvia said, "Five days, you said. How does this thing nove?"

The Ghouls were at work closing the aft end of the great crystal canopy. Warvia began to
feel claustrophobic. It bothered her, howlittle she and Tegger knew of where they were going.

She thought they would not answer; and then Harpster said, "Like this." He noved a | ever
that took both arns and a strong back. The platform detached fromthe dock

Motion was hard to see, it was so snooth, but the platformwas clearly drifting away.

"How far are you goi ng?" Tegger asked.

"Ch, easily farther than the runors you're fleeing." Harpster grinned.

Grieving Tube strode around the bul k of the wagon. "Is this Barok's work? He did well.
Tegger, Warvia, we're going as far as the rimwall. W can drop you off at the next stop if you
Iike, or you can cone along and then | eave us com ng back."

Tegger | aughed incredulously. "You'll be dead of old age before you get to the rimwall!"

"Next stop, then," Harpster said agreeably.

Grieving Tube chitter-whistled angrily. Harpster |aughed and chittered back, whistling
ri bal d- soundi ng comments through his teeth.

"Grieving Tube wants you," he told the Red Herders. "She thinks we should travel with
peopl e who can | ook daylight in the face.”

"W only need to be outside Machine People turf," Tegger said.

"Leave us when you like. But think! It's serious work we're doing. W're going up the

spill mountains and farther yet. No Red Herder has ever done anything so big. You'll have so much
to tell when you finally settle that you'll never remenber to speak of rishathra."

The desert slid snmoothly past. Warvia asked, "Wat are we riding?"

"It's a Builder thing. I've only heard about them None of the Ni ght People would use an

air sled unless the need was dire, but we have perm ssion and directions."

"How fast does it go?" The | andscape was noving faster yet. The recedi ng dockyard had
becone a dot. A sound was rising, as of wind heard through a sturdy stone wall.

"Fast. We'll be below the spill nobuntains in five days."

"No. "

"So | was told. But the first stop is only three days away."

“I"'mfrightened." Watching the world zip past was beginning to hurt Warvia's eyes.

"Warvia, there are lines under the land. In drawi ngs they took |like a honeyconb, and they
lift and nove Builder things. We can only stop where the |ines cone together."

"Three days," Gieving Tube repeated.

Far across the desert, a caravan of hom nids and beasts popped up and was gone so quickly
that Warvia couldn't even identify the species. The air sled was still accelerating.

The payl oad shell snelled of Ghouls. It hunmed. Warvia huddl ed agai nst Tegger in the dark
and di dn't speak of what was happeni ng outside. They mated with an intensity backed by fear, and
for that time Warvia entirely forgot where she was. But then the whisper of notion was back, and
Tegger's voice in the darkness to drown it out.

"What was Karker |ike?"

"Strong. Strange to hold: strangely shaped."

"Down here ...?"

"No, not *here*. His body was broad, shoulders and belly and hips. | think every nman is
ali ke *here*. And he was very eager to talk, to try his skill at trade |anguage."

"You only tal ked?"

Warvia giggled. "W rished. It was his first time. |Inagine, Tegger! | was his teacher!"

"Did you tell him--"

"Of course. The only Red Herder worman who ever engaged in rishathra, and all his for the
night. He loved it. Wo were you with?"

"Hen -- no, *Han*sheerv. | made sure | got her nanme right. She was the tall one, alnost ny
size?" Warvia laughed at that, and he said, "The old | eader's w dow, though she's about my age. O
course we couldn't talk. We tried to rish in the dark, but we couldn't *gesture* that way, so we
went outside and did it by Archlight.”

"I wonder if the N ght People were watching."

"I wondered, too," Tegger said. And then the whi sper of uncanny speed was in their ears
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and soul s.

They dozed. When each knew that the other couldn't sleep, they mated again. And tried to
sl eep again. Wen the outline of the door was a white glow, Warvia asked, "Are you hungry?"

"Yes. Are you going out?

"No. "

The door opened on hal fdawn light. The Ghouls shanmbled in. The door closed. "We' re noving
well along," Harpster said, and Tegger heard relief and fatigue in his voice. "Warvia, Tegger, are
you all right?"

"Scared," Warvia said.

Tegger asked, "Shouldn't soneone be steering?"

Grieving Tube said, "The air sled rides lines buried in the scrith. W can't get lost."

Tegger said, "If the air sled went astray, it would kill us so fast that we'd barely know

"You'll get used to it."

"How do you know?"

Harpster grow ed. Gieving Tube said, "Let us sleep.”

Since they'd left the vanpires behind, the Ni ght People had been sleeping in the payl oad

shell. The snell was rich. Warvia huddl ed agai nst her nate and tried not to think of the snell of
Ghoul s, or her hunger, or the vibration in the iron around her

She uncurled and stood up. "lI'mgoing to hunt up a neal. Shall | bring you back
sonet hi ng?”

"Yes."

* % %

They had |l eft the eternal clouds far behind. The day was abl aze. The |and streaned past,
pulling Warvia's eyes with it. Warvia dropped fromthe crui ser and | oped over to the piled sand,
keepi ng her gaze always toward her feet.

No shrieker guards cane.

Warvia found an entrance hole and tickled it with a stick. A fat shrieker popped out and
screaned at her. She snatched it, broke its neck and ate voraciously.

She coul dn't keep from|looking. The |and had becone a vast forest. The tops of huge trees
were all far below, all converging and di sappeari ng behind the sky sled. The notion threw her
bal ance off, naking her dizzy.

She made herself circle the cargo tray and tickl e another opening. Wen a defender
appeared, she snatched it and wapped it in her skirt.

She was stepping onto the running board when she heard a voi ce speak her nane.

The shrieker fell and scanpered free. Warvia junped strai ght backward, her spear poised to
kill. That wasn't Tegger, and the Chouls were fast asleep ...

The deck was cl ear. \Whatever had spoken nust be aboard the cruiser

O under it? The space under there was bl ack. Warvia adjusted her stance, a bit farther

fromthe cruiser. Had she imagined ...?
"Show yoursel f!"
"Warvia, | dare not. It's \Whisper."
*Whi sper ?* "Tegger called you a wayspirit. He thought he inmagi ned you."
The voice said, "I will not speak to Tegger again. Warvia, | hope you will not babble of

me to Tegger nor to the Night People. |I could be killed and the Arch itself may fall if anyone
takes notice of nme."

"Yes, ny mate said you were secretive. Wisper? Wy tell ne?"

"May we talk a little?"

"I'd rather be inside."

"I know. Warvia, we're traveling at just under the speed of sound. That's not very fast at
all. When an object strikes the world fromoutside, it nmoves three hundred tinmes as fast, with
ninety thousand tinmes the energy."”

"Real ly." The thought was shattering. But why? Had she thought the speed of sound was
i nst ant aneous?

"Light travels nuch faster than sound. You' ve seen that yourself Lightning, then thunder,"
t he voice said.

It didn't occur to her to doubt a wayspirit. Anyone who coul d speak such things mnust
really know what she was tal king about. She asked, "Wy not go faster than sound? Coul dn't we hear
each ot her?"

"It's the speed of sound in air, Warvia. If we nmake the air go with us, the sound in the
air goes with us, too."
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"Oh. "

"The air sled is doing what the universe says it nust. It can go to only one place, and
then it will touch softly as a feather.™

Warvi a asked again, "Wy tell ne?"

"When you know what is happening, it can't frighten you. O course there are exceptions,
but the sky sled isn't one. It flies in a kind of invisible groove, a pattern of nagnetic fields.
It cannot lose its way."

"Pattern of ...?"

"I will teach you about magnets and gravity and inertia. Inertiais the force that pulls
you agai nst the inside of the spinning ring so that gravity will not pull you into the sun --"

"I's that real, too, what the N ght People say? The Arch is a ring?"

"Yes. Gravity is a force you need hardly notice, but it holds the sun together so that it
can burn. Magnets allow the sun's rind to be mani pul ated, to defend the Arch agai nst things
falling fromoutside. | will teach you nore, if you come in daylight."

"\ 2"

"You and Tegger are frightened. If you understand what's happening here, your fright wll
go away. |If you lose your fright, so will Tegger. You will not go nmd."

"Tegger," she said, and | ooked around her. "Tegger nust be starving." She couldn't find
the shrieker she'd dropped. She went back to the shrieker village, holding her eyes to the deck
Nearly the speed of sound: how fast was that in daywal ks?

A shrieker came when she tickled a tunnel opening, and she bagged it. She clinbed into the
payl oad bay, and no voi ce stopped her

CHAPTER TVEENTY- TWO -- THE NET
HOT NEEDLE OF | NQUIRY, A D. 2893
*Cof fin!*

Louis tried to push the lid away. The lid didn't want to nove that fast. He pulled his
knees up to set his feet and thrust upward, then roll-dived out fromunder the hal f-raised |id.
Ht the floor. Kept rolling and stood up in a crouch

Not a coffin, he remenbered, but he was on an adrenaline high, with good reason to stay in
moti on. What had been happening while he was in the box?

H s ankl e stung. He'd kicked sonething. *lgnore it.*

The strangest thing about his waking was the way he felt.

In their early twenties, Louis and a dozen friends had run an ancient nmartial arts
teachi ng program A few dropped out when the conputer had themhitting each other in the face.
Louis had stuck with it, play-fighting for ten nonths. Then it all turned stale, and two hundred
years went by, and ..

It didn't feel like waking fromsteep or surgery. He felt nore like a fighter halfway
through a yogatsu match he knows he can win. Absolutely charged up, seething with adrenaline and
energy.

*Great! Bring 'emon!*

*Motion!* He whirled around. Hi s hands felt naked.

Beyond the forward wall, rocky rolling terrain flashed past on either side, too fast for
detail. Needle nust be noving |like a hypersonic shuttle at ground | evel. And the view was toward
the captain's cabin --

Only a picture. None of those great rocks was about to mash himinto jelly. The bl ack
basalt walls to left and right, the | ander bay behind him were all quite notionless.

The thing he'd kicked was a bl ock of stone in the forward-starboard corner of crew
quarters. He'd never seen that before. It |ooked conpletely inert and harm ess: a roughly dressed
granite cube as tall as his knee.

He was al one.

Loui s understood why Bram had | eft Acolyte in an induced cona until he could attend to
him Waking alone, a Kzin night set traps and barriers, or force the wardrobe and kitchen systens
to produce weapons. But Louis did not understand why Bram had left *hint to wake al one.

How fast *did* a protector |earn? Bram had observed himfor ... hm? Up to three days, if
he'd tapped into the webeye canera at Weaver Town. *Could Bram al ready know nme well enough to
trust nme?*

*Not likely!* Bram hadn't done this. The Hi ndnpbst nust have reset the 'doc to open when
his treatment was finished.

Now, what was the Hindnost trying to show hin? Louis wondered. Did the protector know what
ki nd of show the H ndnost had runni ng here?
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The hol ogram vi ew streaned past him Distant trees flashed past, an extensive forest of
what | ooked |ike pines. Dead ahead, nountains and cloud patterns seenmed infinitely distant.

The Hi ndnost could hide anything in the captain's cabin, and his crew woul d see not hi ng
but this bounding, |urching hol ogram projection. Maybe *that* was the point.

The bouncing | ower rimwas dark wood: the front of an al cohol - burni ng Machi ne Peopl e
cruiser. Under that, a bit of a curved rimof gleaning netal or plastic.

The webeye canera that the CGhouls had mounted on a Machi ne Peopl e crui ser now rode
sonet hing that flew

Bl ocks of rock protruded fromfringes of forest. The vehicle flew no nore than two hundred
feet up. The speed? Subsonic, but not by much.

What kind of hom nids could tolerate such speed? Louis wondered. Even Disney Port didn't
run rides this fast. Mdst Ringworld hominids would die if they nerely travel ed beyond their | ocal
ecologies. Aride like this would stop their hearts.

VWhat was he supposed to *do* with this?

How nmuch time did he have to play?

Trapped in a bungal ow si zed box buried mles deep in cooled |lava, he was hardly a free
agent. Stepping disks would get himout, but they would only take himto where his nmasters waited.

Loui s knew that he was reacting instead of acting, |like a good dog trying to guess the
will of his nmasters. He was seething with new youth, and he couldn't *do* anyt hi ng.

*Sit down,* he told hinmself. *Relax. Distract yourself. Eat?*

The kitchen nenu was running. It showed kzinti script and a picture: some kind of sea
life. Alien sashim! Better not. Louis reset it for human metabolism Sol, Earth, frantfais
[francai s], pain perdu, added caf, [cafe] au lait, and called it breakfast. And while he waited

hmm?

Using the stepping disk woul d | ose him his options.

*Exani ni ng* the stepping disk ..

He lifted the rimas he'd seen Bram do.

The racing | andscape blinked out, replaced by an abstraction: the diagram of the stepping
di sk networKk.

More |inks had been added. Several networks had nerged into one. The restricted flick from
crew quarters to the captain's cabin was still isolated, and so were a few other pairs. Still, the
H ndnost had given up sone security for greater conveni ence. Bram nust have made him do that.

The di agram neasured di stance on a logarithnic scale. At and near Needle, detail was fine
enough to discrimnate between crew quarters and the | ander bay. There were flick points al
through the Repair Center. Louis picked out Waver Town, hundreds of thousands of miles distant.
One point was far to starboard of Needle's position, alnost to the rimwall, half a mllion mles
away or nore. The npst distant point nust be a third of the way around the Ringworld's arc:
hundreds of millions of mles.

Brighter lines would indicate links that were currently open. If he was reading this right

open circuits ran from Needle's crew quarters to Needl e's |ander bay to the far point on the
Great Ccean. Bram nust be expl oring

Had he taken the Hi ndnost? O had the Hi ndnost returned to his cabin?

Knowi ng *that*, Louis thought, would tell himexactly how nmuch trust was between the
H ndnost and Bram In his cabin the Hi ndnost would be next to invulnerable, with General Products
hul | material between himand any eneny. Locked off from his groom ng aids, he would grow scruffy
and unconfortable --

*Ding.* French toast with naple syrup. Coffee with foany steanmed nil k appeared a nonent
later. Louis ate rapidly.

Then he tried using the fork on the stepping disk controls.

The tines bent and broke.

Humi ng, Louis dialed {Earth, Japan, assorted sashim}.

The hashi felt |ike wood. They even had a grain. He cracked one along the grain to get a
poi nt. He began novi ng whatever would nove in the stepping disk controls.

Bright lines faded, others brightened, as |inks opened and cl osed.

A slide turned everything off. Mving the slide back the way it had cone got hima
blinking half brightness: the systemwanted instructions.

He kept playing. Presently he had a bent ring of seven bright lines, and a virtual clock
and weird nusic playing in the background. He couldn't understand the nusical puppeteer |anguage,
and he couldn't read a Fleet of Worlds tinepiece, but he saw how to set it for *fast~*.

If he'd read this right, the circuit would take himto the | ander bay; then to Waver
Town, to see what had changed. Pick up a pressure suit in the |lock, or else he'd be sniffing tree-
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of-1ife when he flicked to the Meteor Defense room Keep the suit on when he flicked to the
surface of the Map of Mars, and thence to the farthest point on the diagram which seemed to be on
the rimwall. On to the nystery point at the far shore of the G eat Ccean, and back to Needl e

Second thoughts? This shouldn't take himnore than a few m nutes, unless he found
sonet hing interesting.

He set the sashim plate on the stepping disk

Not hi ng happened.

O course not: the rimof the stepping disk was still lifted, exposing the controls. Louis
pushed it down. The sashim plate flicked out.

The network blinked out, too. Louis had to shy from sudden notion. The racing | andscape
was back, and nountains beyond, spill nountains with the rimwall as backdrop. They were near by,
by Ringworld neasure, a few tens of thousands of niles away.

Loui s thought of matters he would like to study, if he could access the ship's conputer
He'd have to ask the Hindnost later. He *nust* review what was known of protectors. *Where was
that sashim plate?*

Runni ng through a yoga set allowed himto curb his inpatience. How fast was fast?

Forty-five mnutes later the plate hadn't conme back

Hi s compani ons might be at one of these points -- probably were -- and Acol yte nmi ght have
snatched the sashim . Still: *rethink.*

The far point in the diagramhad drifted a little.

Drifted a little, yeah. Louis's wi ndpipe closed up; he was wheezing. Two hundred mllion
mles up the Arch as neasured on a logarithm c scale, and *drifting*? That point had to be noving
like an interstellar slowboat, at hundreds of miles per second.

It was the refueling probe, of course. They nust have nounted a new stepping disk on its
flank and set it orbiting along the rimwall. As for the sashim plate, it nust have burned as a
net eor .

Louis pulled the disk up to expose the controls. He began to reset them swearing and
talking hinself through it, trying to ignore the orchestra. "Now *this* should reset *that* |ink

tanj. Wiy not? GCh. Stet, *dark* means *off*, now try *this* "

He dialed up a loaf of bread and set it on the stepping disk. *Flick*.

An hour and ten since he had cut his associates off from Needle. He'd cut themoff from
the entire Repair Center, cone to that. It would be open war when they discovered that, and breach
of contract, too.

Then again, what could they do about it?

The chuckl e never reached his throat. Louis knew puppeteers. The Hi ndnost woul d have had
auxiliary controls inplanted surgically. Louis knew he should be wondering when to reset the
st eppi ng di sks. The Hi ndnost night tolerate his fiddling, but Louis didn't want to face Bram s
wr at h.

The bread was back.

The cruiser was flying over water. The nmountains were to its left now, drifting mnutely
to spinward. The platform nust have turned ... turned by sixty degrees. Louis let a slowgrin
form

It was follow ng the superconductor grid!

Super conducting cable |lay as a substrate beneath the Ringworld floor, form ng hexagons
fifty thousand miles across. It guided the magnetic fields by which solar prom nences could be
mani pul ated. Evidently the cruiser was riding a magnetic levitation vehicle, possibly sonething
worked up by City Builders, nore likely sonething as old as the Ringworld itself.

D d the Hi ndnost know?

Reacting, he was still reacting. And the bread was back

Worth the risk?

Loui s stepped on the disk.

* k%

Pressure suits were nmissing fromthe | ander bay: one for the Hi ndnost, Chneee's spare, and
a set nmeant for Louis. It need not nean that Bramis crew were in vacuum The protector m ght be
showi ng caution, using the suits for arnor.

Loui s stepped off to tuck a pressure suit under his arm then a cunmerbund, helnet, and
air pack. Then on to Weaver Town.

* k%

Louis flicked in off balance. He stunbl ed and dropped everything he was carrying.
Enbarrassed, he | ooked warily about him

Full daylight. The stepping disk sat on the nud bank of the Wavers' bathing stream
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canted at an angle. Nobody was using the pool. Louis listened for children's voices, but he heard
not hi ng.

He' d st ooped to exam ne the di sk when a waspi sh voi ce spoke close behind him The fallen
hel ret said, "Geeting! Wat species are you?"

Louis stood up. "I amof the Ball People," he said. "Ki dada?"

"Yes. Louis WI's people?" The old Waver peered at Louis uncertainly.

"Yes. Kidada, how long since Louis Wi left?"

"You're Louis Wi nmade young!"

"Yes." Kidada's gape and stare nade Louis unconfortable. He said, "Kidada, | have been in
a long sleep. Are the Wavers wel | ?"

"We thrive. W trade. Visitors cone and go. Sawur took ill and died nany days ago. The sky
has circled twenty-two tinmes since --"

"* Sawur * ?"

"Since the night you vanished with some hairy creature of |egend just on your tail, and
only a Ghoul child for witness. Yes, Sawur is dead. | nearly died, too, and two children died.

Sonetinmes visitors bring a sickness that kills others but not thenselves."
"I hoped to talk to her."
A gaunt snile. "But will she answer?"

"She advised me well." *Don't wait until you're desperate!*
"Sawur told me of your problem after you vanished."
"I solved it. | hope |I solved it. Otherwise | am ensl aved. "

"Enslaved. But with tens of falans to free yourself." Kidada sounded tired and bitter

Loui s was becom ng aware of how nuch he wanted to talk to Sawur. He would have stayed to
mourn, if he had the tine.

Tinme. The sky had circled twenty-two tinmes ... two falans plus. One hundred sixty-five of
the Ringworld' s thirty-hour days. They'd left himin that tank for nore than half an Earth year

And he now was pl ayi ng catch-up. "Kidada, who noved our stepping disk?"

"I know not what you nean. *This*? It was here the norning you were gone. We've left it

al one. "

The rimwas nmuddy. Louis could see big fingerprints and scratch marks left by fingernails.
Some visiting hominid -- not Wavers, who had snaller hands -- had been trying to alter the
setting.

*Ghoul s. * He m ght have known. He was glad he'd flicked in during daylight. The Ni ght
Peopl e woul dn't even know he'd been here.

Loui s donned his pressure suit. "Say hello to the children for ne,
flicked out.

* k%

he said, and he

Dar kness.

Louis turned on his helnmet |anp, and a hal f-seen skel eton was wat chi ng him

He was in the Meteor Defense room The screens were dark. His lanp was the only Iight.

These bones had been nounted for study. They weren't attached at the joints: they barely
touched. A frane of thin netal rods held themin place.

The skel eton stood ten inches shorter than Louis Wi. Al of the bones had a rounded | ook
weat hered. The ribs were inprobably narrow, the fingers nearly gone. Tinme had turned bone
structure to dust. Weather in here couldn't be that erosive! But the knuckles still showed | arge,
and all the joints were massive and greatly swollen. Those eroded projections in the nassive jaw
weren't teeth. They were | ater bone grow h.

Protector.

Louis let his fingertips play over the face. The bone was gritty with dust, and snooth.
Srmoot hed by time, as surfaces turned gradually to dust.

This wasn't an erosive environnment. These bones nust be a thousand years dead, at |east.

The right hip had been shattered, the pieces nounted separately. And the | eft shoul der and
el bow, and the neck: all fractured or shattered.

He might have died in a fall, or been beaten to death in conbat.

* % %

The Pak had had their origin somewhere in the galactic core. A Pak colony on Earth had
failed -- the tree-of-life had failed, |eaving the colony with no protectors -- but Pak breeders
had spread over the Earth fromlanding sites in Africa and Asia. Their bones were in nuseuns under
nanes such as Honb habilis. Their descendants had evolved to intelligence: a classic exanple of
neot eny.

There was a mummi fied Pak protector in the Smithsonian Institute. It had been dug from
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under a desert on Mars, centuries ago. Louis had never seen it except as a hologramin a Cenera
Bi ol ogy course.

This creature m ght be a deforned Pak, he thought. But there was that massive jaw.

Protectors lost their teeth. That was a pity, because teeth could have told hima |ot. But
the jaw was a bone cracker

The torso was too long for a standard issue Pak

It was not quite a Pak, and it was also not quite a Ghoul. Louis could guess when it had
di ed, but when had it been born? The protector in the Smithsonian had spent thirty thousand years
and nore crossing fromthe galactic core to Earth. Gearing up for the expedition m ght have taken
himthat long again. Protectors could live a long tine.

Cronus was the ol dest of the Geek gods, killer of his children, until sonme escaped and
killed himinstead. Call this one Cronus, then

A vanpire horde had killed a protector who nmust have been Cronus's abandoned servant.

Bram and Anne nust have stal ked the master for years afterward. Years, centuries,

m |l ennia? Pak breeders, Man's ancestors, and the vanpires', too, had been cursorial hunters
before ever they left the galactic core.

A d Cronus might not have taken vanpire protectors quite seriously. Vanpires, after all
were mndless aninmals with disgusting sexual and dietary habits, and Cronus had been a
superintelligent being with no distracting sex urge at all

*And so was Bram* It might give hima blind spot, Louis thought, if he could find it.

The breaks at the right hip, left arm and shoul der, and a crack along the skull, had been
fresh at death. Louis found old, heal ed breaks el sewhere. Cronus had broken his spine |ong before
his death. Did a protector's spinal nerves grow back? H s right knee, *that* old injury hadn't
heal ed: the knee was fused solid.

Sonet hi ng el se was strange about the spine ... but Louis didn't understand until he
returned to the skull

The forehead bul ged. More: the forehead bone and the crest at the top was snoot her
younger than the rest of the skull. The jagged ridge of growmh fromthe jawbone still had an
appearance of worn teeth. These things were *recent* growth. The spine, too, was recent growh: it
had gone through a period of regeneration

If Cronus had won his |ast battle, he would have heal ed agai n.

*So think of it as a nmurder investigation. | know the killer, but to get a conviction in
court | need every detail, every nuance. Wiy did Bram put these bones back together? The eneny was
dead, there were none to avenge him--*

*O did Bram and Anne fear others |ike Cronus?*

A standi ng skel eton, and a heap of gear in the shadows beyond. Bram hadn't |et hi m near
this stuff.

It had seened scattered, dropped at random It was and it wasn't. Stuff had been l|aid out
neatly for study; then something had swept through the pattern, like a vanpire protector kicking
out in rage.

Sone of it had sinply disintegrated. Sone had | eft clear patterns.

This had been a wonderful fur coat, and a belt to hold it closed. It stank: just a ghost
of the stench of old hide, and a Ghoul who hadn't bathed in thousands of years. On the inner
surface, the hide surface, Louis could see the traces of a score of |eather pockets in a score of
shapes, all enpty now.

There were weapons: a knife of old nmetal turned to black rust, slender and a foot | ong.
Two knives made of horn, each no bigger than a forefinger. There were six throwi ng knives, nearly
i dentical though shaped fromstone, as lethal as the day they were made. A sl ender pole of sone
durabl e netal alloy, the ends sharpened to chisels.

Patterns in the dust m ght once have been wooden shoes with heavy straps. Here were a
fancy crossbow and a dozen bolts, each slightly different. This little box ... a firestarter?
Louis tried, but he couldn't get a flane started. A stack of paper or parchnment: maps?

There was a telescope ... crude, but very finely shaped and polished, and set a little
apart. Hello: these next to it were tool-working tools. Pumice, little knives ... Bram and/or Anne
had set up shop here to duplicate Cronus's tel escope.

A hard black lunmp the size of his fist. Louis bent lowto sniff. Dried neat? A thousand

years beyond its date ... but jerky always did snell and taste a bit gamy. Maybe a Ghoul would
i ke that.
How | ong ago had Cronus died?
* Ask?*
Loui s knew he was playing catch-up here. He'd learn nore by asking ... but he'd | earn what
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Bram chose to teach. And tinme was constricting around him

Loui s patted Cronus's shoul der bones. "Trust me," he said, and flicked out.

* k%

He was glare-blind and way off bal ance.

He convul sed |i ke a sea anenobne, reaching between his knees for anything solid, eyes
squi nted shut against raw sunlight. H's gloved fingers brushed sonething and cl osed hard.

The badly tilted stepping disk slid under himby a foot or two. He was gripping the rim of
the disk itself, he hoped. He held very still.

H s photosensitive faceplate turned snmoky gray. Still crouched, gripping the edge of the
st eppi ng di sk, he | ooked about him

The Map of Mars wasn't a very *good* nap.

He coul d see a hundred shades of red w thout noving, but the sky was the dark blue of high-
altitude Earth. The sun was too bright for Mars. Nothing coul d be done about the gravity either

Maybe it didn't matter to Martians. They lived safe from sunlight beneath sand fine enough
to behave like a viscous fluid. Perhaps the sand woul d even buoy them agai nst Ringworld gravity.

He'd expected to be at Mons A ynpus, and it seened he was. He was a |ong way up. The
stepping disk rested near the top of a snoboth forty-five-degree slope of piled dust, and it was
starting to slide again.

What had the Hi ndnost been *thinking* of, to put it here?

*Yeah, right.* Martians. They'd set a trap.

Sliding faster now, losing all stability. It was a | ong way down. M| es! Dust nust have

piled here over mllenia [sic -- should be "mllennia”] in a prevailing wind ... a Geat Ccean
stratospheric wind, in a weather pattern huger than worlds. Another flaw in the accuracy of the
Map of Mars.

Loui s squatted, flattened hinself against the stepping disk as it becanme a sl ed.

It picked up speed. The disk was trying to bounce himoff. H's hands had a death-grip and
he tried to grip with his boot toes, too. An arcol ogy-sized rock stood in his path. He | eaned
left, trying to steer. Nope. It was going to swat hi m hard.

Then he was el sewhere

And his death-grip becane sonething nore, because he was falling into a bl ack void.

He chopped off part of a shrill scream *But | fixed it! I fixed it! | fixed it!*

He was clinging to a stepping disk welded to a gracefully curved cigar shape: the
puppeteer's refueling probe. Around himwas bl ack sky and a glare of stars.

The stepping disk, the probe's hull, everything gl owed. There nust be |ight behind him
W thout |osing anything of his toe-and-finger grip, Louis twisted to | ook over his shoul der

The Ringworld was adrift behind and bel ow him He could see fine detail: rivers like
twi sted snakes, undersea |andscapes, a straight black thread that m ght be a Machi ne People
hi ghway.

The naked sun was trying to broil him No problem the suit was one he could sweat
through. Night would be a greater threat. He hadn't thought he would need an oversuit.

He was level with the top of the rimwall, |ooking down at hal f-conical spill nountains
and the rivers that ran fromtheir bases. A thousand mles up. Far ahead of him he could nmake out
lacy lines sketching a | ong doubl e cone.

An attitude jet. He could see the twin toroids that he'd thought made up a Bussard ranj et
but they were tiny, form ng the wasp wai st of something far larger. The Ringworld attitude jet was
made of wire so thin that it kept fading in and out of sight. A cage to guide the flow of the
sol ar wi nd.

This one wasn't nounted yet: it wasn't pointed right.

Louis hadn't felt fear like this in two hundred years.

*But | got the bread back!*

The probe was coasting ... was notionless, while the Ringworld rotated below at 770 m | es
per second.
*The system nust have reset. | took this one disk out of the link, but it nmust have reset.

| don't understand the H ndnost's progranm ng | anguage. What el se have | foul ed up?*

The sashinmi ? That was easy. The plate nmust have drifted too far fromthe disk. The bread
hadn't: it was still in range when the disks cycl ed.

He hung on, hung on ..

And the disk bunped agai nst his facepl ate.

He clung with his eyes closed. He was in no shape to confront anyone, any creature. In a
few seconds he'd be safe and al one aboard Hot Needl e of Inquiry.
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A great clawed hand took himby the shoulder and rolled himover.

CHAPTER TVENTY- THREE -- THE RUNNI NG LESSON

H DDEN PATRI ARCH, A. D. 2893

The Kzin pulled himto his feet. Louis was gasping, shivering. Acolyte couldn't talk to
himwhile his helmet was cl osed, and Louis was gl ad of that.

He was aboard Hi dden Patriarch, near the stern

Just anot her goddamm stunning surprise. He had left the nmile-long sailing ship on the
Shenthy River. What was it doing here?

Acol yte was trying to ask himsonething. The Kzin was holding -- *tanj danmmit!* Louis
wr enched hi s hel met open
Acol yte said, "I was prowing around the stern when this popped up on the stepping disk.

Your visiting-gift, Louis? Preserved fish?"

Louis took the sashim plate. The sliced fish was puffy and crisp to the touch

“I't's been in vacuum" he said. "Did a | oaf of bread conme by?"

"I let it pass. Louis, you stink of terror."

*What am | doi ng here?*

In a moment he coul d be safe aboard Hot Needl e of Inquiry, floating between sl eeping
pl ates while he got through his shivering, got his mnd back, and tried to digest what he had and
hadn't | earned

Acol yte had seen him If the Kzin could be persuaded to shut up, then -- *Yeah, right.*
The protector nust have been observing Acolyte's body | anguage for half an Earth year. The Kzin
couldn't hide anything fromhim

Loui s said instead, "The *dead* could snmell ny terror." He dropped his helnet and air pack
and began opening zippers. "I thought | had the stepping disk controls figured out. Wong! Ch, and
the Martians set us a death trap. That al nost got ne, too."

An adol escent's hal f-bald head popped into view above a hatch. City Builder. The boy's
eyes widened in surprise, and he dropped from vi ew.

The Kzin asked, "Martians?"

Loui s began stripping off his suit. "Skip it. I've *got* to burn sonme energy. Can you
run?"

The Kzin bristled. "I outran nmy father after we fought."

“I"ll race you to the bow "

Acol yte yow ed and bounded away.

Loui s's pressure suit was pool ed around his ankles. At the Kzin's how, his every nuscle
| ocked and he fell over

That was a *wonderful * battle cry! Hi ssing ancient curses, Louis pulled the suit off,
rolled to his feet and ran

Acol yte was still in sight, noving considerably faster than he was. Then the ship
structure jogged and he was gone.

Louis had lived aboard this ship for nearly two years. He wasn't likely to get lost. He
ran hard, conpeting only with hinself. He had a full mile to cover

* k%

"Loueee! "

The voice was faint and strange, comng fromhigh overhead ... froma Pierson's puppeteer
perched in the aft crow s nest.

Loui s bell owed, "Hell ooo!"

"Wait!" the voice called.

"Can't!" He felt *good*.

A squari sh shadow descended. Louis ran on. It cane al ongside, pacing him a Repair Center

cargo plate with rails welded around it. Louis called, "Stay clear. I"'min a race."
"l don't understand."
“I't's not -- an intelligence test."
"How do you feel ?"
"Wonderful. Disoriented. Alive! H ndnost -- don't use -- the O ynmpus stepping disk."
"\ 2"
"Martians -- they're alive -- set a trap." Louis drew a deep breath and blew it out. Salt

air on his taste buds: wonderful! H's breath was hol ding, his | egs were holding. He punped harder
"They' ||l set another."

"Two can play that gane. What if | dropped a disk in the sea and began flicking water to
Mons O ynpus?"
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"You ask me? Don't exterminate -- anything. You might need it -- later. It's the reason --
you didn't kill off -- the kzinti!"

"More or |less,"” the puppeteer acknow edged. A one-eyed head di pped toward a puff of orange
glinpsed far ahead al ong the top m d-deck. Acolyte.

"Louis, your advent is opportune. W have nmuch to catch up on."

"Where's BranP"

"Cooki ng our dinner."

Hi s heads were arced around to |l ook into his own eyes.

Was t he Hi ndnost joking? Maybe that was puppeteer |aughter and maybe it wasn't.

"Bram has a sensitive nose," the H ndnpst added.

Loui s asked, "How goes the dance?"

"The dance! It proceeds without ne. |I'mtanj sick of using your recycler, Louis! | haven't
even had tine to redesign it."

"Thank you for that." *Keep it casual.* But if Bramdidn't trust the H ndnost enough to
Il et himtake normal exercise or use a toilet and shower designed for puppeteers ...

Then the Hi ndnpbst might be ready to take back his life.

* % %

The top m d-deck ended. Louis clanbered through |adders and corridors. Kzinti |adders were
heavily tilted and the rungs were too far apart, but Louis went up and down |ike an ape on
steroi ds. He kept expecting to pass Acolyte. Wrse, he expected Acolyte to leap out at himfrom
some al cove. He stayed to the heights.

In his mind he tried to map his way around the garden. It would take too long. At the end
of a corridor he ran up a flight of hardwood steps to the top of a wall, along the wall to avoid a
thicket of big yellow puffballs with inpressive thorns, and dropped ten feet into dirt.

It had been a kzinti hunting park. For two years Louis and the City Builders had tended
these plants. They had been growing wild when he arrived. Once they nmust have fed herds for kzinti
sailors. The herds were gone, and he didn't expect to find animals now, unless Acol yte was about
to leap out fromsome citrus thicket.

But he never saw the Kzin.

* k% %

There were eight trenendous main nasts and uncountable sails, and the w nches that noved
them could only be worked by a Kzin. O a protector? This mast was the forenast, with the fore
crow s nest at the top. Louis was blowing hard. Hs legs felt |ike overcooked noodl es.

Someone was waiting in the bow

Louis cursed in his nmnd. He didn't have breath to spare. A nonment |ater he recogni zed the
prot ector shape.

Louis slowed. Bramwaited |ike a statue. Louis couldn't tell if he was breathing at all

"I think you win," Louis gasped.

"Were we raci ng?"

Bram woul dn't have known of an intruder until the Cty Builder boy found himin the
kitchen, or until he heard feet pounding across the deck overhead. He *nust* have run. Louis said,
"What ever. | needed exercise."

Before himwas a nmountain range ... an un-Earthly nmountain range. Conical nountains,
spaced wi de apart and varying in size, ran left and right. Wthout a horizon, he had no real grasp
of their size. Mdst were tall enough to have ice-white peaks, but below the ice they were al
green pat chworKk.

Then his eye/ m nd perceived what | oonmed above them

They were *tiny*.

VWait now, the rimwas a thousand mles high. O the twenty or thirty nountains he could
pick out, five or six were nmere foothills |eaning against the rimwall, but two or three m ght
mat ch Everest.

The Hi ndnost drifted toward the bow Behind him a puff of orange pulled itself into view

The Kzin pl odded up. He was done, wi nded. Louis said, "Thank you, Acolyte. | really,

really needed that. | was carrying enough adrenaline to run a war."
The Kzin panted, "Father. Let nme win. Didn't want to. Kill ne."
IIAh. n

"How. Did you pass ne?"

"Must have. Maybe in the garden."

"* How* ?"

"Bram *you* nust know about cursorial hunters?"
"I don't know the term" the protector said.
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"Stet. Acolyte, nost hunting creatures miss their junmp eight tines out of nine. If the
prey runs away, they pick sonmething slower. Only a few kinds of neat eaters pick their prey and
follow it until they run it down. Wlves do that. So do hunans.

"Big cats aren't cursorial hunters, and kzinti aren't, either. Your ancestors |earned that
they'd better track down an eneny or he'll turn up later, but that's your brain tal king. Your
evol ution hasn't caught up --"

"You knew you would win."

"Yeah."

The Kzin blinked at him "If we had run only as far as the garden?”

"“You woul d have won."

"Thank you for the |l esson.”

"Thank *you*." That was nicely phrased, Louis thought. Who had taught himthat?

Bram said, "Louis. Look around you. React."

React? "Inmpressive. Al that green! Fromthe foothills to the frost line, all green. |
shoul dn't be surprised. Those mountains are all seabottom nuck, all fertilizer."

" Mor e?"

"Sone of the pipes have stopped delivering flup. That would account for the | owest
mount ai ns. What's |left of themnust be fairly hard rock by now. The hi ghest ones nmust have a | ot
of water ice in them at least at the peak. | can see rivers running fromthe foothills. Those
mountains will get the Ringworld s only regul ar earthquakes."

"Adifficult environment?"

"I suppose. Bram we saw all this fifty falans ago. Have you seen signs of life in the
nount ai ns?"

"Once around your world would mark the distance to those nmountains, but yes, we have.
Louis, | have a nmeal to tend. Hindnost, Acolyte, take himto the dining hall. Show him"

* k%

The Hi ndnost had sprayed webeyes on all four walls of the dining hall

One was not in use: a mere bronze spi derweb.

A wi ndow shaped |ike a pool of spilled water |ooked out upon a row of dark green cones
capped in white.

Anot her showed the edge of the rimwall drifting slowy past: a view fromthe refueling
probe.

And one showed a score of muscular, hairy nmen using ropes to guide a square plate big
enough to be the floor plan of a six-room bungalow. The plate floated above them It m ght have
been a big cargo plate, or part of a floating building. The nen were pulling it toward Louis ...
toward the Machi ne People cruiser and its stol en webeye.

"I left you a record taken six days ago," the H ndnost said, "to watch when you woke. But
this is in present tinme."

"What are they doi ng?"

The Kzin answered. "They're approaching the rimwall any way they can.”

"Wy * 2"

"I don't know that yet. Brammght," the Kzin said. "Wile you were in treatnent, Bram
found your City Builder friends and set them aboard Hi dden Patriarch. They obey Bram as ny
father's slaves obeyed their lord. They had the ship noving to starboard within a day. Bramis
studying the rimwall."

Loui s asked again, "Wy?"

"W were not told," Acolyte said

The Hi ndnost said, "I have never seen Bram show fear, yet | think he fears protectors."

Louis saw the connection. "The attitude jets need replacing. Gtherwi se the R ngworld
slides off center. Any protector who sees *that* will be found nounting attitude jets on the rim
wal | . Ri ght?"

"If the theory holds."

"Why isn't Bramthere?"

The puppeteer made a short, sharp sound, as if a clarinet had sneezed. "If protectors knew
that three off-world species have nounted invasions and a fourth is in wide orbit to study the
effects, they would swarmthe Map of Mars instead."

"G ve them decent tel escopes? No, they'd still -- Ah."

" Ah?"

"Bram has to be on the rimwall, too. He's preparing. The other protectors will kill him
if they can.”

The puppeteer's eyes nmet. He said, "In any case, we have H dden Patriarch's view of the
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local rimwall. My refueling probe has been in solar orbit for nore than a fal an now, skimm ng
along the rimwalls, recording. W've |learned a great deal, Louis." The Hi ndnost whistled a brief
trill.

Al three views began a sl ow zoom

*From Hi dden Patriarch's fore crow s nest:* The spill nountai ns expanded until only one
was in sight. Pale green and dark green, grass and forest, reached up to ice-white. At the very
peak a black thread dipped into a conmpact knot of black fog. Seabottom nuck fell steadily froma
spil | pi pe a thousand nil es overhead.

*Fromthe probe:* The rimwall blurred past. Louis tried to keep his eyes off it.

*From the stol en webeye --* Louis began to | augh

Now t he Machi ne Peopl e cruiser was bobbing gently, twenty feet up. Beyond the edge of the
floating plate was rolling | andscape, hummocks |ike a thousand sl eepi ng behenot hs.

Ropes were pulling the cargo plate. Thirty-odd nen of a species unfamiliar to Louis were
pulling the ropes. The men wore |ight packs, but nothing else. Straight black hair covered their
heads and their backs to below their buttocks. Perhaps hair was all they needed for warnth.

They were running uphill toward a ridge, and toward thirty hairy wonen waiting bel ow the
ridge. The wonen were waving, yelling encouragenent. Anong themwas a snall red wonan, a Red
Herder, attenpting to guide themw th wi de notions of her arns.

The way grew steeper; the nen weren't running anynore. As they neared the crest, the wonen
ran al ongside them They were as hairy as the nen. Mre or |less snoothly, they added thenselves to
the ropes. There was general |aughter and brief conversations held in gasps.

The wonen pull ed. Sonme were running backward. They had strong | egs, Louis noted, as strong
as the nen's. They were over the crest now and starting downhill. The runners were behind the
wi ndow now, trying to slow the craft.

The Red Herder ran to snatch a rope and clinmb it.

The vi ewpoi nt noved faster and faster over the rounded |land. By now all the runners nust
have | et go. The hummocks grew | arger ahead; grew nountai nous. Streans ran anong them and
converged ahead. Louis realized that he was | ooking at the foot of a spill nountain

The swayi ng of the plate was naking Louis notion-sick. "They're going to get thenselves
wr ecked, " he said.

Acol yte yow ed: kzinti ridicule.

"I don't consider them sane nyself," the H ndnost said.

The view from Hi dden Patriarch's bow was expandi ng, too. Now the peak of the spil
mountain was | ost overhead. A third of the way up the slopes, Louis began to see colored dots and
blinking Ilights.

Bl i nking Iights? "Heliographs."

"Very astute, Louis."

"A Ghoul child told me about this. He thought he was being cryptic. Their whole enmpire
must be |inked by heliographs in the spill nountains. How do you suppose they do it? Ghouls can't
stand daylight."

"At night they see flashing mrrors fromdaylit nmountains. Easy enough, but how do they
send? Louis, they nust buy nessage services fromlocals."

"Sonmehow. And bargain with the Spill Muntain People, too, sonmehow. | bet they don't use
rishathra.”

"They don't need many. W only see the glitter froma handful of spill nountains. A few
t housands of nessage stations on the surface would be enough to knit their enpire together."

"What about the -- what are those, balloons?"

The Hindnost trilled again. The zoom stopped; the nmountains began to drift sideways. A
score of colored dots were adrift against the ice, a mle to a nile and a half up. Louis saw nore
of themin the wi de spaces between nountai ns.

"Hot gas balloons, Louis. W see them flow ng between the spill nountains everywhere we
| ook. "

"How nmuch variation --"

Har kabeepar ol yn and Kawar esksenj aj ok entered bearing platters, and stopped in their
tracks.

The Hi ndnost whistled. The hurtling rimwall and the bouncing foothills faded into bronze
spi derwebs. It was a wonder the City Builders hadn't dropped everything and run scream ng, Louis
t hought. But Harkabeeparolyn was still staring, and Kawaresksenjaj ok was wat chi ng her and
grinni ng.

*Me*. Louis said, "It's still me. |1've had sone nedi cal work done."

Har kabeeparol yn turned to her mate and spoke. Louis's translator said, "You knew"
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"Zelz told me."

“I"1l get you for this, you little zilth!" But Harkee was |aughing, and so was Kawa.

They set their platters down: a heap of brown and yellow roots and a bow of pink fluid.
Har kabeeparol yn settled into Louis's lap and studied his face froman inch anay. "We' ve been
| onely," she said.

It felt natural, as if they'd been doing this forever. It felt as if he had cone hone.

He said, "You weren't lonely where | left you."

"W were told to cone." She nodded at the kitchen

They had obeyed a protector. That, too, nust have seened very natural. Louis asked, "What
were you tol d?"

"'Sail to starboard.'" She shrugged. "Fromtinme to tinme he cones and | ooks about and
alters our course, or tells us of wind and water currents, or ways to catch and cook fish or warm
bl oods or tend the garden. He says we don't eat enough red neat."

"That might be his ancestry speaking."

"Louis, you |look as young as Kawa. Can you ...?"

The puppeteer answered. "Only for Ball People and the Ball Kzinti. To heal |ocal hom nids
or local kzinti or any other species, a thousand of my kind would need a lifetine of study and
testing."

Har kabeepar ol yn scow ed.

Kawar esksenj aj ok and Bram entered with nore platters. Here were six big, surpassingly ugly
deep-sea fish. Two were still twitching. The others had been broiled with strange | ooking plants

kzinti vegetabl es. The bow of raw vegetables was also fromthe kzinti hunting park.

Louis | ooked at the other bow and asked, "Fish bl ood?"

Bram sai d, "Wale blood and a vegetable puree. It would not feed nme |long. Your kitchen was
a wonderful find."

They sat. Kawaresksenjajok went, and returned with a two- or three-year-old child. She had
a full head of orange-blond hair. Louis wouldn't have taken her for a Cty Builder. The ol der boy
was not in evidence.

Bram s cooki ng was *good*. A little strange. Bram nmust have been cooking for City Buil der
tastes using plants fromthe hunting park. There would be crucial diet conponents missing or in
short supply.

Loui s asked, "How long would this keep nme alive?"

Bram said, "A falan before your behavi or woul d begin to deteriorate.
decorously.

Acol yte had al ready di sposed of the raw fish. Louis asked him "Are you still hungry?"

"I't's enough. One who satisfies his hunger grows fat and torpid."

The little girl was crawing toward the edge of the table. Louis pointed; Harkee turned,;
the child reached the edge, slipped, and clung by her fingers. She had a grip Iike a nonkey or a
Hangi ng Person

"Thought she'd fall? Hah!" The City Buil der woman was | aughing at him "Wong species.”
Abruptly she asked the protector, "May we keep Louis for a tine?"

In the instant before he replied, Brami s glance touched all their faces, judging,
deciding. He said, "You may have each other until midday tonorrow. Louis, we should return to
Needl e soon. W can learn no nore until we take the probe over the rim Hi ndnost, is that why you
I et Louis wake?"

He si pped

"OfF course. I've had little chance to brief him"
Again Branmi's eyes took themall in. He said, "I must know the spill nountains and the rim
The protectors on the rimwall nust not |earn of ne. The central question is of protectors. | nust

know where they are, how nany, what species, their intentions and nmethods and goal s.
"l have | earned what | can w thout acting, and avoided attention when | could. The

pil fered webeye noves ever closer to the rimwall. The Ghouls nmust intend to show us *sonethi ng*.
Kawar esksenj aj ok, Har kabeeparol yn, you have shown ne spill nmountain activity far fromthe working
site. You of the Ball People have brought ne recordings nade at one of the spaceports. | know nore
of the rimwall now than | guessed was there to | earn. Soon | nust show nyself. Advise ne."

Acol yte spoke. "If others see the probe, they will guess at interstellar invaders. You
shoul d prepare to defend the Repair Center --"

"Yes, but the probe inplies the puppeteer, not me. | have prepared. Hi ndnost?"

Loui s was thinking: He chopped Acolyte off pretty hard. Wiy is the kit taking it?

The Hi ndnost didn't speak.

*Chneee's son cone to me as ny student. Bram has had too long to inpress him Mybe 1've
lost a student. If |I'd known | wanted the kit's respect ...*
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*I'd have raced himand beat him Hah! Wat's ny next step?*

Bram asked, "Harkabeeparolyn, what do you know of protectors?"

She had been a teacher in the floating city's library, where Kawaresksenjaj ok had been a
student. She said, "I renmenber pictures of arnor collected fromtens of thousands of daywal ks
around us. They all |ooked very different, fitted for different species, but all had the crested
hel m and oversized joints. Fanciful old tales tell of saviors and destroyers fearsone to see, with
faces |like arnor, big shoul ders, knobby knees and el bows. Neither men nor wonen can fight them or
tenpt them Bram do you want to hear old stories?"

"When | know what | rnust hear, | can learn it,"” Bramsaid. "Wen | ask, 'What have
forgotten?' 1 can only hope for a useful answer. Louis?"
Loui s shrugged. "I'mstill two falans behind the rest of you."

Bram | ooked at them His hard face permitted little expression. The Hi ndnbost and City
Bui | ders wat ched hi m anxi ously. Acol yte seened rel axed, perhaps bored.

Bram pi cked up a chair and noved it to ... a skeletal structure in an unused corner. Tubes
and nmetal domes and wires had been fixed to a wooden spine in a manner that seened not quite
useful, not quite random There had been too many di stractions, but now that he cane to | ook at
it, Louis would have placed it as representing sone brief ancient fad in sculpture. It had that
kind of esthetic unity.

But Bramwas noving it into place between his knees, plucking the strings ...

The Hi ndnost asked, "Did you finish the Mdzart Requi en?"

"W shall see. Record.™

The puppet eer whi stled chords of programm ng nusic, speaking to the fourth webeye. Louis
shrugged his eyebrows at Harkabeeparolyn sitting in his lap. This nonsense was burning up tine
they mght spend together ... but the Cty Buil der wonan whi spered, "Listen."

The protector's fingers were suddenly everywhere, and the air exploded wth nusic.

Acol yte strolled out the door and was gone.

The nusic was strange and rich and preci se. The puppeteer was singi ng accompani nent, but
Bram held the structure of it. Louis couldn't renmenber where he'd heard anything like it.

It was *human* nusic, paced for human nerves. No sound shaped by aliens could have done
*this* to his central nervous system He felt a roaring optinmism... a godlike calm... wstful
longing ... the power to conquer worlds, or nove them

The nusic he knew was shaped in conputers, not made by toenails softly kicking or stroking
stretched surfaces or a bronze plate, fingernails strunming wires, a lipless mouth blowing into
pi pes with holes in them

It was nmaeki ng himhorny as tanj, and Harkabeeparolyn was half nelted in his |lap. He
t hought, You were right, but he wouldn't interrupt even to whisper that in her ear. Instead he
settled back and let the vibrations flood through him

And when the sound had finally died away, he sat stunned.

"I think we have it," Bram decided. He set the orchestral scul pture aside. "H ndnost,
thank you. Louis, can you describe the effects?"

"Stunning. |, ah ... no, I'msorry, Bram it's nonverbal."

"Mght it be used as a tool of diplomacy?"

Loui s shook his head. "Tanj if | know. Bram had you thought of mounting a webeye in Fist-
of - God Crater?"

"Why? Ah, to point it *down*.'

"Yeah, down, *out*, for a viewin the plane of the Arch. Fist-of-God is a hollow cone the

size of a noon -- well, *big*, with a hole in the peak. You could nount a sizable fortress in
there if you could anchor it in the Ringworld floor material --"

"The scrith."

"Scrith, yeah. A volune a tenth the size of the Repair Center and at |east as well
hi dden. "

"Defend the plane of the Arch frominside Fist-of-God?"

Louis hesitated. "I'm sure you can do your spying fromthere. Defend? Any eneny is bound
to think of hiding in the shadow of the Ringworld. |I'mnot sure you *can* defend that. If you
fight fromthe rimwall, it's the sane problem The Meteor Defense can't fire *through* the
scrith, can it?"

"We cannot split our defense. | nust command the rimwall, and its protectors, too," Bram
decided. "We'll put the refueling probe in place tonorrow. Louis, when did this notion cone to
you?"

"Just popped into ny head. Maybe the nusic distracted ne and nmy brain went on without ne.
"Did your brain pop up anything el se?"
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"l don't know enough about protectors," Louis said. "There was a skeleton in the Meteor
Def ense room You didn't let nme get close, but that was a protector, wasn't it?"

"I will show you. Tonorrow, after we place the probe."

The Machi ne Peopl e cruiser was an uncontrolled toboggan now, running up the side of a
green hill, veering away. Hell of a ride. The plate's bobbing rimgave himglinmpses up the higher
nmore distant spill nountain. Louis saw blinking brilliance above the snow Iine. The enpire of the
Ni ght Peopl e was here, too.

CHAPTER TVENTY- FOUR -- THESE BONES

They flicked fromcloudy daylight to the pinkish artificial |ight of Needle's |ander bay;
thence to the crew cabin and a webeye view of the rimwall zipping past in vacuum harsh sunlight.

Bram arrived |l ast. He set down his orchestral scul pture where Louis had dropped his
pressure suit conponents, and went straight to the kitchen dispenser. "Get us an update on the
probe, Hi ndnost. How | ong until we can dock?"

The Hi ndnost spoke orchestral chords. Equations wote thensel ves across the air in
I nterspeak synbols. "W could begin to decelerate now at two gee and dock in fifteen and a hal f
hours. "

"You've told ne the probe can take ten gee."

"I prefer a margin of error."

"H ndnost, the probe's drive is a powerful, conspicuous X-ray source. W'll give an eneny
mnimal tinme to track it down. Wait, then decelerate at ten gee."

"At high thrust a fusion drive becones *brighter*, nore conspi cuous."

Bram sai d not hi ng.

"Wait, aye aye. Decelerate at ten gee beginning in six hours. Dock in just nmore than nine
hours. May | return to ny cabin to eat and bathe and dance and sl eep?"

The protector sipped froma squeezebulb. The Kzin's nose winkl ed, though Louis couldn't
snel |l anything. Bram said, "You can do all of that here."

"Bram | must enter my cabin when the tine comes to decelerate the probe. Let ne go now. "

"Show nme your cabin."

The Hi ndnost whistle-chirped. The rimwall faded out, and they | ooked into the Hi ndnost's
cabi n.

The |ight was yell ow shading toward orange, but the decor was the infinite greens of a
cold weather forest. There were no corners, no edges. Floor and wall, table space and storage
space, it was all curves.

Braminstructed, "Leave it thus. Bathe and sleep. If you dance, dance al one --

The Hi ndnost snorted |ike an angry horn section

"I'f | see a hologramwhere | should see the H ndnost, | nmust act. You want nme to fee
safe, don't you?" Bram stooped with bent knees above the granite block. He lifted, swung around,
and set it down.

*01.*

The Hi ndnost stepped where the granite had been, and was on the far side of the bul khead.

The contours of the cabin shifted as he noved. A bow formed fromthe floor and took on
shades of peach. The puppeteer stepped daintily intoit. It grewlike a flower until it had al nost
cl osed above: a high-sided bathtub nuch like those used in lunar cities.

Bram nust have noted Louis's rapt gaze. "Wuat strikes you, Louis?"

What struck Louis was that the Hi ndnost wasn't going to be nuch help to Louis WiI. Bram had
had too nmuch time to intimdate the puppeteer. Louis said instead, "I had an insight. The
H ndnost's cabin, what does it |ook Iike to you?"

"A wonb, perhaps.”

"How about the interior of an animal?"

"Are we playing word ganmes?"

"There's a difference. It might matter. Fenml e puppeteers don't have a wonb. A ... prey
ani mal evolved into a synbiote so |long ago that they think of it as the puppeteer fenale, but it
isn't. Nessus had an ovipositor. Bram get into the H ndnost's records and see if he has a file on
di gger wasps."

"Di gger wasps, stet,’
| ecture me about protectors.™

Loui s asked, "Shall we go | ook at bones?"

"Lecture," Bram said.

Louis conplied. "Qur ancestor was the Pak breeder. The Pak evol ved on a planet near the
gal actic core, say a hundred and thirty thousand falans fromhere at |ightspeed." Thirty thousand

Bram said. "W have sone nine hours to play with. You were going to
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light-years and a bit. "Some of themtried to set a colony on ny planet, on Earth, |ong ago. There
wasn't enough thalliumto support the virus that grows in the yellow roots, and that's what turns
a breeder into a protector.

"The protectors died off. They may have cleared off sone predators first to give the
breeders roomto expand. The i nmature Pak, the breeders, evolved on their own, just like they did
here. They spread over Earth fromlanding sites in Africa and Asia."

" Specul ative?"

"W have bones of Pak breeders from O duvai Gorge and other sites. There's a munmified Pak
protector in the Smithsonian," Louis said. "They dug it out fromunder a desert on Mars. | never
saw it nyself. Even at ny age you can't do everything. But we studied a hologramof the thing in
General Biology."

"How di d you cone by that?"

"He came to rescue the old colony. That's hearsay evidence, Bram froma Belter who ate
the yell ow roots, but the H ndnmost probably has it in menory. Ship conponents, Brennan's tale, the
di ssected rmumy, chemcal --"

"Let us not disturb the Hi ndnost. But you studied this nmunmy?"

"Yes."

"Let us look at bones."

* k%

The knobby man's hand felt |ike a handful of marbles, and his pull on Louis's wist was
irresistible. Acolyte followed, suitless. Kzinti needn't fear the snell of tree-of-life. Louis
found hinself wal king rapidly toward a skeleton looming in anplified starlight.

Bram brought them face-to-face, stepped back and said, "React."

Acolyte circled the skeleton. "It died in conbat," he nmurnured. He sniffed, then foll owed
his nose to Cronus's array of tools and clothing.

Louis ran his fingertips over the eroded edges where bone was broken. Wuld Bram guess
that he'd been here before? Louis said, "Well, it |ooks thousands of falans old."

"Near seven thousand," Bram confirnmed.

"Beaten to death. You?"

"I and Anne."

Acol yte turned, his ears up. "Tell us the tale. He chall enged you here?"

"No, we hid our existence."

"How did you find hin? How did you |ure hinf"

"He had to cone. W waited."

The Kzin waited. But Bramdidn't speak again, so Louis said, "This could al nost be a

defornmed Pak protector. Still, the jaw s a bone cracker. The skull doesn't have much brow ridge.
The torso, | think it's too long for a standard issue Pak. Bram | think you have here a carrion
eater."

Back came Acolyte to see what Louis was talking about. Bram asked, "On what basis?"

"Jaw built to crack bones. A predator would have teeth to tear open big arteries or an
abdonen. The long torso gives hima gut |ong enough to deal with a difficult nmeal. The m ssing
brow ridge -- well, he could be going out only at night, or naybe he had bushy eyebrows for
eyeshades, but --"

Acol yte asked, "M ght he be a Ni ght People protector? Distort the skull, expand the joints

Loui s shook his head. "I saw a CGhoul child at the Waver village. | saw adults anong the
Fearl ess Vanpire Slayers, and nore adults in the fungus farmunder a floating city once upon a
tinme. | would swear they were all the same species, and this isn't it.

"Look, the Ghouls at the fungus farmwere ny height and a bit. He's four inches shorter
No teeth, of course, but |ook at the hands. Ghoul hands are bigger, thicker, they can tear
anything apart. More to the point, Acolyte, the current species is identical across two hundred
mllion nmles of distance."

Acol yte watched, saying nothing. It was rare to see a Kzin so still.

"But it's obvious," Bramsaid patiently. "This is the old one, the species that becane the
Peopl e of the Night."

Loui s said, "Cronus?"

"Precursor god of the Greeks?"

Louis was startled, and showed it. "You' ve been studying.
t he nusi c!

"They' re meddl esone, aren't they, these puppeteers? The Hi ndnbst has a hundred generations
of human literature, kzinti oral history, kdatlyno touch-scul pture sequences, even sone trinoc

Tanj, that's where he | earned
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vengeance tales. Fromyour nineteenth and twentieth centuries |'ve viewed entertai nments based on

Bram Stoker's _Dracula_, including Fred Saberhagen's and Anne Rice's work. But why not reserve the
name ' Cronus'? This individual can't have been the first, Louis. Shall | nmake blurry word-pictures
for you?

"Ei ghty thousand fal ans ago there was a dead Pak protector. He m ght have been hundreds of
fal ans ol d already. For all we know, he night have hel ped build the Arch. Call him Cronus. Archaic
Ni ght People cane and ate his flesh. If the neat of a protector didn't bring on the change, then
they found yellow roots the protector carried. They becane protectors. If there were many, soon
there was one."

Loui s sl apped the dead protector's clavicle. Dust puffed. "Bram *this* is the ol dest

protector we'll ever know anythi ng about. Maybe there *were* gods before Cronus, that the G eeks
didn't know about --"
Bram nodded. "As you will. Cronus."

"Stet. Cronus's species mght have been eating carrion for thousands of years after
something like the Fist-of-God inpact-"

"Must you speak every trivial truth aloud? Ah, you have a student. Acolyte, do you see
Loui s's point?"

“I'n truth, | see sonething," Acolyte said. "The nunbers are ridicul ous unl ess sonething
was guiding Ghouls in one direction across large, very large distances. One enpire. Gioul s nust be
the sane along the entire two hundred nmillion nmiles. Perhaps everywhere on the ring."

"Yes! It was Cronus tending his species |like a herder. Branf? Doesn't a protector try to
preserve his own genetic pattern?”

The Kzin jumped on it. "Yes! How could Cronus guide his own descendants? Even a good
change snells wong. Wait, what if he chose other, simlar carrion eaters? No, they would rule his
own breed!"

Acol yte was | earning how to sol ve puzzles.

Bram said, "He was a CGhoul. A carrion eater's sense of snmell is altered by evol ution. Wat
to approach, what to touch, what to put in his nmouth, each is a conscious choice. A Gioul may be
nore free than other protectors. He may guide his kind toward what he sees as perfection.”

They | ooked at the old skeleton. *He had to cone,* Bram had said. *Near seven thousand
falans,* he'd said. One thousand seven hundred years? And if Louis's dawni ng suspicion had any
basis in fact, he'd best not ask directly.

Try sonething indirect. "Your mate, is she still in here?"
"Anne may be dead. When we becane aware that the Arch is unstable in its plane, that there
must have been notors on the rim Anne went to fix it. | was able to track her for a tine. These

others now at work on the rimwall may have killed her."
"Bram she would have had to *make* those other protectors.”
"Anne felt no such urgency when she left me. She woul d have worked al one. These | ate-
bl oom ng protectors might be the work of the recent one, the Ball People protector --"
"Teel a."
"Teela Brown. *Your* mate,"” Bram said. "The H ndnost has records of her, too.
"Were you here when Teel a canme?"

“"Yes. It was nore difficult to hide fromher than fromthe H ndnost. | watched her |earn
to use the Meteor Defense. | was sure she intended what a protector nust: she woul d save the Arch
frominpacting the sun. What was her true intent, Louis?"

"Teela was a protector. | can't read a protector's nmnd."

Bram asked, "If not hers, then whose?"

"You saw the records. Teela was strange."

“"Two cane into the Repair Center," Bramsaid. "They ate of the root. One died. The other
fell into the coma that leads to the protector state. | had tinme to hide ny presence and set up
nmeans to observe her.

"Your Teel a wandered the Repair Center. It was a pleasure to watch her. She discovered
things | hadn't noticed, and ultimately cane here. She played with the Meteor Defense and the
t el escope di spl ay.

"Then she left. | was able to track her a little as she noved to the rimwall. She used a
magnetic transport systemon the rimwall, nuch faster than the system we used, but she had an
advanced pressure suit."

“Timng?"

"Sone extrasol ar object inpacted the sun twenty-two fal ans past. Storns of subatomc
particles threw the Arch off balance. Louis, Teela was in a great hurry."
Twenty-two falans ago: the Ringworld began sliding off balance about five years before Hot
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Needl e of Inquiry's return. "She was educated on Earth," Louis said. "Wth a protector's brain and
basi ¢ physics cl asses, she nust have seen the situation quick enough. She went to fix the attitude
jet system Wiat woul d she find? Anne?"

“Anne woul d hide," Bram said. "She would watch Teela. At the first sign of inconpetence,
she would kill Teela."

" Mm

"You knew her --

"As a woman. Bram nobody *knew* Teela. She was a statistical fluke, a woman who was | ucky
every time luck was called for, up until Nessus drafted her for the Ri ngworld expedition. Any kind
of normal |ife nust have been just out of her reach.”

Acol yte said, "My father speaks of Teela sonetines. He never knew what to make of her. To
t he puppeteers, she was part of a breeding program breeding for [uck. Chneee believed they
succeeded. "

"No, " Bram sai d.

Louis said, "She's dead, Bram She's no threat to you."

"But what might a protector |eave behind to shape a future she desired? W plan far ahead.
Loui s, have you seen what you needed to see?"

"Yeah."

* k%

Bram flicked in, calling, "H ndnost, wake!"

But the H ndnost was awake and dancing in his cabin ... dancing with three ghosts, three
puppeteers too translucent to hide him "Bram | thought of something cute. | made a brief burn an
hour ago to put the probe below the rim out of sight of invading ships."

"Nunber s?"

The Hi ndnost whistled. Equations wote rai nbow |lines.

Bram studied them It was the first tine Louis had seen himfreeze up like that, but the
equati ons | ooked compl ex, far beyond his own abilities. Then Bram said, "Good. Begi n decel eration
now. "

The Hi ndnost chirped. The racing rimwall opened behind him-- "Stet?"

"Yes, stet, if it doesn't hide you fromne."

-- rimwall nmoving at a blur, its edge far above, the tops of the spill nountains far
bel ow. The probe nust be about three hundred miles up, Louis thought.

The Hi ndnost chirped. Louis |ooked for results, but he couldn't see -- wait, now N ght-

shadowed, the passing rimwall had picked up a blue highlight: the reflection of a small fusion
drive. Floating equations told it better: sonme of the nunbers were reeling down.

Three ghosts still danced with the H ndnost, and Louis knew them Their hairstyles
differed, but they were all Nessus.

Acol yte was gnawi ng on sonething that dripped red. It was not an appetizing sight, but
Loui s was suddenly starved. He tapped at the kitchen wall with one eye for the hol ograns.

Bram asked, "Hi ndnost, what do you know of Teela Brown?"

The Hi ndnost sang |ike a bronze bell. A third hol ogram opened behind the H ndnost: a table
of contents, as best Louis could tell. The cabin was crowded w th inages.

Bram flared in anger. "Cone here. Come here now "

The Hindnost didn't hesitate. He stepped and was beside them "I intended no harm™

"I prefer you here. Louis, Hindnost, Acolyte, I'mtrying to paint a picture of a protector
inny mind. | have ny murky view of Cronus and | knew Anne intinmately, but Teela Brown is an alien

protector. Soon we nust face alien protectors. H ndnost, what have you shown ne?"

"These are records on the Lucky Human Project. My admnistration felt that human allies
could do us good. Humans are lucky. W would make them effective by naking them | uckier. The
experinment was |local to one planet, Earth. W added a lottery to the formal qualifications that
earn a birthright. We kept track of babies born through luck. W financed a social network so that
the children mght neet and breed.”

"Was she | ucky?"

Louis wasn't listening, definitely wasn't |listening. Wen he'd fought free of the
Ri ngwor | d, Teela had stayed behind by her own choice. Louis had had forty years to avoid thinking
about Teel a Brown.

"She was a sixth-generation lottery wi nner, but Teela was not |ucky for puppeteers, nor
for her associates. | cannot think she was |ucky for herself. Any creature seeks homeostasis.
Teel a | ost her mate, then her gender identity and shape, then her life. But luck is a thing of
dubi ous interpretation.”

Acol yte spoke. "What if she sought a cause worth dying for?"
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Loui s gaped. Acol yte added, "Or what if she only wanted to be nmore intelligent? Like ny
father. Like nme. Luck gave her those things."

Bram sai d, "Louis?"

"Maybe. Interesting interpretation.” Forty years, and he'd never seen what was obvious to
this el even-year-old cat!

"Anyt hi ng further?"

Louis closed his eyes. He could see her, touch her. "A freak accident took her away from
us. Luck. When we found her, she'd found Seeker. Big, brawny explorer type, a wonderful guide, and
I guess she was in love with him too --"

"Was she your mate or his?"

"Serial polyganmy. Skip it --

"She left you for hinP"

"Not *just* for Seeker. Bram she'd found this -- this *huge* toy. It never would have
occurred to Teela that it was beyond her, too big to play with. That *anythi ng* was beyond her."

"She wanted to play with the Arch? Wthout destroying it, of course. And only a protector
can do that?"

Loui s rubbed his eyes.

"So you left her on the Ringworld. And then?"

"Seeker must have led her to the Map of Mars, or told her enough that she could guess the
rest. She knew going in that she was entering a strange place, a place of secrets.

"She ... let's see ... she wakes as a protector. Seeker's dead. Teela's a protector in the
Repair Center. She plays around. She finds out howto turn the sun into a superthermal |aser
Bl asts a few conmets?"

"She did that."

"She | earns how to display tel escope views with the Meteor Defense setup. She notices that
the Ringworld has a wobble to it. She finds attitude jets on the rimwall, but nost of themare
gone. Any protector could predict the results of that.

"She goes to the rimwall. Bram did she take roots with her?”

"Roots and a flowering plant and thallium oxide."

"She finds City Builder ships built around the rimattitude jets. Anne may have repl aced
sone of those ... yeah. That's what your Anne was doing: intercept every City Builder ship as it
conmes back fromthe stars, tear out the Bussard ranjets and nmount themon the rim It's just
another thing Halrloprillalar never told me. She and her crew nust have been evicted fromtheir
shi p, sent back through the rimwall by an angry protector.™

Bram wai t ed

"Poor tanj Prill. That could twist a person's nmnd."

Wi t ed.

"So there's already a few attitude jets back in place, but all Teela sees is that the ship
buil ders haven't stolen themall yet. She takes over Anne's job. It's urgent. She turns sone
breeders into protectors. She told ne about those: a Spill Muntain People, a vanpire, a Ghoul
They all start pulling notors out of returning ships and renbunting them

"They had twenty in place and no nore ships in view, and the motors didn't have enough
power by thenselves. Teela left the other protectors tending the notors. She cane back to the
Repair Center. She nust have known what she was going to do next. She didn't see Hot Needl e of
Inquiry coming at her until she was using the Repair Center tel escope again."

Acol yte said, "She nust have had a tel escope on the rim Louis."

"Sure, and it nust have been good enough to see the big City Builder ships comng in.
Needl e's nuch snaller."

"Woul d she recogni ze Needl e?"

"A General Products nunber-three hull? Sure."

Bram asked, "How coul d Needl e affect her plans?"

"What did | tell you about reading a protector's mnd, Branf"

"But you nust try."

Louis didn't *want* to try. "Here's what Teela told ne. She just couldn't nake herself
kill a trillion people even to save thirty trillion. Protector intelligence and Teel a Brown
enpat hy: she could feel their deaths. She knew it had to be done, and she knew we'd figure out
how, ne and Chneee and the Hi ndnost, and she couldn't let us do it, either. She was inviting us to
kill her, Bram"

"I watched her fight. | could have fought better while dead."
"Yeah. It was the fight of ny life, but nobody outfights a protector."
"I f she knew she couldn't play a plasma jet along the rimwall, why did she return to the
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Repair Center?" Silly question. Bramdidn't wait for an answer. "Wat did she really want?"

Loui s shook his head. "Wat do protectors want? That's one thing we | earned about you.
Your notives are hard-wired. You protect your genetic line. Wien the Iine dies out, you stop
eating and die. Teela didn't have children on the Ringworld, but there were hom nids. Relatives,
if you close one eye and squint a little. She *had* to save them Wy wait? Wth the Ri ngworld
sliding off balance --"

Bram brushed it away. "She waited for Hot Needl e of Inquiry, for puppeteer-derived
conmput er prograns. | watched you use them and was glad | had not interfered."

Ch. "But why not just say so? Tanj danmit, why the fight?" Wait, now -- "Bram did Anne
| eave just after you killed Cronus?"

"She took several days to prepare.”

"And that was just under seven thousand fal ans ago?"

"Yes."

"Around twel ve hundred A.D., ny calendar. Did she take roots? And does she have to cone
back for nore?"

"Anne took roots and a blooning plant and sone thalium[sic -- should be "thalliuni]
oxi de. She planted tree-of-life but the crop failed after a tine, so she cane back near five
thousand fal ans ago. She stayed with me for not long. | haven't seen her since. Either she grew a

better garden or she's dead."

"Yeah. Teela had the same idea? Roots, plants, thalliumoxide. If there's a good place to
plant all that, then Anne's garden was in it. Teela would know what it was."

"Anne would hide it well."

"You can't hide plants fromsunlight. She couldn't put it where any passing hom nid would
sniff it. She'd want it within her reach, on a spill nmountain, in a place even hot-air ball oons
couldn't invade. A fissure, a steep valley, maybe. And now we have to guess whether Teela sawit."

"And if she did?"

Loui s sighed. "Bram what have you got on *living* protectors?”

"H ndnost, show him | propose to bathe.”

CHAPTER TVENTY- FI VE -- DEFAULT OPTI ON

A hundred mles above the spill nountain tops, the probe accel erated. The R ngworld raced
toward and past it like a frozen river bigger than worlds, but no |longer at 770 nil|les per second.
The probe was catching up

Loui s asked the puppeteer, "Are we in view of that conmet installation you didn't blast?"

"Yes, it's far enough above the Ri ngworld plane, but we will have | anded before the |ight
reaches the conet."

Acol yte reclined, huge and silent. Chnmeee had sent himto | earn, and he had been I earning
fromBramfor these past 2.2 falans. Teaching him*w sdont would be a neat trick, Louis thought.
Protectors had intelligence com ng out of their ears, but *w sdont? Could a Kzin see the
di fference?

"And you've bl asted everything el se that can see us."

"Yes."

"Stet. Show us the rim"

"I can't really show you protectors, Louis. It's what Bram asked, but | cannot magnify so

greatly."

"What have you got ?"

The Hi ndnost had nont hs, fal ans, of observing the rimwall and the spill nountains.
W nki ng hel i ographs were everywhere, not just on the rimwall. Several tinmes the probe had caught
daylit flashes from-- one presuned -- client species on the flatl ands.

A village flashed past, and the H ndnost froze it for their eyes: a thousand houses
spreadi ng out fromone side of a magnificent waterfall, eight to ten thousand feet high. On the

other side of the falls, a dockyard for hot air balloons, marked by a cliff splashed with bright
orange paint. Below the dockyard, clustered factories and warehouses ran down the ice and rocks to
anot her orange boul der and a | ower | anding pad. Corme in high or come in low, travelers would find
r ef uge.

The Hi ndnost junped the view to another village fifty mllion nmiles away. A spread across
a shallow green hillside: houses with sloped sod roofs, and a vertical row of industrial works
wi th orange- marked | andi ng pads above and bel ow.

Louis said, "Acolyte, you' ve seen a lot nore of this than | have. What am| likely to
nss?"

"I can't guess what you might mss, Louis. They have no nore problemw th garbage di sposa
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than a school of fish. They --"

Loui s | aughed widely, white teeth showi ng. Acolyte waited it out. "Their houses differ but
their placenent follows a pattern. Balloons and factories are alike everywhere. Bramand | surm se
that the Night People mirrors can relay designs, maps, weather alerts, perhaps witten nusic: a
trade in ideas."

"Trade between stars is like that."

The rimwall was a continuous sheet of scrith, of Ringworld floor material as strong as
the force that held an atomnic nucl eus together. Even that force wasn't as strong as a neteoroid
movi ng at Ringworl d speed, and Louis noted a punch hole high up on the rimwall, a fewnillion
mles antispin fromthe *other* G eat Ccean. Ot herw se the great enpty nountings stood three
mllion mles apart along a featureless rim and a slender thread ran along the top for a third of
its length. They'd seen that el even years ago: a naglev track, never finished.

Twenty-three of the nounts now held nmotors. At highest magnification, the tiny pairs of
toroi ds were just visible.

"Here is what they look like firing." The puppeteer junped the view, fast-forward.

The change was not great. Hydrogen fusion radiates nostly X rays. A fusion notor radiates
visible light because it is hot, or because working mass has been added to increase thrust. Wen a
rimwall nmotor was firing, the wire outline glowed white-hot, and flexed against the plasm's
magnetic fields. The toroids were the wasp-wai st constriction in an hourglass of white-hot wre,
and an indigo ghost flane ran down the axis. Twenty-two of those in a row.

The Hi ndnost di spl ayed successive views of work around the twenty-third nmotor. There were
cranes and cabl es big enough to see, and flatbed things that night be used for nagnetic
| evitation, but not a hope of seeing anything man-sized.

And all Louis could think of was his need to tal k where Bram coul dn't hear

The protector was using the bath setup in the crew cabin. No doubt that equipnent had kept

Chneee and Loui s sane, and Har kabeeparol yn and Kawaresksenjaj ok, too. Still, it was cranped and
conmplicated and primtive. They could hear the whisper of spray through the wall.
Louis said, testing, "G ven he bathes at all, I'msurprised he didn't use your cabin.”
"Louis, | wish nowthat | *coul d* show you ny cabin. The dedicated stepping disk is

hardwired. It *cannot* nove an alien.”

The Kzin runbl ed, "You value your privacy greatly."

"You know better. | want conpany," the H ndnobst said. "Louis or even you, if | cannot
surround nyself with ny kind. W follow our fears. | followed ny fear when | shaped this ship."

"You persuaded Bram of that?"

"I hope so. It's true.”

The probe was an hour short of matching the Ringworld's spin. Louis said, "W're going to
have to use pressure suits. Let's do sonething about them"

"I keep my own well-nmaintained," the puppeteer said.

"Stet. Send me and Acolyte to the | ander bay."

"I should come,"” the H ndnost said. "There's other equipnment | should see to."

They flicked out.

* k%

"We cannot be heard here," the H ndnpst assured them

Acol yte snorted. Louis said, "Suppose a protector-level intelligence really wanted to hear
us?"

"No, Louis. | intended to spy on you and Chneee and --" Harkabeeparolyn hadn't nade the
cut. "I nmade this ny listening post. No entity could add a spy device in the | ander bay w thout
signaling nme."

Maybe. "Hi ndnpost, aren't you safe when you're in your own cabin?"

"Bram has a way to attack me there."

"Can you block it?"

"I haven't worked out what he has."

"A good bluff? Bramis had a long tine to work on you. He has you terrified."

The Hi ndnost's gaze converged on Louis: binocular vision with a baseline of three feet.

"You have never understood us. The hidden protector frightened nme fromthe first. | remain
frightened. However you plan to circunvent Bram | may accept the risk or reject it, but only on
the odds. | do not turn ny mind from danger."

"I don't expect to break ny contract."”

"Excel lent."

There were pressure suits and air racks designed for humans. He and Bram woul d need two of
everything. Louis checked pressure zips on the suits and the racks. He enptied waste recycler

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Ringworld%20Throne.txt (117 of 149) [1/19/03 6:19:01 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Ringworl d%20Throne.txt

reservoirs and filled nutrient reservoirs, flushed the interiors of the suits and the air and
wat er tanks, topped off the air, charged the batteries.

Acol yte was tending his own suit. The H ndnbst was inspecting a stack of stepping disks.

Louis said, "I know why Teela Brown died."

The Hi ndnost said, "Protectors die fairly easily, when they no | onger feel needed --"

Loui s shook his head. "She found sonething. Maybe it was Anne's garden, maybe just
fingerprints on the rimwall notors. Watever, she knew there was a protector in the Repair
Center. She had to get Needle into the Map of Mars, but when she did that, she nade us hostages.
The only way to nake us safe was to die. But --"

"Louis, we don't have tine. Wiat do you want of us?"

"I want to change the stepping disk pattern w thout Bram knowi ng. Then | may want to

change it back. I"'mnot sure I"'mright yet. | need a default option."

The Kzin asked, "Default option?"

The Hi ndnost answered, "Decide in advance what you will do if you don't have tine to
deci de. "

"Like the first nove you learn in fighting with a Kzin dagger, a wtsai," Louis said. "If
you're attacked too fast to think, there's your training."

"The di sembowel . "

"Whatever. | just knew there nust be one. Epees and handguns and hand-to-hand and yogat su
it doesn't matter: you train the noves into your reflex arcs so you don't have to nmake up
sonet hi ng while you're being attacked. Likew se, you instruct a computer on what to do if you
don't tell it what to do."

"Clever notion, said the Kzin.

"Hi ndnost, | don't quite understand your stepping disk network ..

They di scussed it. The systemwanted to know that you really nmeant the change you'd
whi stled or typed in. *Push the edge of the disk down.*

"Stet. Now | can do this and you cannot notice. W have deniability. Acolyte, I'll need a
di straction.”

"See if you can describe it," Acolyte said.

"I haven't the faintest bloody idea. | only need it for about two breaths."

* k%

As they flicked through to the cabin, the H ndnost was saying, "Louis, are you aware that
you were dyi ng?"

Louis smled faintly. "Tradition says that everyone is dying. Exceptions may be made for
puppet eers and protectors. Hello, Bram Any change?"

Bramwas in a rage. "Hindnost, anplify the light and zoom The village!"

The probe was noving through shadow, but nuch cl oser than the distant oncomi ng band of

daylight was a glinpse of pattern crusting the dimsnow colors of a passing spill mountain.
The Hi ndnost sang flute and strings. The pattern brightened and began to expand.
The spill mountain village | ooked |like a great blotchy cross seen from al nost over head.

Houses were white of a different shade fromthe snowfields: sloped roofs under a snow bl anket,
strung out along | edges on a background of naked rock and snow | aced with dark paths, sparsely
patterned along twenty miles and nore. Factories and warehouses crossed that band vertically, much
nore closely clustered, running fromsix to ten thousand feet high. At top and bottom were angul ar
bl obs of bright orange and bits of other colors, too.

Bram s tenper was under tight control. "You were needed. | feared the probe woul d pass
before you returned. Can you see why that mi ght be a concern?"
"Not ... yes."

Then Louis saw, too. Three bright silver squares: three of the oversized cargo plates. One
was bare; one was | oaded with cargo, hard to see for what it was. The third, a brown square with a
bright rim the Machi ne People cruiser still riding its cargo plate. It was tethered at the upper
dock next to a naked rock cliff painted bright orange, and two patches of yell ow and orange and
cobalt blue: deflated ball oons.

"That was a quick ride," Louis said.

Dayl i ght swept upon themat 770 miles per second. The view flashed bright, then dimed to
truer colors.

Acol yte remi nded them "They have their own webeye."

The Hi ndnost popped up a wi ndow next to the probe's -- four now. They were now seeing
t hrough the bow of the cruiser

Here were Red Herders nuffled in lovely furs striped gray and white. Louis only glinpsed
red hands in long | oose sl eeves, flat noses and dark eyes deep w thin hoods, but who else could
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they be? The Fearless Vanpire Slayers. Several |arger furry shapes nust be Spill Muntain People.
Their hands were broad, with thick, stubby fingers. dinpses of faces inside hoods were silver-
gray, like the hands.

They panted out puffs of frost as they worked. Red hands and brown hands gripped the fuzzy
edges of the wi ndow, and the vi ew wobbl ed.

The Hi ndnost said, "The probe will be well past before we can slow Shall | bring it back
for another view?"
Bram said, "Wiy? We have our view Hindnost, we're closing on the near end of the rim wal

transport rail, and possible w tnesses. Take the probe over the rimwhen you can."”

"Aye aye. Twelve minutes."

The probe was in full daylight now, |leaving the village far aft. The di smounted webeye was
in jerky motion, carried along footholds and handhol ds chopped in stone. Wndows overlaid on
wi ndows.

Bram asked, "Where have you been?"

Louis answered. "The time to check a pressure suit --"

"Yes. Report."

"-- is before you're breathing vacuum--"

"You used a checklist. | use ny nmind."

"And your first nistake will be nenorable.”

"Report."

"I can't speak for a puppeteer's suit. Qurs will keep us alive for two falans. We refilled
and recharged everything fillable and chargeable. The Hi ndnost still has six stepping disks not in
use, and we can recycle sone of what we're using now. W can put webeyes anywhere. There aren't
any weapons in the |ander bay. | assune you've stored them sonmewhere. You deci de what you want us

to be carrying. We couldn't think of anything else to check."

Bram sai d not hi ng.

Hi dden Patriarch's crow s nest showed no change, and the Hi ndnbst whistl e-bonged that
wi ndow of f. The refueling probe ran along a rimwall touched with violet. The next w ndow over
roll ed wobbling along a path that had becone nmore than a rock clinb, downhill toward rectangul ar
pat ches of snow.

The Hi ndnost said, "You were dying."

"Did you see ... never nmind," Louis said. "Show nme that nedical report."

The puppeteer chined. Louis Wi's nedical record partly bl ocked both wi ndows. "There, it's
in Interspeak.™

Chemical ... npjor restructure ... diverticulosis ... tanj. "You can get used to what age
does to you, Hindnmost. O d people used to say, 'If you can wake up in the norning wth nothing
hurting anywhere, it's a sign that you have died in the night.""

"Not funny."

"But even an idiot mght guess sonmething's wong when he starts pissing gas with his
urine."

"I would have thought it rude to observe you at such a tine."

"I am nmuch relieved. Even so, would you have noticed?" Louis read further
"Diverticulosis, that's little bl owut patches on your colon -- *ny* colon. Diverticuli [sic --
shoul d be "Diverticula"] can hurt you lots of ways. Mne seens to have extended far enough to
attach itself to nmy bladder. Then it got infected and bl ew through. That |eft a tube connecting ny
colon and ny bl adder. A fistula."

"What did you think?"

"I had the nmedkit. It was giving nme antibiotics. For a couple of days | hoped ... well,
bacteria can get into a human bl adder and nmeke gas, but antibiotics would have cleared that up. So
I knew | needed a pl unber."

Acol yte didn't usually stare directly into anyone's eyes, but he did now H s ears were
fol ded out of sight. "You were dying? Dying when you refused the H ndnost's offers?"

"Yes. Hindnost, if you'd known, would you have accepted ny contract?"

"Not a serious question. Louis, |'mexpressing adniration. You are a scary negotiator."

"*Thank* you."

Bram said, "Please restore our view fromthe probe ... *Thank* you. In six mnutes we'l
move up the rimwall and cross to the outside. | trust we won't |ose the signal, Hindnost?"

"Scrith stops a percentage of neutrinos. Inplied is sonme kind of nuclear reaction ongoing
inthe Ringworld floor, but the signal will dw ndle predictably and | can conpensate."

Bram said, "Good. |Is ny suit in order?"

“"It's my spare, after all," Louis said. "Take whichever suit feels lucky to you. I'll take
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the other."
The probe was sl ow ng, sl ow ng.
" Now?"
" Now. "

CHAPTER TVEENTY- SI X -- THE DOCKYARD

H GH PO NT, A D. 2893

The cruiser and its cargo plate rose through the night. Warvia and Tegger clung to each
other in the payl oad shell. Fear of heights was a terrible thing. They both shrieked when they
felt the bunp, then | aughed because they were still alive.

Leaving the protection of the payload shell was an ordeal. They gasped and shivered in the
thin, cold air. The sun was just peeping around a shadow square.

The Ghoul s blinked in the growi ng daylight and crawled into the payl oad shell to sleep

Har pster had brought them down at the higher of two orange-splashed cliffs, alongside
another floating plate and three baskets attached to col |l apsed ball oons.

The village was stirring. Downslope and to the sides, furred shapes noved out from snow
roof ed houses to forage in the tilted | ands beyond.

Even to a nomad |ike Tegger, this wasn't a large village. Then again, it was nearly
invisible. The roofs were rectangles of snow on a snowfield; you picked themout by their shadows.

Five locals were trudging uphill to neet the visitors from bel ow. A raptor-beaked bird
circled about them The Red Herders watched them cone, but they couldn't see anything inside their
furs. They carried water bags and nore furs.

The water was heated. It tasted wonderful. Warvia and Tegger struggled into furs in
frantic haste, pulling themclosed until only their noses showed. That and their gasping seened to
anuse the Spill Mountain People.

"Na, na, it's lovely day!" Saron sang in a nearly inpenetrable accent. "You walk in
blizzard. Teach you respect nountain!"

They wal ked around the wood and iron cruiser, paying no attention to the floating plate it
rode on.

The five Spill Muntain People | ooked |ike barrels sheathed in |ayers of white- and-gray-
striped fur. Saron's fur was different: striped white and greeni sh-brown, with a hood that had
been sone ferocious creature's head. Her rank rmust be distinctive, Tegger thought, and deci ded
that Saron was a worman. She was the snallest of the five. Her voice gave no clue and her furs hid
all details.

Saron was studying the bronze spinnerweb and its stone backing. She asked, "Is this the
eye?"

Warvia said, "Yes. Saron, we don't know what to do next."

"W were told N ght People would cone. Were are they?"

"Sleeping. It isn't night yet."

Saron |l aughed. "My nother told ne it was only a way of speaking. They conme out at night?"

The Reds nodded.

The bird hovered above them riding the wind, then suddenly dropped far downslope. It
struck talons first, and rose with sonething struggling in its beak

Deb asked, "Wat nust the eye see?"

Tegger and Warvia had no idea. This must have been obvious, and Deb answered herself. "The
mrror and the passage. Take the eye with us. Does it tal k?"

"No. "

"How do you know it sees?"

"Ask Harpster and Gieving Tube."

Warvia said, "I'"'mgoing to cover them They could freeze to death up here."

"Good," Jennawil said, and they carried furs into the payl oad shell.

Harreed and Barraye were at work di smounting the bronze web and its backi ng. Tegger had
deci ded they were nen. Though they peered out of their hoods in frank astoni shment at the Red
Herders, they were silent. It seenmed the wonen did all the talking.

Tegger tried to help them As he scuttled sideways carryi ng one edge of the stone-backed
web, he found hinmsel f gasping, suffocating. Deb and Jennawi|l noved in to hel p. Tegger got out of
their way, fighting for breath.

"You're feeble," Saron deci ded.

Tegger tried to quiet his gasping. "W can wal k."

“Your lungs don't find enough air. You will be stronger tonorrow. Today you nust rest."

The four picked up the web and began to clinb, angling downhill, toward the snowroof ed
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houses. Saron wal ked ahead to point out footholds to Warvia and Tegger, ready to steady themif
they sli pped.

The bird dropped onto the | eather pad that crossed Deb's shoul ders. Deb staggered and
swore at it in sonme alien |anguage, and it rose again.

Spill Mountain Peopl e seened incredibly surefooted.

Tegger and Warvia wal ked with their arnms around each other, trying to stay upright. They'd
been in notion too I ong. The nountain seened to sway beneath them The wi nd searched out every
tiniest gap in their furs. Tegger peeped out of his hood through slitted eyes, blinking away
tears.

He had sone of his breath back. He asked Deb, "That was your own tongue, yes? How did you
| earn the trade speech?"

Deb's vowel s and consonants were distorted. He had to catch the sense above the shrilling
of the wind. "N ght People say, tell you everything. But you, you tell the flatland vishnishtee
not hi ng. Keep our secrets. Yes?"

Tegger didn't know the word, but Warvia caught it. She told him "Vashnesht," enunciating
it properly, and told the others, "Yes."

Vashnesht: protectors. Keep secrets fromthe protectors from bel ow the spill nountains.
"Yes," said Tegger.

Deb said, "Teela canme frombelow, fromthe flats. A strange person, all knobs, could not
resh. You understand, reshtra? Could not. Nothing there. She let us | ook.

"She taught us to speak. We knew the speech of the mrrors, but we spoke it wong. Teela
taught us, then told us teach the people who ride the ball oons.

"Then she went through the passage. Cane back seventy falans |later, no change in her. W
t hought she was a vishnishtee, but now we *knewt."

They were passing houses now rectilinear houses nade of wood that nust have been inported
fromthe forest bel ow They'd picked up an entourage of curious children: eyes peeking out from
fur hoods, and chattering that came in puffs of fog. Warvia was trying to answer them

Tegger asked, "May we speak to this Teel a?"

"Teel a went bel ow again, since forty falans or nore," Deb said.

“"More," Saron said flatly.

Jennawi | asked, "What do you know of reshtra?"

Tegger | ooked at Warvia. Warvia tenporized. "How can you know of rishathra? Do you have
other visitors from bel ow?"

The | ocal s | aughed, even the nen. Deb said, "Not from below, but from sideways! Folk visit
from nearby nountains --"

"But they're all Spill Muntain People, aren't they?"

"\Wi rbeea, the people of the nountains are not all one kind. We are Hi gh Point. Saron --

Here, a door. Tegger eased Warvia in ahead of him The bird settled on Deb's shoul der as
she entered

This narrow space was not the house proper, only a tiny anteroom supported by wooden beans
and lines with hooks for furs. Doors at the far end opened opposite each other.

Now the furs started to cone off. The two species stared at one another, fiercely curious.

H gh Poi nt People were broad through the torso, broad across the face, with w de nouths

and deep-set eyes. Their hair and -- on the nmen -- beards were curly and dark. Beneath their furs
was cloth enclosing their torsos to the el bows and knees, and bel ow the cuffs, a good deal of
curly hair.

Deb was a strong wonan in mddle age. The bird, Skreepu, belonged to Deb. So did the
i dentical -1 ooki ng young nen, Harreed and Barraye: they were her sons. Jennawil was a young wonan
mated to Barraye.

And Saron was a woman, deep of voice, old and deeply winkled. Somnething about her jaw,
her hands: Warvia asked, "Are you of Hi gh Point?"

"No, from Two Peaks. A balloon carried us to H gh Point, far past Short One, where we
wanted to visit. The wind blows wong here. W could not return. The rest flew on, exploring, but
I found ny nan Makray persuasive. He cannot have nore children, | have had m ne, why not?"

Wil e Deb renmoved her fur and hung it, Skreepu clung to the |eather patch. Wen Saron | ed
the rest into the main house, the great bird lifted and foll owed them

The ceiling was high. Furniture was mnimal. There was a high perch for the bird, two | ow
tables, no chairs. This was half of the visitors' house, divided fromthe other half by the | ong
anteroom Tegger wondered if he would neet whatever visitors were living on the other side.

The nen propped the bronze web against the wall. Then the High Pointers settled cross-
legged in a circle that |eft space for their visitors.

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Ringworld%20Throne.txt (121 of 149) [1/19/03 6:19:01 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Ringworl d%20Throne.txt
"This is your place, the visitors' house,"”
come, but you may want to sleep in fur."

Jennawi | waved about her. "We are High Point. Next spinward call thensel ves Eagl e Fol k.
Noses |i ke beaks. They're snmaller than we are and not as strong, but their balloons are best we
have seen, and they sell balloons to other folk. W can get children with them but so rarely that
we resh with little risk

"To antispin are lIce People. They live higher and the cold hurts them|ess. Mazarestch got
a boy by an Ice People man. The way she tells it, their exertion noved nmountain. The boy Jarth can
forage higher than any of his peers.

"Visitors come fromfar spin and antispin. W welcone themall and resh with them too
but we get no children together. They tell us it is the same for them Reshtra is for different
kinds, mating is between two of a kind. Folk of near nountains can mate, those fromtoo far
cannot. Teela told us that our foreparents must have traveled from mountain to nountain, changing
as we went.

"And you?"

Warvi a was | aughing too hard to speak, |ess anused than enbarrassed, Tegger thought. He
tried to put an answer together. "On the flat land travel is easy. W have all species nmxed. W
see every possible way of rishathra. W Red Herders travel with the aninmals we tend, for all of
our lives. W cannot rish. W only nmate once."

He could not tell how they were reacting to that: their faces were too unfamliar. He
said, "But some kinds rish for pleasure, sone for trade contracts or to end a war or to postpone a
child. W hear of Wed Gatherers, near nindless, who rish very nicely, convenient for ones who
won't take the tine to -- to court. Water People will rish with anyone who can hold his or her
breath for |ong enough, but few there are --"

"Wat er Peopl e?"

"Live under liquid water, Barraye. | guess you don't have many of those."

Laughter. Jennawi | asked Warvia, "You don't rish, but only you |isten?"

"What else is there for nmy kind when visitors conme? But you'll want to speak to the Ni ght
Peopl e when they wake."

Tegger saw Jennawi|l trying to keep a straight face.

"Pl ease understand," Saron said, "we have only resh with species fromnear nountains.

Spill nountain species, all of us, all very |like each other even if we cannot get children. You
" She searched for words and found none.

*A bit strange? Very queer? Denons from bel ow?* Before the silence could grow yet |ess
confortable, Warvia said, "W hear that protectors can pierce any secret. How can you hope to hide
anyt hi ng?"

"From flatland vishnishtee," Deb said.

Saron expl ai ned. "Vishnishtee are a danger. Teela told us so, the Night People tell us,
and the |l egends tell us, too. But the passage belongs to Hi gh Point. The passage is of interest to
vi shni shtee. The passage pierces the rimwall. They can go out of the world through the passage if
they wear their balloon suits and helns with wi ndows. The Ni ght People don't like to draw
attention from vishnishtee."

"You have protectors here?"

It seenmed clear that Saron was speaking for the bronze web as well as Tegger and Warvi a.
"Three flatland vishnishtee rule the passage. Mre: they have taken sone of us away, ol der ones,
and sonme of those cone back to us as vishnishtee.

"When the Death Light shone, the flatland vishni shtee showed us how to hide. Sod or rock
is enough to stop the light that shines through fur and flesh, but better was to hide in the
passage itself. Makray was hunting when the Death Light shone," Saron said. "Half a day from
shelter, and no vishnishtee to tell himhe wanted it."

Deb said, "Many of us went to hunt, or were caught out. One of every three died. Qdd and
feeble children were born after. Al the nountains about tell the sane tale, and only we and the
nmount ai ns nearby had vi shni shtee to give warning. Flatland vishnishtee are not wholly evil."

Tegger asked, "Death Light?"

But none of the Hi gh Pointers chose to hear, and Tegger didn't ask again. Saron said,

"Hi gh Point vishnishtee serve the flatland vishnishtee to keep us safe. But they will not tell the
flatland vi shni shtee where we have the mirror, and those will not |learn of thenselves. They are
good at knowi ng secrets, but the nmountains are not theirs."”

Warvi a sighed. "The Night People will be very glad of your answers. W' ve traveled vastly
to find them No doubt they'll have better questions."

"And Louis Wi," Deb said. "Or is he only a tale?"

Saron said. "It is warm enough for nost who
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"Where did you hear it?"
"From nessage mirrors and from Teel a."
Tegger said, "Louis Wi boiled an ocean. The City Builder Halrloprillalar traded and ri shed

with him Louis Wi is real, but is he on the other side of that spinnerweb? Deb, | need sleep."
Warvia said, "Yes!"
Jennawi | expressed the others' surprise. "It is the nmiddle of the day."

"We worked through the night. *Breathing* is |abor,"” Warvia said.

"Let them sleep now," Saron ordered. "W go. Teegr, Wairbeea, will you wake when the Ni ght
Peopl e do?"

Tegger could hardly keep his thoughts together or his eyes apart. "W nay hope."

"Food behind that door. Flup, we forgot! Wat do you eat?"

"Freshly killed neat," Wrvia said.

"Behind those little doors -- no, never mind. Skreepu will find you sonething. Sleep
well." The Hi gh Point People filed out.

* k%

They *had* to | ook behind the little doors, and that let half the heat out of the house.
Opening the little doors revealed food -- visitor food, plants and old nmeat, not Red Herder food --
and snowscape seen through wooden slats. Bars to keep away predators, and the great outside to
keep food col d.

Warvi a and Tegger curled together, fur beneath them fur above. They'd set their clothes
aside to air. They were warm enough, but Tegger could feel the cold at his nose. He could hear
knocki ng behind the wall as the H gh Pointers donned their furs.

He was near sl eep when Warvia said, "Wisper would have better questions."

He said, "Whisper was only ny nadness."

"M ne, too. \Whisper taught ne things --

"What ?"

Warvi a whispered in his ear. "She was with us on the air sled, beneath the cruiser. She
taught me about speed so that our speed would not drive ne mad. She keeps herself a secret,

Tegger. | don't want the web to hear us."
They' d propped the web upright against a wall. Tegger |ooked at the web, propped against a
wall with a view of the whole room and |aughed. "If the web is no nore than a slice of stone --"
"W will all seemgreat fools."

"What does Wi sper | ook Iike?"

"I never saw. Perhaps a wayspirit with no body at all."

"What did she teach? No, don't tell nme now. W should sleep.”

"Way did you say we cannot rish? Was it the way they | ook?"

"No. They're no stranger than Sand People. My nind saw nme in Jennawil's armns, gasping like
a beached fish --"

Warvi a | aughed deliciously against his ear.

"Then | remenbered that they talk with -- talk *for* -- the CGhoul enpire. W would be
famous. Did you want to settle sonewhere, soneday, where no Red Herder has heard of Red Herders
who rish with every species under the Arch?"

"We never did that!"

"Tales grow in the telling. They are nmighty tellers, the Gioul enpire, and these Spil
Mount ai n Peopl e speak their words for them and you and | destroyed the biggest nest of vanpires
beneath the Arch.”

"Yes."

"You were thinking --"

"They are new to this. They have only rished with peoples very like them Love, would you
like to *teach* rishathra, if only once?"

They sl ept.

CHAPTER TWENTY- SEVEN - - LOVECRAFT

The probe tilted over and rose at ten gravities straight up, closing on the rimwall. The
bl ue hi ghlight converged, then went out. The probe coasted, rising.

The Ringworld's edge was narrow. The probe rose a few hundred feet higher, and arced over
A puff of fusion flanme hatted its fall and set it drifting toward the shadowed back of a bl ack
wal | that seemed to reach to the heavens

It sl owed. Hovered. The probe spat.

A wi ndow popped up to overlay the others. It showed the probe hovering on indigo flane;
then the probe dropped away and it showed only starlight.
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The Hi ndnost said, "I give you a webeye w ndow beyond the rimwall."
"W need a view fromthe underside. Get us that," Bram conmanded.
"Aye aye." But the H ndnobst was doi ng not hi ng.

“Hi ndnost ! "

"The probe already has ny instructions. Mdtors off. Rotate. | want a view"

The probe was turning as it fell. The view turned: black rimwall, sunglare, starscape ..
a silver thread was shining against the star-spattered black below the falling probe.

"That!" Louis said. "See it? You need a burn or we'll hit it."

"Burn, aye aye." A burst of woodw nds, then, "Wat is it?"
"Not a spaceport ledge, it's too narrow "
They wai ted through the |ightspeed delay. The silver thread was growi ng | arger, clearer

Now it seermed banded, like a silver earthworm Eleven mnutes ..

The probe's spin stopped. W ndow di splays trenored: the probe was thrusting, flaring in X
ray light.

Nova |ight blasted through the hol ogram wi ndow.

Louis, with his arms thrown over his eyes, heard nusic fromhell, then a voice that had
lost all human traits. "My fuel source is destroyed!"

Bram s voice was cool. "My concern is for the eneny that fired on us."

"W are challenged! Armne and send nme through!" A bestial bellow all nadness. *Acolyte's
idea of a distraction? O are we locked in with a mad Kzi n?*

"Let me through to my cabin,” the Hi ndnost pleaded. "I mnmust see what is still working."

"What coul d be working? Your probe is destroyed and we are attacked, we are known. Could
an invader react so quickly, or was that a protector?"

"The stepping disk at |east should be safe.”

Loui s opened his eyes. "Wy?"

“I"'mnot a fool!" the H ndnost bleated. "I opened a stepping disk Iink as we crossed the
rim A plasma bl ast, kinetic weapons, any threat should go straight through.”
"Straight through to *what*?" Louis blinked. He was still seeing spots.

"I linked it to the stepping disk at the map of Mons O ynpus."

Loui s | aughed. It was probably too nuch to hope for, that a thousand Martians were setting
a new trap when the stepping disk sprayed star-hot plasma over them but heyyy ..

Big claws closed on his shoulders; warmred neat breathed in his face. "W are at war,
Louis Wil This is not a tinme for distractions!”

*Distractions*. Stet. "Acolyte, go suit up. Get ny suit, and a webeye sprayer, too, and ny
cargo di sk stack, wherever Bram -- Bran®?"

"“Dining hall aboard Hi dden Patriarch," Bram sai d.

"Hi ndnost, route himthere first. Bram get himsonme weapons. |f we have a worki ng
steppi ng di sk on the probe, we should use it."

Bram said, "Co."

The Hi ndnost rattled / chinmed / bonged. Acolyte stepped and flicked out. The H ndnost
stepped where the granite bl ock had been and was gone, was in his cabin, his tongues |icking out
at what | ooked |ike an alien chess set but nust be a virtual keyboard. One head rose to say, "W

have a link. The stepping disk still operates.”

"Try the webeye sprayer," Bram ordered.

" Spray what ?"

"Vacuum "

El even minutes |later the blacked-out window lit again: a revolving starscape with a sl ow
ripple to it. Louis could picture a webeye falling free through vacuum spinning a little -- was
the probe spinning too? -- drifting gradually away fromthe probe. And while the protector was

wor ryi ng about the Kzin and trying to watch the puppeteer and all *four* hol ogram wi ndows, Louis
knelt above the stepping disk and lifted the edge.

A tiny hologram of glow ng sticks rose just above the disk itself -- the map of the
steppi ng disk system A |larger display would have given himaway, but the H ndnost had fixed that.
Loui s tapped his changes in quickly and pushed the ri m down.

"Do you see?"

"H ndnost, explain to see me how we could have missed *that* until now "

Bram and the Hi ndnost sure as tanj weren't watching *hinf. Louis turned.

As viewed through the free-falling webeye, the silver thread had beconme a silver ribbon
with rai sed edges, a shallow trough not unlike a mniature of the Ringworld itself. Slender
toroids arced over it.

Unm stakably, it was the transport system the magnetic levitation track that ran al ong
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the top of the rimwall for a third of its length. Teela's repair crew nust have led it over the
rimwall and down the outside.

Louis said, "Well, *I* haven't been watching the rimwall for a good half year."

"We shoul d have | ooked cl oser," the H ndnpst said.

The silver rail swept past. Now there was only starscape. The fluttering webeye was bel ow
the Rhngworld floor, falling into the universe.

Louis said, "I night have guessed. You, too, Bram What else would Teela's crew use to
move their reclainmed ranjets?"

"The terminus is far to spinward, perhaps on a spaceport |edge. W're in the wong pl ace
to be looking for a factory."

Stacked cargo plates flicked in, with pressure gear and a webeye sprayer added to Louis's
clutter. Louis shouldered the floating mass aside to | eave room for Acol yte.

The Kzin flicked in wearing full pressure gear: concentric clear balloons and a fi shbow
hel met. He tipped back the hel mret and asked, "Are we ready?"

Louis gestured at a rippling starscape. "You don't want to flick into *that*."

Unexpectedly, the Hindnost said, "The link is still open and has stopped noving."

Loui s said, "What

Bram snapped, "Sprayed with plasma flane, dropped for a thousand miles, and it *stil
wor ks*? | npr obabl e!' "

Loui s took the webeye sprayer off the stacked cargo plates. "Try it."

Heads turned. They didn't get it. Louis said, "H ndnost, | want to spray a webeye through
the stepping disk link. Set ne up. We'll just see what it hits.™

The Hi ndnost whistled. "Try," he said.

Loui s sprayed a bronze net at the stepping disk and saw it vani sh

They waited. Acolyte used the tinme to take a shower. Thirty-five degrees of Ringworld arc:
five and a half minutes in transit, and the same again before they'd see it arrive. Transfer
booths didn't work faster than |ightspeed, and neither, it seemed, did stepping disks.

"Signal,"” the H ndnost said as his other tongue licked out. A fifth w ndow popped up

They | ooked up at stars crossed by the rimwall. A fuzzy bulk at the edge mi ght be the
probe. A lousy view -- but the probe wasn't falling. It had |anded on a tiny target, the naglev
track.

Bram said, "Acolyte, take the sprayer. Go through. Spray us a canera where we m ght see
sonmething interesting. Return instantly and report. Don't wait for danger. W know it's there."

*Too fast.* Louis was just beginning to pull his suit on. Acolyte would be gone before he
was ready. He said, "Hold it. Bram he's got to be arned!"

"Agai nst protectors already on site? | prefer Acolyte to be conspicuously unarned.

Acol yte, go."

The Kzin flicked out.

Louis finished getting into his suit. They'd have eleven mnutes to wait.

Did Chneee really think an old man like him Louis wondered, could restrain and protect an
el even-year-old Kzin mal e?

It had been four minutes, and sonething was in view

They wat ched a dark blur moving around the blurred edges of the w ndow, inspecting the
probe at its leisure. Then suddenly it was clear and close, an elegant alien pressure suit with a
bubbl e hel net, and a near-triangular face with a nouth that seened to be all bone. A single
fingertip cane closer yet, and traced curves Louis couldn't see. It had found the webeye.

It snapped around quicksilver-fast, and still wasn't quick enough. Sonething fast and
bl ack brushed across it and | eapt away, out of range, gone.

The el egant intruder's suit was slashed wide along the left side. It lifted a weapon |ike
an ol d-fashioned chem cal rocket notor. Violet-white flame [ashed after the attacker. It nust have
m ssed. The el egant one bounded after, holding its suit alnmost closed with one hand, firing with
the other. A ghost-trail of ice crystals followed it.

Bram sai d, "That was Anne."

"Whi ch?"

"Anne was the killer, Louis. They're both vanpire protectors, but | renenber how Anne
noves. "

"How do we warn Acol yte?"

"W cannot."

Loui s caught hinself grinding his teeth. Acolyte was nowhere: a signal, a point, an energy
quantum noving at |ightspeed toward where one protector had killed another and was ready for nore.

“"Your Teela was too trusting," Bramsaid. "She nade a vanpire into a protector, and that
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one nust have changed others of his species before Teela killed him But Anne and | are of another
species than theirs."

"Signal,"” the H ndnost said as his other tongue licked out. Now they had two wi ndows
pl aced on the nmmgl ev transport track

Acol yte had arrived; had sprayed a webeye on ... Louis couldn't tell. On sonething above
his head. There was no sign of another intruder. The Kzin posed with the probe just behind him It
| ooked half nelted and sonewhat battered, and it was bl ocking the track

Any protector would have to renove that bl ockage.

*Acol yte, get out!*

The track receded into infinity. It |ooked to be around two hundred feet across, and
geonetrical ly straight.

Acol yte was turning slowy, taking it all in. He sprayed another webeye, then stepped back
to the probe and was gone.

The Hi ndnost said, "He flicked out."

"Well, where is he?"

"Do you assurme | want fusion plasma spraying through ny cabi n?"

"Where's the |ink? Where did you flick hin?" The Hi ndnost didn't answer, and Louis knew.
"Mons O ynpus, you freenother?"

He | unged toward the stepping disk, stopped hinself, and scranbled onto the stack of cargo
plates instead. He led a Iine through the handhol ds, then around his tool belt: a poor man's crash
web. "Chrmeee will have ny ears and guts!"” He set the cargo plates aloft and eased themonto the
st eppi ng di sk.

*Flick*, and the sky was half stars, half black. Silver fractal filigree under his feet
and stars show ng through that.

Mar vel ous.

He | ooked up and down the maglev track. It was peaceful as hell. Nothing noved at all.

Silver |lace. Were had he seen this kind of fractal pattern? He'd expected the naglev
track to be a solid trough, but you could see stars through the nesh.

Hah! It was the Pinwheel, the old orbital tether they still used to transfer bul k cargos
between Earth and the moon and Belt. The fractal distributed the stresses better. But never mnd
that --

"Bram Hi ndnost, the naglev track is *lacework*. Can you see it? If | had the sprayer, 1'd
put a webeye on it right now Look through the | ace and see whatever tries to hide in the
Ri ngwor |l d' s shadow. "

They'd hear that in five and a half mnutes. Hot Needle of Inquiry was that far away at
I i ght speed.

An ink blot pulled itself over the edge and wal ked toward Louis ... a bulk like a sack of
pot at oes painted black, with a flared bell held negligently in one hand.

Louis touched the lift throttle.

The cargo plates didn't nove. There was a maglev track under him but it wasn't giving him
enough lift.

“I'"'m | ooking at an ARM weapon," Louis said. They'd hear himand know the rest: ARMs mnust
have | anded on a spaceport |edge and found protectors there.

*How do you activate stepping di sks when you can't step off first? I'lIl be dead when they
hear all this. Should have brought an orchestra -- or a recording of the command.*

The protector-killer examned Louis Wi with a proprietary air. It -- Anne -- She was a
sl ender shape in an inflated suit designed for sonmething a little taller -- recessed eyes peeped
over the chin readouts -- and nmuch w der --

*Fl'ick*, he was upside down and falling through red |ight.

It was red rock all around him and bel ow his head, and hundreds of feet of smooth |ava
runni ng down, down. The cargo plates surged upward, and Louis hung head-down over red rocks. He
could feel the ropes slipping, in the nonment before the plates' inherent stability turned him
upri ght.

Louis's brain and belly and inner ears were whirling. Mnents passed before his eyes could
focus.

No Martians were there to watch

He was hovering al ongside a gl assy-snmooth stretch of lava that dropped al nost straight for

futz ... a thousand feet before it eased toward horizontal like a ski junp. Louis could see a
spl ash of orange at the bottom Acolyte in his translucent suit. He m ght even have survived such
afall ... or not.

Loui s decided he needn't fear Martians.
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This tinme the Martians had mounted their stepping disk upside down at the top of the
hi ghest cliff they could find. Then the flane that destroyed the Hi ndnost's refueling probe had
fl ooded through the stepping disk. Any Martians watching the trap nust have been crisped. The
cliff side had nelted and fl owed, form ng a slide.

Loui s | anded the cargo plates, |oosed the lines, and junped down.

Acol yte by at an angle on hot red rock.

Loui s got a shoul der under the Kzin. Not enough, and he pulled to roll the Kzin over him
Acol yte was an inert mass. Louis could feel broken ribs shifting.

He coul d have used Martian gravity about now.

He tightened his abdom nal nuscles, knees and back, grunt and lift. Lift! A nearly grown
mal e Kzin, pressure suit and all, rose just high enough to roll onto the cargo pl ate.

Louis craw ed aboard. Tied the Kzin down. Took the cargo plates up. He used the little
thruster to put himjust under the stepping disk. Lifted until his shoul ders touched.

*Fl'ick*, they were upside down in Needle with the cargo plates on top of them

Bramdid the rest: rolled the cargo plates off, opened all the sealstrips that held the
Kzin's suit together, and pulled himout. The Kzin's eyes blinked, focused, found Louis. Oherw se
he seenmed unable to nove

Bram eased Louis out of his suit, stretched himout next to Acolyte, and exam ned him
That hurt. "You've torn some nuscles and tendons," he said. "You need the 'doc, but the Kzin needs
it more."

"He goes first,"” Louis said. If Acolyte died, what would he say to Chneee?

Bramlifted the Kzin with no apparent effort, rolled himinto the 'doc and closed it. An
odd notion: had Bram been waiting for perm ssion?

Not so odd. Louis was starting to hurt in earnest now, and it wouldn't do to | et Bram
know. Louis was a hominid and Acol yte wasn't, and a protector mght *need* a breeder's perm ssion
to heal an alien first.

Bram pi cked hi mup and set himon the cargo plates in one snmooth notion. Pain flashed
through him blocking his breath, turning his screamto a squeak. Bram hooked up | eads and tubes
fromTeela's portable 'doc. He said, "Many of the reservoirs here need filling, Hi ndnost. Can your
| arger 'doc neke nedici nes?"

"The kitchen has a pharmacy nenu."

The port and starboard walls gl owed with orange heat.

I n anot her wi ndow he saw a bl ack, baggy shape roll over the rimof the maglev rail. Then
nothing, only a silver path receding to infinity.

The pain was receding. Louis knew he wouldn't be lucid nuch | onger

He felt | ean and knobby arns around him Hard fingertips probed himhere and there. Arib
felt distant pain, then eased. H s back cracked, and again | ower down, and a hip joint, and his
ri ght knee.

Bram spoke near his ear, but not to Louis. "The N ght People went to sone effort to show
us a spill nountain village, one out of tens of thousands. Wy?"

The Hindnost replied, "Didn't you see the way ..." and Louis was asl eep

CHAPTER TVEENTY- El GHT -- THE PASSAGE

"Feel that?"

"Yes," said Warvi a.

The roomwas trenbling, a tiny vibration in all the walls and the rock bel ow.

Ri ding weird vehicles had left themdizzy and disoriented, but they'd had hours to sleep
that off. This was sonething el se. Tegger hadn't noticed at first. Now Warvia's breathing and the
endl ess trenor were the only sensations in the dark room

"Any idea --"

"Seabottom mulch. It's pounding on the peak, and we feel it all the way down here."

Tegger stared at her in the dark

"Pipes punmp it up the back of the rimwall. It falls fifty daywal ks fromthe edge of the
rim" Warvia said. "It falls on all the spill nobuntains. It's what *nakes* the spill nountains.
W thout the punps, all the soil beneath the Arch would end up in the seas. \Wisper told nme al
about it."

"You got nore out of \Wisper than | ever did."

"l wonder where she is now "

" She?"

Fingers caressed his jaw. "I'm guessing. | asked, but she wouldn't say. Do you know what
that seabottom nmuck is called?"
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"What ?"

"Flup."

Tegger belly-laughed. "Wiat? You nean all this time -- Flup, everyone |I *know* thinks he
knows what flup neans. Seabotton®"

"This mountain is nmade of it. Pressure turns it into rock --"

Wiite Iight flooded them A voice said, "Hello."

They leapt to their feet, wapping fur around them The Hi gh Point People had left thema
fur like Saron's, relic of a green-spotted sloth with a damaged head. On Warvia it | ooked quite
| ovel y.

Warvi a had other concerns. She whispered, "That was no Hi gh Point accent --

"Hel | 0? You hear the voice of Louis Wi. May we tal k?"

Tegger blinked against the painful light. Details weren't there, but he could pick out a
man' s shape and sonet hi ng stranger

"You have invaded our privacy," he said.

"You were not sleeping. Qurs is the spy device you carried for so long. WIIl you speak or
shal |l we cone another tine?"

Sonet hi ng rapped on the wood beside the skin door. A woman's voice called, "Teegr?
Wi r beea?"

"Flup! Come in," Tegger ordered.

Thr ough the skins cane Jennawil and Barraye and a snell of blood. "W hear voices," the

young woran said, "else we would have left this in the anteroom It's a gwill. Skreepu killed it
for you."

The gwill was a big lizard. Its tail still twtched.

"Your timing is good," Tegger said. He hefted the gwill. Its skin felt arnored. It would
have to be skinned. To the glare in the web and the nonsters within, he said, "You speak to
Jennawi | and Barraye of the H gh Point People. They know what we only guess. Jennawi |, Barraye, we

meet Louis Wi at |ast.”

Dozing with his chin on the portable 'doc, Louis heard hinmself speaking. "You hear the
voi ce of Louis WI. You see ny associates, Bramand the Wb Dwneller. W have kept silence because
we have enenies."”

"W are Warvia and Tegger," a high-pitched alien voice said. Louis's eyes were open now,
and he recogni zed t he red-skinned vanpire slayers. "Wiy do you break sil ence now?"

"W nust ask questions."” That was the voice of Louis Wi, all right, but it was com ng from
t he Hi ndnost.

A High Point man said, "W are to show you the hidden nmirror and the passage through the
rimand anything el se you desire."

"Thank you. Are you prepared to go through the passage?"

Jennawi | junped in shock. "No! There are vishnishtee --"
instant. "-- protectors noving constantly through the passage.”

Loui s decided not to speak. He was feeling nellow and foolish, and pain lurked if he
wanted to feel it. He wouldn't nake sense, and what would they nake of two "voices of Louis WI"?

The H ndnost said, "Tell us what you know about protectors."”

"OfF two kinds they are. Protectors of our own kind would keep us safe, but they obey
flatland protectors --"

"May we speak to a High Point protector?”

"I think not Keeping secrets fromflatland protectors is near inpossible, and protectors

Louis's translator hesitated an

are conspi cuous. | can ask."
The puppeteer asked, "WII| Wi sper speak to us?"
*Huh?*

The Red Herders | ooked at each other. The woman said firmy, "Wisper will not."

"What can you tell us of Wisper?"

"Not hi ng. "

"What ties beyond the passage?”

Barraye said, "Poison, we think."

Jennawi | expl ained: "Protectors wear suits that cover every part of them when they go
through the passage. They carry a great bulk of tools back and forth. Runors say they are building
sonet hi ng out there, sonething nonstrous."

The red woman said, "Louis WI, it was the massed might of the Ni ght People that noved the
eye here. Cone night, you nay speak to them"

"How | ong until night?"

Jennawi | said, "Two tenths."
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The voice of Louis Wi said, "W wait,"” and sang |ike a bass string quartet.

Bram asked, "Did you hear, Louis?"

"Sone of it. Good act, Hi ndnost, but you need better nakeup."

"Louis Wi is vashnesht. Wzard. He remains out of sight," the H ndnost said, "while his
weird servitors speak for him"

"Stet. Who's Wi sper?"

"Anne is Whisper," Bramsaid. "|I've seen your tapes of Wi sper guiding the red nan. She
used the cruiser's nission for conceal nent."

"'*Whisper' fits her," Louis said.

The Hi ndnost turned fromthe wi ndow. "Louis, what do you think? Wiere is Wisper? WII she
interfere?"

Loui s was watching the people in the window. There wasn't quite enough anesthetic in him
to knock himout. "Bram you're the only one who m ght guess what she wants."

"Yes."

"I"'mtoo groggy to think. I think I want ny voice back."

"As you will," said the Hi ndnost.

* % %

Warvia stripped the gwill with a knife. Tegger said, "Red Herders have to eat neat freshly
killed. Watching may distress you."

Warvia tore the gwill apart and gave part to Tegger. They ate. The High Point couple
seened fascinated and appal |l ed. Tegger wondered why they were still here, now that the wi ndow was
only a bronze web again.

Bones only. Tegger |ooked the question; Barraye pointed to a receptacle.

Jennawi | said, "Tegger, Wirbeea, we noted that you did not speak of reshtra until you saw
what was under our furs."

*Ah. *

"Qur people mate once, for life," Warvia said, and | ooked at her mate. Somethi ng passed
between them and she added, "A thing happened to us, to change us. But we don't *need* rishathra.
What changed was only that we have a choice."

Tegger had thought it through. "Barraye, Jennawil, there are no tales of Red Herders who
rish. What if your talking mirrors spread that tale all across the flatlands? Were could we |ive?
Who woul d mate to our children?”

The Hi gh Pointers | ooked at each ot her

"You saw the Night People, Jennawil,"” Warvia said. "What if it is told that you rished
with red-skinned visitors frombel ow? Wiat will the N ght People expect?"

Barraye nodded. "They would think to resh with us. How curious are we, ny nate?"

She was whacki ng his nassive shoul der, lightly and open-handed, and | aughing. Tegger
suspected that was a no. "Not their shape alone. Their *snell*!"
Barraye patted her runmp reassuringly. "Well, then, nust keep yet another secret.”

* k *

Fun stuff. Louis watched in passive prurience. A show like this would be a success, he
t hought, on pay channels on every world in known space. And of course it was being recorded ..
for that nmatter, how many senses did the webeyes record? Not just sight and sound. Snell ? Radar
for a kinesthetic sense?

Sonewhere in there he fell asleep

Hours later, it seened, he woke and stared in astoni shnment at hinself | oom ng above him

No: at his pressure suit, angular |like fractured bones where a human woul d be snooth. Bram
ti pped the hel net back and asked, "Are you wel | ?"

“I"'mpretty sore."” The nmedkit was dripping stuff into him but he could feel where the
pai n was waiting.

"Two ribs were out of place. | set them No bones are broken. You've abused nuscles, torn
i gaments and nesenteries, slipped a spinal disk that | reset. You would heal with no nore than
your own defenses and the portable nedkit."

"Why are you wearing ny suit?"

"Reasons of strategy."

"Too conplex for nmy tiny mind? Al right, Bram You'll notice that we have nore visitors.
If you'll disconnect me, the voice of Louis Wi can show a face."

* k%

The Hi ndnost and Bramwaited to either side of Louis and a little behind. On the other
side of the webeye wi ndow, the Reds huddl ed under a fur, letting the Ghouls take center stage.

The Ghoul s were shivering. The | anky woman said, "It's cold out there! Well, | am Grieving
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Tube, this is Harpster. Is your box naking sense of ny voice?"

"Yes, it's fine. How did you know about ny transl ator?"

"Your compani on Tunesnith seens to have departed, but his son Kazarp spoke of your visit
to Weaver Town."

"My regards to Kazarp. Gieving Tube, why did you nove two manwei ght of poured stone over
such a distance if you could have spoken to nme through Tunesnith?"

The Ghoul s | aughed, showi ng *way* too much teeth. "Spoken, yes, but what would we say? The
rimwall is in the wong hands? We don't know that. You, are you a vashnesht?" Protector, the
transl ator said.

Bram said, "Yes."

Tegger started to get up; Warvia held himback. The Ghouls, too, had flinched, but
Har pster made hinsel f speak to the protector. "W know enough to know our hel pl essness. These are
vanpire protectors. They take the H gh Point Folk as neat froma herd. Some return as protectors.
Many sinmply di sappear.”

Bram said, "They are repairing the Arch."

"Do they do nore good than harn®"

"Yes. There are too many, and they'l|l fight when the repairs are done. W hope we can
i mprove the bal ance."

"How do you expect to hel p?"

"W nust know nmore. Tell us what you can."

Har pster shrugged hugely. "You know what we know. High Point will show us nore, cone
dawn. "

The Hi ndnost fluted. The wi ndow shrank to background si ze.
"W wait," he said. "Louis, we recorded earlier conversation. They know nuch of protectors
and sonething of Teela Brown. O shall we serenade you?"

Bram was reaching for the instrument package he'd brought from H dden Patriarch

"Alittle dinner nmusic would go nicely,"” Louis said politely. "And |'m starved."

* % %

Louis was trying to do sone stretching. Lifting Acolyte had pulled sone serious nuscles
and tendons. Branis attentions had hel ped, but he had to nove carefully.

Many hours had passed. Now the wi ndow at Hi gh Point was rotating bunpily across night-
dar kened nount ai nscape. A m xed bag of hominids were rolling the stolen webeye |ike a wheel over
the worn paths of the village. Wen they left the village and began novi ng uphill over rock, the
noti on began to jar his stonach

Louis turned his back on the display, trusting the others to alert hi mwhen the webeye got
somewhere interesting. Wat was taking the Kzin so | ong? Anyplace in known space, he could at
| east have used a 'doc! The nmedkit wouldn't do anything for himexcept inject chemcals, and he'd
need it again in a few mnutes.

* k%

Four Hi gh Point People carried the web and its backing. They clinbed uphill in the
charcoal night. Saron noved ahead of the Red Herders and Ni ght People to point out footholds for
t hem

The Ghouls had tried to help carry, but they were doing well just to catch their breath.

"Sunlight soon," Warvia said to the Ghoul worman. "Wat will you do then?"

"I was told we would conme to the passage. Shelter."

There were no roads here. What paths there were, were only scuff marks on hard dirt and
rock. The High Village People noved up and up across a tilted land, on and on, mles above the
infinite flatland.

To spin was the onconing term nator |ine, and daylight.

Cl ose up against the spill nmountains the I and bel ow was a relief map, like the nap the
Ghoul s had made for themoutside the Gass Gants' hall. Aviewlike this nay have given themthat
notion. Farther away, all detail was lost. A thread of silver linked by puddl es m ght have been
the Honeflow, or any other body of water, or sonething else entirely.

Warvi a may have been thinking sinmlar thoughts. "The | ands the Red Herders nove through
are they even big enough to see? How will we ever find Red Herders again?"

Harpster said, "That's not the problemat all --"

Grieving Tube said, "Qur people know the routes of the Red Herders. They'll map -- Forgive
me." She had to stop for breath. "They'll map a path for us -- by mrror -- speech. You'll find a
new honme -- as quickly as you canme here."

"Ch. Good." Then Warvia | aughed. "Your solution was extrene! W didn't need to trave
quite so far."
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Tegger woul dn't show weakness wi th Warvia watching. Wth dying strength he foll owed Saron.
The ol d woman noved nore slowy now. He could hear the other Hi gh Point People gasping as they
carried the web's weight along the hill.

Day swept toward them from spinward. As the first edge of sun peeped around the shadow of
ni ght, Harpster pulled fromhis pack two rolled-up hats with gigantic brins. Now only the N ght
Peopl e wal ked i n shadow.

"We should be on the fringes of Red Herder turf," Warvia said, "as far as possible from
stories that nmust have started al ready."

Har pster said, "No. Warvia, Red Herders aren't all the sane species.”

"Wy, of course we are!"

Tegger said, "W woo our mates fromother tribes at the feasts, when the herds cross.
W' ve done it since before anyone can renenber."

Har pster said, "Good idea --"

"But you don't always," said Gieving Tube. "You and Warvia, you have the sane accent --

"Yes, we both were born into Gnjerofer's tribe, but others mate across the lines."

"Sone tribes have given it up. Some just don't push it, like G njerofer's people. Tegger
the farther you go fromGnjerofer's tribe, the less likely your children will find nmates who can
give themchildren. It wouldn't natter so much if you didn't nmate for life."

"Flup," Tegger whi spered.

Sonet hing flashed at them as they rounded a barrier of crunbling rock

Tegger had tried to i magine what a mrror mght |ook like. Now he couldn't see it. What he
saw was hinmsel f, Warvia, the Ghouls and Hi gh Point People, the sky and the rimwall. A nmirror was
a flat wi ndow that showed what was behind the viewer. It stood as high as a Red Herder nan, and
three nen wide

They set the web and its backing carefully in place, flat onto the mrror. Saron and the
men went to the ends of the mirror, and the Night People went with them

Harpster began to talk, spitting his consonants, as if he were addressing a crowd.

The nmen began to tilt the mrror up and down. It was nmounted on hi nges. Jennawi | stood
behi nd Tegger and pointed along the rim

Toward the next spill mountain.

A highlight played on the nmountain's flank, falling and rising as the nen tilted the
mrror.

Tegger asked, "How does it work?"

Jennawi | | aughed. "Ah, the N ght People haven't told you everything! Sun mrrors flash a
code known to us and Night People. They carry news between nountains, but also news of flatlands
to nmountains and back to flatlands."

That expl ai ned nuch. The Ghoul s had al ways known too much about the weather, the Shadow
Nest, the bronze spinnerweb itself.

The four took up the eye of Louis Wi again. "Around this jut of rock," Saron said, "and
up. "

* % %

"We' ve been discussing your problem Gieving Tube and |I. W think we have an answer,"
Har pster sai d.

Tegger had been thinking, too. "It's |ike being crushed between two bulls. If we go too
far, we doomour children. If we settle too close to Gnjerofer's route, we'll hear tal es about
oursel ves."

"W're too conspicuous," Warvia said, "too easy to recognize. Wen visitors tell of the
vanpire slayers who | earned rishathra, that will be us."

Harpster was grinning with all his spade teeth. "Suppose there was an old story," Harpster
said. "Once upon a tine all homi nids were nonoganobus. No man | ooked at a wonman who was not his
mat e, and she woul d not | ook aside fromhim War happened when hom nids net.

"Then came two heroes who saw that homi nids could live otherwi se. They invented rishathra
and ended a war. They spread it like a ministry --"

Warvia cried, "Harpster, was there really such a tal e?"

"Not yet."

"Oh. "

"The Ni ght People are selective about whom we speak to, but you rmust not think we're
silent. You' ve seen the sun mrrors. Those are our voice. You know that every priest must know how
to dispose of his dead. Priests nust talk to us."

The route had becone steeper, and they were all huffing now "W can spread the tale from
several directions," Gieving Tube said. "Only the old wonmen renenber the | egend, or the old nen
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The tale tells of heroes of their own species who invented rishathra and ended war, and it tells
that their own species has practiced rishathra ever since. Details are different anong different
speci es. When a variation appears in which the heroes were Red Herders who ended a war to gain
all i es agai nst vanpires --"
"It's just a story.
story. Warvia?"
"Maybe," she said. "Maybe. It's worth a try. W can lie, love, as long as we don't have to

lie to each other."
* % %

Tegger | aughed. He was starting to believe it would work. "Only a

A rock as big as the tallest city building had split vertically, and the H gh Point People
were | eading themthrough the split. Ribbons of color ran through the rock. "lIce did this," Deb
said. "Water soaks into rock. Freezes. Melts and freezes again."

The wind shrilled through, icy, tearing at any bit of exposed skin. Tearing at eyes.
Tegger wal ked blind, feeling his way, follow ng Warvia, though her eyes were closed, too.

A big hand on his chest stopped him He opened his eyes into slits.

Finally, here it was, a place to hide fromthe wind: a rock tunnel into the nountain. But
they'd stopped within the cleft, with the tunnel's nouth barely in view. Fromthe cleft a slope of
shattered rock ran up to a rough rock entrance.

Barraye spoke for the first tine. "Teegr, that is not shelter."

He asked, "Wy not? Monsters inside?"

"Yes. Vishnishtee."

They set the web on its rimand propped it to face the opening. Barraye had gone sil ent
again. Saron said, "Louis Wi, can you see?"

The bronze web spoke. "Yeah, barely. How deep is that thing?"

"We think that this is passage through the hi gh mountain. None of us have gone that far."

"You' ve been inside?"

Deb spoke. "Mdst of Hi gh Point and near a hundred of airborne visitors hid in the passage
when the Death Light shone. W could only hunt at night. After the Death Light faded, we were cast
out and forbidden to return."

A breat hy voice said, "Describe the vishnishtee."

Tegger's eyes nmet Warvia's. That voice fromthe web nust be the vashnesht, Bram but it
sounded very |ike Wi sper.

"The vishnishtee cared for us," Deb said, "but none of us ever saw one."

"What, never?"

"But sonetines one of us would disappear. There was a linmt to how far we could go down
the passage. W knew there was death in the passage, but there was death outside, too."

"Coul dn't you make your own shelters? Rock would stop radiation ... stop the Death Light."

"W knew that. Hide in caves, the vishnishtee said. Make houses of rock? The nountain
woul d shake rock down on our heads!"”

The voice of Louis WI said, "My conpani ons are showing ne a picture taken fromtens of
daywal ks above you. It's anazing how nuch detail you can see when you're far enough away, Deb. The
mountain you live on is kind of a flat cone, but around that tunnel, it's Iike a sand castle piled
against a wall with a pipe poking out of it."

They waited for Louis Wi to nake better sense.

"Yeah. What | mean is, the passage is older than the nountain and a | ot stronger. Made of
scrith, | bet. The nountain gradually settles under its own weight, but the passage stays right
where it is, and vishni shtee have to keep digging the entrance again. Can you take ne through?"

"No!" said Barraye and Saron and Jennaw | .

Deb said, "W were cast out! If we're seen, we will diel"

Saron said, "W have stayed on broken rock. We left no footprints and no scent. If a
vi shni shtee | earns that we have cone bearing *this*, we will die."

It was Harpster who protested. "The eye of Louis Wi has cone far to see so little."

"That is as it is. Harreed, stay behind. If you find sign of us, conceal it. Harpster, are
you strong enough to take Harreed's place?"

And a voice said, "Leave the web."

Ni ne hominids froze. Tegger could see no tenth. And that was not the voice of VWhisper, nor
the protector Bram either, but it had the sane breathy speech inpedi nent.

The Hi gh Poi nt People were quietly noving back through the cleft in the rock and
downsl ope. Tegger and Warvia foll owed, |eading the Ghouls, who by now were nearly blind in the
bl ack shadows of their hats. They |left the bronze spinnerweb propped in the cleft and didn't | ook
back.
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CHAPTER TVENTY- NI NE -- COLLI ER

They were four in Hot Needle of Inquiry's crew cabin: Bramand the Hi ndnost and Louis Wi,
and Acolyte, in a great black coffin where their exercise space used to be. They all used the sane
shower and the same kitchen wall.

Sl eepi ng arrangenents weren't a problem The Hi ndnost wanted the sl eeping plates, but that
was all right. They'd noved the cargo pl ates beside the water bed. Louis used that.

He was sitting cross-1legged on the bouncing surface, eating sonething crunchy and
nutrition-free. Boredom had himeating too nuch. He night be getting too nuch painkiller, too.

Bram di dn't want himexercising alone in the |ander bay. Louis had heal ed enough to want
that. He had offered to take Bram al ong, teach hi myoga or even sone fighting techniques. Bram
refused. He intended to be *right here* when ..

VWhat the futz was Bram expecting? Louis wondered. For nost of two days he'd watched the
wr eckage of the refueling probe. It lay smashed on the maglev track in a w ndow that overlaid six
others -- five, now -- and Bram stood before it, watching.

Louis was getting cabin fever.

To ship's port and starboard the gl ow of dying coals had faded to the black of cold
basalt. In space that woul d have been stars, an infinite universe spread to either side.

Futz, he *had* stars. One webeye lay on the naglev track, |ooking down at the universe
through the filigree surface. Another starscape, fromthe webeye Louis had sprayed onto the
vacuum had fuzzed out only hours ago.

I n anot her wi ndow the stol en webeye noved into a snoot h-bore tunnel, stopped in what was
clearly an airlock for several hours, then noved on through several doors, past piles of strange
equi prent vaguely glinpsed, and stopped again. Louis had never seen what was carrying it, nor
heard that voice again

The flight deck was wi ndows overlaid on wi ndows, a perspective that could cross the eyes
and twist themin their sockets. One was a graph like a constantly wi ggling nountain range,
pur pose unknown. Three were replays: Hi gh Point Muntain swept past the refueling probe; the probe
maneuvered until it was smashed by violet light; a protector died, his suit slashed open to
vacuum

Not hi ng was happeni ng where the ruined probe lay on the maglev track. The wi ndow hel d Bram
like a dark Dali silhouette, say _Shades of N ght Descending .

Loui s closed his eyes and sagged back on the water bed.

Popped t hem open again. He'd seen blue-white light flash fromone of the w ndows.

The |ight was out now, but the wecked probe was gl owi ng cherry-red. Sonmething tiny was
conmi ng down the maglev track fromfar away, running straight into the w ndow.

It came at astronomi cal speed, a foot above the track: sonething like a floating sledge.
It decel erated savagely. Sonething manli ke dropped off the back and rolled out of view as the
vehicle eased to a stop inches fromthe w ndow.

The Hi ndnost noved up besi de Bram

The probe cooled to nurky red, darker, black

That wasn't a sled. It was a shall ow box. The bottom was bl ack Iike w ought iron. The
sides were so transparent as to be barely visible, but Louis could pick themout by the knobs
enbedded for tiedowns. Lines held tools against the sides of the box: a wand with a handl e, maybe
a line saw;, a wi denouthed thing, gun or rocket |auncher or energy weapon; a pry bar; stacked
boxes; skeletal netal stuff.

A wi ndow behind it showed starscape and, rising into view, a nearly enpty flat surface.
Louis glared and | ooked away. The stol en webeye had | eft the tunnel and entered sonme kind of open
el evator, at the worst possible tine.

Louis heard, "I do not understand war, but | feel Louis might."

"Even drugged?"

"Ask. "

"Louis, are you awake?"

"Of course |I'm awake, Bram"

"This is a duel anong protectors --

"Medi eval Japanese," Louis said thickly. Despite what he'd said, the drugs had hi mwanting

to doze. "Hi de and stab. Wn any way you can. They didn't duel |ike Europeans.”

"Yes, you understand. Do you see why this second intruder is still alive?"

"No ... wait." The newconer noved in a crouched and jerky strut, exam ning the slagged
probe. It was the knobby shape of a Ringworld pressure suit, and wi de through the torso, like the

one Wi sper was wearing; but it *fit*.
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The newconer found rmarks on the probe where a stepping di sk had been attached. Its head
snapped up, and in a flash it was gone.

But Louis had glinpsed its face. "Spill nountain protector. Wisper nust see that, too.
It's a slave, stet, Bran? There nmust be a master, the protector in charge of the maglev track. The
master sent him"

A wi ndow |l urched, then rolled over and over, showi ng the black underside of the Ri ngworld,

then stars streanmi ng past, Ringworld, stars ... The protector's servant had cleared the naglev
rail by rolling the ruined probe into space.
Now t he mai n wi ndow was backing up. The spill nountain protector junped free.

Louis said, "The first one, the one that died, he left a maglev sled on the track. Acolyte
sprayed his webeye on the sled. That's what we're watching. Sonebody has to get the probe and the

sled off the track. So here's a spill mountain protector to dunp the probe, and he's sent the
first sled back where it came from down to the spaceport |edge. Problem solved. Now he's boarding
his own sled ... there it goes back up the track to wherever *he* cane from"

Bram said, "You do understand."
"Whi sper's started sonething she can't stop.”
"She's guessed that | sent the probe,"” Bram said. "She doesn't want ny enenies to study

"She can't know how many there are.”

"She might extrapolate. Begin with Teela Brown --

"Yeah. It all begins with Teela." The pain had gone far away. Louis felt hinself floating.
Better disconnect hinmself fromthe nedkit, clear his head.

The webeye wi ndow s notion stopped. Then it, too, began gliding up the track

Wi sper was using it to follow the other sled.

"Teel a nade protectors to help her nmount notors,"” Bramsaid. "A spill mountain protector
m ght be trusted, because Teela could hold his species at ransom A Ghoul protector m ght consider
that his species already owns all beneath the Arch, and act only to preserve it. A vanpire --"

"Starts fresh. A protector born with a blank nmind, and Teela right there to teach. *You*
said that."

"Yes. Shall we call him Dracul a?"

"Mary Shelley."

"Why am | lecturing a drug-stupefied breeder?"

"I think Teela would pick a woman to be a protector. Three women."

Bram shrugged widely. "Stet. | don't know the name, but stet. Mary-Shell ey made bl ood-

children, protectors of her own vanpire species, and hid themfrom Teel a. Wien Teela returned to
the Map of Mars, two protectors followed. Only the Ghoul renained on the rim

"“Mary- Shel | ey nmust have known that her brood would kill and replace the Ghoul. She would
rule the rimthrough them The spill mountain protector nay have guessed that Teela planned to
bathe the rimin solar flame. He fought to protect his kind. But Teela killed both.

"Now we mrust ask, how many are Mary-Shelley's brood?"

The Hi ndnost said, "Manufacture, acquisition, transport, nounting, supply."

"Three, | think," Bramsaid. "Manufacture would use repair facilities already in place at
a spaceport. If a ship cones, manufacture becomes acquisition. As for supply, no protector would
al l ow another to control what he needs. Stet? Three. Lovecraft to build, Collier for transport,
Ki ng above themall to nmount the notors."

Louis smled. *Bram had renenbered who Mary Shel |l ey was!*

The Hi ndnost said, "My kind would be a hundred strong, for the conpany al one."

“"And ny kind," Bram said, "would each design his own domain to run without his help. There
were Spill Muntain People at hand. Let them build and nove and nount, while Lovecraft and Collier
and King lurk to pounce.™

Loui s asked, "You think they were expecting VWi sper?"

"\Wi sper, or each other, or me, or invaders fromthe stars. Do you think us too stupid to
extrapol ate planets fromwhat we can see of the universe? Anne perceived protectors in place on
the rim each ready to kill her. \Werever she's been or whatever she's done since, she's reached
the rimunnoticed by me or by them She's killed Lovecraft already."

"She nmakes a pretty good target for Collier, though. H ndnbst? Can you read the back of a
webeye canera?"

"Louis? | don't unde-- glass, he sprayed it on gl ass.
but wait eleven minutes."

El even minutes |later the wi ndow suddenly faced back al ong the maglev track, into the bed
of the sled.

A pipe organ cried in pain. "Done,
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Loui s made out some di m shapes suggestive of tools. Nothing big enough to hide a
protector. Were was Wi sper?

The picture reversed again -- and the first sled was sl ow ng.

The second sl ed began to slow, too.

Loui s heard woodwi nds scream and saw the H ndnost's heads junp bolt upright. That wasn't
the Hi ndnost's song. It was Bram and his nusical scul pture, and he was already setting it aside.
He went to the stepping disk and flicked out.

* k%

Louis said, "Did you see that?"

"He's gone," said the H ndnost.

"Where? Way?"

“You tell ne. Louis Wi understands duels, stet? Wuld you take food?" The H ndnost stood
beside him holding a flask

Louis took it and sipped. Broth. "That's good."

Sanity check: the granite block was back in place and the Hi ndnost was in the crew cabin
still trapped, |ike Louis hinself.

Louis said, "He's gone where he'll need a pressure suit. For now he's nowhere. Hi ndnost,
if you turned off the stepping desk system where woul d Bram be?"

"Safeties prevent ne."

"What if we just blast the systemwith a flashlight-laser? Tanj, no, he's *got* the flash
*and* the variable-knife --"

"The systemis buried in the hull, Louis."

"Then shift his flick to Mons A ynpus! Were does he *think* he's going, anyway? He nay be
there already. Summon up that map."

The Hi ndnost nade nusi c.

Not hi ng happened.

"I"'mlocked out," the H ndnost said. "Bram has | earned nmy programm ng | anguage. He's
wrested control of the stepping disks fromme." H s |egs folded under him H's heads tucked under
his forel egs.

Louis tried lifting the edge of the stepping disk. It wouldn't nove. Bram had taken ful
control. Those tanj concerts weren't entertai nnent. They were Bram practicing with his handnmade
instruments until he could duplicate the Hi ndnost's nusical speech

Sonet hi ng was happeni ng: the webeye wi ndow jittered and shook. Louis shouted, "Hi ndnpst!
Turn the picture around! It's |ooking the wong way!"

The puppeteer didn't nove.

The wi ndow skewed sideways, hit the side of the track, and bounced away spi nning. \Watever
had attacked the sled was having its effect.

The puppeteer was unfol di ng hinsel f.

The maglev sled hit the other wall hard. The picture juttered and slid. When it canme to a
stop, it was |looking at nothing but silver filigree.

The puppeteer whistled and the picture reversed. Now starlight showed themwalls of
shattered crystal. Bullets had chewed the sled into lace, and the tools in the bed had been
showered with gl ass slivers

Most of these things had been unrecogni zabl e. Now they were junk, with one exception

Seeing Acolyte and himflick in and out, Louis thought, would have told Wi sper about
st eppi ng di sks. She nmust have ripped the stepping disk off the probe and tossed it into the sled,
for there it was, unharned.

Three pressure suits leaped into the sled in the sane instant. Two fired sprays of
projectiles at anything big, then hurled anything hurlable in a rapid search for a protector
hi ding in weckage. But Wi sper was nowhere.

Two protectors picked up the stepping disk and held it on edge so that the third could
i nspect its underside. They turned it to show the upper surface. The vanpire nust have thought it
nor e dangerous than useful, because he adjusted his weapon and fired a bright, narrow beamat it.

The beam | ashed straight up out of the cabin's main stepping disk and began to char the
ceiling.

Though Louis couldn't renenber junping for cover, he and the H ndnost were now curl ed
intimtely behind the recycler wall. The Hi ndnost didn't |ook like he intended to uncurl

Loui s poked his head around.

The vanpire protector had picked up the stepping disk and was trying to hurl it over the
edge of the track

The di sk was suddenly too heavy, as an intruder's weight slamed it down.
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The intruder -- Braml -- |ashed out as the other |eapt away. The other vanpire -- Collier?
-- fell and separated, cut in half by six feet of wire in a stasis field. Both ends of himspewed
fog. But Collier's torso still had arnms, and one canme around with the bul ky |ight-weapon.

Bram s variable-knife |icked out again. The |ight-weapon fell.

No telling where Wisper had cone from but she was there. Two spill nountain protectors
faced two vanpire protectors.

The puppeteer was still in sonething |like a catatonic state. Louis tried to foll ow what
was happening in the webeye wi ndow. It wasn't sinple.

The spill mountain protectors hadn't attacked.

VWi sper was wearing one of their suits; she'd be able to talk to them Louis could hear
Bramis breath huffing with recent exertion, but he wasn't tal king. He woul dn't have the right kind
of suit radio.

He was blinking his helmet [anp at Wi sper.

Tanj, that rmust be the Ghoul s' heliograph | anguage! Louis realized. And now the others
were using hel net | anps, too.

It went on and on, and presently an agreenent was reached.

The spill mountain protectors picked up the ruined sled with sone difficulty. Bram gave
hi s weapon to Wi sper and hel ped themthrow the sled over the rimand into space.

They dropped the stepping disk into the undamaged nagl ev sled. The two vanpire protectors
got in, then the spill nountain protectors. The sled began to nove back *down* the track. As the
sl ed began to pull away, Bram puffed a webeye onto the track, then another onto the sled.

Then Bram sang the song of an orchestra being gunned down by terrorists.

He stepped on the disk and flicked out, gone, *here*. As the light through the webeye
wi ndow showed hi s goi ng, Bram wal ked off the stepping disk, lifting his helnet. Something |like a
fat burl flute was in his hard beak of a nouth.

When a puppeteer is upset, he loses control, not of speech, but of enotional signals. The
H ndnost's song was as pure as wi nd chinmes. "You' ve | earned ny progranm ng | anguage."”

Bram put the flute away. "Qur contract does not preclude such a thing."

"1 am di sturbed."

"Did you foll ow what you saw? No? OF Mary-Shelley's bl ood-children, we've killed Lovecraft
and Collier. Collier's servants tell us that Lovecraft's servants are ready to | oad cargo. W
expect that they will aid us. Now only King remains. When King is dead, Wisper will control the
rimand | the Repair Center, and then we may acconplish something."

The kitchen delivered a flask, and Bram drank deeply. Louis noticed he was carrying the
big |ight-weapon. That thing would probably kill everyone in the cabin if it was fired.

Bram | ooked at him "Louis Wi, what would you do now?"

"Well, she's *got* to kill King. Too late for anything else. Me? My suit would keep ne
alive for two falans, so *I* don't have to board a sled and rev it up to seven hundred seventy
m | es per second and then let King shoot at nme. *I* night cone back to this side of the rim then
clinb up the wall fromhere."

"You would | ose all surprise.”

"He still --"

Bram waved it away. "Anne's suit won't |ast that |ong."

"Moh." *Cargo*, Bram had said. "Well, if | had sonething King wanted, | could put it on
the sled with ne. O course he'd have to *know* | had it. \What does King want ?"

"Never mind, Louis. | thought it worth seeking a different viewpoint."” Bram whistled at
the stepping disk system then flicked out.

"*Now* where's he gone? Hi ndnost, are you still |ocked out?"

"l can't use stepping disks. | can find him"

"Do it."

Two wi ndows showed noire patterns: webeyes destroyed in the battle. The Hi ndnbst sang them
out, then popped one up in their place. It began flicking past other views. Waver Town. Hi dden
Patriarch: the foremast crow s nest.

The Hi ndnost sang flutes and percussion. He said, "lI've begun a search program |f
i nvaders come using famliar craft, we'll know it in mnutes."

"Good." Louis pointed at the wi ndow half obscured by that one. "I hope you were recording
that."

"Yes."

The stol en webeye had reached the spaceport ledge. Tiny starlit pressure suits wal ked
t hrough vacuumtoward a structure too huge to show its shape. It took them forever to round the
curve of it.
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Bi gger yet: a pair of golden toroids nounted on tall gantries. It took Louis a nmonent to
see the rest of it.

Cabl es were growi ng out of the toroids, spreading like a growi ng plant, narrowing at the
ends to invisibly fine wire.

"Stet. They're actually naking new notors."

The Hi ndnost said, "I've wondered if the wire frames are an innovation. My records show no
nmore than the toroids."

"Interesting notion, but maybe the City Builders took just the toroids. That wire frane
could be awkward if you wanted to land a ship."

The shifting wi ndow showed Hi dden Patriarch's aft crow s nest; then the kitchen and two
adult City Builders and three children. Were had the ol der children been hiding, Louis wondered,
that he hadn't net then? But they were all noving out the door. And now they cane chattering back
with Bram between them

Bram had stripped off his suit. He stretched out on a bench. Harkabeeparol yn and
Kawar esksenj aj ok began a massage.

Bones and swollen joints and no fat anywhere. "He | ooks like a tanj skeleton *now," Louis
sai d.

Bram seened asl eep.

“I'f Bramthinks there's tine for that, he's likely right. H ndnost, let's get Acolyte out
of that box and me in."

The puppeteer whistled up a wi ndow. "Louis, the nanotech devices are still repairing
darmage to his spinal cord. He should be free in a few hours.”

"Tanj!"

"Leave hi n®"

“"Yes!" Louis curled up on the water bed. "lI'mgoing to sleep."

CHAPTER THI RTY -- KI NG

Louis uncurled slowy. Pain is a great teacher. Still, he noved nore easily than he had
these | ast four days.

The medkit had been giving himdiet supplenents, but he'd turned off the pain drip. Louis
di sengaged hinmself and went to the fore wall.

Here: in Hidden Patriarch's dining hall, Bramwas speaking to the City Builders. The
webeye windows in the walls were active, and one was the same as this second w ndow - -

Here: the vast width of the spaceport |edge. The nearly finished rimwall nbtor was gone,
conpl eted and noved sonmewhere. Here passed a huge floating sl edge with skeletal towers and alien
wal dos at the corners. Atower with a spiral decor ... nmore than decor: it was bending over like a
silver tentacle, and its tip was an infinite bifurcation. It englobed the picked-over hull of a
City Builder starship and lifted.

Beyond the edge of the ledge was a line of vertical rings: the deceleration track for
i ncom ng shi ps.

Here: a blur of maglev track with stars showing faintly through. VWhisper nust have set her
sl ed nmovi ng, Louis decided. Built up considerable speed, too, while he slept. It had to be
Whi sper; who el se woul d have sprayed a webeye?

Here: a sluggishly drifting starscape seen through a filigree nmaglev track, and a tiny
green blinking cursor. "I found a spacecraft,” the Hi ndnpst said.

" Show ne. "

The puppeteer sang and the view zoomed hugely, to a blurred view of sonething nore crowbar
than ship. Little winged spacecraft ran its length |like aphids on a twig. At the near end, a big
drive cone and/or plasma cannon drifted past.

"Anot her ARM ship," Louis said. "Good catch."

Bram had | eft the dining hall

The Hi ndnost noticed notion along the maglev track. He chinmed. The wi ndow reversed to show
the other side of Whisper's webeye.

*That* wasn't the sled Wisper had been using. It was a vast dark plane. Cable rose in
| oops of varying thickness and varying curvatures, branching like arteries, reaching around and up
and out of sight. A slender pillar rose out of the center.

Wi sper' s handhol d was on the narrowest of these |oops. She was floating in close
foreground, with one hand on a cable as thick as her fist.

It seened a fantasy, |ike sone ancient book cover. The only item Louis could recognize was
wel ded just behi nd Whi sper: the stepping disk off the refueling probe.

Louis realized that his mind wasn't tracking. What he needed was breakfast.
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Muscl es in his back, groin, right hanstring, and sonme transverse nuscles under his ribs

prot ested when he noved to the kitchen wall. Lifting a Kzin, even a Kzin not quite grown ..
"Renenber, |I'ma trained professional,” he nuttered. "Don't try this stunt in Earth gravity." He
dialed up a pastiche onel et, papaya, grapefruit, bread.

"Loui s?"

"Not hing. Is Acolyte ready to cone out?"

The Hi ndnost | ooked. "Yes --"

"Wait." Louis tapped an order. "Let's pacify himw th haunch of mammal ."

* k%

Acol yte sat up fast and found hinself |ooking at a rack of beef ribs. He took it and found
the Hi ndnost behind it. He said, "Your nunificence as host nust be |egendary," and began to tear
ribs apart.

The Hi ndnost said, "Your father came to us as an anbassador. He's taught you well."

Acol yte waggl ed his ears and kept eating.

The puppeteer dialed up a big bow of grassy stuff, but it only stopped one nouth at a
tinme. For Acolyte's benefit, he described the deaths on the maglev track, singing up visua
di splays, with Louis filling in a word here and there. The puppeteer didn't grasp strategy. One
thing Acolyte *wasn't* hearing was that Bram had begun treating his alien serfs as prisoners.

Acol yte dropped a big white inmitation bone into the recycler. "Louis, are you healthy?"

"I"'mnot ready to race you again, not just yet."

"You did well. What it cost you ... you did well. | think my main nerve trunk was broken
Shall | put you in the 'doc?"
"No no no, it's all comng to a head! Look --" Louis waved through the webeye w ndow, at

Whi sper floating notionless above an infinite field of superconductor. H s nmind had had time to
digest alittle of that weird picture, and he spoke for the puppeteer as well as the adol escent
Kzin. "Wiisper's in free fall. That neans we're | ooking at a vehicle noving at seven hundred
seventy mles per second, antispinward. It's a vehicle even if it has to stretch the full w dth of
the maglev track. Two hundred feet w de and maybe | onger than that.

"Those | oops -- Acolyte, you were in the 'doc when Bram was hinting around. You're | ooking
at the barest fringes of a rimwall ranjet. Lovecraft's team had one all ready to go. \Wisper's
hol ding it hostage."

Wi sper was | ooki ng back, watching the webeye. Bram nmust have told her what it was.

Bramflicked in. He was wearing Louis's pressure suit with the hel net back. He | ooked at
his allies; glanced into the wi ndows; then turned to the kitchen. "Louis, Acolyte, H ndnost. Wat
news?"

"As you see," the Hi ndnpost said. "An ARMcarrier vessel orbits a hundred mllion mles out
fromthe Ringworld s underside. How will you deal with it?"

"Not yet." Bramturned back to the wi ndows. Now Wi sper was clinging |ike a frightened
monkey to the | oop of superconductor.

"She's begun decel eration. Acolyte, do you understand? W hope that King will consider a
rimranjet and the large sled too valuable to destroy."

"Loui s expl ai ned. "

Bram sai d, "Wisper expects nme. What do you need of ne before | go?"

The puppeteer bleated, "G ve ne access to the stepping disks!"

"Not quite yet, Hi ndnost."

Loui s asked, "Wat kind of opposition ..

"King has a long supply line. He'll have a few spill nountain protectors. He will rotate
them frequently unless he prefers to watch themdie. They nust scent their own kind, to know whom
they protect, or else protect all beneath the Arch. King reserves that for hinself."

"Not many, then."

"None, it may be. King's own hands nay serve him The rimwall ranjet notors cannot be
moved by nuscle. In any case, | don't fear the H gh Point protectors. If they see a clear victory,
they will finish the |oser. The victor holds their people ransom"™

Louis said, "Gve us a hint. If you and Wi sper are killed, what do we do?"

“Your contract. Protect all beneath the Arch.” Bram | owered his faceplate and fixed it in
pl ace. He was gone, a virtual particle in notion, and the port and starboard walls were gl ow ng

bright orange with the heat of the nonentum exchange.
* k%

Tiny bottles popped into the kitchen well. The Hi ndnbst inserted themone by one into the
little nmedkit on the cargo plate stack. "Antibiotics," he said.
"Thanks, Hindnpst. | nust have been clean out."
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More bottles. "Pain blockers."

VWi sper wasn't in sight on the barge. She'd been conspi cuous enough until now. She'd shown
herself to King's tel escopes, with King's treasure displayed vastly behind her. Wat was she
pl ayi ng at now?

Was she high in that cone of superconducting cable? How well did vanpires clinb?

*Under* the magl ev barge?

The vi ew ahead hadn't changed. The track ran on and on. The barge and its unw el dy cargo
m ght be decel erating, but even at high gee it would take awhile. Louis wondered if Whisper was
planning to ramthe term nus. King m ght be wondering the same thing.

*Nah.* In ten hours at 770 miles/second, she'd covered around twenty-four mllion mles.
But the track ran for two hundred mllion niles, and where in that | ength was her target? She
couldn't give King that nmuch time to shoot at her

Where, for that matter, was King? The vanpire protector could be anywhere, if he'd trained
H gh Point protectors to nount the ranjets for him *Wat was that?*

Magl ev sled, the small variety, alnpst |lost on the vast track. Com ng straight toward the
wi ndow. Now veering fromside to side, and slowing ... matching speed with the barge ..

*contact*, and five nmatching pressure suits were past the webeye before Louis could blink. The
H ndnost whistle-chinmed, the view reversed, and ... gone. They had al ready di sappeared into the
maze of coils.

Five matching pressure suits would be five spill nountain protectors, stet? They'd guard
the ranjet, protect it fromstray effects of a battle, serving both sides. For King, they would
al so serve as a distraction.

And anyone who had ever watched a magi ¢ act m ght guess that one of the five was King
hinself, his suit bul ked out with additional weapons or arnor.

Where were they?

Action far aft. Louis couldn't nake it out. This was going to be frustrating, he thought.
He gl anced at the Kzin: would Acolyte freak out? But he was watching with the patience of a cat at
a nmouse hol e.

Traces of notion, distant flashes of light ... and two nmagl ev sl eds were weavi ng through
the coils! Sporadic flashes of light foll owed them They dipped bel ow view, then rose. One struck
a coil and rebounded into an actinic blast, crashed into another coil and was out, over the edge
of the track, gone. The other

"Clever," Louis whispered, and |l owered his gaze to the bed of the barge. But there was
nothing to be seen

The H ndnost said, "Louis?"

"Whi sper had the little sleds followi ng the barge, right aft where King couldn't see them
I only saw two, but maybe there were nore, all slaved to the one she was in, and which one is
that ? Now she's di pped them and rolled clear and sent themup again for King to shoot at. Even if
King's figured it out by now, it puts her in two places, and Wi sper knows where *he* is. And
could be conpletely wong."

"The barge will stop soon. Then the dueling field expands, stet, Louis?"

"Ye gods, you're right. If --"

Bram flicked in.

Li ght sl ashed where he had been, but Bram was anobng the superconductor |oops and firing
back with Louis's flash. Light flared anmong the | oops, a storm of energy beanms. Bram stood up
hol ding his suit together with one hand.

The first beamhadn't missed. It was hellishly intense, having gotten through the |aser
shi el ding on Louis's suit.

Now two tiny man-shapes were firing anong the | oops, |eaping, firing, chewing up the

ranj et.

Louis said, "I just --" and stopped.

"Share it," Acol yte spat.

"Light doesn't hurt a superconductor. They're all *three* using |ight-weapons. If King had
known ..."

Bram woul d be dead if he didn't get to safety soon. He'd taken cover behind a thick |oop
of ranjet and was watching, just watching. Likely Bramhad no better idea than he did, Louis
t hought, as to which man-shape was Wi sper, which was King. He'd done what he coul d.

One conbatant flared |ike a sun and di ssol ved.

The other flared brighter and was gone faster. Four shapes |eaped |like fleas, a pincer
cl osing on Bram

Louis started to |augh.
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Bramran for the stepping disk. He blazed like a sun and then he was gone, *here*, off the
steppi ng di sk, throwi ng back his helnmet, pulling in air in great gasps. His pressure suit gl owed
dull red in spots. He stripped it away, keeping the gloves on until he was clear of the rest,
hurled the suit into the shower and turned it on

Louis was still |aughing.

And Acol yte seenmed to be smiling widely, but on a kzinti that was no smle. He said, "One
of you will tell me what happened.”

"Whi sper is dead and | amalone,” Bramsaid. "Is there nore to know? King's protector
servants were to guard the ranjet and the barge while we fought. But we three canme to fight war on
a superconducting field, under superconducting coils. W all chose energy weapons. Stet, Acolyte?
The Arch lives by the rimranjets! W are protectors!"”

Acol yte said, "Stet."

"Four protector servants saw that none of us could harmthe transport or the ranjet.

Whi sper and | thought they would kill the losers. But they saw two dyi ng and one unwary, and they
struck to free thenmselves fromus entirely! | nmust have seened easy neat," Bramsaid. "Wtless
ones. If they sawne flick in, couldn't they guess I'd flick out?"

Bram | ooked at the webeye wi ndows glowing in the H ndnost's cabin. Four protectors in High
Poi nt pressure suits gathered around the stepping disk. Their helnmet |ights blinked heliograph
patterns. One | ooked up into the window Then all four eased around out of view.

The wi ndow went to noire patterns.

"That won't save them" Bram said, and turned. "H ndnost, why was a |link nade between
Weaver Town and the Meteor Defense roonf"

The puppeteer said, "Ask Louis Wi."

"Loui s?"

One does not reproach a Pierson's puppeteer for cowardice. Louis barely glanced at the
H ndrnost. "It's the nmorals clause, Bram |'ve judged you unfit to rule the Ri ngworld."

Braml s hand was a vise on Louis's left shoulder, lifting. Louis could see the Kzin
bristling, trying to decide whether to interfere. The protector said, "By what unjustifiable
arrogance could a breeder -- It's Teela, isn't it?"

"What ?"

"She forced you to kill her. She forced you to kill hundreds of millions of Spill Muntain

Folk in order to push the Arch back into place. O course she had to die to save the hostages she
had given ne. O course the Arch woul d have inpacted the sun without plasma to feed the rim
ranjets. But why did she inpose these tasks on *you*?"

"Al'l right. Wy?"

Bram had set Louis on his feet, but his grip hadn't relaxed. "I've read your record from
the ship's conputer. You open problens, then abandon them--"

Louis believed he was prepared to die, but this was turning weird. "Wat problens, Bran?"

"You found a dangerous alien species in interstellar space. You opened negotiations, you
showed their way to your world, then | eft professional anmbassadors to try to deal with them Teela
Brown you carried to the Ringworld, then left to another's care --"

"Tanj dammit, Bram she nade her own choice!"”

"Halrloprillalar you brought to Earth, then allowed the ARMto take her. She died."

Louis was silent.

"Despite Teela, still you have ignored your responsibility for forty-three falans. Only
the fear of death brought you back here. But you understood her nessage, didn't you, Louis?"

"That is *conpletely* --"

"You nust judge the Ringworld's safety. She trusted your wi sdom Louis, and not her own.
She was half right, half bright."

The Hi ndnost spoke from safety behind the kitchen wall. "Teela wasn't wise. Protectors are
not wise. Their notives don't cone fromthe forebrain, Louis. She may have been just w se enough."

"H ndnost, that's ridiculous,” Louis said. "Bram |'mnaturally arrogant. You' re being too
clever. Bright people do a lot of that."

"What shall | do about the protectors who killed ny nate?"
"We' || ask the High Point People if we can please talk to a protector. W'll tell them
they're in charge of the rim Bram spill nmountain protectors have every interest in protecting

the Ringworld from any danger. Anything that happens hurts the rimwall first, and who shoul d know
that better than they do?"

Bram bl i nked. He said, "Yes. Next. | have ruled in the Repair Center for nore than seven
t housand fal ans. How do you judge ne --"

"l know what you did. The dates, Bram the dates. You didn't even try to hide them"
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"You talk to too many kinds. You' ve traveled too far. How could | lie? You night have
| ear ned. "

"I am" Acolyte said, "bew | dered."

Louis had nearly forgotten the Kzin. He said, "He and Wi sper searched for the nysterious
master protector for -- how long, Bran? Hundreds of falans? But it wasn't enough, even using the
tel escope display in the Repair Center. The Ringworld is too big. But if you know where a
protector will be, you can be there first. A disaster lures protectors. Like Bram You'll have to
do sonet hi ng about that ARM carrier ship, won't you, BranP"

"Yes."

"Whi sper and Bram found a large nass falling toward the Ringworld. That was all they
needed. Cronus woul d have to do sonething about that. He'd come to the Repair Center. Wi sper and
Bram woul d be ready. Stet, Branf"

Si |l ence.

"Maybe Cronus knew how to stop the inpact. Bram and Wi sper woul d have waited, right? See
if he could do it. But Bram knew sonething was wong --"

"Louis, we think it was his habit. H's first nove was to set up defenses. W -- W
couldn't. Couldn't."

Bram s fingers were sinking into Louis's shoul der, draw ng bl ood.

Louis said, "You killed himbefore he could finish."

"W noved al nost too late! He and we stal ked each other. He and we had mapped these vast
spaces and set traps." Bramwas speaking to Acolyte now, telling of a duel to one who | oved such
tales. "Anne was crippled for alifetine. I still don't know how he shattered ny leg and hip in
the dark. We killed him™"

Louis said, "And then?"

"He didn't know, either. Louis, we searched his tools, he brought *nothing*."

"What ever he had, he never got to use it. You and Whisper, you had no ideas at all."

Bram said, "Acolyte --"

"You let Fist-of-God hit the Ri ngworld!"

"Acol yte! An eneny waits for ne in the Meteor Defense room Here is your wsai. Go and
kill my eneny."”

"Yes," Acolyte said.

Bram whistle-trilled into his eccentric flute. The Kzin stepped forward and flicked out.
Louis tried to follow, but Bramis fingers were sunk deep in his shoul der

Loui s said, "You bl oodsucking freenother."

"You know where | nust be, but | decide the rest. Come." Bram and Louis were on the
st eppi ng di sk and gone.

CHAPTER THI RTY-ONE -- THE RI NGAORLD THRONE

They flicked into the gloomof the Meteor Defense, and Louis was flying, hurled away.

He tried to land rolling. He glinpsed Bramflicking out in a burst of mad fl ute-oboe
musi ¢. Somet hi ng nonstrous and shadowy was | eapi ng at Louis, and something nuch faster scuttled
toward them both

Loui s I anded on his right shoul der, where a vanpire protector had sunk dirty claws deep
into the sinew and nuscle. Louis cried out and kept rolling, and the first attacker |anded al npst
on top of him The second fended off a reflexive kick froman orange-furred | eg and was at the
steppi ng disk. He played a snatch of flute-oboe nusic and was gone.

The first attacker swept himup and rolled them another ten feet into shadow. "Louis?"

Loui s's shoul der was screanming. He pulled in great lungfuls of air. H s nose was full of
the smell of Kzin. "Acolyte," he said.

"I intend to kill Bram" the Kzin said

"He may be dead already." *Snell of Kzin and sonething else. Wat?* "Did that other one
try to kill you? You were supposed to die to distract him So was |, | think."

"I didn't scent himuntil he |eapt. He nust have judged nme harm ess."

"Are you of fended?"

"Louis, where is Bran®"

"Anywhere. Bram controls the stepping disks. There nust be twenty or so scattered through
the Repair Center.”

"Yes, he whistles themup, but that other got through before Bram could change the flick
don't you think?"

"What |'mthinking," Louis said, "is that Bram went through and then changed the flick to
Mons O ynpus, or the rim or Hell. Then the other one copied Bram s command and changed it back."
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"Then we're nmissing a fine battle.”
VWhat was he snelling? Flowers, sonething flowery, pulled at Louis's attention and nade it

hard to think. The Kzin's snell was far stronger ... and his fur had hard lunps. Wait, now, that
was a throwi ng knife, and that was a | ong netal pole wth chisel-sharpened ends.

Louis said, "You probably can't kill Bram For that natter, wasn't he teaching you?"

“"Louis, shouldn't | kill my teacher?"

Oh? "I'lIl keep that in mind." Louis sat up

"No, not you, Louis! I came to you for wi sdom but Bram made me his servant. | | earned
fromBramby listening until | was ready to learn by freeing nmyself. See, | have these."

Cronus's weapons.

Loui s said, "Mst appropriate, but Bram--"

Bramfell fromthe ceiling. It was thirty feet to the floor, and he |l anded hard, rolled
and came up with two feet of blade. He tried to balance it on end as another man-shape dropped
toward him

The other's arnms swung forward. Bram | eapt away as sharp objects rattled across the fl oor
*Shuri ken?* The bl ade fell over. Bramis eneny slammed down, rolled and bounced to his feet. He
seenmed nade of knobs, bigger than Bram with one armclutched against his chest and sharp netal in
t he ot her.

Louis's mind was still trying to catch up

Bram nust have turned a second stepping disk upside down and fixed it to the ceiling.
Copyi ng the Martians? Now the vanpire protector had nearly reached the first stepping disk, with
his larger attacker a long junp behind, as Acolyte surged from cover. Acolyte jabbed the iron pole
at Bram s ribs.

Bramdidn't turn. He braked for an instant. The pole went past his navel and Bram had the
end. He pulled and twi sted, the pole bent, and the other end cracked Acol yte across the forehead.

It slowed Bram just enough. The other was on him He chopped at Branmis wist, at the foot
that came at his face, elbow, the other foot, the other arm

Bram went down fl opping, with bones or tendons cut in all four |inbs.

Hi s attacker had vani shed. He spoke in the trade | anguage as spoken around Weaver Town,
distorted by a protector's usual breathy speech inpedinent, and Louis's translator was only a
nomrent behi nd.

"Furry People, you must stay back for now You shall be satisfied, but this seens a good
time to tal k. "

Acol yte was sitting up, dazed. "Louis?"

If the other protector was still afraid of Bram so was Louis. He couldn't see any way to
drag Acolyte to cover. His own cover wasn't good, but he stayed where he lay. He called, "Stay
back, Acolyte. | brought him here."

"Yes," said Bramis attacker. The walls reflected his voice, nmasking its origin. "Louis W,
why have you done that ?"

Bram sat in a spreading pool of blood. He could have been trying to tie tourniquets, but
he wasn't. He'd left his weapons lying. It canme to Louis that whatever was done for him Bram
woul d stop eating now and woul d be dead shortly thereafter. Protectors do that when they |ose
their reason to live

Louis called into the dark. "You' d be Tunesmith?"

"And you'd be Louis Wi who boiled an ocean, but why have you made Tunesnmith into *this*?"

Bram broke in. "My tinme runs short. May | borrow yours? Cone, | swear you' re safe. Louis,
Tunesmith has asked *nmy* question. Wiy did you open a stepping disk for a Ghoul whom you have
never seen?"

"Forgive me," Louis Wi said. He was having trouble concentrating. That flowery snmell! He
remai ned where he was, on his side, nursing his ruined shoul der

He said, "Bram you know why | judged you and Anne unfit to hold the Repair Center. |
haven't heard you say | was wong. W could argue before Tunesmith and | et himjudge. Bran®"

Si |l ence.

"Tunesnith, did you exam ne the skel eton?"

"Yes."

"“l1've been calling him Cronus. Cronus was your ancestor. | think even Bram saw the

i mplication. Cronus had eighty thousand falans to breed his genetic line toward the traits he
want ed. He shaped an enpire with comuni cations that reach all the way around the Arch --"
"Ring. It's aring," said Tunesmth.
"Cronus extended his breeding programthrough an area al nost too vast to describe. The
Ni ght Peopl e must nunber tens of billions. They're all one species, as the vanpires are not. He
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shaped you to be ideal protectors.”

Tunesnmith said, "I see possible inprovenents.”
"So? Bram here is a vanpire protector. W have recordings of Bramin better health, and
you'll see them You're his clear superior. Bigger brain. Mre versatile. Less reflex, nore

choi ces. Bran®?"

Bram said, "He beat me. Bigger brain? He was intelligent as a breeder, of course it's
bi gger now. Louis, he knows nothing. Invaders threaten. You are obliged to train him"

"I know, Bram--"

"Contract violation or no, you nust teach him Tunesmith, trust his intent, question his
judgnment. Learn fromthe Web Dwell er but do not trust until he gives you a contract."

Loui s asked, "My turn?"

" Speak. "

"Tunesmith, protectors do i nmense danmage when they fight. Bramand his mate fixed a
problem and the protectors in charge of the rimwall right now are a local spill nountain
species. W& need themthere. I'll show you why when we get --" The snell. "-- get back to the
ship." It was tree-of-life. "Get nme out of here, Tunesmth. | can't stay here!"

"Louis Wi, you're nuch too *young* to respond to the snell of the roots. It's faint here,
too."

“"I"'mtoo old! The root would kill ne!" Louis rolled to his knees. He couldn't use his
right arm-- "Last tine | snelled this | barely got away." Wth Acolyte's help he was on his feet,

and he lurched toward the stepping disk.

He had beaten current addiction once. The tree-of-life snmell had turned off his mind in a
nmonent, but he had beaten that, too. It had been nuch stronger el even years ago. Only a reforned
current addict could have wal ked away fromit.

A hand like a fistful of walnuts had his wist. "Louis Wi, | heard himuse three chords
and | followed himthrough each tine. One leads to traps and a weapons cache, one to a fall from
the ceiling, and the last flicks us to where we fought. Wole fields of tree-of-life grow there,
where an artificial sun --

Loui s began to laugh. The snell of tree-of-life was in his brain, and the way out led to
where he had fought Teel a Brown!

Tunesmith watched him He said, "Too old, but something was done to you."

Bramwas trying to laugh. It sounded awful. "I saw records. Nanotechnol ogy. Experi nent
stolen from Earth, stolen again, bought by General Products froma thief on Fafnir. It's the
puppet eer's autodoc, Louis!"™ H's voice wasn't built for it and his lungs were coll apsing, but he
| aughed. "Eighty falans, Louis. Ninety. No nore. Renenber ne!"

Tunesmith and Acol yte were both | ooking at Louis W.

The scent was in his nose, but it wasn't pulling him H's mnd was his own. But that neant

He told them "I was very sick. The autodoc nust have heal ed me very thoroughly. Changed
everything. Every cell." Bramwas right. Twenty years, twenty-five tops.

"You coul d becone a protector,” Tunesmth said.

“"I't's only a choice."

Bram was dead. Maybe a protector could will his heart to stop. Hi s | ast words were
suspi ci ously apt.

"It's an *option*," Louis repeated. The strength was draining out of him

"You're ill,"” Tunesmth said.

The Kzin helped himlie down. Tunesmth's knobby hands probed him The portable nedkit
hadn't magi cally heal ed anyt hi ng. Tendons, nesentery, a hanstring. H s shoul der was badly swol |l en
around five deep puncture wounds. Tunesnith's arm was worse, puffed out and immobile in a sling,
but the protector ignored it.

"I don't know your kind. | don't think you can wal k, and you may have a fever soon. Louis,
what woul d you nornally do for medicine?"

"Back to the ship. Into the 'doc. Heals everything."

Tunesnith went away, taking the Kzin with him They were back quickly. They lifted Louis
and set himdown again. He rose into the air, lying flat.

"This will carry you. Signal the nmagic door."

The Ghoul protector had invented the stretcher? No, they'd gone for a cargo plate and rope

to pull it. Louis said, "I can't sing the H ndnost's programm ng | anguage."”
"W're trapped?”
"Not quite."
They set himdown. Tunesmith said, "Louis, what shall |I do to find ny son?"
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"Ch ... tanj. | totally forgot Kazarp in all this. Wuld he hang around the Wavers? Does
he have relatives in the area?"

"There were N ght People with us when | flicked in. They can return himto his nother. My
fear is that he may have foll owed ne."

"Aw, futz! No, wait, you'd snell him Know ng your own gene line is built into your brain

Tunesnmith, he'll know me. Better send nme. Don't go yourself."
"I would terrify him Louis, shall | play random chords?"
"And test them how? Bram set traps. Tunesmith, we don't *need* the stepping disks. | |ed

us back to Needl e once before, on foot, wi thout the H ndnost's hel p. Dug a tunnel. *That's* stil
in place."

"How | ong?"

"A few days. You'll have to tow ne. We'll need water and food."

"There's water at the tree-of-life farm" Tunesmith said. "Food --" He and Acol yte noved
toward Bram s body, and stopped. Tunesnith said, "I was taught that others should not see ne eat."

"He's not yet carrion,” Acolyte said.
"My teacher's friend, few there are who will discuss cuisine with the N ght People, but I
see you have an interest. W can eat the freshly dead. We often prefer it, but sone are too tough

at first, and this was a protector. | could put himon a second cargo plate and pull him al ong
with a | onger rope --"
“I'"'m hungry now, Tunesmith. | would not offend you by eating in your presence."

"Take what you need."

Louis turned his back on what happened next, but he couldn't help grinning. The sounds
told the story. A kzinti kitten nust have to fight for his food. Now Acolyte was trying to wench
hi s hard-won portion from Bram s body. Now he used his wsai, *thuk!* and retreated w th whatever
that got him

Tunesnith approached and settled cross-legged. "A child's habits aren't easily broken.
WIl Acolyte listen to nme after this?"

"It's a good start.”

"There is food for you, too, Louis Wi. | see no risk in your eating boiled tree-of-life
root."

The t hought nmade him flinch, but, "Yans and sweet potatoes are nearly the sane species. W
roast them™

"I't means?"

"Build a fire. Put the roots in the coals where it's not too hot."

"We' || find sonething to burn in the tree-of-life farm" Tunesnmth called toward sounds of
grinding teeth and yow ing rage. The Kzin was still trying to chew nourishnment fromthe corpse of
a protector. "Acolyte, there is prey in the tree-of-life farm Little aninmals, and quick. | don't
t hi nk anyone but a Ni ght People protector will ever eat Bram and then not today."

"Well, let me hunt, then!"

"You'l ]l need ne to get back." Tunesmith fluted, and they flicked away.

* % %

Tunesmith come back with an arnful of yellow roots. "Acolyte hunts alone. | whistled in
the return flick to use when he wants it." He set the roots in the fire. "How do you like your
wat er ?"

"Clean. Any tenperature, really."

"Col d, too?"

"Sure."

Tunesnmith flicked out, and back again with a slab of ice. "Easier than choosing an
appropriate container."

"Where did you get that?"

"Ml es above us, where air is thin and cold." He soaked a swatch of cloth in dripping ice
wat er and draped it around Louis's neck. "How | ong do you cook tree-of-1ife?"

"An hour," Louis said, and he showed Tunesmith the tinepiece in the skin of his hand.
"This tells tides, too. Not rmuch use here. This nakes it a calculator. This is a ganme, you nove
the nunbers around like -- tanj, you're fast."

Acolyte flicked in, his mouth bl oody, sonething dripping fromhis hand. He set to work
with the wtsai. "I |ooked for anything fromthe Map of Earth. Nothing quite fit, but this is much
like a rabbit, don't you think?" He cleaned the beast and skinned and splayed it butterfly
fashi on, and perched it above the coals to roast.

Louis said, "Some fun, huh?"

Acol yte thought it over. "Yes. But |'m not wounded."
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Acol yte's forehead was swollen and the yellow fur was soaked with blood. Louis said,
"We're all wounded. Victors don't have to pay attention to that. Acolyte, tell us a story."

"You first. You fought the |ucky protector, Teela Brown."

“"I"'mnot quite proud of that. Let nme tell you how ! boiled a sea.”

He did. Then Acolyte told his father's tale: his arrival at the Map of Earth with a kzinti
assault boat and puppeteer tools. The war. Friends and enem es, the deaths, the matings arranged
to bind allies. Learning to talk to femal es.

Chneee had sired three children in his few weeks on the Map of Kzin. A local |ord had
contracted to raise them Wen he could, Chneee had retrieved his el dest son from Kat hakt --

am cably -- and brought himto the Map of Earth. Acolyte had seen his first human being at twelve
fal ans.

The el dest son of a lord trained hard. Enem es and friends, whomto watch, whomto al nost
trust, howto talk to possible nates. *Don't* talk to fenale diplomats, they'll have your hide --

"This grows boring," Tunesmth said.

Acolyte said, "Yes, it grew boring until | wanted to scream One day | screaned chal |l enge
and fought nmy father. He let ne go. |'ve been injured and |'ve starved and | was slaved to a

vanpire protector, but that diplomatic flup is out of my life. Tell us a tale, Tunesnith."

“I'"lIl sing it. Then we should sleep, and after, Louis can |lead us to safety."

Tunesnmith sang of a thing of fiery magi ¢ abandoned by Louis Wi, who boiled a sea. Five
Ni ght People, greatly daring, had di smounted a nagical door. They didn't know where it |led and
they couldn't nake it work.

One ni ght Chi ne was gone.

The rest promsed to hold his son fromfollow ng, and Tunesm th went through the door
al one. A scent pulled himtoward what he could only perceive as the pronise of Paradise.

He woke in the garden of tree-of-life. The woman who had gone through ahead | ay dead
besi de him Chime had been too ol d.

He explored. He found the Meteor Defense and the tel escope. He created a physics to
expl ai n what he was seeing. He and Louis discussed that, with Acolyte listening. Tunesm th had
deduced not just worlds, but black holes, too. He had guessed at the existence and nature of other
protectors.

"What did you eat? Dead rabbits?"

"Well, Chine, of course, but | haven't been awake | ong enough to get very hungry."

Louis tried to tal k about what a protector needed to know i medi ately. Invader ships: it
was tinme to take some prisoners, see what their policy actually was. Hi dden Patriarch and its
crew. there nust be City Builders everywhere, easily found. The children would need nates in not
many years. The Web Dwel ler --

"A contract is an unanbi guous prom se, stet, Louis? But why should the Wb Dwel |l er offer
me such a thing?"

Acol yte said, "Through fear, but he often reacts badly to fear."

"Better if you have something he wants,” said Louis. "Tunesmth, what if you offered him
the four hundred and first rimwall ranjet?"

Hi s own di nner was ready by now. He explained while he ate. Bussard ranjet, attitude jet,
hydrogen fusion. Tunesmith already understood the |aw of reaction and the Ringworld' s instability.

"There are only four hundred nountings. Wen you build the four hundred and first notor

we' |l nount Hot Needle of Inquiry at the axis. It's a General Products hull; radiation can't touch
it. At sublight speed it'll take the H ndnbst a thousand years or so to match with the Fl eet of
Wrlds ..."

Acol yte stal ked away fromthe snell of politics.

Louis said, "I don't expect that'll bother him The Conservatives are in power in the
Fl eet of Worlds. Nothing will change. They nay even want hi m back. Anyway, we can offer."

"He |ikes power ganes, does he?"

"Stet."
"Let himplay. If he gains nore power, we'll offer himthe two hundredth ranjet. It's
clear we don't need themall. Acolyte! Do you wonder how you |ived?"

Acol yte stal ked back. Tunesmith sang of finding the skel eton and weapons of Cronus. C ues
there told himthat he was chall enged. He chose his |urking spot and waked.

A nonstrous shape of orange hair flicked in and surged away. Tunesmith stalked it, but he
sensed no harmin it. "It may be ny kind hasn't grown up frightened of your kind's snell."

Acol yte thought that over. Tunesnith said, "But now | knew nmy eneny would use others for
bait. Wen two honi nids appeared and one threw the other flying --"

The Hi ndnost flicked in.
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He squeaked |ike a smashed piano and was instantly gone, but Tunesnmith was faster than
that. He went through with the

Kzin on his heels and Louis screamng, "Wait! Wiat if it's Mons A ynpus?"

He'd reached his feet, but they were gone. Louis said, "ldiots," and |inped to the
steppi ng disk and flicked through anyway.

Tunesmith was in sone kind of weird weaving defense pose. Acolyte was not quite a safe
di stance away, trying to talk himdown. Tunesmith ignored the Kzin. "I want to talk to your

| eader,” he said firmy

Thousands of three-legged, two-headed creatures were watching themthrough the forward
wal |

"W say 'Hindnost,'" one of themsaid. "I'mthe Hi ndnost. Speak your desire."

"Teach ne."

The granite bl ock had been set aside.

Louis linped past Kzin and protector. The pain in his shoul der was a part of his anger. He
asked the Hindnost, "Now how did you do that?"

"I braced ny forequarters against the wall and pushed with ny hind leg. Bramfelt the
strength in ny |l eg. He should have known."

“Lucky for us --"

"Where is Bran®"

"Dead at our hands. Tunesmith, the teaching aids are all here aboard Hot Needl e of
Inquiry. Those pictures especially. They're nade by bronze webs like the one on the cliff at
Weaver Town."

Tunesnith said, "I follow Bram's advice. Wb Dweller, teach ne. | amnot to trust you
until we have a contract."

“I'"1l print out ny people's standard contract for service."

"Only for ny amusenent, | hope. Louis, ny son needs ..." Tunesmth | ooked again. "You,
into the 'doc, now. Is that it?"

Acolyte was lifting him

He was in the big box and Tunesnith was exanmining the readouts doubtfully. "How |l ong?" the
Ghoul protector asked.

The puppeteer said, "Three days, maybe |ess."

Louis tal ked in haste. "Don't anyone sign anything. H ndnost, | don't know how to feed a
Ni ght Person. Try aged beef. Try cheese. Tunesmith, | hope you won't destroy that |ast ARM
spacecraft unless they do sonething dreadful --"

"Near est possible mates in this universe?"

"Well ... that, too. Now, the Hi gh Point protectors hold the rimwall, and at this point
they may be scared out of their minds. Talk to themthrough that wi ndow, with the black sky and
the big strange shapes? Ghouls stole that web froma vanpire nest, carried it naybe two hundred
thousand mles plus two mles straight up --"

"The sunlight network told us about it."

"Tell the spill nountain protectors they're in charge of the rim *Mean* it."

Acol yte was closing the Iid on the big box. Louis |aughed suddenly. "Hey. Renind you of
anyt hi ng?"

He heard the voice of Louis Wi telling a hairless face with red skin, "W'd like to talk
to a protector, please. W want to propose a contract."”

And the lid closed and he could rest.

THE END

GLOSSARY

ARM once the Amal gamated Regional MIlitia, now the United Nations arned forces.

antispin: direction opposite the Ringworld' s direction of spin

collier: 1. A ship used to carry coal. 2. A nmerchant who transports or sells coal

cziltang brone: alleged to be a device to allow solid objects to penetrate scrith.

crui ser: a Machi ne Peopl e vehicle.

el bow root: ubiquitous Ringworld plant, a kind of natural fence.

daywal k: varies by species, but usually nmeans a serious effort consistent with foraging
and health. One daywal k for Machine People is about ten mles; for a Gass Gant, |ess, but they
can keep it up forever. deaners can do one and a half Machi ne Peopl e daywal ks for a coupl e of
hour s.

Fl eet of Wrlds: the homeworld of the Pierson's puppeteers, and four worlds sequestered
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for farm ng.

flup: seabottom ooze.

Qut si der hyperdrive or hyperdrive: a neans of faster-than-light travel, comon in known
space.

Patriarchy: the kzinti enpire.

Repair Center: ancient center of Ri ngworld mai ntenance and control housed beneath the Map
of Mars.

payl oad shell: the | ocked iron housing on a Machi ne Peopl e cruiser.

rishathra (reshtra): sexual practice outside one's own species but within the intelligent
hom nids. Not a useful term beyond the R ngworl d.

scrith: Ringworld structural nmaterial. Scrith underlies all of the terraforned and
contoured inner surface of the Rhngworld. The rimwalls are also of scrith. Very dense, with a
tensile strength on the order of the force that holds an atonic nucl eus together

spi |l nountai ns: nountains standi ng against the rimwall, the outflow of the rim
spillpipes. One stage in the circulation of flup. The spill nountains have their own ecol ogy.

spin or spinward: in the direction of rotation of the Ringworld (against the rotation of
t he sky).

star or starboard: to the right as one faces spi nward.

stet: leave it alone, no change, that's exactly right.

tanj: an expletive. Initial slang for "There Ain't No Justice."

thruster: reactionless drive. In known space, thrusters have generally replaced fusion
rockets on all spacecraft save warcraft.

vi shni shtee / vashnesht: wi zard or protector

weeni e plant: ubiquitous Ringworld plant. Edible. Gows in danp areas.

webeye: puppeteer technol ogy, a multisensory probe.

Rl NGAORLD PARAMETERS

30 hours = 1 Ringworld "day."

1 turn = 7.5 thirty-hour days = 1 Ringworld rotation

1 falan = 10 turns = 75 days

Mass = 2 x 10730 grans

Radius = 0.95 x 1078 mles

Crcunference = 5.97 x 10"8 nmiles

Wdth = 997,000 niles

Surface area = 6 x 10714 square niles = 3 x 1076 tines the surface area of the Earth
(appr ox)

Surface gravity = 31.7 feet/second/ second = .992 gee

Rmwalls rise inward, 1,000 miles

Repair Center = 40 nmiles high by 0.56 x 1078 square mles area = 2.24 x 10"9 cubic niles

Near Great Ocean = 600x surface area of Earth

Star: GlL or &, barely snaller and cooler than So

CAST OF CHARACTERS
MACHI NE PEOPLE

Valavirgillin (Vala, "Boss") -- hired the caravan. Represents Farsight Trading

Foranayeedl i (Forn) -- Barok's daughter. Kaywerbrimms's crew

Sabar okaresh (Barok) -- biggest nale. Kaywerbrimms's crew

Kaywerbrimrs (Kay) -- Valavirgillin's Wagonnast er

Anthrantillin (Anth) -- wagonmaster

Taratarafasht (Tarfa) -- fenale, Anth's crew

Whander not ht ee (Whand) -- wagonnast er

Chi takum shad (Chit) -- Wandernothtee's crew

Sopashi ntay (Spash) -- Whand's crew

H mapertharee (H nmp) -- Anthrantillin's crew

H gh Rangers Trading G oup -- died but for Valavirgillin, forty-three fal ans ago

Tarablilliast (Tarb) -- Valavirgillin's mate, taking care of their children, far to
starboard

GRASS d ANTS
Paroom -- mal e sentry
Thurl -- al pha nale, the Bul
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Moonwa -- fermale, the Thurl's primary wife
Beedj -- mmle, the Thurl's probable heir
Tarun -- male

Wb -- fenmle
Makee -- nale, Wenb's son

Heerst -- male

Twuk -- small Grass G ant fenale
GLEANERS

Perilack -- female

Silack -- beta nale

Manack -- al pha male, hairier

Coriack -- fenale

REDS

Tegger hooki - Thandarthal -- anbassador
Warvi a hooki - Murf Thandarthal -- anmbassador
Anakri n hooki - Whanhur hur -- nessenger
Chaychi nd hooki - Karashk -- nessenger
Rl VER PEOPLE

Wir bl ychoog -- fenale

Borubble -- nale

Roobal | abl -- speaks trade | anguage
Fudghabl adl -- ol d one, renenbers
BALL PECPLE

Louis Wi

The Hi ndnost (the Web Dwel | er)

Chneee

VEEAVI NG PECPLE
Par al d

Strill

Sawur

Ki dada

FI SHERS
Shans Ser pent strangl er
Hi sht hare Rockdi ver

SAlI LOR
Wheek

NI GHT PEOPLE
Kazar p
Tunesnith

Har pst er

Gri eving Tube

KZI NTI
Acol yte -- Chneee's el dest son
Kat hakt -- a lord of the Map of Kzin

SPI LL MOUNTAI N PECPLE

Saron -- ol der woman

Deb -- middl e-aged woman

Skreepu -- bird, belongs to Deb

Harreed -- Deb's younger son

Barraye -- Deb's ol der son

Jennawi | -- younger worman nated to Barraye
PROTECTORS
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Cronus
Bram
Anne
Lovecraft
Col lier
Ki ng
and ot hers, nanel ess.
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