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CHAPTER 1 -- Louis Wi

In the nighttinme heart of Beirut, in one of a row of general -address transfer booths, Louis W
flicked into reality.

H s foot-length queue was as white and shiny as artificial snow H's skin and depilated scalp
were chrone yellow, the irises of his eyes were gold; his robe was royal blue with a gol den
steroptic dragon superinposed. In the instant he appeared, he was smiling widely, show ng pearly,
perfect, perfectly standard teeth. Smling and waving. But the snmile was already fading, and in a
monment it was gone, and the sag of his face was |ike a rubber mask nelting. Louis Wi showed his
age.

For a few noments, he watched Beirut stream past him the people flickering into the booths from
unknown pl aces; the crowds fl owi ng past himon foot, now that the slidewal ks had been turned off
for the night. Then the clocks began to strike twenty-three. Louis Wi strai ghtened his shoul ders
and stepped out to join the world.

In Resht, where his party was still going full blast, it was already the norning after his
birthday. Here in Beirut it was an hour earlier. In a balny outdoor restaurant Louis bought rounds
of raki and encouraged the singing of songs in Arabic and Interworld. He |eft before mdnight for
Budapest .

Had they realized yet that he had wal ked out on his own party? They woul d assune that a wonan
had gone with him that he would be back in a couple of hours. But Louis Wi had gone al one,
junpi ng ahead of the mdnight [ine, hotly pursued by the new day. Twenty-four hours was not |ong
enough for a man's two hundredth birthday.

They could get along without him Louis's friends could take care of thenselves. In this
respect, Louis's standards were inflexible.

I n Budapest were wine and athletic dances, natives who tolerated himas a tourist wth noney,
tourists who thought he was a wealthy native. He danced the dances and he drank the w nes, and he
| eft before mdnight.

In Muni ch he wal ked.

The air was warm and clean; it cleared sone of the funes fromhis head. He wal ked the brightly
lighted slidewal ks, adding his own pace to their ten-miles-per-hour speed. It occurred to himthen
that every city in the world had slidewal ks, and that they all noved at ten mles per hour

The thought was intol erable. Not new, just intolerable. Louis Wi saw how thoroughly Minich
resembled Cairo and Resht ... and San Franci sco and Topeka and London and Ansterdam The stores
al ong the slidewal ks sold the sane products in all the cities of the world. These citizens who
passed hi mtoni ght |ooked all alike, dressed all allke. Not Anericans or Germans or Egyptl ans, but
mere flatl anders.

In three-and-a-half centuries the transfer booths had done this to the infinite variety of
Earth. They covered the world in a net of instantaneous travel. The difference between Mskva and
Sidney was a nonent of time and a tenth-star coin. Inevitably the cities had bl ended over the
centuries, until placenames were only relics of the past. San Francisco and San Diego were the
northern and sout hern ends of one sprawling coastal city. But how nany peopl e knew which end was
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whi ch? Tanj few, these days.
Pessim stic thinking, for a nan's two hundredth birthday.

But the blending of the cities was real. Louis had watched it happen. Al the irrationalities of
pl ace and time and custom blending into one big rationality of Cty, worldwi de, like a dull gray
paste. Did anyone today speak Deutsche, English, Francais, Espanol? Everyone spoke Interworld.
Style in body paints changed all at once, all over the world, in one nbnstrous surge.

Time for another sabbatical? Into the unknown, alone in a singleship, with his skin and eyes and
hair their own color, a beard growing randomy over his face ..

"Nuts," said Louis to hinmself. "I just got back froma sabbatical." Twenty years ago.

But it was wearing on toward midnight. Louis Wi found a transfer booth, inserted his credit card
in the slot and dialed for Sevilla.

He energed in a sunlit room

"What the tanj?" he wondered, blinking. The transfer booth nust have blown its zap. In Sevilla
there should have been no sunlight. Louis Wi turned to dial again, then turned back and stared.

He was in a thoroughly anonynmous hotel room a setting prosaic enough to make its occupant
doubl y shocki ng.

Facing himfromthe mddl e of the roomwas sonething neither human nor hurmanoid. It stood on
three legs, and it regarded Louis Wi fromtwo directions, fromtwo flat heads nounted on flexible,
sl ender necks. Over nost of its startling frame, the skin was white and gl ovesoft; but a thick,
coarse brown nane ran from between the beasts necks, back along its spine, to cover the conpl ex-
| ooking hip joint of the hind leg. The two forel egs were set w de apart, so that the beast's

smal |, clawed hooves fornmed al nost an equilateral triangle.

Loui s guessed that the thing was an alien animal. In those flat heads there would be no room for
brains. But he noticed the hunp that rose between the bases of the necks, where the mane becane a
thick protective nop ... and a nenory floated up from ei ghteen decades behind him

This was a puppeteer, a Pierson's puppeteer. Its brain and skull were under the hunp. It was not
an animal; it was at least as intelligent as a nman. And its eyes, one to a head in deep bone
sockets, stared fixedly at Louis Wi fromtwo directions.

Louis tried the door. Locked.

He was | ocked out, not in. He could dial and vanish. But it never occurred to him One does not
meet a Pierson's puppeteer every day. The species had been gone from known space for |onger than
Louis Wi had been ali ve.

Louis said, "Can | help you?"
"You can," said the alien ..

in a voice to spark adol escent dreans. Had Louis visualized a woman to go with that voice,
she woul d have been C eopatra, Helen of Troy, Marilyn Mnroe, and Lorelei Huntz, rolled into one

"Tanj!" The curse seened nore than usually appropriate. There Ain't No Justice! That such a
voi ce should belong to a two-headed alien of indeterm nate sex!

"Be not frightened," said the alien. "Know that you can escape if need be."

"In college there were pictures of things |like you. You' ve been gone a long time ... or so we
t hought . "
"When ny species fled known space, | was not anmong them" the puppeteer replied. "I remained in

known space, for mny species had need of ne here.”
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"Where have you been hiding? And where on Earth are we?"

"That need not concern you. Are you Louis Wi MVMCREWPLH?"

"You knew that? You were after nme, in particul ar?"

"Yes. W found it possible to manipulate this world' s network of transfer booths."

It could be done, Louis realized. It would take a fortune in bribe noney, but it could be done
But -- "Why?"

"That will take some explanation --"
"Aren't you going to let nme out of here?"

The Puppeteer considered. "I suppose | nust. First you should know that | have protection. My
armanent woul d stop you should you attack ne."

Louis Wi made a sound of disgust. "Wy would | do that?"
The puppet eer made no answer.
"Now | renenber. You're cowards. Your whole ethical systemis based on cowardice."

"l naccurate as it is, that judgnent will serve us."

"Well, it could be worse," Louis conceded. Every sentient species had its quirks. Surely the
puppet eer woul d be easier to deal with than the racially paranoid Trinocs, or the kzinti wth
their hair-trigger killer instincts, or the sessile Gogs with their ... disturbing substitute for
hands.

The sight of the puppeteer had jarred | oose a whole atticfull of dusty nenories. Mxed with data
on the puppeteers and their comercial enpire, their interactions with humanity, their sudden and
shocki ng di sappearance -- mixed with these were the taste of Louies first tobacco cigarette, the
feel of typewriter keys under clunsy, untrained fingers, lists of Interworld vocabulary to be
menori zed, the sound and taste of English, the uncertainties and enbarrassments of extreme youth.
He'd studi ed the puppeteers during a college history course, then forgotten about them for one
hundred and eighty years. Incredible, that a man's nmind could retain so rnuch!

"I''ll stay in here," he told the puppeteer, "if it nakes you nore confortable."
"No. We nust neet."

Muscl es bunched and twitched beneath its creamy skin as the puppeteer nerved itself. Then the
door to the transfer booth clicked open. Louis Wi stepped into the room

The puppet eer backed away a few paces.

Louis dropped into a chair, nore for the puppeteer's confort than for his own. He would | ook
nore harm ess sitting down. The chair was of standard nake, a self-adjusting nasseur chair,
strictly for humans. Louis noticed a faint scent now, rem niscent both of a spice shelf and of a
chemistry set, nore pleasant than othcrwi se.

The alien rested on its folded hind |l eg. "Yon wonder wby | brought you here. This will take sone
expl anati on. What do you know of mny species?"

"It's been a long tinme since college. Yon had a comiercial enpire once, didn't you? What we
like to call known space was just a part of it. We kww the Trinocs bought fromyou, and we didn't
meet the Trinocs until twenty years ago."

"Yes, we dealt with the Trinocs. Largely through robots, as | recall."

"You had a busi ness enpire thousands of years old at |east, and scores of |ight years across, at
| east. And then you left, all of you. You left it all behind. Wy?"
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"Can this have been forgotten? W fled the explosion of the galactic core!”

"I know about that." Dimy, Louis even renmenbered that the chain reaction of novae in the hub of
the gal axy had actually been di scovered by aliens. "But why run now? The Core suns went nova ten
thousand years ago. The blast won't reach here for another twenty thousand years."

"Hurmans, " said the puppeteer, "should not be allowed to run I oose. You will only harm
your sel ves. Do you not see the danger? Radiation along the wave front will nake this entire region
of the gal axy uni nhabitable!"

"Twenty thousand years is a long tine."

"Extermination in twenty thousand years is exterm nation nonetheless. My species fled in the
direction of the C ouds of Masellan. But sone of us renained, in case the puppeteer mgntion showd
meet danger. Now it has."

"Ch? What kind of danger?"

"I amnot yet free to answer that question. But you may |l ook at this." The puppeteer reached for
sonmet hing on a table.

And Loui s, who had been wondering where the puppeteer kept its hands, saw that the puppeteer's
nmout hs were its hands.

Good hands, too, he realized, as the puppeteer reached gingerly across to hand Louis a holo
print. The puppeteer's |oose, robbery |ips extended inches beyond its teeth. They were as dry as
human fingers and they were rinmed with little fingerlike knobs. Behind the square teeth, Louis
caught a glinpse of a flickering, forking tongue.

He took the holo print and | ooked into it.

At first it nade no sense at all, but he kept |ooking, waiting for it to resolve. There was a
smal |, intensely white disc that m ght have been a sun, GO or K9 or K8, with a shallow chord
sliced off along a straight black edge. But the blazing object could not have been a sun
Partially behind it, against a space-black background, was a strip of sky blue. The blue strip was
perfectly straight. sharp-edged, solid, and artificial, and wider than the |ighted disc.

"Looks like a star with a hoop around it," said Louis. "Wiat is it?"

"You may keep it to study, if you wish. I can now tell you the reason | brought you here.
propose to forman exploration teamof four menmbers, including nyself and including you."

"To expl ore what ?"

"I amnot yet at liberty to tell you that."

"Ch, cone now. I'd have to be off ny head to junp as blind as that."
"Happy two hundredth birthday," said the puppeteer.

"Thanks," Louis said, bew | dered.

"Way did you | eave your own birthday party?"

"That's not your concern."

"But it is. Indulge nme, Louis Wi. Why did you | eave your own birthday party?"

"l just decided that twenty-four hours weren't enough for a two hundredth birthday. So I went
ahead and | engthened it by noving ahead of the midnight line. As an alien you wouldn't understand -

"You were el ated, then, at how well things were goi ng?"
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"No, not exactly. No ..."
Not el ated, Louis remenbered. Quite the contrary. Though the party had gone well enough

He'd started it at one mnute past mdnight that norning. Why not. His friends were in every
time band. There was no reason to waste a single mnute of this day. There were sleep sets al
over the house for fast, deep cat naps. For those who hated to miss anything there were wakeup
drugs, sone with interesting side effects, others wth none.

There were guests Louts hadn't seen in a hundred years, and others he net daily. Some had been
Louis Wi's deadly enem es, |ong ago. There were wonen he had forgotten entirely, so that he was
repeat edly amazed at how his taste had changed.

Predi ctably, too many hours of his birthday were spent performng introductions. The lists of
nanes to be nmenorized beforehand! Too nany friends had becone strangers.

And a few m nutes before midnight, Louis Wi had wal ked into a transfer booth, dialed, and
di sappear ed.

"I was bored stiff," said Louis Wi. "' Tell us about your |ast sabbatical, Louis.' 'But how can
you stand to be that much al one, Louis? How clever of you to invite the Trinoc anbassador, Loui s!
Long time no see, Louis.' 'Hey, Louis, why does it take three Jinxians to paint a skyscraper? "

"Why does what ?"
"The Jinxians."

"Ch. It takes one to hold the paint sprayer, and two to shake the skyscraper up and down. |

heard that one in kindergarten. Al the dead wood of ny life, all the old jokes, all in one huge
house. | couldn't take it."

"You are a restless man, Louis WIi. Your sabbaticals -- it was you who originated the custom was
it not?"

"I don't renmenber where it started. It caught on pretty well. Mst of ny friends do it now "

"But not as often as you. Every forty years or thereabouts, you tire of human conpani onshi p.
Then you | eave the worlds of nmen and strike for the edge of known space. You renmi n outside known
space, all alone in a singleship, until your need for conpany reasserts itself. You returned from
your |ast sabbatical, your fourth, twenty years ago.

"You are restless, Louis Wi. On each of the worlds of human space, you have |ived enough years
to be known as a native. Tonight you left your own birthday party. Are you becomi ng restless
agai n?"

"That would be ny problem wouldn't it?"

"Yes. My problemis one of recruiting only. Yon would be a good choice as a nenmber of ny
exploration team You take risks, but you calculate themfirst. You are not afraid to be al one
with yoursel f. You are cautious enough and cl ever enough to be still alive after two hundred
years. Because you have not neglected your nedical needs, your physique is that of a man of
twenty. Lastly, and nost inportant, you seemactually to enjoy the conmpany of aliens."

"Sure." Louis knew a few xenophobes, and regarded themas dolts. Life got awfully boring with
only humans to talk to.

"But you would not wish to junp blind. Louis Wi, is it not enough that |, a puppeteer, wll be
with you? What coul d you possibly fear that | would not fear first? The intelligent caution of ny
race is proverbial."

"So it is," said Louis. In point of fact, he was hooked. Xenophilia and restlessness and
curiosity conbi ned: wherever the puppeteer was going, Louis WI was going too. But he wanted to
hear nore
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And hi s bargaining position was excellent. An alien would not live in such a room by choi ce.
Thi s ordi naryl ooki ng hotel room this reassuringly normal roomfromthe viewoint of a man of
Earth, rmust have been furnished especially for recruiting.

"You won't tell me what it is you intend to explore," said Louis. "WIIl you tell nme where it
i s?"

"It is two hundred light years fromhere in the direction of the Lesser Coud."
"But it would take us nearly two years to get there at hyperdrive speeds.”

"No. We have a ship which will travel considerably faster than a conventional hyperdrive craft.
It will cover a light year in five-fourths of a mnute.”

Loui s opened his nouth, but nothing cane out. One and a quarter m nutes?

"This should not surprise you, Louis Wi. How el se could we have sent an agent to the galactic
core, to learn of the chain reaction of novae? You should have deduced the existence of such a
ship. If nmy mission is successful, | plan to turn the ship over to ny crew, with blueprints with
which to build nore.

"This ship, then, is your ... fee, salary, what have you. You nay observe its flight
characteristics when we join the puppeteer nigration. There you will learn what it is that we
propose to explore."

Join the puppeteer ndgration ... "Count ne in," said Louis Wi. The chance to see an entire
sentient species on the nove! Huge ships carrying thousands or nillions of puppeteers each, whole
wor ki ng ecol ogies ...

"Good." The puppeteer stood up. "Qur crew will nunber four. We go to choose our third nenber
now." And he trotted into the transfer booth.

Louis slipped the cryptic holo into his pocket, and followed. In the booth he tried to read the
nunber on the dial; for it would have told himwhere in the world he was. But the puppeteer dialed
too fast, and they were gone.

* k k

Louis Wi followed the puppeteer out of the booth and into the dim |luxurious interior of a
restaurant. He recogni zed the place by the bl ack-and-gold decor and the space-wastefu
configuration of horseshoe booths. Krushenkos, in New York.

I ncredul ous whispers followed in the path of the puppeteer. A hunan headwaiter, inperturbable as
a robot, led themto a table. One of the chairs had been renoved at that table and replaced by a
big square pillow, which the alien placed between hip and hind hoof as it sat down.

"You were expected," Louis deduced.
"Yes. | called ahead. Krushenkos is accustoned to serving alien guests.”

Now Louis noticed other alien diners: four kzinti at the next table, and a kdatlyno hal fway
across the room It figured, with the Urted Nations Building so close. Louis dialed for a tequila
sour and took it as it arrived. "This was a good thought,” he said. "I'mhalf starved."

"W did not cone to eat. W came to recruit our third nmenber."
"Ch? In a restaurant?"

The puppeteer raised its voice to answer, but what it said was not an answer. "You never net nmny
kzin, Kchula-Rrit? | keep it as a pet.”

Louies tequila tried to go down the wong way. At the table behind the puppeteer, four walls of
orange far were each and every one a kzin; and as the puppeteer spoke, they all turned with their
needl e teeth bared. It |ooked Iike a smile, but on a kzin that rictus is not a smle
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The -Rrit nane belongs to the famly of the Patriarch of Kzin. Louis, downing the rest of his
drink, decided that it didn't matter The insult would have been nortal regardless, and you could
only be eaten once.

The nearest kzin stood up.

Ri ch orange fur, with black marki ngs over the eyes, covered what m ght have been a very fat
tabby cat eight feet tall. The fat was nuscle, smooth and powerful and oddly arranged over an
equal |y odd skeleton. On hands |ike black |eather gloves, sharpened and polished claws slid out of
their sheaths

A quarter of a ton of sentient carnivore stooped over the puppeteer and said, "Tell ne now, why
do you think that you can insult the Patriarch of Kzin and |ive?"

The puppeteer answered i nmediately, and without a trenmor in its voice. "It was | who, on a world
which circles Beta Lyrae, kicked a kzin called Chuft-Captain in the belly with my hind hoof,
breaking three struts of his endoskel etal structure. | have need of a kzin of courage.”

"Continue," said the kzin of the black eyes. Despite linmtations inmposed by the structure of his
mout h, the kzin's Interworld was excellent. But his voice showed no sign of the rage he nust have
felt. For all the enotion shown by kzinti or puppeteer, Louis night have been watching sone time-
dul I ed ritual

But the neat set before the kzinti was bl ood-raw and steaming; it had been flash-heated to body
tenperature just before serving. And all of the kzinti were smling.

"This human and |," said the puppeteer, "will explore a place such as no kzin has ever dreaned.
W will need a kzin in our crew. Dare a kzin foll ow where a puppeteer |eads?"

"I't has been said that puppeteers were plant-eaters, that they would | ead away frombattle and
not toward it."

"You shall judge. Your fee, if you survive, will be the plans for a new and val uabl e type of
spacecraft, plus a nodel of the ship itself. You nmay consider this fee to be extrene hazard pay."

The puppeteer, Louis thought, was sparing no pains to insult the kzinti. One never offers a kzin
hazard pay. The kzin is not supposed to have noticed the danger

But the kzin's only remark was, "l accept."
The other three kzinti snarled at him
The first kzin snarl ed back.

One kzin alone sounded like a catfight. Four kzinti in heated argument sounded |ike a major
feline war, with atonics. Sonic deadeners went on automatically in the restaurant, and the snarls
becanme renote, but they went on

Loui s ordered another drink. Considering what he knew of kzinti history, these four must have
remar kabl e restraint. The puppeteer still lived.

The argunent died away, and the four kzinti turned back. He of the black eye-markings said,
"What is your nane?"

"I take the human nanme of Nessus," said the puppeteer. "My true nane is --" Ochestral nusic

flowed for an instant fromthe puppeteer's renmarkabl e throats.

"Well and good, Nessus. You rnust understand that we four constitute a kzinti enmbassy to Earth.
This is Harch, that is Ftanss, he with the yellow striping is Hoth. |, being only an apprentice
and a kzin of low famly, bear no nane. | amstyled by ny profession: Speaker-To-Aninmals."

Loui s bridl ed.

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworld.txt (7 of 202) [1/14/03 8:28:52 PM]



file://IF|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworl d.txt

"Qur problemis that we are needed here. Delicate negotiations ... but these are not your
concern. It has been decided that |I alone can be replaced. If your new kind of ship proves worth
having, I will join you. Gtherwise | nust prove my courage another way."

"Satisfactory," said the puppeteer, and rose.

Loui s remai ned seated. He asked, "Wat is the kzinti formof your title?"

"In the Hero's Tongue --" The kzin snarled on a rising note.
"Then why didn't you give that as your title? Was it a deliberate insult?"
"Yes," said Speaker-To-Aninmals. "I was angered."

Accustomed to his own standards of tact, Louis had expected the kzin to lie. Then Louis would
have pretended to believe him and the kzin would have been nore polite in future ... too late to
back out now. Louis hesitated a fraction of a second before he said, "And what is the custon?"

"W nust fight bare-handed -- as soon as you deliver the challenge. O one of us nust
apol ogi ze. "

Louis stood up. He was conmitting suicide; but he'd known tanj well what the customwas. "I
chal | enge you," he said. "Tooth against tooth, claw against fingernail, since we cannot share a
uni verse in peace."

Wthout lifting his head, the kzin who had been called Hoth spoke up. "I nust apol ogi ze for ny
conr ade, Speaker-To-Aninmals."

Loui s said, "Huh?"

"This is nmy function,” said the kzin with the yellow striping. "To be found in situations where
one nust apol ogi ze or fight is kzinti nature. W know what happens when we fight. Today our
nunbers are |l ess than an eighth of what they were when kzin first met man. Qur colony worlds are
your col ony worlds, our slave species are freed and taught hunman technol ogy and human ethics. Wen
we mnust apol ogi ze or fight, it is my function to apol ogi ze. "

Louis sat down. It seened that he would live. He said, "I wouldn't have your job for anything."

"Cbviously not, if you would fight a kzin barehanded. But the Patriarch judges ne usel ess for
any other purpose. My intelligence is low, ny health is bad, nmy coordination terrible. How el se
can | keep ny nane?"

Louis sipped at his drink and wi shed for someone to change the subject. He found the hunble kzin
enbar r assi ng.

"Let us eat," said the one call ed Speaker-To-Aninmals. "Unless our mission is urgent, Nessus."

"Not at all. Qur crewis not yet conplete. My colleagues will call ne when they have |l ocated a
qualified fourth crewman. By all neans let us eat."

Speaker-To- Animal s said one thing nore before he turned back to his table. "Louis Wi, | found
your chal l enge verbose. In challenging a kzin, a sinple screamof rage is sufficient. You scream
and you | eap."

"You scream and you |leap," said Louis. "Geat."

CHAPTER 2 -- And His Motley Crew

Louis Wi knew peopl e who cl osed their eyes when they used a transfer booth. The junp in scenery
gave themvertigo. To Louis this was nonsense; but then, sone of his friends were nmuch odder than
t hat .

He kept his eyes open as he dialed. The watching aliens vani shed. Soneone called, "Hi! He's
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back!"

A nob formed around the door. Louis forced it open against them "Finagle fool you all! Didn't
any of you go honme?" He spread his arns to engulf them then pushed forward Iike a snowpl ow,
forcing them back. "C ear the door, you boors! |'ve nore guests comng."

"Great!" a voice shouted in his ear. Anonymous hands took his hand and forced the fingers around
a drinking bulb. Louis hugged the seven or eight of his invited guests within the circle of his
arns and sniled at his wel cone.

Louis Wi. From a di stance he was an oriental, with pale yellow skin and flowing white hair. Hs
rich blue robe was carel essly draped, so that it should have hanpered his novenents; but it
didn't.

Close up, it was all a fraud. H s skin was not pale yell owbrown, but a snoboth chronme yell ow,
the color of a com c-book Fu Manchu. Hi s gqueue was too thick; it was not the white of age, but
sheer clean white with a sublimnal touch of blue, the color of dwarf star sunlight. As with al
flatlanders, cosnetic dyes were the colors of Louis W.

A flatlander. You could tell at a glance. H s features were neither Caucasian nor Mbngol oi d nor
Negroi d, though there were traces of all three: a uniform blend which nust have required
centuries. In a gravitational pull of 9.98 neters/second, his stance was unconsciously natural. He
gripped a drinking bulb and sniled around at his guests.

As it happened, he was smling into a pair of reflective silver eyes an inch fromhis own.

One Teel a Brown had sonmehow ended up nose to nose and breast to breast with him Her skin was
blue with a netting of silver threads; her coiffure was streanming bonfire flames; her eyes were
convex mrrors. She was twenty years old. Louis had talked to her earlier. Her conversation was
shal low, full of cliches and easy enthusiasns; but she was very pretty.

"I had to ask you," she said breathlessly. "How did you get a Trinoc to cone?"
"Don't tell me he's'still here."
"Ch, no. His air was running out and he had to go hone."

"Alittle white lie," Louis inforned her. "A Trinoc airnaker lasts for weeks. Well, if you
really want to know, that particular Trinoc was once nmy guest and prisoner for a couple of weeks.
His ship and crew got thenselves killed at the edge of known space, and | had to ferry himto
Mar grave so they could set up an environnent box for him"

The girl's eyes registered delighted wonder. Louis found it pleasantly strange that they were on
a level with his own eyes; for Teela Brown's fragile beauty made her | ook snmaller than she really
was. Her eyes shifted over Louis's shoulder and w dened even further. Louis grinned as he turned.

Nessus the puppeteer trotted out of the transfer booth.

* k% %

Loui s had thought of this as they were | eaving Krushenko's. He had been trying to persuade
Nessus to tell them sonething of their proposed destination. But the puppeteer was afraid of spy
beans.

"Then come to ny place,” Louis had suggest ed.

"But your guests!"

"Not in nmy office. And ny office is absolutely bugproof. Besides, think of the hit you'll nake
at the party! Assuning everyone hasn't gone home by now "

The inmpact was all Louis could have desired. The tap-tap-tap of the puppeteer’'s hooves was
suddenly the only sound in the room Behind him Speaker-To-Aninals flickered into existence. The
kzin considered the sea of human faces surroundi ng the booth. Then, slowy, he bared his teeth.
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Soneone poured half his drink into a potted palm The grand gesture. Fromone of the branches a
@unmi dgy orchid-thing chattered angrily. People edged away fromthe transfer booth. There were
comments: "You're okay. | see themtoo." "Sober pills? Let ne look in my sporan.” "Throws a hel
of a party, doesn't he?" "Good old Louis." "Wat did you call that thing?"

They didn't know what to nake of Nessus. Mostly they ignored the puppeteer; they were afraid to
comrent on him afraid of sounding |ike fools. They reacted even nore curiously to Speaker-To-
Ani mal s. Once manki nd's nost dangerous eneny, the kzin was being treated with awed deference, |ike
some kind of hero

"Follow me," Louis told the puppeteer. Wth luck the kzin would follow them both. "Excuse us,"
he bel | owed, and pushed his way into the throng. In response to various excited and/or puzzled
guestions he nerely grinned secretively.

Safely in his office, Louis barred the door and turned on the bugproofing set. "Okay. \Who needs
ref reshnent ?"

"If you can heat sonme bourbon, | can drink it,"'
still drink it."

said the kzin. "If you cannot heat it, | can

"Nessus?"
"Any kind of vegetable juice will serve. Have you warm carrot juice?"
"Gah," said Louis; but he instructed the bar, which produced bul bs of warm carrot juice.

Whil e Nessus rested on its folded hind | eg, the kzin dropped heavily onto an inflated hassock
Under his weight it should have exploded like any | esser balloon. Man's second ol dest eneny | ooked
curious and ridicul ous bal anced on a hassock too small for him

The Man-Kzin wars had been nunerous and terrible. Had the kzinti won the first of these, mankind
woul d have been a slave and a neat animal for the rest of eternity. But the kzinti had suffered in
the wars which foll owed. They tended to attack before they were ready. They had little concept of
pati ence, and no concept of nercy or of linmted war. Each war had cost them a respectabl e chunk of
popul ati on and the punitive confiscation of a couple of kzinti worlds.

For two hundred and fifty years the kzinti had not attacked human space. They had nothing to
attack with. For two hundred and fifty years nen had not attacked the kzinti worlds; and no kzin
coul d understand it. Men confused themterribly.

They were rough and they were tough, and Nessus, an avowed coward, had insulted four fully-grown
kzinti in a public restaurant.

"Tell me again," said Louis, "about a puppeteer's proverbial caution. |I forget."
"Perhaps | was not strictly fair with you, Louis. My species judges ne nad."

"Ch, fine." Louis sucked at the bulb an anonynous donor had handed him It held vodka and
droobl eberry juice and shaved i ce.

The kzin's tail lashed restlessly. "Why should we ride with an avowed nani ac? You nust be madder
than nost, to wish to ride with a kzin."

"You al arm yourselves too easily," said Nessus, in its soft, persuasive, unbearably sensua
voi ce. "Men have never net a puppeteer who was not mad in the judgment of his own species. No
alien has ever seen the puppeteer world, and no sane puppeteer would trust his very life to the
fallible |ife-support systemof a spacecraft, or the unknown and possi bly deadly dangers of an
alien world."

"A mad puppeteer, a full grown kzin, and ne. Qur fourth crew nenber had better be a
psychiatrist."

"No, Louis, none of our candidates are psychiatrists."
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"Vl 1, why not?"

"I did not select at random" The puppeteer sucked at its bulb with one nouth and tal ked with
the other. "First, there was nmyself. Qur proposed voyage is intended to benefit my species; hence
we must include a representative. Such a one should be mad enough to face an unknown worl d, yet
sane enough to use his intellect to survive. |, as it happens, amjust on the borderline.

"We had reason to include a kzin. Speaker-To-Animals, what | tell you nowis secret. W have
been observing your species for some considerable tinme. W knew of you even before you attacked
humanity."

"Well that you did not show yourselves," runbled the kzin

"Doubtl ess. At first we deduced that the kzinti species was both usel ess and dangerous. Lines of
research were initiated to deterni ne whether your species could be exterminated in safety."”

"I will tie your necks in a bow knot."
"You will comrit no violence."
The kzin stood up.

"He's right," said Louis. "Sit down, Speaker. You don't stand to profit by nurdering a
puppet eer . "

The kzin sat down. Again his hassock did not coll apse.

"The project was cancelled," said Nessus. "W found that the Man-Kzin wars put sufficient
restriction on kzinti expansion, made you | ess dangerous. W continued to watch.

"Six tines over several centuries, you attacked the worlds of nen. Six tines you were defeated,
havi ng | ost approximately two-thirds of your male population in each war. Need | comrent on the
I evel of intelligence displayed? No? In any case, you were never in real danger of externination.
Your nonsentient females were |largely untouched by war, so that the next generation helped to
replace the nunbers lost. Still, you steadily |lost an enpire you had built up over thousands of
years.

"I't became apparent to us that the kzinti were evolving at a furious rate.”
"Evol vi ng?"

Nessus snarled a word in the Hero's Tongue. Louis junped. He had not suspected that the
puppeteer's throats could do that.

"Yes," said Speaker-To-Aninmals, "I thought that was what you said. But | do not understand the
application.”

"Evol ution depends on the survival of the fittest. For several hundred kzin years, the fittest
of your species were those nmenbers with the wit or the forebearance to avoid fighting human
bei ngs. The results are apparent. For nearly two hundred kzin years there has been peace between
man and kzin."

"But there would be no point! W could not win a war!"
"That did not stop your ancestors.”

Speaker-To- Ani mal s gul ped at his hot bourbon. His tail, naked and pink and ratlike, lashed in
turnoil .

"Your species has been decimated,"” said the puppeteer. "All kzinti alive today are descended
fromthose who avoi ded death in the Man-Kzin wars. Some anong us specul ate that the kzinti now
have the intelligence or the enpathy or the self-restraint necessary to deal with races alien to
t hem "
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"And so you risk your life to travel with a kzin."

"Yes," said Nessus, and shivered all over. "My notivation is strong. It has been inplied that if
| can denonstrate the worth of my courage, by using it to performa val uable service for ny
species, | will be allowed to breed.”

"Hardly a firmcommtnent," said Louis.

"Then there is other reason to take a kzin. W will face strange environnents hiding unknown
dangers. Wio will protect nme? Who would be better equi pped than a kzin?"

"To protect a puppeteer?"
"Does that sound insane?"

"I't does," said Speaker-To-Aninmals. "It also appeals to ny sense of hunor. What of this one,
this Louis W?"

"For us there has been nuch profitable cooperation with nen. Naturally we choose at | east one
human. Louis Gridley Wi is a proven survival type, in his casual, reckless way."

"Casual he is, and reckless. He challenged ne to single conbat."
"Wul d you have accepted, had not Hroth been present? Wuld you have harnmed hinP"

"To be sent hone in disgrace, having caused a najor interspecies incident? But that is not the
point," the kzin insisted. "lIs it?"

"Perhaps it is. Louis is alive. You are now aware that you cannot dom nate himthrough fear. Do
you believe in results?"

Loui s maintai ned a discreet silence. If the puppeteer wanted to give himcredit for coo
intellection, that was fine with Louis W.

"You have spoken of your own notives," said Speaker. "Speak now of mine. What can it profit ne
to join your voyage?"

And they got down to business.

To the puppeteers, the quantum Il hyperdrive shunt was a white el ephant. It would nove a ship a
light year in one-and-a-quarter m nutes, where conventional craft would cross that distance in
three days. But conventional craft had room for cargo.

"We built the nmotor into a General Products Number Four hull, the biggest made by our conpany.
When our scientists and engineers had finished their work, nost of the interior was filled with
the machi nery of the hyperdrive shunt. Qur trip outward will be cranped.”

"An experinmental vehicle," said the kzin. "How thoroughly has it been tested?"
"The vehicle has made one trip to the galactic core and back."

But that had been its only flight! The puppeteers could not test it thenselves, nor could they
find other races to do the work; for they were in the niddle of a migration. The ship would carry
practically no cargo, though it was over a nile in diameter. Furthernore, it could not slow down
wi t hout dropping back into normal space.

"W do not need it," said Nessus. "But you do. We plan to turn the ship over to our crew,
together with copies of the plans for nmaking nore. Doubtless you can inprove the design
your sel ves. "

"That will buy ne a nanme," said the kzin. "A nane. | nust see your ship in action."

"During our trip outward."
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"The Patriarch would give me a nane for such a ship. | amsure he woul d. What nanme shoul d
choose? Perhaps --" The kzin snarled on a rising note.

The puppeteer replied in the sane | anguage.

Louis shifted in irritation. He couldn't follow the Hero's Tongue. He considered | eaving themto
it, then had a better idea. He pulled the puppeteer's holo fromhis pocket, scaled it across the
roominto the kzin's furry lap

The kzin held it delicately in his padded black fingers. "It appears to be a ringed star," he
observed. "Wat is it?"

"It relates to our destination," said the puppeteer. "I cannot tell you nore, not now."
"How cryptic. Well, when nmay we depart?"

"I estimate a matter of days. My agents are even now searching for a qualified fourth nenber for
our exploration team™

"And so we wait upon their pleasure. Louis, shall we join your guests?”

Louis stood up, stretching. "Sure, let's give "ema thrill. Speaker, before we go out there,
have a suggestion. Now, don't take this as an assault on your dignity. It's just an idea ..."

* % %

The party had split into sections: tridee-watchers, bridge and poker tables, lovers in pairs and
| arger groups, tellers of tales, victins of ennui. Qut on the |awn, under a hazy early-norning
sun, was a mixed group of ennui victins and xenophiles; for the outdoor group included Nessus and
Speaker-To-Animals. It also included Louis Wi, Teela Brown, and an overworked bartender

The | awn was one of those tended according to the ancient British formula: seed and roll for
five hundred years. Five hundred years had ended in a stock market crash, after which Louis Wi had
had nmoney and a certain venerable baronial famly had not. The grass was green and gl ossy,
obviously the real thing; nobody had ever tanpered with its genes in search of dubious
i mprovenents. At the bottomof the rolling green slope was a tennis court where dimnutive figures
ran and junped and swung their oversized fly swatters with great energy.

"Exercise is wonderful," said Louis. "I could sit and watch it all day."

Teel a's laugh surprised him He thought idly of the mllions of jokes she had never heard, the
ol d, old ones nobody ever told any nore. O the mllions of jokes Louis knew by heart, 99 percent
nmust be obsol ete. Past and present mx badly.

The bartender floated next to Louis in tilted position. Louis's head was in Teela's |ap, and his
need to reach the keyboard without sitting up was responsible for the bartender's tilt. He tapped
an order for two nochas, caught the bul bs as they dropped fromthe slot, and handed one to Teel a.

"You ook like a girl | knew once,"” he said. "Ever hear of a Paula Cherenkov?"
"The cartooni st? Boston-born?"

"Yeah. Lives on W Made It, nowadays."

"My great-great grandnother. W visited her once."

"She gave ne a severe case of whiplash of the heart, long ago. You could be her twin."

Teel a' s chuckl e sent vibrations bouncing pleasantly along Louis's vertebrae. "I pronmise not to
ve you a case of whiplash of the heart if you'll tell nme what it is."

g

Loui s thought about that. The phrase was his own, created to describe to hinmself what had
happened to himat that time. He hadn't used it often, but he'd never had to explain it. They
al ways knew what he neant.
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A calm peaceful norning. If he went to sleep now he'd sleep for twelve hours. Fatigue poisons
were giving himan exhaustion high. Teela's lap was a confortable resting place for his head. Half
of Louis's guests were wonen, and many of them had been his wives or |lovers in other years. During
the first phase of the party, he'd celebrated his birthday privately with three wonen, three who
had been very inmportant to himonce, and vice versa.

Three? Four? No, three. And now it seened that he was i Mmune to whiplash of the heart. Two
hundred years had | eft too nuch scar tissue on his personality. And now he rested his head idly
and confortably in the lap of a stranger who | ooked exactly |ike Paul a Cherenkov.

"I fell inlove with her," he said. "W'd known each other for years. W'd even dated. Then one
ni ght we got to tal king, and wham | was in love. | thought she |oved ne too.
"We didn't go to bed that night -- together, | nean. | asked her to marry ne. She turned ne

down. She was working on a career. She didn't have tinme to get married, she said. But we planned a
trip to Amazon National Park, a sort of one week ersatz honeynoon.

"The next week was all highs and lows. First, the high. | had the tickets and the hotel
reservations. Did you ever fall so hard for soneone that you decided you weren't worthy of hin®"

"I was young. | spent two days convincing nyself | was worthy of Paula Cherenkov. | did it, too.
Then she called and cancelled the trip. | don't even remenber why. She had sonme good reason

"I took her out to dinner a couple of tines that week. Nothing happened. | tried to keep from
pressuring her. Chances are she never guessed the pressure | was under. | was going up and down
like a yo-yo. Then she | owered the boom She liked ne. We had fun together. W shoul d be good
friends.

"I wasn't her type," said Louis. "I thought we were in | ove. Maybe she thought so too, for about
a week. She wasn't cruel. She just didn't know what was going on."

"But what was the whiplash?"

Louis | ooked up at Teela Brown. Silver eyes | ooked bl ankly back, and Louis realized that she
hadn't understood a word.

Louis had dealt with aliens. By instinct or by training, he had |l earned to sense when sone
concept was too foreign to be absorbed or communi cated. Here was a simlar, fundamental gap in
transl ation.

What a nmonstrous gulf to separate Louis Wi and a twenty-year-old girl! Could he really have aged
that drastically? And if so, was Louis Wi still human?

Teel a, bl ank-eyed, waited for enlightennent.

"Tanj!" Louis cursed, and he rolled to his feet. Mud spots slid slowy down his robe and dri pped
of f the hem

Nessus the puppeteer was holding forth on the subject of ethics. He interrupted hinself (quite
literally, speaking with both nmouths, to the delight of his admrers) to answer Louis's query. No,
there had been no word from his agents.

Speaker-To-Aninmal s, similarly surrounded, sprawled |like a great orange hill across the grass.
Two wonen were scratching at the for behind his ears. The odd kzinti ears, that could expand |ike
pi nk chi nese parasols or fold flat against the head, were spread wi de; and Louis could see the
design tattooed on each surface.

"So," Louis called to him "Was | not brilliant?"

"You were," the kzin runbled without stirring.
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Loui s | aughed inside hinmself. A kzin is a fearsone beast, yes? But who can fear a kzin who is
havi ng his ears scratched? It put Louis's guests at their ease, and it put the kzin at ease too.
Anyt hi ng above the level of a field nouse |ikes having its ears natched.

"They have been taking turnabout,"” the kzin runbled deeply. "A male approaches the fenale
scratching me and observes that he would enjoy the same attention. The two go of f together
Anot her female noves in as a replacenent. How interesting it nmust be, to belong to a race of two
sentient sexes."

"Sometines it makes things awfully conplicated."”

"I ndeed?"
The girt at the kzin's | eft shoul der -- space-black her skin was, enbroidered with stars and
gal axi es, and her hair was the cold white streamof a conet's tail -- |ooked up fromher work.

"Teel a, take over," she said gaily. "I'mhungry."

Teel a knelt obligingly beside the great orange head. Louis said, "Teela Brown, neet Speaker-To-
Animals. May you both be --"

From nearby cane a discordant blast of nusic.

-- very happy together. Wat was that? Ch, Nessus. Wat --?"

The nusic had cone fromthe puppeteer’'s remarkabl e throats. Now Nessus nudged rudely between
Louis and the girl. "You are Teela Jandrova Brown, ident nunber | KLUGGTYN?"

The girl was startled, but not frightened. "That's my nane. | don't renenber ny ident number.
VWhat' s the probl en?”

"We have been conbing Earth for you for nearly a week. Now | find you at a gathering |I reached
only by chance! | wll have harsh words for nmy agents."

"Ch no," Louis said softly.

Teel a stood up somewhat awkwardly. "I haven't been hiding, not fromyou and not from any other --
extraterrestrial. Now, what's the problen"

"Hold it!" Louis stepped between Nessus and the girl. "Nessus, Teela Brown obviously isn't an
explorer. Pick soneone else.”

"But, Louis --"

"Just a nonent.'
nmenbers. "

The kzin was sitting up. "Louis, let the herbivore choose his own team

"But | ook at her!"

"Look at yourself, Louis. Barely two neters |ong, slender even for a human. Are you an explorer?
I's Nessus?"

"Just what the tanj is going on?" Teel a demanded.
Urgently, Nessus said, "Louis, let us retire to your office. Teela Brown, we nust nmake a

proposal to you. You are under no obligation to accept, nor even to |listen, but you may find our
proposal interesting."

* % %

The argunment continued in Louis's office. "She fits nmy qualifications,” Nessus insisted. "W
nmust consi der her."

"She can't be the only one on Earth!"

"No, Louis. Not at all. But we have been unable to contact any of the others."
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"Just what am | being considered for?"

The puppeteer started to tell her. It devel oped that Teela Brown had no interest in space, had
never even been as far as the Moon, and had no intention of going beyond the borders of known
space. The second quantum hyperdrive did not arouse her cupidity. Wen she started to | ook
harassed and confused, Louis broke in again.

"Nessus, just what are the qualifications Teela fits so well?"
"My agents have been seeking the descendants of winners of the Birthright Lotteries.”
"I quit. You're genuinely insane."

"No, Louis. My orders cone fromthe Hi ndnost hinself, fromthe one who leads us all. His sanity
is not in question. May | explain?"

* % %

For human beings, birth control had | ong been an easy matter. Nowadays a tiny crystal was
i nserted under the skin of the patient's forearm The crystal took a year to dissolve. During that
year the patient would be unable to conceive a child. In earlier centuries clunsier nethods had
been used.

Earth's popul ati on had been stabilized, about the niddle of the twenty-first century, at
eighteen billion. The Fertility Board, a subsection of the United Nations, nade and enforced the
birth control laws. For nore than half a thousand years those | aws had renmi ned the sanme: two
children to a couple, subject to the judgnment of the Fertility Board. The Board deci ded who m ght
be a parent how nany tinmes. The Board mi ght award extra children to one couple, deny any children
at all to another, all on the basis of desirable or undesirable genes.

"Incredible," said the kzin.

"Why? Things were getting pretty tanj crowded, with eighteen billion people trapped in a
primtive technol ogy."

"If the Patriarchy tried to force such a law on kzinti, we would exterm nate the Patriarchy for
its insolence.”

But nen were not kzinti. For half a thousand years the |laws had held good. Then, two hundred
years ago, had cone runors of chicanery in the Fertility Board. The scandal had ultimtely
resulted in drastic changes in the birth control |aws:

Every human bei ng now had the right to be a parent once, regardl ess of the state of his genes.
In addition, the Birthrights Second and Third could come automatically: for a high tested 1Q or
for proven, useful psychic powers, such as Pl ateau eyes or absolute direction, or for surviva
genes, like telepathy or natural |ongevity or perfect teeth.

One could buy the birthrights at a nmillion stars a shot. Wiy not? The knack for maki ng nobney was
a tested, proven survival factor. Besides, it cut down on bribery attenpts.

One could fight for the Birthrights in the arena, if one had not yet used up his Birthright
First. Wnner to earn his Birthrights Second and Third; loser to lose his Birthright First and his
life. It evened out.

"I have seen such battles on your entertai nnent shows,
ghting for fun."

sai d Speaker. "I thought they were
f

"Nope, they're serious," said Louis. Teela giggled.

"And the lotteries?"

"It cones out short,"’
on Earth than are born in any given year

sai d Nessus. "Even with boosterspice to prevent aging in humans, nore die
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And so each year the Fertility Board totaled up the year's deaths and enigrations, subtracted
the year's births and inmigrations, and put the resulting nunber of Birthrights into the New
Year's Day lottery.

Anyone could enter. Wth luck you could have ten or twenty children -- if that was |uck. Even
convicted crimnals could not be excluded fromthe Birthright Lotteries.

"I"ve had four children nyself," said Louis Wi. "One by lottery. You'd have net three of themif
you'd cone twelve hours earlier.”

"I't sounds very strange and conpl ex. Wen the popul ation of Kzin grows too great, we --"
"Attack the nearest human world."

"Not at all, Louis. W fight each other. The nore crowded we grow, the nore opportunity exists
for one kzin to take of fense at another. CQur popul ation problem adjusts itself. W have never been
within an order of magnitude of your two tines eight to the tenth humans on a single planet!”

"I think I begin to get it," said Teela Brown. "My parents were both lottery wi nners." She
| aughed somewhat nervously. "Qtherwi se | wouldn't even have been born. Cone to think of it, ny
gr andf at her "

"Al'l of your ancestors for five generations were born by reason of winning lottery tickets."
"Real ly! | never knew that!"

"The records are quite clear," Nessus assured her
"The question remmins," said Louis Wi. "So what ?"

"Those-who-rule in the puppeteer fleet have specul ated that the people of Earth are breeding for
| uck. "

"Huh!"

Teel a Brown | eaned forward in her chair, intensely curious. Doubtless she had never before seen
a mad puppet eer.

"Think of the lotteries, Louis. Think of evolution. For seven hundred years your people bred by
the nunbers: two birthrights per person, two children per couple. Here and there one might win a
third birthright, or be refused his first on adequate grounds: diabetic genes or the |like. But
nmost of humanity had two children

"Then the | aw was changed. For the past two centuries, between ten and thirteen percent of each
human generation has been born by right of a winning lottery ticket. Wat determ nes who will
survive and breed? On Earth, |uck

"And Teela Brown is the daughter of six generations of w nning ganblers ..

CHAPTER 3 -- Teel a Brown

Teel a was giggling hel plessly.

"Cone off it," said Louis Wi. "You can't breed for luck the way you breed for shaggy eyebrows!"
"Yet you breed for telepathy.”

"That's not the sane. Telepathy isn't a psychic power. The mechanisms in the right parietal |obe
are well nmapped. They just don't work for nost people.”

"Tel epat hy was once thought to be a formof psi. Now you claimthat luck is not."
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"Luck is luck." The situation would have been funny, as funny as Teela thought it was; but Louis
realized what she did not. The puppeteer was serious. "The | aw of averages swi ngs back and forth.
The odds shift wong and you' re out of the game, |like the dinosaurs. The dice fall your way and --

"It is thought that some humans can direct the fall of a die."

"So | picked a bad netaphor. The point is --

"Yes," the kzin runbled. He had a voice to shake walls when he chose to use it. "The point is
that we will accept whom Nessus chooses. You own the ship, Nessus. Were, then, is our fourth
crewran?"

"Here in this roonm"

"Now just a tanj minute!" Teela stood up. The silver netting flashed like real netal across her
bl ue skin; her hair floated flanming in the draft fromthe air conditioner. "This whole thing is
ridiculous. I'mnot going anywhere. Wiy should I?"

"Pi ck someone el se, Nessus. There nust be millions of qualified candidates. Were's the hang-
up?"

"Not millions, Louis. W have a few thousand names, and phone nunbers or private transfer booth
numbers for nost of them Each can claimfive generations of ancestors born by virtue of w nning
lottery tickets."

"Wl | ?"

Nessus began to pace the floor. "Muny disqualify thensel ves by obvious bad luck. O the rest,
none seemto be available. Wen we call, they are out. When we call back, the phone conputer gives
us a bad connection. Wen we ask for any nenber of the Brandt family, every phone in South Anerica
rings. There have been conplaints. It is very frustrating." Taptaptap, taptaptap

Teel a said, "You haven't even told ne where you're going."

"I cannot nane our destination, Teela. However, you may --
"Finagle's red claws! You won't even tell us that?"

"You nay examne the holo Louis Wi is carrying. That is the only information |I can give you at
this time."

Loui s handed her the hol o, the one that showed a baby-blue stripe crossing a black background
behind a disc of blazing white. She took her tinme looking it over; and only Louis noticed how the
angry blood flowed into her face.

When she spoke, she spit the words out one at a tine, |like the seeds of a tangerine. "This is
the nost ridiculous thing I ever heard of. You expect Louis and ne to go charging out beyond known
space with a kzin and a puppeteer for conpany, and all we know about where were going is a length
of blue ribbon and a bright -spot! That's -- ridiculous!"

"I take it, then, that you refuse to join us.”
The girl's eyebrows went up
"I must have a direct answer. Soon ny agents may | ocate another candidate.”

"Yes," said Teela Brown. "Yes, | do refuse."

"Remenber, then, that by human | aw you rmust keep secret the things you have been told here. You
have been paid a consultant's fee."

"Who would | tell?" Teela | aughed dramatically. "Wo would believe me? Louis, are you really
going on this ridiculous --"
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"Yes." Louis was already thinking of other things, like a tactful way to get her out of the
office. "But not right this mnute. There's still a party going on. Look, do sonething for ne,
will you? Switch the nusicrmaster fromtape four to tape five. Then tell anyone who asks that 'l
be out in a mnute."

When the door had cl osed behind her, Louis said, "Do ne a favor. Do yourselves one, too. Let ne
be the judge of whether a human being is qualified for a jaunt into the unknown."

"You know what qualifications are paranount,
choose from™

said Nessus. "W do not yet have two candidates to

"You' ve got tens of thousands."

"Not really. Many disqualify thenselves; others cannot be found. However, you may tell ne where
that human being fails to fit your own qualifications."”

"She's too young."
"No candi date can qualify w thout being of Teela Brown's generation."

"Breeding for luck! No, never mind, | won't argue the point. | know humans crazier than that. A
couple of "em are still here at the party. Well, you saw for yourself that she's no xenophile."

"Nor is she a xenophobe. She does not fear either of us."

"She doesn't have the spark. She isn't -- isn't --

"She has no restlessness,"” said Nessus. "She is happy where she is. This is indeed a liability.
There is nothing she wants. Yet how could we know this without asking?"

"Ckay, pick your own candidates." Louis stalked fromhis office.

Behi nd hi mthe puppeteer fluted, "Louis! Speaker! The signal! One of ny agents has found anot her
candi date!"

"He sure has," Louis said disgustedly. Across the living room Teela Brown was glaring at
anot her Pierson's puppeteer.

* k% %

Louis woke slowy. He renenbered donning a sleep headset and setting it for an hour of current.
Presumabl y that had been an hour ago. After the set turned itself off the disconfort of having the
thing on his head woul d have wakened him ...

It wasn't on his head.

He sat up abruptly.

"I took it off you," said Teela Brown. "You needed the sleep."
"Ch boy. What tinme is it?"

"Alittle after seventeen."

"I've been a bad host. How goes the party?"

"Down to about twenty people. Don't worry, | told themwhat | was doing. They all thought it was
a good idea."

"Ckay." Louis rolled off the bed. "Thanks. Shall we join what's left of the party?"
"I"'d like to talk to you first."

He sat down again. The nuzziness of sleep was slowy leaving him He asked, "What about ?"
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"You're really going on this crazy trip?"
"I really am™"
"I don't see why."

"I"'mten tines your age,"” said Louis WiI. "I don't have to work for a living. | don't have the
patience to be a scientist. | did some witing once, but it turned out to be hard work, which was
the last thing | expected. What's left? | play a lot."

She shook her head, and firelight shivered on the walls. "It doesn't sound |ike playing."

Loui s shrugged. "Boredomis my worst eneny. It's killed a lot of ny friends. but it won't get
me. When | get bored, | go risk ny life somewhere.”

"Shoul dn't you at |east know what the risk is?"
"I"'magetting well paid.”
"You don't need the noney."

"The hunman race needs what the puppeteers have got. Look, Teela, you were told all about the
second quantum hyperdrive ship. It's the only ship in known space that noves faster than three
days to the light year. And it goes al nbost four hundred times that fast!"

"Who needs to fly that fast?"

Louis wasn't in the mood to deliver a lecture on the Core explosion. "Let's get back to the
party."

"No, wait!"

"Ckay. "

Her hands were large, with long, slender fingers. They glowed in reflected |light as she brushed
them nervously through her burning hair. "Tanj, |I"'mnessing this up. Louis, are you in love with
anyone ri ght now?"

That surprised him "l don't think so."
"Do | really look |ike Paula Cherenkov?"

In the sem darkness of the bedroom she | ooked like the burning giraffe in the Dali painting. Her
hair glowed by its own light, a stream of orange and yellow fl ame darkening to snmoke. In that
light the rest of Teela was shadow touched by the flickering Iight of her hair. But Louis's nmenory
filled in the details: the long, perfect legs, the conical breasts, the delicate beauty of her
smal| face. He had first seen her four days ago, on the arm of Tedron Doheny, a spindly
crashl ander who had journeyed to Earth for the party.

"I thought you were Paula herself,"” he said now "She lives on W Made It, which is where | net
Ted Doheny. Wen | saw you together | thought Ted and Paul a had conme on the sane ship.

"Close up, there were differences. You've got better |egs, but Paula's wal k was nore graceful
Paul a's face was -- colder, | think. Maybe that's just nenory."

From outsi de the door canme bursts of conputer nusic, wild and pure, strangely inconplete wthout
the light patterns to make it whole. Teela shifted restlessly, stirring the firelight shadows on
the wall.

"What have you got in nmind? Renmenber," said Louis, "the puppeteers have thousands of candi dates
to choose from They could find our fourth crewran any day, any minute. Then, off we go."

"That's all right," said Teela.
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"You'll stay with me until then?"

Teel a nodded her fiery head.

* k%

The puppeteer dropped in two days |ater

Louis and Teela were out on the | awn, soaking up sunshine and playing a deadly serious gane of
fairy chess. Louis had spotted her a knight. Now he was regretting it. Teela alternated
intellection with intuition; he could never tell which way she would junp. And she played for
bl ood.

She was chewi ng gently at her underlip, considering her next nove, when the servo slid up and
bonged at them Louis glanced up at the nonitor screen, saw two one-eyed pythons | ooking out of
the servo's chest. "Send himout here," he said confortably.

Teel a stood in one sudden, gracel ess notion. "You two may have secrets."”
"Maybe. What have you got in m nd?"
"Some reading to catch up on." She leveled a forefinger at him "Don't touch that board!"

At the door she net the puppeteer coming out. She waved casually as they passed, and Nessus
| eapt six feet to the side. "I beg your pardon,” he fluted. "You startled ne."

Teela lifted an eyebrow and went i nside.

The puppet eer stopped next to Louis and folded his | egs under him One head fixed on Louis; the
ot her moved nervously, circling, covering all angles of vision. "Could the woman spy on us?"

Louis showed his surprise. "Sure. You know there's no defense against a spy beam not in the
open. So?"

"Anyone or anything could be watching us. Louis, let us go to your office.”

"There ain't no justice." Louis was perfectly confortable where he was. "WI| you stop bobbi ng
your head around, please? You act scared to death.”

"I amfrightened, though | know ny death would matter little. How many neterorites fall to Earth
in a year?"

"I wouldn't know. "

"We are perilously close to the asteroid belt here. Yet it does not matter, for we have been
unable to contact a fourth crew nmenber."

"Too bad," said Louis. The puppeteer's behavior puzzled him |f Nessus had been human -- But he
wasn't. "You haven't given up, | trust.”

"No, but our failures have been galling. For these past four days we have been seeki ng a Nornan
Haywood KIMMCWIAD, a perfect choice for our crew”

" And?"

"H's health is perfect and vigorous. Hs age, twenty four-and-a-third terrestrial years. Six
generations of his ancestors were all born through winning lottery tickets. Best of all, he enjoys
travel ; he exhibits the restlessness we need.

"Naturally we tried to contact himin person. For three days ny agent tracked himthrough a
series of transfer booths, always a junp behind him while Nornman Haywood went skiing in Suisse,
and surfing in Ceylon, to shops in New York, and to house parties in the Rockies and the
H mal ayas. Last night ny agent caught up to himas he entered a passenger spacecraft bound for
Jinx. The ship departed before ny agent could conquer his natural fear of your jury-rigged ships."
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"I'"ve had days like that nyself. Couldn't you send him a hyperwave nessage?"
"Louis, this voyage is supposed to be secret.”

"Yah," said Louis. And he watched a python head circling, circling, searching out unseen
enemi es.

"We will succeed," said Nessus. "Thousands of potential crew nenbers cannot hide forever. Can
t hey, Louis? They do not even know we are seeking them "

"You'll find someone. You're bound to."

"I pray that we do not! Louis, howcan | do it? Howcan | ride with three aliens in an
experimental ship designed for one pilot? It would be nadness!"

"Nessus, what's really buggi ng you? This whole trip was your idea!"
"It was not. My orders cane fromthose-who-lead, fromtwo hundred |ight years away."

"Sonething's terrified you. I want to know what it is. Wat have you found out? Do you know what
this tripis really all about? Wat's changed since you were ready to insult four kzinti in a
public restaurant? Hey, easy, easy!"

Tl e puppeteer had tucked his heads and necks between his forelegs and rolled into a ball.

"Conme on," said Louis. "Cone on out." He ran his hands gently al ong the backs of the puppeteer's
necks -- the parts that showed. The puppeteer shuddered. Hi s skin was soft, |ike chanmois skin, and
pl easant to the touch

"Conme on out of there. Nothing's going to hurt you here. | protect my guests.”

The puppeteer's wail cane nuffled fromunder his belly. "I was mad. Mad! Did | really insult
four kzinti?"

"Cone on out. You're safe here. That's better." A flat head peeped out of the warm shadow. " Now,
you see? Nothing to be afraid of."

"Four kzinti? Not three?"
"My mistake. | nmiscounted. It was three."

"Forgive nme, Louis." The puppeteer exposed his other head as far as the eye. "My nmani c phase has
ended. | amin the depressive leg of ny cycle."

"Can you do anything about it?" Louis thought of the consequences, if Nessus should hit the
wong leg of his cycle at a crucial tine.

"I can wait for it to end. | can protect nyself, to the extent possible. | can try not to let it
af fect ny judgnent."

"Poor Nessus. You're sure you haven't |earned anything new?"

"Do | not know enough already to terrify any sane nmind?" The puppeteer stood up sonewhat
shakily. "Why did | neet Teela Brown? | had thought she woul d have departed.”

"I asked her to stay with ne until we find your fourth crewmmte."
n \My?"

Loui s had wondered about that hinself. It had |little to do with Paul a Cherenkov. Louis had
changed too rmuch since her tine; and he was not a man to force one wonman into the nold of another

Sl eepi ng pl ates were designed for two occupants, not one. But there had been other girls at the
party ... not as pretty as Teela. Could wise old Louis Wi still be snhared by beauty al one?
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But sonething nore than beauty | ooked out of those flat silver eyes. Sonething highly conplex.

"For purposes of fornication," said Louis Wi. He had renmenbered that he was talking to an alien
who woul d not understand such conmplexities. He realized that the puppeteer was still shivering,
and added, "Let's go to ny office. It's under the hill. No neteors.™

* k k

After the puppeteer left, Louis went |ooking for Teela. He found her in the library, in front of
a readi ng screen, clicking frames past at a speed high even for a speedreader.

"Hi ," she said. She froze a frame and turned. "How s our two-headed friend?"
"Scared witless. And |I'm exhausted. |'ve been playing psychiatrist to a Pierson's puppeteer.”
Teel a brightened. "Tell nme about a puppeteer's sex life."

"All 1 knowis, heisn't allowed to breed. He broods on it. One may assune that he could breed
if there weren't a law against it. Aside fromthat, he stayed off the subject conpletely. Sorry."

"Well, what did you tal k about ?"

Louis waved a hand. "Three hundred years of traumas. That's how | ong Nessus has been in human
space. He hardly remenbers the puppeteer planet. | get the feeling he's been scared for three
hundred years." Louis dropped into a masseur chair. The strain of enpathizing with an alien had
exhausted his mnd, used up his inmagination

"How about you? \What are you reading?"

"The Core explosion." Teela waved at the reading screen

There were stars in clusters and bunches and nasses. You couldn't see black, there were so many
stars. It mght have been a dense star cluster, but it wasn't; it couldn't be. Tel escopes woul dn't
reach that far, nor would any normal spacecraft.

It was the galactic core, five thousand |ight years across, a tight sphere of stars at the axis
of the galactic whirlpool. One nman had reached that far, two hundred years ago, in an experi nental
puppet eer-built ship. The frame showed red and blue and green stars, all superinposed, the red
stars biggest and brightest. In the center of the picture was a patch of blazing white the shape
of a bloated conmma. Wthin it were lines and bl obs of shadow, but the shadow within the white
patch was brighter than any star outside it.

"That's why you need the puppeteer ship," said Teela. "lIsn't it?"
"Right."
"How did it happen?"

"The stars are too close together," said Louis. "An average of half a |ight year apart, al
through the core of any gal axy. Near the center, they're packed even tighter. In a galactic core,
stars are so close to each other that they can heat each other up. Being hotter, they burn faster
They age faster.

"Al'l the stars of the core must have been just that nmuch closer to going nova, ten thousand
years ago

"Then one star went nova. It let |oose a ot of heat and a blast of ganuna rays. The few stars
around it got that nmuch hotter. | gather the gamma rays al so make for increased stellar activity.
So a coupl e of neighboring stars blew up.

"That made three. The conbi ned heat set off a few nore. It was a chain reaction. Pretty soon
there was no stopping it. That white patch is all supernovae. If you like, you can get the math of
it alittle further along in the tape."
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"No thanks," she said -- predictably. "I gather it's an over by now?"

"Yeah. That's old light you're | ooking at, though it hasn't reached this part of the gal axy yet.
The chain reaction nmust have ended ten thousand years ago."

"Then what is everyone excited about ?"

"Radi ation. Fast particles, all kinds." The masseur chair was beginning to relax him he settled
deeper into its formess bulk and | et the standing wave patterns knead his nuscles. "Look at it
this way. Known space is a little bubble of stars thirty-three thousand |ight years out fromthe
gal actic axis. The novae began expl oding nore than ten thousand years ago. That neans that the
wave front fromthe conbi ned explosion will get here in about twenty thousand years. Right?"

"Sure."
"And the subnuclear radiation froma mllion novae is traveling right behind the wave front."
... Oht

"I'n twenty thousand years we'll have to evacuate every world you ever heard of, and probably a
|l ot nmore."

"That's a long time. If we started now, we could do it with the ships we've got. Easily."

"You're not thinking. At three days to the light year, it would take one of our ships about six
hundred years to reach the C ouds of Mgellan."”

"They could stop off to get nmore food and air ... every year or so."

Loui s laughed. "Try tal king anyone into that. You know what | think? Wien the |ight of the Core
expl osion starts shining through the dust clouds between here and the galactic axis, that's when
everyone in human space is suddenly going to get terrified. Then they' |l have a century to get
out.

"The puppeteers had the right idea. They sent a nman to the Core as a publicity stunt because
they wanted financing for research. He sent back pictures |like that one. Before he'd even |anded,
t he puppeteers were gone; there wasn't a puppeteer on any human world. W won't do it that way.

Well wait and we'll wait, and when we finally decide to nove we'll have to ship trillions of
sentient beings conpletely out of the galaxy. W'Il need the biggest, fastest ships we can build,
and we'll need as nany as we can get. W need the puppeteer drive now, so that we can start

improving it now. The --
"Ckay. |'mgoing with you."
Louis, interrupted in mdlecture, said, "Huh?"
"I"'mgoing with you," said Teel a Brown.
"You're out of your mnd."
"Well, you're going, aren't you?"

Louis clanped his teeth on the expl osion. Wen he did speak, he spoke nore calmy than the
situation deserved. "Yes, |I'mgoing. But |I've got reasons you don't, and |I'mbetter at staying
alive than you are, because |'ve been at it |onger."

"But |I'm | uckier."
Loui s snort ed.

"And ny reasons for going nay not be as good as yours, but they're good enough!" Her voice was

hi gh and thin with anger.

"The tanj they are."
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Teel a tapped the face of the reading screen. A bloated comma of nova light flared beneath her
fingernail. "That's not a good reason?"

"We' || get the puppeteer drive whether you come or not. You heard Nessus. There are thousands
like you."

"And |' mone of them™"

"All right, you' re one of them" Louis flared.

"What are you so tanj protective about? Did | ask for your protection?"

"I apologize. | don't know why | tried to dictate to you. You're a free adult."
"Thank you. | intend to join your crew " Teela had gone icily fornal

The hell of it was, she was a free adult. Not only could she not be coerced; an attenpt to order
her about would be bad manners and (nore to the point) woul dn't work.

But she coul d be persuaded ..

"Then think about this," said Louis Wi. "Nessus has gone to great lengths to protect the secrecy
of this trip. Wiy? Wiat's he got to hide?"

"That's his business, isn't it? Maybe there's sonething worth stealing, wherever we're going."

"So what? Where we're going is two hundred |ight years fromhere. W're the only ones who can
get there."

"The ship itself, then."

What ever was unusual about Teela, she was no dummy. Louis hinmself hadn't thought of that. "Then
think about our crew," he said. "Two humans, a puppeteer, and a kzin. None of us professiona
expl orers. ™

"I see what you're doing, but honestly, Louis, | amgoing. | doubt you can stop me."
"Then you can at |east know what you're getting into. Wy the odd crew?"

"That's Nessus's problem"™

"I'd say it's ours. Nessus gets his orders directly fromthose-who-lead -- fromthe puppeteer
headquarters. | think he figured out what those orders meant, just a few hours ago. Now he's
terrified. Those ... priests of survival have got four games going at once, not counting whatever
it is we'll be exploring."”

He saw that he had Teela's interest, and he pressed on. "First there's Nessus. If he's nad
enough to land on an unknown world, can he possibly be sane enough to survive the experience?
Those-who-1 ead have to know. After they reach the O ouds of Magellan they'll have to set up
anot her commercial enpire. The backbone of their conmerce is the nad puppeteers.

"Then there's our furry friend. As anbassador to an alien race, he should be one of the npst
sophi sticated kzinti around. Is he sophisticated enough to get along with the rest of us? O wll
he kill us for el bow roomand fresh neat?

"Third, there's you and your presuned luck, a blue-sky research project if | ever heard of one
Fourth is ne, a presumably typical explorer type. Maybe |I'mthe control

"You know what | think?" Louis was standing over the girl now, pounding his words home with an
oratorical technique he'd nastered while losing an election for the UNin his mddle seventies. He
woul d honestly have denied trying to browbeat Teela Brown; but he wanted desperately to convince
her. "The puppeteers couldn't care | ess about whatever planet we're being sent to. Wiy should
they, when they're |eaving the gal axy? They're test-ing our little teamto destruction. Before we
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get ourselves killed, the puppeteers can find out a | ot about how we interact."

"I don't think ifs a planet," said Teela.

Loui s expl oded. "Tanj! What has that got to do with it?"

"Well, after all, Louis. If we're going to get killed exploring it, we might as well know what
it is. I think it's a spacecraft."

"You do."

"A big one, a ring-shaped one with a ranscoop field to pick up interstellar hydrogen. | think

it's built to funnel the hydrogen into the axis for fusion. You' d get thrust that way, and a sun
too. You'd spin the ring for centrifugal force, and you'd roof the inner side with glass."

"Yeah," said Louis, thinking of the odd picture in the holo he'd been given by the puppeteer
He'd spent too little tinme wondering about their destination. "Could be. Big and primtive and not
very easy to steer. But why woul d t hose-who-|ead be interested?"

"It could be a refugee ship. Core races would | earn about stellar processes early, with the suns
so close together. They m ght have predicted the explosion thousands of years ahead ... when there
were only two or three supernovas."

"Supernovae. Could be ... and you' ve snaked me right off the subject. I've told you what kind of
ganme | think the puppeteers are playing. |I'mgoing anyway, for the fun of it. What nmakes you think
you want to go?"

"The Core expl osion.”

"Altruismis great, but you couldn't possibly be worried about sonething that's supposed to
happen in twenty thousand years. Try again."

"Dammt, if you can be a hero, so can I! And you're wong about Nessus. He'd back out of a
sui cide mission. And -- and why woul d the puppeteers want to know anythi ng about us, or the kzinti
either? What woul d they test us for? They're | eaving the gal axy. They'll never have anything to do

with us again."

No, Teela wasn't stupid. But -- "You're wong. The puppeteers have excellent reasons for wanting
to know all about us."

Teela's | ook dared himto back it up

"W don't know nuch about the puppeteer nmigration. W do know that every abl e-bodi ed, sane-
m nded puppeteer now alive is on the nove. And we know that they're noving at just bel ow
| i ght speed. The puppeteers are afraid of hyperspace.

"Now. Traveling at just below |ightspeed, the puppeteer fleet should reach the Lesser O oud of
Magel | an i n about eighty-five thousand years. And what do they expect to find when they get
t here?"

He grinned at her and gave her the punch Iline. "Us, of course. Humans and kzinti, at |east.

Kdat | yno and pierin and dol phins, probably. They know we'll wait until the last m nute and then
run for it, and they know we'll use faster-then-light drives. By the tine the puppeteers reach the
Cloud, they'll have to deal with us ... or with whatever kills us off; and by know ng us, they can

predict the nature of the killer. Ch, they've got reason enough to study us."
" Ckay. "
"Still want to go?"
Teel a nodded.

n W1y?ll
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"I"ll reserve that." Teela's conposure was conplete. And what could Louis do about it? Had she
been under nineteen he would have called one of her parents. But at twenty she was a presuned
adult. You had to draw the |ine somewhere

As an adult she had freedom of choice; she was entitled to expect good manners from Louis Wi,
certain areas of her privacy were sacrosanct. Louis could only persuade; and at that he had
failed.

So that Teela didn't have to do what she did next. She suddenly took his hands and, sniling,
pl eadi ng, said, "Take me with you, Louis. I'mluck, really | am If Nessus didn't choose right you
could wind up sleeping alone. You'd hate that, | know you would."

She had himin a box. He couldn't keep her off Nessus's ship, not when she could go directly to
t he puppet eer.

"Al right," he said. "W'Il call him"

And he woul d hate sl eepi ng al one.

CHAPTER 4 -- Speaker-To- Ani mal s

"I want to join the expedition," Teela said into the phonescreen
The puppeteer how ed on a | ong-drawn E-flat note.
"l beg your pardon?"

"Excuse ne," said the puppeteer. "Report to Qutback Field, Australia, tonorrow at 0800. Bring
personal possessions not to exceed fifty pounds Earth weight. Louis, you will do the sane. Ahh --"
The puppeteer raised his heads and how ed.

Anxi ously Loui s demanded, "Are you sick?"

"No. | foresee ny own death. Louis, | could wish that you had been | ess persuasive. Farewell. W
nmeet at Qutback Field."

The screen went dark

"See?" Teela crowed. "See what you get for being so persuasive?"

"Me and my silver tongue. Well, | did my oratorical best. Don't blame ne if you die horribly."
That night, freely falling in darkness, Louis heard her say, "I love you. |'mgoing with you
because | |ove you."

"Love you to00," he said with sl eepy good manners. Then it percol ated through, and he said,
"That's what you were reserving?"

"Mm hmm "

"You're following ne two hundred |ight years because you can't bear to let nme go?"

"Yawp. "

"Sl eeproom half-light," said Louis. DDmblue light filled the room

They floated a foot apart between the sleeping plates. in preparation for space they had cl eaned
of f the skin dyes and hair treatnents of flatland style. The hair in Louis's queue was now
straight and bl ack; his scalp was gray with stubble. Yellow brown skin tones, brown eyes with no
percepti bl e slant, changed his image consi derably.

The changes in Teela were equally drastic. Her hair was dark and wavy now, tied back from her
face. Her skin was nordic-pale. Her oval face was domi nated by big brown eyes and a small, serious
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nmout h; her nose was al nost unnoticeable. In the sleeping field she floated like oil on water
utterly rel axed.

"But you've never even been as far as the Mon."
She nodded.
"And I'mnot the world' s greatest lover. You told me that yourself."

She nodded again. There was no reticence in Teela Brown. In two days and nights she had not
lied, nor shaded the truth, nor so nuch as dodged a question. Louis would have known. She had told
himof her first two |oves: the one who had lost interest in her after half a year, the other, a
cousin, who had been offered a chance to emigrate to Mount Lookitthat. Louis had told her little
of his own experience, and she had seened to accept his reticence. But she had none. And she asked
t he dammdest questi ons.

"Then why nme?" he asked.
"I don't know," she confessed. "Could it be the charisnma? You' re a hero, you know. "

He was the only living man to have made first contact with an alien species. Wuld he ever live
down the Trinoc episode?

He nade one nore try. "Look, | know the world' s greatest lover. Friend of mne. It's his hobby.
He wites books about it. He's got doctorates in physiology and psychol ogy. For the past hundred
and thirty years he's been --"

Teel a had her hands over her ears. "Don't" she said. "Don't."
"I just don't want you to get killed sonewhere. You're too young."

She wore the puzzled | ook, that puzzled |ook, the one that nmeant hed used proper Interworld
words in a nonsense sequence. Wi plash of the heart? Killed somewhere? Louis sighed within
hi nsel f. "SIl eeproom nodes nerge," he said, and sonethi ng happened to the sleeper field. The two
regions of stable equilibrium the anonalies which kept Louis and Teela fromfalling out of the
field, nmoved together and nerged into one. Louis and Teela followed, sliding "downhill" until they
bunped and cl ung.

"I really was sleepy, Louis. But never mind ..."
"Thi nk about privacy before you drift away to dreanl and. Spacecraft tend to be cranped.”
"You mean we coul dn't make | ove? Tanj, Louis, | don't care if they watch. They're aliens."

"I care."

She gave himthat puzzled | ook. "Suppose they weren't aliens. Then would you object?"

"Yes, unless we knew themvery well. Does that nmake me out of date?"
"Alittle."
"Renenber that friend | nmentioned? The world' s greatest |lover? Wll, he had a coll eague,"” said

Loui s, "and she taught nme sone things he was teaching her. You need gravity for this," he added.
"Sleeproomfield off." Weight returned.

"You're trying to change the subject,” said Teel a.
"Yes. | give up."

"COkay, but just keep one thing in mind. One thing. Your puppeteer friend m ght have wanted four
species instead of three. You could just as easily be holding a Trinoc instead of ne."

"Horrible thought. Now, we do this in three stages, starting with straddle position ..
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"What's straddl e position?"

"I'"l'l show you ..

By nmorning Louis was glad enough that they would be traveling together. Wen his doubts returned
it was too late. It had already been too |late for sonme considerable tinme.

* k k

The Qutsiders were traders in information. They bought high and they sold high, but what they
bought once they sold again and again, for their trading ground was the entire galactic whorl. In
t he banks of human space their credit was virtually unlinmnted.

Presumably they had evol ved on sone cold, |ight noon of a gas giant; sone world very like
Nerei d, Neptune's larger noon. Now they lived in the gaps between the stars, in city-sized ships
whose sophi stication varied enormously, from photon sails to engines theoretically inpossible to
human science. \Where a planetary system held potential custoners, and where such a system i ncl uded
a suitable world, the Qutsiders would | ease space for trade centers, rest and recreation areas,
supply dunps. Half a thousand years ago they had | eased Nereid.

"And that nust be their major trade area,"” said Louis Wi. "Down there." He pointed with one
hand, keeping the other on the controls of the transport ship.

Nereid was an icy, craggy plain beneath bright starlight. The sun was a fat white point giving
off as nmuch light as a full Mon; and that light illumnated a maze of |low walls. There were
hem spherical buildings, and a cluster of small thruster-driven ground-to-orbit ships with
passenger sections open to space; but nore than half the plain was covered with those | ow walls.

Speaker - To- Ani mal s, hovering hugely behind Louis, said, "I would know t he purpose of the maze.
Def ense?"

"Baski ng areas," said Louis. "The Qutsiders live on thernoelectricity. They lie with their heads
in sunlight and their tails in shadow, and the tenperature difference between the two sets up a
current. The walls are to make nore shadow borderlines.™

Nessus had cal ned down during the ten-hour flight. He trotted about the |ifesystem of the
transport ship, inspecting this and that, poking a head and eye into corners, tossing conments and
answers to questions over his shoulder. H's pressure suit, a baggy balloon with paddi ng over the
hunp that conceal ed his brain, |ooked |ight and confortable; the air and food regenerator packages
wer e i nprobably smal |

He had given them a strange nonent just before takeoff. Misic had played suddenly through the
cabin, conplex and lovely, rich in mnor tones, |like the sad call of a sex-nmaddened conputer
Nessus whistled. Wth his twin nmouths, rich in nerves and nuscles appropriate to nmouths which were
al so hands, the puppeteer was a wal ki ng orchestra.

He had insisted that Louis fly the craft, and his confidence in Louis's ability was such that he
had not strapped down. Louis suspected special, secret gadgets to protect the passengers of the
puppet eer-built ship.

Speaker had cone aboard with a twenty-pound | uggage case which, when opened, had held little
nmore than a col |l apsed microwave oven for heating neat. That, and a haunch of raw sonething-or-
other, of kzinti rather than terrestrial origin. For sone reason Louis had expected the kzin's
pressure suit to look |ike bulky medieval arnor. It didn't. It was a nmultiple balloon
transparent, with a nonstrously heavy backpack and a fishbowl hel net packed with esoteric-1ooking
tongue controls. Though it held no identifiable weapons, the backpack had a | ook of battle gear
and Nessus had insisted that he store it.

The kzin had spent nost of the voyage nappi ng.
And now they all stood | ooking over Louis's shoul der

"I'l'l drop us next to the Qutsider ship," said Louis.
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"No. Take us east. W have been using an isolated area to park the Long Shot."
"What for? Whuld the Qutsiders spy on you?"

"No. The Long Shot uses fusion drives instead of thrusters. The heat of takeoffs and | andings
woul d di sturb the Qutsiders."

"Why Long Shot ?"

"It was so naned by Beowul f Shaeffer, the only sentient being ever to fly that ship. He took the
only extant hol ographs of the Core explosion. Is not Long Shot a ganbler's ternf"

"Maybe he didn't expect to cone back. 1'd better tell you: |I've never flown anything with a
fusion drive. My ship rides on reactionless thrusters, just like this one."

"You nust learn," said Nessus.

"Wait," said Speaker-To-Aninals. "I nyself have had experience with fusion-driven spacecraft.
Therefore | will pilot the Long Shot."

"I nmpossible. The pilot's crash couch is designed to fit a human frame. The control panels foll ow
human custom "

The kzin made angry noi ses deep in his throat.
"There, Louis. Ahead of us."

The Long Shot was a transparent bubble over a thousand feet in diameter. As Louis guided their
craft to circle the behenoth, he could find no cubic inch of her that was not packed with the
green- and- bronze machi nery of hyperspace shunt notors. Her hull was a General Products #4 hull,
easily recogni zed by one famliar with spacecraft, so big that it was commonly used only to ship
entire prefab colonies. But she didn't look |like a spacecraft. She was the trenendous counterpart
of some prinmitive orbital satellite, built by a race whose linmted resources and linited
technol ogy required that every smallest bit of space be used.

"And where do we sit?" Louis inquired. "On top?"
"The cabin is underneath. Land beneath the curve of the hull."

Loui s brought his ship down on dark ice, then slid her carefully forward, under the bul ging
belly of the Long Shot.

There were lights in the lifesystenm they gl eamed through the Long Shot's hull. Louis saw two
tiny rooms, the lower just big enough to hold a crash couch and a mass indicator and a horseshoe-
shaped bank of instrunents, the upper roomno larger. He felt the kzin nove up behind him

"Interesting," said the kzin. "I presune that Louis is intended to ride in the |ower
conpartnent, and we three in the upper.”

"Yes. The fitting of three crash couches into so small a space gave us considerable difficulty.
Each is equipped with a stasis field for maxi mum safety. Since we will ride in stasis, it matters
little that there is no roomto nove about."

The kzin snorted, and Louis felt himleave his shoulder. He let the ship settle a last few
i nches, then snapped off a succession of swtches.

"l have a point to nake," he said. "Teela and | are collecting the sane fee between us that
Speaker - To-Animals is collecting alone.”

"Do you wi sh additional pay? | will consider your suggestions."

"I want sonething you don't need any nore," Louis told the puppeteer. "Sonething your race |eft
behind them" He'd picked a good nonent for bargaining. He didn't expect it to work, but it was
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certainly worth a try. "I want the |ocation of the puppeteer planet."

Nessus's heads swung out from his shoul ders, then turned back to face each other. For a nonent
Nessus held his own stare before asking, "Wy?"

"Once upon a tine the location of the puppeteer world was the nost val uable secret in known
space. Your own kind would have paid a fortune in blacknmail to keep that secret," said Louis.
"That was what nade it val uable. Fortune hunters searched every G and K star in sight |ooking for
t he puppeteer world. Even now, Teela and | could sell the information to any news network for good
nmoney. "

"But if that world is outside known space?"

"Ah-h-h," said Louis. "My history teacher used to wonder about that. The information would stil
be worth noney."

"Before we depart for our ultimate destination," the puppeteer said carefully, "you will know
the coordi nates of the puppeteer world. | think you will find the information nore surprising than
useful." Again, for a heartbeat, the puppeteer peered into his own eyes.

He broke the pose. "I direct your attention to four conical projections --

"Yeah." Louis had already noticed the open-nout hed cones, pointing outward and downward around
the doubl e cabin. "Are those the fusion notors?"

"Yes. You will find that the ship behaves very like a ship driven by reactionless thrusters,
except that there is no internal gravity. Qur designers had little roomto spare. Concerning the
operation of the quantum Il hyperdrive, there is a thing | nust warn you about --"

"I have a variabl e-sword," said Speaker-To-Aninmals. "I urge calm"

It took a noment for the words to register. Then Louis turned, slowy, nmaking no sudden
gestures.

The kzin stood against a curved wall. In one clawed fist he held sonething |ike an oversized
junprope handle. Ten feet fromthe handl e, held expertly at the level of the kzin's eyes, was a
small, glowing red ball. The wire which joined ball to handle was too thin to be visible, but
Louis didn't doubt it was there. Protected and made rigid by a Slaver stasis field, the wire would
cut through nost nmetals, including -- if Louis should choose to hide behind it -- the back of
Loui s's crash couch. And the kzin had chosen a position such that he could strike anywhere in the
cabi n.

At the kzin's feet Louis saw the unidentified haunch of alien neat. It had been ripped open
and, of course, it had been holl ow.

"I would have preferred a nore nerciful weapon," said Speaker-To-Animals. "A stunner would have
been ideal. | could not procure one in tine. Louis, take your hands off the controls and put them
on the back of your couch."

Louis did. He had thought of playing with the cabin gravity; but the kzin would have cut himin
two if he'd triedit.

"Now, if you will all remain calm | will tell you what will happen next."

"Tell us why," Louis suggested. He was estimating chances. The red bulb was an indicator to tel
Speaker where his invisibly thin wire blade ended. But if Louis could grab that end of the bl ade,
and keep fromlosing his fingers in the process -- No. The bulb was too snall

"My notive should be obvious," said Speaker. The bl ack marki ngs around his eyes had taken on the
| ook of a bandit's mask in a cartoon. The kzin was neither tense nor relaxed. And he stood where
he was al nost inpossible to attack

"I intend to give ny world control of the Long Shot. Wth the Long Shot as a nodel we will build
nmore such ships. Such ships would give us a killing superiority in the next Man-Kzin war, provided
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that nen do not al so have designs for Long Shot. Satisfactory?”
Louis nade his voice sarcastic. "You couldn't be afraid of where we're going."

"No." The insult slid right past him How would a kzin recognize sarcasn? "You will all disrobe
now, so that | may know that you are unarned. Wien you have done so | will request the puppeteer
to don his pressure suit. W two will board the Long Shot. Louis and Teela will stay behind, but |
wi Il take your clothing and your |uggage and your pressure suits. | will disable this ship.

Doubt| ess the Qutsiders, curious as to why you have not returned to Earth, will come to help you
| ong before your lifesystemfails. Do you all understand?”

Louis Wi, relaxed and ready to take advantage of any slip the kzin mght make ... Louis W
gl anced at Teela Brown fromthe corner of his eye and saw a horrible thing. Teela was bracing
herself to junp the kzin.

Speaker woul d cut her in two.
Loi ns woul d have to nove first.

"Don't be foolish, Louis. Stand up slowy and nove against the wall. You shall be the first
toooo ..."

Speaker let the word trail off in a kind of croon
Louis halted his |leap, caught by a thing he didn't understand.

Speaker - To- Ani mal s threw back his big orange head and newed: an al nbst supersonic squeal. He
threw his arns wide, as if to enbrace the universe. The wire bl ade of his variabl e-sword cut
through a water tank w thout slow ng noticeably; water began dripping out on all four sides of the
tank. Speaker didn't notice. H's eyes didn't see, his ears didn't hear

"Take his weapon," said Nessus.

Loui s noved. He approached cautiously, ready to duck if the variable-sword should nove his way.

The kzin was waving it gently, like a baton. Louis took the handle fromthe kzin's unresisting
fist. He touched the proper stud, and the red ball retracted until it touched the handl e.
"Keep it," said Nessus. He clanped his jaws on Speaker's armand |led the kzin to a crash couch

The kzin nade no resistance. He was no | onger maeki ng sounds; he stared into infinity, and his
great furry face showed only a vast calm

"What happened? What did you do?"
Speaker-To-Animals, totally relaxed, stared at infinity and purred.

"Watch," said Nessus. He noved carefully back fromthe kzin's crash couch. He held his fiat
heads high and rigid, not so nuch pointed as ainmed, and at no tinme did his eyes | eave the kzin.

The kzin's eyes focused suddenly. They flicked fromLouis, to Teela, to Nessus. Speaker-To-
Ani mal s made plaintive snarling sounds, sat upright, and switched to Interworld.

"That was very, very nice. | wish --"
He stopped, started over. "Whatever you did," he told the puppeteer, "do not do it again."

"l judged you to be a sophisticate," said Nessus. "My judgnment was accurate. Only a sophisticate
woul d fear a tasp."

Teela said, "Ah."
Loui s said, "Tasp?"

The puppeteer addressed hinself to Speaker-To-Aninals. "You understand that | wll use the tasp
every time you force ne to. | will use it if you make ne uneasy. If you attenpt violence too
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often, or if you startle me too often, you will soon beconme dependent on the tasp. Since the tasp
is asurgically inmplanted part of me, you would have to kill me to possess it. And you would stil
be ignobly bound by the tasp itself."

"Very astute," said Speaker. "Brilliantly unorthodox tactics. | will trouble you no nore."
"Tanj! WII sonebody tell ne what a tasp is?"

Louis's igriorance seened to surprise everybody. It was Teel a who answered. "It jolts the
easure center of the brain.”

p

"From a di stance?" Louis hadn't known that that was even theoretically possible.

"Sure. It does for you just what a touch of current does for a w rehead; but you don't need to
drop a wire into your brain. Usually a tasp is just small enough to aimwi th one hand."

"Have you ever been hit by a tasp? None of ny business, of course."

Teel a grinned derision for his delicacy. "Yes. | know what it feels like. A nonent of -- well
theres no describing it. But you don't use a tasp on yourself. You use it on someone who isn't
expecting it. That's where the fun cones in. Police are always picking up taspers in the parks."

"Your tasps," said Nessus, "induce less than a second of current. M ne induces approximtely ten
seconds. "

The ef fect on Speaker-To-Ani nals nmust have been form dable. But Louis saw other inplications.
"Ch, wow. That's beautiful. That's lovely! Wo but a puppeteer would go around with a weapon that
does good to the eneray?"

"Who but a prideful sophisticate would fear too much pl easure? The puppeter is quite right,"
sai d Speaker-To-Animals. "I would not risk the tasp again. Too nmany jolts fromthe puppeteer's
tasp would leave ne his willing slave. I, a kzin, slaved to an herbivore!"

"Let us board the Long Shot," Nessus said grandly. "W have wasted enough tine on trivialities."

* % %

Louis was first aboard the Long Shot.

He was not surprised to find his feet trying to dance on Nereid's rock surface. Louis knew how
to nove in low gravity. But his hindbrain stupidly expected gravity to change as he entered the
Long Shoes airlock. Braced for the change, he stunbled and al npst fell when it didn't cone.

"I know they had induced gravity then," he grunbled as he noved into the cabin. "... Ch."

The cabin was primtive. There were hard right angles everywhere, suitable for bunping knees and
el bows. Everything was bul ki er than necessary. Dials were badly placed ..

But, nore than primtive, the cabin was small. There had been induced gravity when the Long Shot
was built; but, even in a ship a mle wide, there had been no room for the nmachi nery. There was
barely roomfor a pilot.

I nstrunment board and mass indicator, a kitchen slot, a crash couch, and a space behind the couch
where a man ni ght wedge hinself with his head bent to the low ceiling -- Louis braced hinself in
that space and opened the kzin's variable-sword to three feet.

Speaker - To- Ani nal s cane aboard, noving in self-conscious slow notion. He clinbed past Louis
wi t hout slowi ng, up into the overhead compartnent.

The overhead conpartnent had been a recreation roomfor the ship's single pilot. Exercise
machi nery and a readi ng sereen had been ripped out, and three new crash couches installed. Speaker
clinbed into one of these.

Now Louis followed himup the rungs, one-handed. Keeping the variabl e-sword unostentatiously in
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sight, he closed the cover on the kzin's crash couch and flipped a knife swtch

The crash couch becane a mirror-surface egg. Inside, no tinme would pass until Louis turned off
the stasis field. If the ship should happen to raman antimatter asteroid, even the Genera
Products hull would be ionized vapor; but the kzin's crash couch would not lose its mrror finish

Louis relaxed. It had all been like a kind of ritualistic dance; but its purpose was rea
enough. The kzin had good reason to steal the ship. The tasp had not altered that Speaker nust not
be given an opportunity.

Louis returned to the pilot's cabin. He used the ship-to-suit circuit. "Cone on in."

Sonet hi ng over a hundred hours later, Louis WI was outside the solar system

CHAPTER 5 -- Rosette

There are singularities in the mathemati cs of hyperspace. One such singularity surrounds every
sufficiently large nmass in the Einsteinian universe. Qutside of these singularities, ships can
travel faster than light. Inside, they disappear if they try it.

Now t he Long Shot, sone eight light-hours from Sol, was beyond Sol's local singularity.
And Louis Wi was in free fall

There was tension in his gonads and disconfort in his diaphragm and his stonach thought he
wanted to bel ch. These sensati ons woul d pass. There was a paradoxical urge to fly ...

He had flown many tines in free fall, in the huge transparent bubble of the Qutbound Hotel
which circled Earth's Moon. Here, he would smash sonmething vital if he so nuch as flapped his
ar s.

He had chosen to accelerate outward under two gravities. For sonmething like five days he had
wor ked and eaten and slept in the pilot's crash couch. Despite the excellent facilities of the
couch, he was dirty and unkenpt; despite fifty hours of sleep, he was exhausted.

Louis felt his future foreshadowed. For him the keynote of the expedition would be disconfort.

The sky of deep space | ooked not much different fromthe lunar night sky. In the solar system
the planets add little to a naked-eye view. One remarkably bright star glared in the gal actic
sout h; and that star was Sol

Loui s used flywheel controls. The Long Shot rotated, and stars went by beneath his feet.

Twenty-seven, three hundred and twel ve, one thousand even -- Nessus had given himthese
coordi nates just before Louis closed the crash couch on him They were the |ocation of the
puppet eer mgration. And now Louis realized that this was not in the direction of either of the
Cl ouds of Magellan. The puppeteer had lied to him

But, Louis thought, it was about two hundred |ight years away. And it was al ong the gal actic
axi s. Perhaps the puppeteers had chosen to nove out of the galaxy along the shortest direction
then travel above the plane of the galaxy to reach the Lesser Coud. Thus they would avoid
interstellar debris: suns, dust clouds, hydrogen concentrations ..

It didn't particularly matter. Louis's hands, |like a pianist's about to begin a concert, hovered
over the instrunent panel

Descended.
The Long Shot vani shed.

Louis kept his eyes away fromthe transparent floor. He had al ready stopped wondering why there
were no covers for all that w ndow space. The sight of the Blind Spot had driven good nmen mad; but
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there were those who could take it. The Long Shot's pilot nmust have been such a man.

He | ooked instead at the nass pointer: a transparent sphere above the instrunent panel, with a
number of blue lines radiating fromits center. This one was oversized, despite limtations on
cabin space. Louis settled back and watched the |ines.

They changed visibly. Louis could fix his eye on a line and watch it sweep slowy across the
curvature of the sphere. It was unusual and unnerving. At normal hyperdrive speeds the |ines would
remain fixed for hours.

Louis flewwith his I eft hand on the panic switch

The kitchen slot to his right fed himodd-tasting coffee and, later, a handneal that cane apart
in his hands, into separate strata of nmeat and cheese and bread and some kind of |eaf. The

aut oki tchen nust be hundreds of years overdue for reprogramm ng. Radial lines in the nass

i ndi cator grew |l arge, and swept upward |i ke the second hand on a watch, and shrank to nothing. A
fuzzy blue line at the bottom of the sphere grew long, and longer ... Louis pulled the panic

swi tch.

An unfam liar red giant glared beneath his feet.

"Too fast," Louis snarled. "Too tanj fast!" In any normal ship you only had to check the mass
i ndi cator every six hours or so. On the Long Shot you hardly dared blink!

Louis let his eyes drop to the bright, fuzzy red disc and its starry background.
"Tanj! 1'm already out of known space!”

He wheeled the ship to see the stars. A foreign sky streamed beneath him "They're mne, al
m ne!" Louis chortled, rubbing his hands together. On sabbaticals Louis Wi was his own
entertai nment.

The red star returned to view, and Louis let it swing another ninety degrees. He'd let his ship
get too close to the star, and now he'd have to circle around it.

He was then an hour and a half on his way.
He was three hours on his way when he dropped out again.

The foreign stars didn't bother him City lights drowned the starlight over nost of the Earth;
and Louis Wi had been raised a flatlander. He had not seen a star until he was twenty-six. He
checked to be sure he was in clear space, he closed covers on instrunent panels, and then
finally, he stretched.

"Ww. My eyes feel like boiled onions."

Rel easi ng hinmself fromthe crash web, he floated, flexing his left hand. For three hours he had
flown with that hand closed on the hyperdrive switch. Fromelbow to fingertips it felt like a
si ngl e cranp.

Under the ceiling were rungs for isonmetric exercises. Louis used them The kinks left his
nmuscl es, but he was still tired.

Mrmm Wake Teela? It would be nice to talk to her now Lovely idea there. Next tinme | go on
sabbatical I'lIl take a woman in stasis. CGet the best of both worlds. But he | ooked and felt Iike
sonet hi ng washed froma fl ooded graveyard. Unfit for polite conpany. Ch, well.

He shoul d not have | et her board the Long Shot.

Not for his own sake! He was gl ad enough that she had stayed over those two days. It had been
like the story of Louis Wi and Paul a Cherenkov, rewitten for a happy ending. Perhaps it had been
better.

Yet there was sonething shallow about Teela. It wasn't only her age. Louis's friends were of al
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ages, and sone of the youngest were very deep indeed. Certainly they suffered nost. As if hurting
were part of the |earning process. Wiich it probably was.

No, there was a lack of enpathy in Teela, a |ack of the ability to feel soneone else's pain ..
Yet she could sense another's pleasure, and respond to pleasure, and create pleasure. She was a
marvel ous | over: painfully beautiful, alnost newto the art, sensuous as a cat and startlingly
uni nhibited ..

Now of which would qualify her as an explorer.

Teela's life had been happy and dull. Twice she had fallen in |l ove, and twi ce she had been first
to tire of the affair. She had never been in a bad stress situation, never been really hurt. Wen
the tine came, when Teela found her first genuine enmergency, she woul d probably panic.

"But | picked her as a lover," said Louis to hinself. "Damm Nessus!" |f Teela had ever been
found in a stress situation, Nessus would have rejected her as unlucky!

It had been a nistake to bring her. She would be a liability. He would spend too rmuch of his
tinme protecting her when he should be protecting hinself.

What kinds of stress situations mght they face? The puppeteers were good busi nessmen. They did
not overpay. The Long Shot was a fee of unheard-of value. Louis had the chilly suspicion that they
woul d earn it.

"Sufficient unto the day," Louis said to hinself.

And he returned to his crash couch and slept for an hour under the sleep headset. Wking, he
swung the ship, into Iine and dropped back into the Blind Spot.

Fi ve-and-a-hal f hours from Sol he dropped out again.

The puppetwes coordi nates defined a small rectangul ar section of the sky as seen from Sol plus a
radial distance in that direction. At that distance, those coordinates defined a cube half a |ight
year on a side. Somewhere in that volune, presumably, was a fleet of ships. Also in that vol ung,
unl ess instrunents had foul ed hi mup, were Lous Wi and the Long Shot.

Somewhere far behind himwas a bubble of stars sonme seventy light years in dianmeter. Known space
was small and very far away.

No point in searching for the fleet. Louis wouldn't know what to | ook for. He went to wake
Nessus.

* k% %

Anchored by his teeth to an exercise rung, Nessus peered over Louis's shoulder. "I need certain
stars for reference. Center that green-white giant and throw it on the scope screen ..."

The pilot's cabin was crowded. Louis hunched over the instrument panel, protecting buttons ftm
the puppeteer's carel ess hooves.

"Spectroanalysis ... yes. Now the blue-and-yellow double at two o' clock ..
"I have mny bearings. Swing to 348, 72."

"What exactly am |1 |ooking for, Nessus? A cluster of fusion flanes? No, you' d be using
thrusters."

"You must use the scope. Wien you see it, you will know "

On the scope screen was a sprinkling of anonynous stars. Louis ran the nagnification up unti
"Five dots in a regul ar pentagon. Right?"

"That is our destination.”
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"Good. Let nme check the distance. -- Tanj! That's wong, Nessus. They're too far away."
No comment.
"Well, they couldn't be ships, even if the distance nmeter isn't working. The puppeteer fl eet

must be moving at just under |ightspeed. W' d see the notion.”

Five dimstars, in a regular pentagon. They were a fifth of a light year distant and quite
invisible to the naked eye. At present scope magnificatimthey would have to be full sized
pl anets. In the scope screen one was faintly less blue, faintly di mer than the others.

A Kenpl erer rosette. How very odd

Take three or nore equal nasses. Set themat the points of an equilateral polygon and give them
equal angul ar velocities about their center of nass.

Then the figure has stable equilibrium The orbits of the masses may be circular or elliptical
Anot her mass nmay occupy the center of mass of the figure, or the center of nass may be enpty. It
doesn't matter. The figure is stable, Iike a pair of Trojan points.

The difficulty is that there are several easy ways in which a mass can be captured by a Trojan
point. (Consider the Trojan asteroids in Jupiter's orbit.) But there is no easy way for five
masses to fall accidentally into a Kenplerer rosette.

"That's wild," Louis nurrmured. "Unique. Nobody's ever found a Kenplerer rosette ..." He let it
trail off.

Here between the stars, what could be |lighting those objects?

"Ch, no you don't," said Louis Wi. "You'll never make ne believe it. Wat kind of an idiot do
you take ne for?"

"What is it that you will not believe?"
"You know tanj well what | won't believel™

"As you please. That is our destination, Louis. If you will take us within range, a ship will be
sent to match our velocity."

The rendezvous ship was a #3 hull, a cylinder with rounded ends and a flattened belly, painted
shocki ng pi nk, and wi ndowl ess. There were no engi ne apertures. The engi nes nust be reactionl ess:
thrusters of the human type, or sonething nore advanced.

On Nessus's orders Louis had |et the other ship do the nmaneuvering. The Long Shot, on fusion
drives al one, would have required nonths to match velocities with the puppeteer "fleet". The
puppet eer ship had done it in I ess than an hour, blinking into existence al ongside the Long Shot
with her access tube already reaching like a glass snake toward the Long Shot's airl ock.

Di senbarki ng woul d be a problem There wasn't roomto release all the crew fromstasis at once
More inportant, this would be Speaker's last chance to take control of the ship.

"Do you think he will obey ny tasp, Louis?"

"No. | think he'll risk one nore, shot at stealing the ship. Tell you what we'd better do ..

They di sconnected the instrunent panel fromthe Long Shot's fusion notors. It was nothing that
the kzin couldn't fix, given a little time and a touch of the mechanical intuition possessed by
any tool maker. But he would not have the tine ...

Loui s watched t he puppeteer nove through the tube. Nessus was carrying Speaker's pressure suit.
H s eyes were tightly closed; which was a pity, because the view was nagnifi cent

"Free fall," said Teela when he opened her crash couch. "I don't feel so good. Better guide ne,
Louis. Wat's happeni ng? Are we there?"
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Louis told her a few details while he guided her to the airlock. She |istened, but Louis guessed
she was concentrating on the pit of her stonach. She | ooked acutely unconfortable. "There'll be
gravity on the other ship," he told her.

Her eyes found the tiny rosette where Loius pointed. It was a naked-eye object now, a pentagon
of five white stars. She turned with astounded questions in her eyes. The notion spun her
sem circul ar canals; and Louis saw her expression change in the nonent before she bolted into the
airlock.

Kenpl erer rosettes were one thing. Free-falt sickness was sonething el se again. Louis watched
her recede against the unfaniliar stars.

As the couch cover opened, Louis said, "Don't do anything startling. I'marnmed."”
The kzin's orange face did not change expression. "Have we arrived?"

"Yeah. 1've disconnected the fusion drive. You'd never reconnect it intine. We're in the sights
of a pair of big ruby lasers.”

"Suppose | were to escape in hyperdrive? No, ny mstake. W nust be within a singularity."
"You're in for a shock. W're in five singularities."”
"Five? Really? But you l|ied about the |asers, Louis. Be ashaned."

At any rate, the kzin left his couch peaceably enough. Loins followed with the variabl e-sword at
the ready. In the airlock the kzin stopped, suddenly caught by the sight of an expandi ng pentagon
of stars.

He coul d hardly have had a better view.

The Long Shot, edging close in hyperdrive, had stopped half a Iight-hour ahead of the puppeteer
"fleet": something |l ess than the average di stance between Earth and Jupiter. But the "fleet" was
moving at terrible speed, falling just behind its own light, so that the |light which reached the
Long Shot cane from nuch further away. When the Long Shot stopped the rosette had been too snal
to see. It had been barely visible when Teela left the lock. Now it was inpressively large, and
growi ng at enornous speed.

Five pale blue dots in a pentagon, spreadi ng across the sky, grow ng, spreading ..

For a flashing instant there were five worlds around the Long Shot. Then they were gone, not
fadi ng but gone, their receding light reddened to invisibility. And Speaker-To-Animals held the
vari abl e- swor d.

"Finagle's eyes!" Louis exploded. "Don't you have any curiosity at all?"

The kzin considered. "I have curiosity, but nmy pride is nuch stronger." He retracted the wire
bl ade and handed the variabl e-sword back to Louis. "A threat is a challenge. Shall we go?"

* k%

The puppeteer ship was a robot. Beyond the airlock the lifesystemwas all one big room Four
crash couches, as varied in design as their intended occupants, faced each other in a circle
around a refreshment consol e.

There were no w ndows.

There was gravity, to Louis's relief. But it was not quite Earth's gravity; nor was the air
quite Earth's air. The pressure was a touch too high. There were snells, not unpleasant but odd.
Louis snelled ozone, hydrocarbons, puppeteer -- dozens of puppeteers -- and other snells he never
expected to identify.

There were no corners. The curved wall nerged into floor and ceiling; the couches and the
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refreshnment console all |ooked half nmelted. In the puppeteer world there would be nothing hard or
sharp, nothing that could draw bl ood or raise a bruise.

Nessus spraw ed bonel essly in his couch. He | ooked ridiculously, ludicrously confortable.
"He won't talk," Teela | aughed.

"Of course not," said the puppeteer. "I would only have had to start over when you arrived.
Doubt | ess you have been wondering about --"

"Flying worlds," the kzin interrupted.

"And Kenpl erer rosettes,"” said Louis. A barely audible humtold himthat the ship was noving. He
and Speaker stowed their |uggage and joined the others in the couches. Teela handed Louis a red,
fruity drink in a squeezebul b.

"How much tine have we got?" he asked the puppeteer
"An hour until we land. Then you will be briefed on our final destination."

"That should be | ong enough. Ckay, speak to us. Wiy flying worlds? Sonehow it doesn't seem safe
to throw habitabl e worlds about with such gay abandon."

"Ch, but it is, Louis!" The puppeteer was terribly earnest. "Mich safer than this craft, for
instance; and this craft is very safe conpared to nost hunan-desi gned craft. W have had nuch
practice in the noving of worlds."

"Practice! How did that happen?"

"To explain this, | nust speak of heat ... and of population control. You will not be
enbarrassed or of fended?"

They signified negative. Louis had the grace not to |augh; Teela |aughed.

"What you nust know is that population control is very difficult for us. There are only two ways
for one of us to avoid becoming a parent. One is major surgery. The other is total abstinence from
sexual congress."

Teel a was shocked. "But that's terrible!"

"It is a handicap. Do not m sunderstand ne. Surgery is not a substitute for abstinence; it is to
enforce abstinence. Today such surgery can be reversed; in the past it was inpossible. Few of ny
species will willingly undergo such surgery."”

Louis whistled. "I should think so. So your popul ation control depends on will power?"

"Yes. Abstinence has unpleasant side effects, with us as with nost species. The result has
traditionally been overpopulation. Half a nillion years ago we were half a trillion in hunman
nunmbering. In kzinti nunbering --"

"My mathematics is good," said the kzin. "But these problens do not seemto relate to the
unusual nature of your fleet." He was not conplaining, nmerely commenting. Fromthe refreshnent
consol e Speaker had procured a doubl e-handed flagon of kzinti design and half a gallon's capacity.

"But it does relate, Speaker. Half a trillion civilized beings produce a good deal of heat as a
byproduct of their civilization."

"Were you civilized so | ong ago?"

"Certainly. What barbarian culture would support so |large a popul ation? W had | ong since run
out of farming | and, and had been forced to terraformtwo worlds of our system for agriculture.
For this it was necessary to nove themcloser to our sun. You understand?”

"Your first experience in noving worlds. You used robot ships, of course."
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"OfF course ... After that, food was not a problem Living space was not a problem W built high
even then, and we |ike each other's conpany."

"Herd instinct, 1'll bet. Is that why this ship snells |like a herd of puppeteers?”

"Yes, Louis. It is reassuring to us to snell the presence of our own kind. Qur sole and only
problem at the tine of which |I speak, was heat."

n |_bat ?II
"Heat is produced as a waste product of civilization."
"I fail to understand," said Speaker-To- Ani mal s.

Louis, who as a flatlander understood perfectly, forebore to coment. (Earth was far nore
crowded than Kzin.)

"An exanple. You would wish a light source at night, would you not, Speaker? Wthout a |ight
source you nust sl eep, whether or not you have better things to do."

"This is elenentary.”

"Assume that your light source is perfect, that is, it gives off radiation only in the spectra

visible to kzinti. Nonetheless, all |ight which does not escape through the window will be
absorbed by walls and furniture. It will beconme random zed heat.

"Anot her exanple. Earth produces too little natural fresh water for its eighteen billions. Salt
wat er nust be distilled through fusion. This produces heat. But our world, so nuch nore crowded,
would die in a day without the distilling plants.

"A third exanple. Transportation involving changes in velocity always produces heat. Spacecraft
filled with grain fromthe agricultural worlds produce heat on reentry and distribute it through
our atnmosphere. They produce nore heat on takeoff."

"But cooling systens --"
"Most kinds of cooling systems only punp heat around, and produce nore heat for power."
"Uu-urr. | begin to understand. The nore puppeteers, the nore heat is produced."

"Do you understand, then, that the heat of our civilization was maki ng our world uni nhabitabl e?"

Snog, thought Louis Wi. Internal conbustion engines. Fission bonbs and fusion rockets in the
at nosphere. Industrial garbage in the | akes and oceans. It's often enough that we've half-killed
ourselves in our own waste products. Wthout the Fertility Board, would the Earth be dying now in
its own waste heat?

"I'ncredible,"” said Speaker-To-Aninals. "Wy didn't you | eave?”

"Who woul d trust his life to the many deaths of space? Only such a one as ne. Should we settle
worlds with our insane?"

"Send cargos of frozen fertilized ova. Run the ships with crews of the insane."”

"Di scussions of sex make ne unconfortable. Qur biology is not adapted to such methods, but

doubt | ess we coul d evol ve sonet hing anal ogous ... but to what purpose? Qur popul ati on woul d be the
sane, and our world would still have been dying of its own waste heat."
Irrelevantly, Teela said, "I wish we could see out."

The puppet eer was astounded. "Are you sure? Are you not subject to the fear of falling?"

"On a puppeteer ship?"

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworld.txt (40 of 202) [1/14/03 8:28:53 PM]



file://IF|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworl d.txt

"Ye-es. In any case, our watching cannot increase the danger. Very well.'
in his own tongue, and the ship vanished.

Nessus spoke nusically

They coul d see thensel ves and each other; they could see four crash couches resting on
enptiness, and the refreshment console in the mddle. Al else was black space. But five worlds
glowed in white splendor behind Teela's dark hair.

They were of equal size: perhaps twice the angul ar dianeter of the full Mwon as seen from Earth.
They formed a pentagram Four of the worlds were circled by strings of tiny, glaring lights:
orbital suns giving off artificial yellowwhite sunlight. These four were alike in brightness and
appear ance: m sty blue spheres, their continental outlines invisible at this distance. But the
fifth ...

The fifth world had no orbital lights. It glowed by its own light, in patches the shapes of
continents and the colors of sunlight. Between the patches was a black that matched the bl ack of
surroundi ng space; and this black, too, was filled with stars. The bl ack of space seened to
encroach on continents of sunlight.

"I've never seen anything so beautiful," said Teela, with tears in her voice. And Louis, who had

seen nmany things, was inclined to agree.

"Incredible," said Speaker-To-Animals. "I hardly dared believe it. You took your worlds wth
you. "

"Puppeteers don't trust spacecraft," Louis said absently. There was a touch of cold in the
t hought that he might have missed this; that the puppeteer night have chosen someone in his place.
He ni ght have died without seeing the puppeteer rosette ..

"But how?"

"l had explained,” said Nessus, "that our civilization was dying in its own waste heat. Tota
conversion of energy had rid us of all waste products of civilization, save that one. W had no
choice but to nmove our world outward fromits primary."

"Was that not dangerous?"

"Very. Then was much nmadness that year. For that reason it is fambus in our history. But we had
purchased a reactionless, inertialess drive fromthe Qutsiders. You nmay guess their price. W are
still paying in installnents. W had noved two agricultural worlds; we had experinented with
ot her, useless worlds of our system using the Qutsider drive.

"In any case, we did it. W noved our world.

"In later nmillenia our nunbers reached a full trillion. The dearth of natural sunlight had nmade
it necessary to light our streets during the day, producing nore heat. Qur sun was ni sbehavi ng.

"I'n short, we found that a sun was a liability rather than an asset. W noved our world to a
tenth of a light year's distance, keeping the prinmary only as an anchor. W needed the farm ng
worlds and it would have been dangerous to |l et our world wander randomy through space. O herw se
we woul d not have needed a sun at all."

"So," said Louis Wi. "That's why nobody ever found the puppeteer world."
"That was part of the reason.”

"W searclied every yellow dwarf sun in known space, and a nunmber outside it. Wait a mnute,
Nessus. Somebody woul d have found the farm n plancts. In a Kenplerer rosette.”

"Louis, they were searching the wong suns."
"What ? You' re obviously froma yellow dwarf."

"We evol ved under a yellow dwarf star somewhat |ike Procyon. You may know that in half a mllion
years Procyon will expand into the red giant stage."
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"Fi nagl es heavy handl Did your sun blow up into a red giant?"

"Yes. Shortly after we finished noving our world, our sun began the proem of expandon. Your
fathers were still using the upper thigh bone of an antelope to crack skulls. Wen you began to
wonder where our world was, you were searching the wong orbits, about the wong Suns.

"W had brought suitable worlds from nearby systens, increasing our agricultural worlds to four
and setting themin a Kenplerer rosette. It was necessary to nove themall when the sun began to
expand, and to supply themw th sources of ultraviolet to conpensate for the reddened radiation
You will understand that when the tine canme to abandon gal axy, two hundred years ago, we were well
prepared. W had had practice in noving worlds."

The rosette of worlds had been expanding for some tnme. Now the puppeteer world gl owed beneath
their feet, rising, rising to engulf them Scattered stars in the black seas had expanded, to
beconme scares of small islands. The continents burned |ike sunfire.

Long ago, Louis Wi had stood at the void edge of Munt Lookitthat. The Long Fall River, on that
world, ends in the tallest waterfall in known space. Louis's eyes had followed it down as far as
they could penetrate the void mst. The featureless white of the void itself had grasped at his
nmnd, and Louis Wm half hypnotized, had sworn to live forever. How el se could he see all there
was to we?

Now he reaffirned that decision. And the puppeteer world rose about him

"I am daunted," said Speaker-To-Animals. H's naked pink tail lashed in agitation, though his
furry face and burry voice carried no enpotion. "Your |ack of courage had deserved our contenpt,
Nessus, but our contenpt has blinded us. Truly you are dangerous. Had you feared us enough, you
woul d have ended our race. Your power is terrible. We could not have stopped you."

"Surely a kzin cannot fear an herbivore."

Nessus had not spoken nockingly; but Speaker reacted with rage "Wat sapient being woul d not
fear such power?"

"You distress ne. Fear is the brother of hate. One would expect a kzin to attack what he fears."

The conversation was getting sticky. Wth the Long Shot mllions of mles in their wake, and
known space hundreds of |ight years away, they were all very much within the power of the
puppeteers. |t the puppeteers found reason to fear them-- Change the subject, fast! Louis opened
hi s mout h.

"Hey," said Teela. "You people keep tallang about Kenplerer rosettes. Wat's a Kenplerer
rosette?"

And both aliens started to answer, while Louis wondered why he had thought Teel a shal |l ow.

CHAPTER 6 -- Christmas Ri bbon

"The joke's on ne," said Louis Wi. "Now | know where to find the puppeteer world. Very nice,
Nessus. You kept your pronise."

"l told you that you would find the information nore surprising than useful."
"A good joke." said the kzin. "Your sense of hunor surprises me, Nessus."

Bel ow, a tiny eel-shaped island surrounded by a black sea. The island rose like a fire
sal amander, and Louis thought he could pick out tall, slender buildings. Obviously aliens would
not be trusted on the mainl and.

"We do not joke," said Nessus. "My species has no sense of hunor."
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"Strange. | would have thought that hunor was an aspect of intelligence."
"No. Hunor is associated with an interrupted defense mechanism"

"Al'l the same --"

" Speaker, no sapient being ever interrupts a defense mechanism"

As the ship dropped the lights resolved: sun-panels, along street |levels, w ndows in buildings,
i ght sources, in parking areas. In a last instant Louis glinpsed bul dings slender as rapier
ades, mles tall. Then the city flashed up to engulf them and they were down.

=2

Down in a parkland of colorful alien plants.
Nobody noved.

Puppet eers were the second nost harm ess-1o0oking sentients in known space. They were too shy,
too snmall, too weird to seem dangerous. They were nerely funny.

But suddenly Nessus was a nenber of his species; and his species was m ghtier than nen had
dreaned. The mad puppeteer sat quite still, his necks bobbing to observe his chosen underlings.
There was not hing funny about Nessus. His race noved worlds, five at a tine.

So that Teela's giggle was a shocki ng sound.

"I was just thinking," she explained. "The only way to keep from having too many little
puppeteers is no sex at all. Right, Nessus?"

"Yes."
She giggled again. "No wonder puppeteers don't have a sense of hunor."

Through a park that was too regular, too symretrical, too well tamed, they followed a floating
bl ue |ight.

The air was thick with the spicy-chenmical snell of puppeteer. That snell was everywhere. It had
been strong and artificial in the one-roomlife support systemof the transfer ship. It had not
di mi ni shed when the airlock opened. A trillion puppeteers had flavored the air of this world, and
for all of eternity it would snell of puppeteer.

Nessus danced; his small clawed hooves seened barely to touch the resilient surface of the walk.
The kzin glided, catlike, his naked pink tail whipping rhythm cally back and forth. The sound of
the puppeteer's walk was a tap dance in three-four time. Fromthe kzin came not the slighest
whi sper of notion.

Teela's wal k was al nost as silent. Her wal k al ways | ooked clunsy; but it wasn't. She never
stunbl ed, never bunped anything. Louis, then, was the | east graceful of the four

But why should Louis Wi be graceful ? An altered ape, whom evol uti on had never entirely adapted
to wal king on flat ground. For mllions of years his fathers had wal ked on all fours where they
had to, had used the trees where they coul d.

The Pl ei ocene had ended that, with nmillions of years of drought. The forests had left Louis WI's
ancestors behind, high and dry and starving. In desperation they had eaten nmeat. They had done
better after learning the secret of the antel ope's thighbone, whose doubl e- knobbed shoul der j oi nt
had left its mark in so nmany fossil skulls.

Now, on feet still equipped with vestigial fingers, Louis Wi and Teel a Brown wal ked with aliens.

Aliens? They were all aliens here, even nad, exiled Nessus, with his brown and unkenpt nmane and
his restless, searching heads. Speaker, too, was uneasy. H s eyes, within their black spectacle
mar ki ngs, searched the alien vegetation for things with poison stings or razor teeth. I|nstinct,
probably. Puppeteers would not permnit dangerous beasts in their parks.
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They came upon a done that glowed |ike a huge, half-buried pearl. Then the floating light split
in two.

"I must | eave you," said Nessus. And Louis saw that the puppeteer was terrified.

"l go to confront those-who-lead." He spoke |low and urgently. "Speaker, tell ne quickly. Should
I not return, would you seek ne out to slay ne for the insult | delivered in Krushenko's
Rest aur ant ?"

"Is there risk you will not return?”

"Sone risk. Those-who-lead may dislike what | nust tell them | ask again, would you hunt ne
down?"

"Here on an alien world, am d beings of such awesone power and such lack of faith in a kzin's
peaceful intent?" The kzin's tail |ashed once, enphatically. "No. But neither would | continue
with the expedition."”

"That will be suffident." Nessus trotted off, trembling visibly, follow ng the guidelight.

"What's he scared of ?" Teela conplained. "He's done everything they told himto. Wy would they
be angry with hin®"

"I think he's up to sonething,"” said Louis. "Somnething devious. But what?"

The blue light noved on. They followed it into an irridescent hem sphere ..

* % %

Now t he donme had vani shed. Froma triangle of couches, two hunmans and a kzin | ooked out into a
tame jungle of brilliant alien plants, watching the approach of a strange puppeteer. Either the
donme itself was invisible frominside, or the park scene was a projection

The air snelled of many puppeteers.

The strange puppeteer pushed its way through a last fringe of hanging scarlet tendrils. (Louis
renenber ed when he had thought of Nessus as "it". Wen had Nessus graduated to "hini? But,
Speaker, a fanmiliar alien, had been "hini fromthe beginning.) The puppeteer stopped there, just
short of the presuned boundaries of the pearly donme. Its mane was silver where Nessus's was brown,
and was neatly coiffeured in conplex ringlets; but its voice was Nessus's thrilling contralto.

"I must apol ogi ze for not being present to greet you. You may address nme as Chiron."

A projection, then. Louis and Teela nurnured polite demurrers. Speaker-To-Animals bared his
teeth.

"The one you call Nessus knows all that you are about to |earn. Hi s presence was required
el sewhere. However, he nentioned your reactions on |earning of our engineering skills."

Louis wi nced. The Puppeteer continued. "This may be fortunate. You will understand the better
when you |l earn of our own reactions to a nore ambitious work of engineering.”

Hal f the done went bl ack

Annoyingly, it was the side of the done opposite to the Projected puppeteer. Louis found a
control to turn his couch; but he reflected that he woul d have needed two' swiveled heads with
i ndependent|ly operating eyes to watch both halves of the donme at once. The darkened side showed
starry space form ng a backdrop for a small, blazing disc.

A ringed disc. The scene was a bl owup of the holo in Louis WI's pocket.

The light source was small and brilliant white, very like a view of Sol as seen fromthe genera
nei ghbor hood of Jupiter. The ring was huge in dianeter, w de enough to stretch hal fway across the
dar kened side of the done; but it was narrow, not rmuch thicker than the light source at its axis.
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The near side was black and, where it cut across the light, sharp-edged. Its further side was a
pal e bl ue ribbon across space.

If Louis was growi ng used to miracles, he was not yet so blas, as to nake idiotic-sounding
guesses. Instead he said, "It |looks like a star with a ring around it. What is it?"

Chiron's reply came as no surprise.

"It is a star with aring around it," said the puppeteer. "Aring of solid matter. An artifact.”

Teel a Brown cl apped her hands and burst into giggles. She strangled the giggles after a few
monent s and managed to | ook wonderfully sol emn; but her eyes glowed. Louis understood perfectly.
He felt a touch of the sane joy. The ringed sun was his/her private toy: a new thing in a nundane
uni ver se.

(Take Christnas ribbon, pale blue and an inch wide, the kind you use to wap presents. Set a
lighted candle on a bare floor. Take fifty feet of ribbon, and struig it in a circle with the
candl e at the center, balancing the ribbon on edge so that the inner side catches the
candl el i ght.)

But the kzin's tail was |ashing back and forth, back and forth.
(After all, that wasn't a candle in the mddle. That was a sun!)

"By now you know," said Chiron, "that we have been noving north along the galactic axis for the
past two hundred and four of your Earth years. In kzin years --"

"Two hundred and sevent een."

"Yes. During that tinme we have naturally observed the space ahead of us for signs of danger and
t he unexpected. W had known that the star EC- 1752 was ringed with an uncharacteristically dense
and narrow band of dark matter. It was assuned that the ring was dust or rock. Yet it was
surprisingly regul ar

"Some ninety days ago our fleet of worlds reached a position such that the ring occluded the
star itself. We saw that the ring was sharply bounded. Further investigation revealed that the
ring is not gas nor dust, nor even asteroidal rock, but a solid band of considerable tensile
strength. Naturally we were terrified.”

Speaker - To- Ani mal s asked, "How were you able to deduce its tensile strength?"

"Spectroanal ysis and frequency shifts gave us a relative difference in velocities. The ring is
clearly rotating about its primary at 770 miles per second, a velocity high enough to conpensate
for the pull of gravity fromthe prinmary, and to provide an additional centripetal acceleration of
9.94 nmeters per second. Consider the tensile strength needed to prevent the structure from
di sintegrating under such a pull!"

"Gravity," said Louis.

"Apparently."

"Gravity. A touch less than Earth's. There's sonebody living there, on the inner surface. Hooo,"
said Louis Wi, for the full inpact was beginning to hit him and the little hairs were rising
al ong his spinal columm. He heard the swi sh, swish of the kzin's tail cutting air.

It was not the first time men had met their superiors. Thus far nen had been | ucky ..

Abruptly Louis stood up and wal ked toward the donme wall. It didn't work. The ring and the star
receded before himuntil he touched a snmooth surface. But he saw sonething he hadn't noticed
bef ore.

The ring was checkered. There were regul ar rectangul ar shadows along its blue back

"Can you give us a better picture?”

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworld.txt (45 of 202) [1/14/03 8:28:53 PM]



file://IF|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworl d.txt

"W can expand it," said the contralto voice. The Q star jerked forward, then shot blazing off
to the right, so that Louis was | ooking down on the lighted inner surface of the ring. Blurred as
it was, Louis could only guess that the brighter, whiter areas might be cloud, that regions of
faintly deeper blue mght be |and where lighter blue was sea.

But the shadowed areas were quite visible. The ring seened to be laid out in rectangles: a |ong
strip of glowi ng baby blue followed by a shorter strip of deep, navy blue, followed by another
long strip of light blue. Dots and dashes.

"Somet hi ng' s causi ng those shadows, " he said. "Sonething in orbit?"

"Yes, just that. Twenty rectangul ar shapes orbit in a Kenplerer rosette nmuch nearer the primary.
W do not know their purpose.™

"You wouldn't. It's been too long since you had a sun. These orbiting rectangl es nust be there
to separate night fromday. Gtherwise it would al ways be high noon on the ring."

"You wi Il understand now why we called for your help. Your alien insights were bound to be of
val ue. "

"Uh huh. How big is the ring? Have you studied it nuch? Have you sent probes?"

"We have studied the ring as best we could wi thout slow ng our velocity and wi t hout otherw se
attracting notice to ourselves. W have sent no probes, of course. Since they would have to be
renotely controlled by hyperwave, such probes m ght be traced back to us."

"You can't track a hyperwave signal. It's theoretically inpossible."
"Perhaps those who built the ring have evolved different theories."
" Mhm "

"But we have studied the ring with other instruments." As Chiron spoke, the scene on the dome
wal | changed to bl acks and whites and grays. Qutlines shifted and wavered. "We have taken
phot ographs and hol ographs in all electronagnetic frequencies. If you are interested --"

"They don't show nmuch detail."

"No. The light is too nuch bent by gravitational fields and solar wind and interveni ng dust and
gasses. Qur telescopes cannot find further detail."

"So you haven't really | earned nuch.”

"I would say that we have | earned a good deal. One puzzling point. The ring apparently stops on
the cl ose order of 40 percent of neutrinos.™

Teel a nerely | ooked bewi | dered; but Speaker made a startled sound, and Louis whistled very | ow.
That elim nated everything.

Normal matter, even the terrifically conpressed matter in the heart of a star, would stop al npst
no neutrinos. Any neutrino stood a fifty-fifty chance of getting through several |ight years
t hi ckness of | ead.

An object in a Slaver stasis field reflected all neutrinos. So did a General Products hull.
But not hi ng known woul d stop 40 percent of neutrinos, and |et the rest through
"Sonet hing new, then." said Louis. "Chiron, how big is this ring? How massive is it?"

"The ring masses two times ten to the thirtieth power in grams, neasures .95 tinmes ten to the
ei ghth power miles in radius, and sonmething less than ten to the sixth power niles across.”

Louis was not confortable thinking in abstract powers of ten. He tried to translate the nunbers
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into pictures.

He had been right to think of inch-wi de Christmas ribbon, balanced on edge and strung in a | oop
The ring was nore than ninety mllion nmiles in radius -- about six hundred million miles |long, he
estinmated -- but less than a nillion nmles across, edge to edge. It massed a little nore than the
pl anet Jupiter

"Sonehow that doesn't seem massive enough," he said. "Something that big should weigh as nuch as
a good sized sun."

The kzin agreed. "One has the ludicrous picture of mllions of beings trying to live on a
construct no thicker than bookfilm™"

"Your intuition is wong," said the puppeteer with silver curls. "Consider the dinensions. If
the ring were a ribbon of hullnmetal, for exanple, it would be approximtely fifty feet thick."

Fifty feet? That was hard to believe.

But Teela's eyes had been turned to the ceiling, and her |ips had been noving silently but
rapidly. "He's right," she said. "The math works out. But what's it for? Wy woul d anyone build
such a thing?"

"Room "

" Roon®"

"Roomto live," Louis anplified. "That's what it's all about. Six hundred trillion square nmles
of surface area is three nmllion tinmes the surface area of the Earth. It'd be like having three

mllion worlds all nmapped flat and joined edge to edge. Three mllion worlds within aircar
di stance. That'd solve any popul ati on probl em

"And what a probl emthey nmust have had! You don't go into a project |like that one just for
ki cks."

"A point," said the kzin. "Chiron, have you searched nei ghboring stars for other, simlar
ri ngs?"

"Yes, we --

"And found none. As | thought. If the race that built the ring had known of faster-than-1Iight
travel, they would have settled other stars. They would not have needed the ring. Therefore there
is only one ring."

"Yes."

"I amreassured. W are superior to the ringmakers in at |east one respect." The kzin stood

suddenly. "Are we to explore the habitable surface of the ring?"
"A physical |anding mght prove to be overanbitious."

"Nonsense. W rnust inspect the vehicle you have prepared for us. Is its |anding gear
sufficiently versatile? Wien nay we depart?"

Chiron whistled, a startled burst of discord. "You nust be mad. Consider the power of those who
built this ring! They make ny own civilization seem savages!"”

"Or cowards."

"Very well. You may go to inspect your craft when the one you call Nessus returns. For the tine
previous to that event, there are nore data regarding the ring."

"You try ny patience,"” said Speaker. But he sat down.

You liar, thought Louis. You take it well, and |I'm proud of you. H s own stonmach was queasy as
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he returned to his couch. A baby blue ribbon stretched across the stars; and nman had nmet superior
bei ngs -- again.

The kzinti had been first.

When men first used fusion drives to cross the gaps between the stars, the kzinti were already
using the gravity polarizer to power their interstellar warships. It nmade their ships faster and
nore maneuverabl e than human shi ps.

Man's resistance to the kzinti fleet would have been nominal, had it not been for the Kzint
Lesson: A reaction drive is a weapon devastating in direct proportion to it's efficiency as a
drive.

Their first foray into human space had been a terrific shock to the kzinti. Human society had
been peaceful for centuries, for so long that they had virtually forgotten war. But hunan
interstellar ships used fusion-powered photon drives, |aunched by a conbi nati on of photon sail and
ast eroi d-based | aser cannon.

So the kzinti tel epathe continued to report that the human worlds had no weapons at al
whil e gi ant | aser cannon chopped at the kzinti ships, and smaller nobile cannon darted in and out
on the light pressure of their own beans ...

Sl owed by unexpected hunman resistance and by the barrier of |ightspeed, the war had run for
decades instead of years. But the kzinti would have won eventually.

Except that an Qutsider ship had stunbled across the small human col ony on W Made It. They had
sold the nmayor the secret of the Qutsider hyperdrive shunt, on credit. W Made It had not known of
the kzinti war; but they learned of it fast enough when they had built a few faster-than-1Iight
shi ps.

Agai nst hyperdrive the kzinti hadn't a prayer.
Later, the puppeteers had cone to set up trading posts in human space ..

Man had been very lucky. Three tines he had net races technologically superior to him The
kzinti would have crushed himw thout the Qutsider hyperdrive. The Qutsiders, again, were clearly
his superiors; but they wanted nothing that man could give them except supply bases and
i nformation, and these they could buy. In any case the Qutsiders, fragile beings of Heliumll
nmet abolism were too vulnerable to heat and gravity to nake good warriors. And the puppeteers,
power ful beyond dreams, were too cowardly.

Who had built the Ringworld? And ... were they warriors?

Mont hs later, Louis was to see Speaker's lie as his personal turning point. He m ght have backed
out then -- on Teela's behalf, of course. The Ringworld was terrifying enough as an abstraction in
nunmbers. To think of approaching it in a spacecraft, of landing on it

But Louis had seen the kzin in terror of the puppeteers' flying worlds. Speakees lie was a
magni fi cent act of courage. Could Louis show hinself a coward now?

He sat down and turned to face the glow ng projection; and as his eyes brushed Teela he silently
cursed her for an idiot. Her face was alive with wonder and delight. She was as eager as the kzin
pretended to be. Was she too stupid to be afraid?

There was an atnopshere on the ring's inner side. Spectroanalysis showed the air to be as thick
as Earth's, and of approxinmately the sanme conposition: definitely breathable to man and kzin and
puppet eer. What kept it from blowi ng away was a thing to be guessed at. They woul d have to go and
| ook.

In the systemof the G sun there was nothing at all but the ring itself. No planets, no
asteroids, no conets.

"They cleaned it out," said Louis. "They didn't want anything to hit the ring."
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"Naturally," said the puppeteer with silver curls. "If sonething did strike the ring, it would
strike at a mnimmof 770 miles per second, the speed of rotation of the ring itself. No natter
how strong the material of the ring, there woul d al ways be the danger of an object m ssing the
outer surface and crossing the sun to strike the unprotected, inhabited inner surface."

The sun itself was a yell ow dwarf sonmewhat cool er than Sol and a touch smaller. "W will need
heat suits on the ring," said the kzin -- rubbing it in, Louis thought.

"No," said Chiron. "The tenperature of the inner surface is quite tolerable, to all of our
species."

"How woul d you know t hat ?"

"The frequency of the infrared radiation emtted by the outer surface --
"You see nme exposed as a fool."

"Not at all. We have been studying the ring since its discovery, while you have had a few ei ghts
of minutes. The infrared frequency indicates an average tenperature of 290 degrees absol ute, which
of course applies to the inner as well as the outer surface of the ring. For you this will be sone
ten degrees warner than optinum Speaker-To-Aninmals. For Louis and Teela it is optinum

"Do not let our attention to details mslead or frighten you," Chiron added. "W woul d not
permit a |landing unless the ring engineers thenselves insisted. W nerely wish you to be ready for
any eventuality."

"You don't have any detail of surface fornmations?"
"Unfortunately, no. The resolving power of our instrunments is insufficient."

"We can do some guessing," said Teela. "The thirty hour day-night cycle, for instance. Their
original world nust have turned that fast. Do you suppose that's their original systen®"

"We assune that it is, since they apparently did not have hyperdrive," said Chiron. "But
presunably they could have noved their world to another system using our own technique."

"And shoul d have," the kzin runbled, "rather than destroy their own systemin the course of
building their ring. | think we will find their own system somewhere nearby, as denuded of worlds
as this one. They would have used terraform ng techniques to settle all of the worlds of their own
system before adapting this nore desperate expedient."

Teel a said, "Desperate?"

"Then, when they had finished building their ring around the sun, they would have been forced to
nmove all their worlds into this systemto transfer their popul ations.™

"Maybe not," said Louis. "They mi ght have used big STL ships to settle their ring if it was
cl ose enough to their own system™

"Why desperat e?"
They | ooked at her.

"I woul d have thought they built the ring for -- for--
to."

Teel a fl oundered. "Because they wanted

"For kicks? For scenery? Finagles fist! Teela, think of the resources they'd have had to divert.
Remenber, they nust have had a hell of a population problem By the time they needed the ring for
living room they probably couldn't afford to build it. They built it anyway, because they needed
it."

"Mm " said Teel a, |ooking puzzled.

"Nessus returns," said Chiron. Wthout another word the puppeteer turned and trotted away into
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t he park.

CHAPTER 7 -- Stepping D scs

"That was rude," said Teel a.

"Chiron doesn't want to neet Nessus. Didn't | tell you? They think Nessus is -- crazy."
"They're all crazy."

"Well, they don't think so, but that doesn't nmake you wrong. Still want to go?"

Teel a's answer was the same unconprehendi ng | ook she'd given himwhen he tried to explain
whi pl ash of the heart. "You still want to go," Louis confirmed sadly.

"Sure. Who woul dn't? What are the puppeteers afraid of ?"

"I understand that," said Speaker-To-Ani mals. "The puppeteers are cowards. But | fail to see why
they insist on knowi ng nore than they do. Louis, they have al ready passed the ringed sun
traveling at nearly |ightspeed. Those who built the ring assuredly did not have faster-than-Iight
travel . Thus they can be no danger to the puppeteers, now or ever. | fail to understand our role
inthis matter."

"It figures."
"Must | take that as an insult?"

"No, of course not. It's just that we keep running up agai nst popul ati on probl ens. Wiy shoul d
you under st and?"

"Quite so. Explain, if you please.”

Loui s had been scanning the tanme jungle for a glinpse of Nessus. "Nessus could probably tel
this better. Too bad. Ckay, inmagine a trillion puppeteers on this world. Can you do it?"

"I can smell themindividually. The very concept nmakes me itch."
"Now i magi ne themon the Ringworld. Better, yes?"

"Uurr. Yes. Wth nore than eight-to-the-seventh-power times as nmuch room... But still | fail to
understind. Do you suppose the puppeteers plan conquest? But how would they transfer thenselves to
the ring afterward? They do not trust spacecraft."”

"I don't know. They don't nmke war, either. That's not the point. The point is, is the R ngworld
safe to live on?"

"Urr."

"You see? Maybe they're thinking of building their owmn R ngworlds. Maybe they expect to find an
enpty one, out there in the douds of Magellan. Not an unreasonabl e hope, by the way. But it
doesn't matter. They have to know if it's safe before they do anything."

"Here cones Nessus." Teela stood up and noved to the invisible wall. "He | ooks drunk. Do
puppet eers get drunk?"

Nessus wasn't trotting. He came tippy-toe, circling a four-foot chrone-yellow feather with
exaggerated wariness, noving one foot at a tine, while his flat heads darted this way and that. He
had al nost reached the | ecture done when sonething like a large black butterfly settled on his
rump. Nessus screamed |ike a woman, |leapt forward as if clearing a high fence. He [ anded rolling.
When he stopped rolling he remained curled into a ball, with his back arched and his | egs fol ded
and his heads and necks tucked between his forelegs.

Loui s was running. "Depressive cycle," he shouted over his shoulder. By luck and nenory he found
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the entrance in the invisible done. He darted out into the park

Al the flowers snelled |ike puppeteer. (If all the life of the puppeteer world had the sane
cheni cal basis, how could Nessus take nourishment fromwarmcarrot juice?) Louis followed a right-
angl e zi gzag of mani cured dusty orange hedge and cane upon the puppeteer.

He knelt beside him "It's Louis," he said. "You're safe." He reached gently into the tangled
mop over the puppeteces skull and scratched gently. The puppeteer jerked at the touch, then
settled down.

This was a bad one. No need to nake the puppeteer face the world just yet. Louis asked, "Was
that thing dangerous? The one that |anded on you."

"That? No." The contralto voice was nuffled, but beaufifully pure, and without inflection. "It
was only a flower-sniffer."

"How did it go with those-who-Iead?"
Nessus wi nced. "I won."

"Fine. What did you wi n?"

"My right to breed, and a set of nates."”

"I's that what has you so scared?" It wasn't unlikely, Louis thought Nessus could be the
counterpart to a male black wi dow spider, doomed by |ove. Then again, he night be a nervous virgin
of either sex, or of any sex ...

The puppeteer said, "I nmight have failed, Louis. | faced themdown. | bluffed them"

"Go on." Louis was aware that Teela and Speaker-To-Ani mals had joined them He continued
scratching gently in Nessus's mane. Nessus had not noved.

The nmuffled, infiectionless contralto voice said, "Those-who-lead offered nme the legal right to
reproduce ny kind if | survive the voyage we nmust make. But this was not enough. To becone a
parent | need mates. Who will willingly mate with a straggl y-naned nani ac?

"It was necessary to bluff. Find ne a mate, | told them or | will withdraw fromthe voyage. If
I withdraw, so will the kzin, | said. They were enraged."

"l can believe that. You nust have been in the manic state."

"I worked nyself up to it. | threatened themw th ruin to their plans, and they capitul ated.
Sone sel fless volunteer, | said, nmust agree to mate with ne if i return fromthe ring."

"Beautiful. N ce going. Did you get vol unteers?”

"One of our sexes is ... property. Nonsentient; stupid. | needed only one vol unteer. Those-who-
lead --"

Teel a broke in. "Wiy don't you just say |eaders?"

"I had tried to translate into your terns," said the puppeteer. "A nbore accurate translation of
the term woul d be, those-who-Iead-frombehind. There is a selected chairman or speaker-for-all or
the accurate translation of his title is H ndnost.

"It was the Hi ndnpbst who accepted ne as his mate. He said that he would not ask another to so
sacrifice his self-respect.™

Louis whistled. "That's sonething. Go ahead and cringe, you deserve it. Better to be scared now,
now that it's all over."

Nessus stirred, relaxing somewhat.

"That pronoun,"” said Louis. "It bugs ne. Either | should be calling you she, or | should be
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calling the H ndnost she."

"This is indelicate of you, Louis. One does not discuss sex with an alien race." A head energed
from between Nessus's | egs and focused, disapproving. "You and Teela would not mate in ny sight,
woul d you?"

"Qddly enough, the subject did come up once, and Teela said --"
"I am of fended," the puppeteer stated.

"Why?" asked Teel a. The puppeteer's exposed head dived for cover. "Ch, cone out of there!
won't hurt you."

"Trul y?"
"Truly. | mean honest. | think you're cute."
The puppeteer unrolled conpletely. "Did | hear you call ne cute?"

"Yeah." She | ooked up at the orange wall of Speaker-To-Aninials and, "You too," she said
generously.

"I do not mean to give offense," said the kzin. "But do not ever say that again. Ever."

Teel a | ooked puzzl ed.

* k k

There was a dusty orange hedge, ten feet tall and perfectly straight, equipped with cobalt blue
tentacles that hung Iinp. Fromthe | ook of them the hedge had once been carnivorous. It was the
border to the park; and Nessus led his little group toward it.

Loui s was expecting a gap in the hedge. He was unprepared when Nessus wal ked straight into it.
The hedge parted for the puppeteer and closed after him

They fol | oned.

They wal ked out from under a sky-blue sky; but when the hedge had dosed after them the sky was
bl ack and white. Against the black sky of perpetual night, drifting clouds blazed white in the
| ight cast upon their underbellies by nmiles of city. For the city was there, |oonm ng over them

At first glance it differed fromEarthly cities only in degree. The buil dings were thicker
bl ockier, nmore uniform and they were higher, terribly high, so that the sky was all |ighted
wi ndows and |ighted bal conies with straight hairline cracks of darkness marking the zenith. Here
were the right angles denied to puppeteer furniture; here on the buildings where a right angle was
far too big to bash a carel ess knee.

But why had the city not looned simlarly over the park? On Earth there were few buildings nore
than a mle high. Here, none were |l ess. Louis guessed at |ight-bending fields around the park's
borders. He never got around to asking. It was the |least of the nmiracles of the puppeteer world.

"Qur vehicle is at the other end of the island,” said Nessus. "W can be there in a minute or
| ess, using the stepping discs. | will show you."

"You feel all right now?"

"Yes, Teela. As Louis says, the worst is over." The puppeteer pranced |ightly ahead of them
"The Hi ndnost is nmy love. | need only return fromthe R ngworld."

The path was soft. To the eye it was concrete set with iridescent particles, but to the feet it
was danp, spongy soil. Presently, after walking a very long block, they came to an intersection
"W nust go this way," said Nessus, nodding ahead of him "Do not step on the first disc. Follow
nme. "
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At the center of the intersection was a | arge blue rectangle. Four blue discs surrounded the
rectangl e, one at the mouth of each wal k. "You may step on the rectangle if you w sh," said
Nessus, "but not on inappropriate discs. Follow ne." He circled the nearest disc, crossed the
intersection, trotted onto the disc on the opposite side, and vani shed.

For a stunned noment nobody noved. Then Teela yelled |ike a banshee and ran at the disc. And was
gone.

Speaker-To- Ani mal s snarled and leapt. No tiger could have ained as accurately. Then Louis was
al one.

"By the M st Denobns," he said wonderingly. "They've got open transfer booths."
And he wal ked forward.

He was standing on a square at the center of the next intersection, between Nessus and Speaker.
"Your mate ran ahead," said Nessus. "I hope she will wait for us."

The puppeteer wal ked off the rectangle in the direction he was facing. Three paces brought him
to a disc. And he was gone.

"What a layout!" Louis said admringly. He was alone, for the kzin had already foll owed Nessus.
"You just walk. That's all. Three paces takes you a block. It's like nmagic. And you can make the
bl ocks as long as you like!" He strode forward.

He wore seven | eague boots. He ran lightly on his toes, and the scene junped every three paces.
The circular signs on the corners of buildings nust be address codes, so that once a pedestrian
reached his destination he would know it. Then he would circle the discs to got to the middle of
t he bl ock.

Along the street were shop wi ndows Louis would have liked to explore. O were they sonething
el se entirely? But the others were bl ocks ahead. Louis could see them Mkering at the end of that
canyon of buildings. He increased his pace.

At the end of a footstep the aliens were before him bl ocking his path.
"I feared you would miss the turn,” said Nessus. And he led off to the left.
"Wait --" But the kzin had vani shed too. Were the bl azes was Teel a?

She nust have gone ahead. Louis turned |left and wal ked. Seven | eague boots. The city went by
like a dream Louis ran with visions of sugarplunms dancing in his head. Freeway paths through the
cities, the discs narked in a different color, ten bl ocks apart. Long-distance discs a hundred
nmles apart, each marking the center of a city, the receiver squares a full block across. Paths to
cross oceans: one step to an island! Islands for stepping stones!

Open transfer booths. The puppeteers were fearfully advanced. The disc was only a yard across,
and you didn't have to be entirely on it before it would operate. One footstep and you were
steppi ng off the next receiver square. It beat the tanj out of slidewal ks!

As he ran, Louis's mind conjured up a phantom puppeteer hundreds of mles tall, picking his way
delicately along a chain of islands; stepping with care lest he mss an island and get his ankles
wet. Now t he phantom grew | arger, and his stepping stones were worlds ... the puppeteers were

fearfully advanced ..

He was out of stepping disc, at the shore of a cal mblack sea. Beyond the edge of the world,
four fat full noons rose in a vertical line against the stars. Halfway to the horizon was a
smaller island, brilliantly lighted. The aliens were waiting for him

"Where's Teel a?"
"l do not know," said Nessus.

"M st Denmpns! Nessus, how do we find her?"
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"She nmust find us. There is no need to worry, Louis. Wen --"
"She's lost on a strange world! Anything could happen!™

"Not on this world, Louis. There is no world as as ours. Wen Teel a reaches the edge of this
i sland, she will find that the stepping discs to the next islands will not work for her. She will
follow the discs around the shoreline until she finds one that does work."

"Do you think its a |ost computer we're tal king about? Teela's a twenty-year-old girl!"
Teel a popped into place beside him "Hi. | got alittle lost. Wuat's all the excitenent?"

Speaker - To- Ammal s nocked himwi th a dagger-toothed grin. Louis, avoiding Teela's puzzled /
questioning eyes, felt heat rising in his cheeks. But Nessus said only, "Follow nme."

They foll owed the puppeteer where stepping discs formed a line along the shore. Presently there
was a dirty brown pentagram They stepped onto it

They stood on bare rock, brilliantly Iit by sun tubes. An island of rock the size of a private
spaceport. In its center stood one tall building and a single spacecraft.

"Behol d our vehicle," said Nessus.

Teel a and Speaker showed di sappointment; for the kzin's ears disappeared into their flaps, wile
Teel a | ooked wistfully back toward the island they had just left, toward a wall of |ight fornmed by
m | es- hi gh buil di ngs standi ng shoul der to shoul der agai nst interstellar night. But Louis |ooked,
and he felt the relief |oosening overtight nuscles. He had had enough of niracles. The stepping
di scs, the trenmendous city, the four tributary worlds hangi ng, punpkin-col ored, above the horizon

all were daunting. The ship was not. It was a General Products #2 hull fitted into a
triangul ar wing, the wing studded with thruster units and fusion notors. Faniliar hardware, all of
it, and no questions asked.

The kzin proved himwong. "This seens an odd design fromthe viewpoi nt of a puppeteer engi neer
Nessus, would you not feel safer if the ship were entirely within the hull?"

"I would not. This ship represents a nmajor innovation in design. Cone, | will show you." Nessus
trotted toward the ship.

The kzin had rai sed a good point.

Ceneral Products, the puppeteer-owned tradi ng conpany, had sold many diversified wares in known
space; but its fortunes had been founded on the General Products hull. There had been four
varieties froma gl obe the size of a basketball to another gl obe nore than a thousand feet in
dianmeter: the #4 hull, the hull of the Long Shot. The #3 hull, a round-ended cylinder with a
flattened belly, nade a good multicrewed passenger ship. Such a ship had | anded them on the
puppeteer world a few hours ago. The #2 hull was a wasp-wai sted cylinder, narrow and needl e-
tapered at both ends. Ordinarily it was just roony enough for one pilot.

The General Products hull was transparent to visible light. To all other forns of
el ectronagnetic energy, and to matter in any form it was inpervious. The conpany's reputation
backed that guarantee, and the guarantee had held for hundreds of years and for mllions of ships.
A CGeneral Products hull was the ultimate in safety.

The vehicle before them was based on a General Products #2 hull.

But ... as far as Louis could see, only the |ife-support systemand the hyperdrive shunt were
within the hull. Everything else -- a pair of flat thruster units ai med downward, two snmall fusion
nmotors facing forward, larger fusion notors on the wing's trailing edges, and a pair of trenendous
pods on the wingtips -- pods which nust contain detection and conmuni cati ons equi pnent, since
Louis could find no such equi pnent anywhere else -- all this was on the great delta w ng!

Hal f the ship was on the wi ng, exposed to any danger that could worry a puppeteer. Wy not use a
#3 hull and put everything inside?
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The puppeteer had | ed them beneath the delta wing, to the tapered stemof the hull section. "Qur
purpose was to make as few breaks in the hull as possible," said Nessus. "You see?"

Through the glasslike hull Louis saw a conduit as thick as his thigh | eading through the hul
into the wing section. Things | ooked conplex at that point, until Louis tunbled to the fact that

the conduit was designed to slide back into the hull in one section. Then he picked out the notor
that did it all, and the nmetal door that would seal off the opening.
"An ordinary ship," said the puppeteer, "requires many breaks in its hull: for sensors which do

not use visible light, for reaction notors if such are used, for apertures |leading to fuel tanks.
Here we have only two breaks, the conduit and the airl ock. One passes passengers and the other
passes information. Both can be cl osed off.

"Qur engineers have coated the hull's inner surface with a transparent conductor. Wen the
airlock is closed and the aperture for the wiring conduit is sealed, the interior is an unbroken
conducting surface."

"Stasis field," Louis guessed.

"Exactly. |If danger threatens, the entire |life-support systemgoes into Slaver-type stasis for a
peri od of several seconds. No tine passes in stasis; hence nothing can harmthe passengers. W are
not so foolish as to trust to the hull alone. Lasers using visible |ight can penetrate a Genera
Products hull, killing passengers and | eaving the ship unharmed. Antinatter can disintegrate a
General Products hull entirely."”

"I didn't know that."
"It is not widely advertised."

Loui s noved back under the delta wing to where Speaker-To-Ani nals was inspecting the notors.
"Why so many notors?"

The kzin snorted. "Surely a human cannot have forgotten the Kzinti Lesson."

"Ch." Naturally any puppeteer who had studied kzinti or human history would know t he Kzinti
Lesson. A reaction drive is a weapon, powerful in direct ratio to its efficiency. Here were
thrusters for peaceful use, and fusion drives for weapons capability.

"Now | know how you | earned to handl e fusion-drive craft."
"Naturally | have been trained in war, Louis."

"Just in case of another Man-Kzin war."

"Must | denonstrate ny skill as a warrior, Louis?"

"You shall," the puppeteer interrupted. "Qur engineers intended that this ship be flown by a
kzin. Wuld you care to inspect the controls, Speaker?"

"Shortly. | will also need perfornance data, test flight records, and so forth. Is the
hyperdrive shunt of standard type?"

"Yes. There have been no test flights."

Typical, Louis thought as they wal ked toward the airlock. They just built the thing and left it
here to wait for us. They had to. No puppeteer was willing to test-fly it.

Where was Teel a?

He was about to call out when she reappeared on the pentagram c receiver plate. She had been
playing with the stepping-discs again, ignoring the ship entirely. She foll owed them aboard, stil
| ooking wistfully back toward the puppeteer city beyond the bl ack water

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworld.txt (55 of 202) [1/14/03 8:28:53 PM]



file://IF|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworl d.txt

Louis waited for her at the inner airlock door. He was ready to blast her for her carel essness.
You'd think that after getting | ost once she might learn a little caution

The door opened. Teela was radiant. "Ch, Louis, I'mso glad | cane! That city -- it's such fun!"
She grasped his hands and squeezed, beaning inarticulately. Her smle was |ike sunlight.

He couldn't do it. "It's been fun," he said, and kissed her hard. He noved toward the contro
roomwith his armaround Teela's slimwaist, his thunb tracing the rimof her hip.

He was sure now. Teel a Brown had never been hurt; had never | earned caution; did not understand
fear. Her first pain would come as a horrifying surprise. It mght destroy her entirely.

She'd be hurt over Louis WI's dead body.

The gods do not protect fools. Fools are protected by nore capable fools.

* % %

A CGeneral Products #2 hull is twenty feet wide and three hundred feet long, tapering to points
fore and aft.

Most of the ship was outside the hull, on the thin, oversized wing. The |lifesystem was roony
enough to include three |iving-bedroons, a |long, narrow | ounge, a control cabin, and a bank of
| ockers, plus kitchen, autodocs, reclainmers, batteries, etc. The control panel was fitted out
according to kzinti custom and was |labeled in kzinti. Louis felt he could fly the ship in an
energency, but it would have taken a big enmergency to nake himtry it.

The | ockers held an omi nous plethora of exploration gear. There was nothing Louis could have
pointed to, saying, "That's a weapon." But there were things which could be used as weapons. There
were al so four flycycles, four flying backpacks (lift belt plus catalytic ranjet), food testers,
phials of dietary additives, nedkits, air sensors and filters. Soneone was sure as tanj convinced
that this ship would be | andi ng sonmewhere.

Vel l, why not? A species as powerful as the Ringworlders, and as sealed in by their presuned
| ack of hyperdrive craft, might invite themto | and. Perhaps this was what the puppeteers were
expecti ng.

There was not hi ng aboard that Nessus could not point to and say, "That is not a weapon. That we
t ook aboard for such-and-such a purpose.”

There were three species aboard; four, if one thought of male and femal e human as of different
speci es, which was sonething a kzin or a puppeteer mght well do. (Suppose Nessus and the Hi ndnost
were of the sane sex? Wiy shouldn't it take two nmales and a nonsentient fermale to produce a baby?)
Then the presuned R ngworl ders could see at a glance that nany kinds of sentient |ife could dea
am cably with each other.

Yet too many of these itens -- the flashlight-lasers, the dueling stunners -- could be used as
weapons.

They took off on reactionless thrusters, to avoid damaging the island. Half an hour |ater they
had |l eft the feeble gravity wells of the puppeteer rosette. It occurred to Louis then that aside
from Nessus, whomthey had brought with them and aside fromthe projected i mnage of the puppeteer
Chiron, they had seen not a single puppeteer on the puppeteer world.

* % %

After they had entered hyperdrive, Lotus spent an hour-and-a-half inspecting every itemin the
| ockers. Better safe than surprised, he told himself. But the weaponry and the other equi pnent
left a bitter aftertaste, a foreboding.

Too many weapons, and not one weapon that could not be used for sonething else. Flashlight-
| asers. Fusion reaction notors. Wen they held a christening cerenony on the first day in
hyperdrive, Louis suggested that the ship be called Lying Bastard. For their own reasons, Teela
and Speaker agreed. For his own reason, Nessus did not object.
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They were in hyperdrive for a week, covering a little nmore than two |ight years. \Wen they
dropped back into Einsteinian space they were within the systemof the ringed & star; and the
foreboding was still with Louis Wi.

Soneone was sure as tanj convinced that they would | and on the R ngworl d.

CHAPTER 8 -- Ringworld

The puppeteer worl ds had been noving at nearly lightspeed along gal actic north. Speaker had
circled in hyperspace to galactic south of the G sun, with the result that the Liar, as it fel
out of the Blind Spot, was already driving straight into the Ringworld systemat high velocity.

The & star was a blazing white point. Louis, returning fromother stars, had seen Sol | ooking
very like this fromthe edge of the solar system But this star wore a barely visible halo. Louis
woul d renmenber this, his first sight of the Ringworld. Fromthe edge of the system the Ringworld
was a naked-eye object.

Speaker ran the big fusion notors up to full power. He tilted the flat thruster discs out of the
pl ane of the wing, lining their axes along ship's aft, and added their thrust to the rockets. The
Li ar backed into the systemblazing |ike twin suns, decelerating at nearly two hundred gravities.

Teela didn't know that, because Louis didn't tell her. He didn't want to worry her. |If the cabin
gravity were interrupted for an instant -- they'd all be flattened |ike bugs beneath a heel

But the cabin gravity worked with unobtrusive perfection. Throughout the |ifesystemthere was
only the gentle pull of the puppeteer world, and the steady, nuted trenor of the fusion notors.
For the runble of the drives forced its way through the only avail abl e opening, through a wiring
conduit no thicker than a nan's thigh; and once inside, it was everywhere.

Even in hyperdrive, Speaker preferred to fly in a transparent ship. He liked a good field of
view, and the Blind Spot didn't seemto affect his mnd. The ship was still transparent, except
for private cabins, and the resulting view took getting used to.

The [ ounge and the control cabin, wall and floor and ceiling, all of which curved into one
anot her, were not so nmuch transparent as invisible. In the apparent enptiness were bl ocks of
solidity: Speaker in the control couch, the horseshoe-shaped bank of green and orange dials which
surrounded him the neon-glowi ng borders of doorways, the cluster of couches around the | ounge
tabl e, the block of opaque cabins aft; and, of course, the flat triangle of the wi ng. Beyond and
around these were the stars. The universe seenmed very close ... and somewhat static; for the
ringed star was directly aft, bidden behind the cabins, and they could not watch it grow.

The air snelled of ozone and puppeteers.

Nessus, who shoul d have been cowering in terror with the runble of two hundred gravities in his
ears, seened perfectly confortable sitting with the others around the | ounge table.

"They will not have hyperwave,"” he was saying. "The mathematics of the system guarantees it.
Hyperwave is a generalization of hyperdrive nmathematics, and they cannot have hyperdrive."

"But they night have di scovered hyperwave by accident."

"No, Teela. W can try the hyperwave bands, since there is nothing else to try while we are
decel erating but --"

"More tanj waiting!" Teela stood up suddenly and half-ran fromthe | ounge.
Loui s answered the puppeteer's questioning |look with an angry shrug.

Teela was in a foul mood. The week in hyperdrive had bored her stiff, and the prospect of
anot her day-and-a-half of deceleration, of continued inaction, had her ready to clinb walls. But
what did she expect from Louis? Could he change the | aws of physics?
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"We nust wait," Speaker agreed. He spoke fromthe control cabin, and he may have m ssed the
enotional overtones of Teela's |last words. "The hyperwave zaps are clear of signals. | wll
guarantee that the Ringworld engineers are not trying to speak to us by any known form of
hyperwave. "

The subj ect of communi cati ons had becone general. Until they could reach the Ringworld
engi neers, their presence in this inhabited system smacked of banditry. Thus far there had been no
sign that their presence had been detected.

"My receivers are open," said Speaker. "If they attenpt to comunicate in el ectronmagnetic
frequencies, we will knowit."

"Not if they try the obvious," Louis retorted.

"True. Many species have used the cold hydrogen line to search for other mnds circling other
stars.”

"Li ke the kdatlyno. They cleverly found you."
"And we cleverly enslaved them™

Interstellar radio is noisy with the sound of the stars. But the twenty-one centineter band is
conveniently silent, swept clean for use by endless cubic light years of cold interstellar
hydrogen. It was the |line any species would pick to communicate with an alien race. Unfortunately
the nova-hot hydrogen in the Liar's exhaust was nmaki ng that band usel ess.

"Remenber," said Nessus, "that our projected freely falling orbit must not cross the ring
itself."

"You have said so too many tines, Nessus. My nmenory is excellent."
"We nust not appear a danger to the inhabitants of the ring. | trust you will not forget."
"You are a puppeteer. You trust nothing," said Speaker

"Cool it," Louis said wearily. The bickering was an annoyance he didn't need. He went to his
cabin to sleep.

Hours passed. The Liar fell toward the ringed star, slow ng, preceded by twin spears of nova
Iight and nova heat.

Speaker found no sign of coherent light inpinging on the ship. Either the R ngworlders hadn't
noticed the Liar yet, or they didn't have com | asers.

During the week in hyperspace, Speaker had shared hours of leisure with the humans. Louis and
Teel a had devel oped a taste for the kzin's cabin: for the slightly higher gravity and the
hol oscapes of orange-yellow jungle and ancient alien fortress, for the sharp and changing snells
of an alien world. Their own cabin was uni magmatively decorated, with cityscapes and with farmng
seas half-covered with genetically tail ored seaweeds. The kzin liked their cabin better than they
did.

They had even tried sharing a nmeal in the kzin's cabin. But the kzin ate Iike a starved wol f,
and he conplained that the man's-food snelled |ike burnt garbage, and that was that.

Now Teel a and Speaker talked in | ow tones at one end of the |lounge table. Louis |istened to the
silence and the distant thunder of the fusion drives.

He was used to depending for his life on a cabin gravity system H s own yacht would do thirty
gee. But his own yacht used thrusters, and thrusters were silent.

"Nessus," he said into the drone of suns burning.

"Yes, Louis?"
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"What do you know about the Blind Spot that we don't?"
"I do not understand the question.”

"Hyperspace terrifies you. This -- this backing through space on a pillar of fire -- doesn't.
Your species built the Long Shot, they must know sonethi ng about hyperspace that we don't."

"Per haps so. Perhaps we do know sonething."
"What? Unless it's one of your precious secrets.”

Speaker and Teel a were listening now Speaker's ears, which, folded, could vanish into
depressions in his fur, were spread like translucent pink parasols.

"We know that we have no undying part,"” said Nessus. "I will not speak for your race. | have not
the right. My species has no immortal part. Qur scientists have proved this. W are afraid to die,
for we know that death is permanent."

" And?"

" Shi ps di sappear in the Blind Spot. No puppeteer would go too near a singularity in hyperdrive;
yet still they di sappeared, in the days when our ships carried pilots. | trust the engi neers who
built the Liar. Hence | trust the cabin gravity. It will not fail us. But even the engineers fear
the Blind Spot."

There was a ship's night, during which Louis slept poorly and dreaned spectacularly, and a ships
day, during which Teela and Louis found each other inpossible to |ive with. She was not
frightened. Louis suspected he woul d never see her frightened. She was nerely bored stiff.

That evening, in the space of half an hour, the ringed star cane out from behind the sternward
bl ock of living-sleeping cabins. The star was small and white, a shade |ess intense than Sol, and
it nestled in a shallow pencil-line of arc blue

They stood | ooki ng over Speaker's shoul der as Speaker activated the scope screen. He found the
arc-blue Iine of the Ringworld s inner surface, touched the expansion button. One question
answered itself anpst inmmediately.

"Somet hing at the edge," said Louis.

"Keep the scope centered on the rim" Nessus ordered.

The rimof the ring expanded in their view. It was a wall, rising inward toward the star. They
could see its black, space-exposed outer side silhouetted against the sunlit blue | andscape. A | ow
rimwall, but lowonly in conparison to the ring itself.

"If the ringis a mllion mles across,"” Louis estinmated, "The rimwall nust be at least a
thousand niles high. Well, now we know. That's what holds the air in."

"Wuld it work?"

"I't should. The ring's spinning for about a gravity. Alittle air nmight |eak over the edges over
t he thousands of years, but they could replace it. To build the ring at all, they nust have had
cheap transnmutation -- a fewtenth-stars per kiloton -- not to nmention a dozen other
i npossibilities.™

"l wonder what it |ooks |like fromthe inside."

Speaker heard, and he touched a control point, and the view slid. The nmagnification was not yet
great enough to pick up details. Bright blue and brighter white slid across the scope screen, and
the blurred straight edge of a navy bl ue shadow ...

The further rimslid into view. Here the rimwall was tilted outward.
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Nessus, standing in the doorway with his heads poi sed above Speaker's shoul ders, ordered, "G ve
us what magnification you can."

The vi ew expanded.

"Mount ains,"” said Teela. "How lovely." For the rimwall was irregular, sculptured |ike eroded
rock, and was the color of the Mon. "Muntains a thousand mles high."

"I can expand the view no further. For greater detail we mnust approach closer.”
"Let us first attenpt to contact them" said the puppeteer. "Are we at rest?"

Speaker consulted the ship's brain. "W are approaching the primary at perhaps thirty mles per
second. |Is that slow enough?"

"Yes. Begin transni ssions."
No laser light was falling on the Liar.

Testing for electromagnetic radiation was nore difficult. Radio, infrared, ultraviolet, X-rays --
t he whol e spectrum had to be investigated, fromthe roomtenperature heat given off by the dark
side of the Ringworld, up to Iight quanta energetic enough to split into natter-antinmatter pairs.
The twenty-one centinmeter band was enpty; and so were its easy nultiples and divisors, which m ght
have been used nerely because the hydrogen absorpti on band was so obvi ous. Beyond that point
Speaker-To-Animal s was playing blind man's bluff with his receivers.

The great pods of conmuni cations equi prent on the Liar's wing had opened. The Liar was sendi ng
radi o messages on the hydrogen absorption frequency and others, bathing successive portions of the
ring's inner surface with laser light of ten different frequencies, and sending |Interworld-Mrse
in alternate blasts of the fusion notors.

"Qur autopilot would eventually translate any possible nmessage,” said Nessus. "W nust assume
that their ground-based conputers are at |east as capable.

Speakees reply was venonous. "Can your |eucotonized conputers translate total silence?"

"Concentrate your sendings at the rim |f they have spaceports, the spaceports nust be at the
rim To |land a spacecraft anywhere el se would be horribly dangerous."

In the Hero's Tongue Speaker-To-Animals snarled sonething horribly insulting. Effectively it
ended the conversation; but Nessus stayed where he had been for hours now, with his heads poised
alertly above the kzin's shoul ders.

The Ringworld waited beyond the hull, a checkered blue ribbon trailing across the sky.

"You tried to tell me about Dyson spheres,” said Teel a.

"And you told nme to go pick lice out of ny hair." Louis had found a description of Dyson spheres
in the ship's library. Excited by the idea, he had nade the nistake of interrupting Teela' s gane
of solitaire to tell her about it.

"Tell me now," she coaxed
"Go pick lice out of your hair."
She wai t ed.

"You win," said Louis. For the past hour he had been staring broodingly out at the ring. He was
as bored as she was.

"I tried to tell you that the Ringworld is a conprom se, an engi neering conprom se between a
Dyson sphere and a nornal planet.

"Dyson was one of the ancient natural philosophers, pre-Belt, alnobst pre-atonic. He pointed out
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that a civilization is linmted by the energy available to it. The way for the human race to use
all the energy within its reach, he said, is to build a spherical shell around the sun and trap
every ray of sunlight.

"Now if you'll quit giggling for just a mnute, you'll see the idea. The Earth traps only about
half a billionth of the sun's output. If we could use all that energy ...

"Well, it wasn't crazy then. There wasn't even a theoretical basis for faster-than-1ight travel
We never did invent hyperdrive, if you'll recall. W'd never have discovered it by accident,

ei ther, because we'd never have thought to do our experiments out beyond the singularity.

"Suppose an Qutsider ship hadn't stunbled across a United Nations ranrobot? Suppose the
Fertility Laws hadn't worked out? Wth a trillion human bei ngs standi ng on each other's shoul ders,
and the ranmships the fastest thing around, how | ong could we get along on fusion power? W'd use
up all the hydrogen in Earth's oceans in a hundred years.

"But there's nore to a Dyson sphere than collecting solar power.

"Say you nmake the sphere one astronomcal unit in radius. You' ve got to clear out the solar
system anyway, so you use all the solar planets in the construction. That gives you a shell of,
say, chrone steel a few yards thick. Now you put gravity generators all over the shell. You'd have
a surface area a billion times as big as the Earth's surface. Atrillion people could wander al
their lives w thout ever neeting one another."

Teela finlly got a full sentence in edgewise. "You're using the gravity generators to hold
everyt hi ng down?"

"Yeah, against the inside. We cover the inside with soil."

"What if one of the gravity generators broke down?"

"Pi cky, picky, picky. Well ... you'd get a billion people drifting up into the sun. All the air
swarmng up after them A tornado big enough to swallow the Earth. Not a prayer of getting a
repair crew in, not through that kind of a storm..."

"I don't like it," Teela said decisively.

"Let's not be hasty. There nay be ways to make a gravity generator fool proof.™

"Not that. You couldn't see the stars."

Loui s hadn't thought of that aspect. "Never m nd. The point about Dyson spheres is that any
sentient, industrial race is eventually going to need one. Technol ogical civilizations tend to use
nmore and nore power as time goes on. The ring is a conprom se between a normal planet and a Dyson
sphere. Wth the ring you get only a fraction of the available room and you block only a fraction
of the available sunlight; but you can see the stars, and you don't have to worry about gravity
generators."”

From the control room Speaker-to-Ani mal snarled sonething conplicated, a sound powerful enough
to curse the very air of the cabin. Teela giggl ed.

"I'f the puppeteers have been thinking along the same |lines as Dyson," Louis continued, "they
m ght very well expect to find the Couds of Magellan riddled with R ngworlds, edge to edge."

"And that's why we were called in."
"I"d hate to bet on a puppeteer's thoughts. But if | had to, that's the way |I'd bet."
"No wonder you've been spending all your tine in the library."

"Infuriating!" screaned the kzin. "lInsulting! They deliberately ignore us! They pointedly turn
their backs to invite attack!"

"I nmprobabl e,” said Nessus. "If you cannot find radio transm ssions, then they do not use radio.
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Even if they were routinely using radio |lasers, we would detect sone |eakap."

"They do not use l|lasers, they do not use radi o, they do not use hyperwave. Wiat are they using
for conmuni cadon? Tel epat hy? Whtten nessages? Big mrrors?"

"Parrots,"” Louis suggested. He got up to join themat the door to the control room "Huge
parrots, specially bred for their oversized lungs. They're too big to fly. They just sit on
hilltops and scream at each other."

Speaker turned to look Louis in the eye. "For four hours | have tried to contact the Ri ngworld.
For four hours the inhabitants have ignored ne. Their contenpt has been absolute. Not a word have
they vouchsafed me. My nuscles are trenbling for lack of exercise, ny fur is matted, ny eyes
refuse to focus, my sthondat-begotten roomis too small, ny mcrowave heater heats all neat to the
sane tenperature, and it is the wong tenperature, and | cannot get it fixed. Were it not for your
hel p and your suggestions, Louis, | would despair."”

"Can they have lost their civilization?" Nessus nused. "It would be silly of them considering."

"Perhaps they are dead," Speaker said viciously. "That too would be silly. Not to contact us has
been silly. Let us land and find out."

Nessus whistled in panic. "Land on a world which may have killed its indi genous species? Are you
mad?"

"How el se can we | earn?"

"Of course," Teela chimed in. "We didn't come all this way just to fly in circles!"
"I forbid it. Speaker, continue your attenpts to contact the Ringworld."

"I have ended such attenpts."

"Repeat them ™"

"I will not."

In stepped Louis Wi, volunteer diplomat. "Cool it, furry buddy. Nessus, he's right. The
Ri ngwor | ders don't have anything to say to us. Gtherwise we'd know it by now "

"But what can we do ot her than keep trying?"

"Go on about our business. Gve the Ringworlders tine to nmake up their minds about us."
Rel uctantly the puppeteer agreed.

—_—

They drifted toward the Ri ngworl d.

Speaker had ainmed the Liar to pass outside the Ringworld s edge: a concession to Nessus. The
puppet eer feared that hypothetical Ri ngworlders would take it as a threat if the ship's course
shoul d intersect the ring itself. He also clained that fusion drives of the Liar's power had the
| ook of weapons; and so the Liar noved on thrusters al one.

To the eye there was no way of judging scale. Over the hours the ring shifted position. Too
slowy. Wth cabin gravity to conpensate for fromzero to thirty gee of thrust, the inner ear
could not sense nmotion. Tine passed in a vacuum and Louis, for the first tinme since |eaving
Earth, was ready to gnaw his fingernails.

Finally the ring was edge-on to the Liar. Speaker used the thrusters, braking the ship into a
circular orbit around the rim and then he sent themdrifting in toward the

Now t here was noti on.

The rimof the Ringworld grew froma dimline occluding a few stars, to a black wall. Awall a
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thousand nmiles high, featureless, though any features would have been blurred by speed. Half a
thousand nil es away, bl ocking ninety degrees of sky, the wall sped past at a hellish 770 m |l es per
second. Its edges converged to vani shing points, to points at infinity at either end of the

uni verse; and from each point at infinity, a narrow |ine of baby blue shot straight upward.

To |l ook into the vani shing point was to step into another universe, a universe of true straight
lines, right angles, and other geonetric abstractions. Louis stared hypnotized into the vani shing
point. Which point was it, the source or the sink? Did the black wall energe or vanish in that
meeti ng pl ace?

fromout of the point at infinity, sonething came at them

It was a | edge, growing like another abstraction along the base of the rimwall. First the | edge
appear ed; then, nmounted on the |edge, a row of upright rings. Straight at the Liar they cane,
straight at the bridge of Louis's nose. Louis shut his eyes and threw his arns up to protect his
head. He heard a whinper of fear

Deat h shoul d have conme in that instant. Wen it didn't, he opened his eyes. The rings were going
by in a steady stream and he realized that they were no nore than fifty mles across.

Nessus was curled in a ball. Teela, her palnms pressed flat against the transparent hull, was
staring avidly outward. Speaker was fearless and attentive at the control board. Perhaps he was
better than Louis at judging distance.

O perhaps he was faking it. The whi nper could have come from Speaker

Nessus uncurl ed. He | ooked out at the rings, which were smaller now, converging. "Speaker, you
must match velocities with the Ringworld. Hold us in position by thrusting at one gravity. W nust
i nspect this."

Centrifugal force is an illusion, a manifestation of the law of inertia. Reality is centripetal
force, a force applied at right angles to the velocity vector of a mass. The mass resists, tends
to nove in its accustoned straight |ine.

By reason of its velocity and the law of inertia, the Ringworld tended to fly apart. Its rigid
structure would not allow that. The Ringworld applied its own centrifugal force to itself. The
Li ar, matching speed at 770 nmiles per second, had to match that centripetal force.

Speaker matched it. The Liar hovered next to the rimwall, balanced on .992 gee of thrust, while
her crew i nspected the spaceport.

The spaceport was a narrow | edge, so narrow as to be a dinensionless line until Speaker noved
the ship inward. Then it was w de, w de enough to dwarf a pair of trenendous spacecraft. Ile craft
were flat nosed cylinders, both of the sane design: an unfaniliar design, yet clearly the design
of a fusion-ranship. These ships were intended to fuel thenselves, picking up interstellar
hydrogen in scoops of electronmagnetic force. One had been cannibalized for parts, so that it stood
with its guts open to vacuumand its intimate structure exposed to alien eyes.

W ndows showed around the upper run of the intact ship, allow ng those eyes to gauge that ship's
size. In the randomstarlight, the glitter of windows was precisely like crystal candy sprinkled
on a cake. Thousands of w ndows. That ship was big.

And it was dark. The entire spaceport was dark. Perhaps the beings who used it did not need
light in the "visible" frequencies. But to Louis Wi, the spaceport |ooked abandoned.

"I don't understand the rings," said Teela.

"El ectromagneti c cannon," Louis answered absently. "For takeoffs."
"No," said Nessus.

" Ch?"

"The cannon nust have been intended for |anding the ships. One can even surnise the nmethod used.
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The ship nust go into orbit alongside the rimwall. It will not attenpt to nmatch the ring's
velocity, but will position itself twenty-five mles fromthe base of the rimwall. As the ring
rotates, the coils of the electromagnetic cannon will scoop up the ship and accelerate it to match
the velocity of the ring. | conplinent the ring engineers. The ship need never cone cl ose enough

to the ring to be dangerous."”
"You could al so use the ring for takeoff."
"No. Qoserve the facility to our left.”
"I"ll be tanjed," said Louis W.
The "facility" was little nore than a trap door big enough to hold one of the ranships.

It figured. 770 niles per second was ranscoop speed. The rines launching facility was nerely a
structure for tunbling the ship off into the void. The pilot would i nmedi ately accel erate away on
ramscoop-f umon power.

"The spaceport facility seens to be abandoned,"” said Speaker
"I's there power in use?"

"My instrunents sense none. There are no anonol ous hot spots, no |arge-scal e el ectronagnetic
activities. As for the sensors which operate the linear accelerator, they may use | ess power than
we can sense.”

"Your suggestion?"

"The facilities may still be in operational condition. W can test this by proceeding to the
mout h of the linear accelerator and entering.”

Nessus curled hinself into a ball.

"Whul dn't work," said Louis. "There could be a key signal to start the thing, and we don't know
it. It mght react only to a netal hull. If we tried to go through the cannon at the speed of the
Ringworld, we'd hit one of the coils and bl ow everything to bits."

"I have flown ships under simlar conditions during sinulated war nmaneuvers."
"How | ong ago?"

"Perhaps too | ong. Never nind. Your suggestion?"

"The underside," said Louis. The puppeteer uncurled at once.

* k k

They hovered beneath the Ringworld floor, matching velocities, thrusting outward at 9.94 neters
per second. "Spotlights," said Nessus.

The spots reached across half a thousand mles; but if their light touched the back of the ring,
it did not return. The spots were for |andings.

"Do you still trust your engineers, Nessus?"

"They shoul d have anticipated this contingency."

"But | did. I can light the Ringworld, if | may use the fusion drives," said the kzin.
"Do so."

Speaker used all four: the pair facing forward, and the larger nmotors facing back. But on the
forward pair, the pair intended for emergency braking and possibly for weapons, Speaker choked the
nozzl e wi de open. Hydrogen flowed though the tube too fast, emerged hal f-burnt. Fusion-tube
tenperature dropped until the exhaust, usually hotter than the core of a nova, was as cool as the
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surface of a yellow dwarf star. Light thrust forward in twin spears to fall across the bl ack
under si de of the Ri ngworld.

First: the underside was not flat. It dipped and rose; there were bul ges and i ndentati ons.
"I thought it would be snooth," said Teel a.

"Scul ptured,” said Louis. "I'lIl nake you a bet. \Wereever we see a bulge, there's a sea on the
sunlit side. Where we see a dent, there's a nmountain."

But the formations were tiny, unnoticeable until Speaker drew the ship close. The Lying Bastard
drifted in fromthe Ringworld' s edge, half a thousand niles beneath her underbelly. Scul ptured
bul ges and scul ptured i ndentations, they drifted by, irregular, somehow pleasing ..

For many centuries excusion boats had drifted in |like nmanner across the surface of Earth's Mon
The effect here was nuch the sane: airless pits and peaks, sharp-edged bl acks and whites, exposed
on the Moon's dark side by the powerful spotlights carried by all such boats.

Yet there was a difference. At any hei ght above the Mon, you could al ways see the |unar
hori zon, sharp and toothy agai nst bl ack space and gently curved.

There were no teeth in the Ringworld' s horizon, and no curves. It was a straight line, a
geoneter's |line, unimginably distant; barely visible as bl ack-agai nst-bl ack. How coul d Speaker
stand it? Louis wondered. Hour after hour, driving the Liar across and beneath the belly of this

artifact.

Loui s shuddered. G adually he was | earning the size, the scale of the Ringworld. It was
unpl easant, like all |earning processes.

He drew his eyes away fromthat terrible horizon, back to the illum nated area bel ow above them
Nessus said, "All the seas seemto be of the sanme order of magnitude."

"l"ve seen a few ponds," Teela contradicted him "And look, there's a river. It has to be a
river. But | haven't seen any big oceans."

Seas there were in plenty, Louis saw -- if he was right, and those flat bul ges were seas. Though
they were not all the sanme size, they seened evenly distributed, so that no regi on was w t hout
water. And -- "Flat. Al the seas have flattened bottons."

"Yes," said Nessus.

"That proves it. Al the seas are shallow. The R ngworlders aren't sea-dwellers. They use only
the top of an ocean. Like us."

"But all the seas have squiggly shapes," said Teela. "And the edges are al ways ragged. You know
what that neans?"

"Bays. All the bays anyone can use."

"Though your Ringworlders are |and-dwellers, they do not fear boats," said Nessus. "El se they
woul d not need the bays. Louis, these people will resenble humans in outlook. Kzinti hate water,
and ny species fears to drown."

You can learn a |l ot about a world, Louis thought, by |ooking at its underside. Soneday he woul d
wite a nonograph on the subject

Teela said, "It nmust be nice to carve your world to order."
"Don't you |ike your world, playmate?"
"You know what | mean."

"Power ?" Louis |iked surprises; he was indifferent to power. He was not creative; he did not
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make things; he preferred to find them

He saw sonet hi ng ahead of them A deeper bulge ... and a projecting fin, black in the Iight of
the throttled drives, hundreds of thousands of square nmiles in area.

It the others were seas, this was an ocean, the king of all oceans. It went by them endl essly;
and its underbelly was not flat. It |ooked |ike a topographical map of the Pacific COcean: valleys
and ridges, shall ows and depths and peaks tall enough to be i sl ands.

"They wanted to keep their sea |life," Teela guessed. "They needed one deep occan. The fin rmnust
be to keep the depths cool. A radiator.”

An ocean not deep enough, but easily broad enough, to swallow the Earth.
"Enough of this," the kzin said suddenly. "Now we nust see the inner surface."

"First then are neasurenents to take. Is the ring truly circular? A mnor deviation would spill
the air into space."

"W know that there is air, Nessus. The distribution of water on the inner surface will tell us
how the ring deviates fromcircularity.”

Nessus surrendered. "Very well. As soon as we reach the further rim

There were neteor wormhol es. Not many, but they were there. Louis thought w th amusenent that
the Ringworl ders had been remiss in cleaning out their solar system But no, these nust have cone
from outside, from between the stars. One conical crater floated by in the fusion light and Louis
saw a glint of light at the bottom sonething shiny, reflecting.

It nust be a glinpse of the ring floor. The ring floor, a substance dense enough to stop 40
percent of neutrinos, and presumably very rigid. Above/inward fromthe ring floor, soil and seas
and cities, and above these, air. Below outward fromthe ring floor, a spongy material, |ike foam
pl astic perhaps, to take the brunt of a nmeteoroid inpact. Mdst neteoroids would vaporise within
the thick foaned material; but a few would get through, to | eave conical holes with shiny bottons

Far down the length of the Ringworld, alnost beyond its infinitely gentle curve, Louis's eyes
found a dinple. That must have been a big one, he thought. Big enough to show by starlight, that
far away.

He did not call attention to the neteoroid dinple. H's eyes and nind were not yet used to the
proportions of the Ri ngworld.

CHAPTER 9 -- Shadow Squar es

Bl azi ng, the & sun dawned beyond the straight black rimof the ring. It was unconfortably
bright until Speaker touched a polarizer; and then Louis could | ook at the disc, and he found an
edge of shadow cutting its arc. Shadow square

"We nust be careful,” Nessus warned. "If we were to match velocities with the ring and hover
above the inner surface, we would surely be attacked."

Speaker's answer cane in a slurred runble. The kzin rmust be tiring after so many hours behind
the horseshoe of controls. "By what weapon would we be attacked? W have shown that the Ringworld
engi neers do not have so nuch as a working radio station."

"We cannot guess at the nature of their comunications. Tel epathy, perhaps, or resonant
vibrations in the ring floor, or electrical inmpulses in netal wires. Simlarly, we know nothing of
their weaponry. Hovering over their surface, we would be a serious threat. They woul d use what
weapons they have."

Loui s nodded his agreenent. He was not naturally cautious, and the Ringworld held himby the
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curiosity bunmp; but the puppeteer was right.

Hovering over the surface, the Liar would be a potential neteor. A big one. Mving at nerely
orbital speed, such a nmass was a hellish danger; for one touch of atnmosphere would send it
shrieki ng down at several hundred miles per second. Moving at faster than orbital speed, holding a
curved path with the drives, the ship would be a | esser but a surer threat; for if the drive were
to fail, "centrifugal force" would hurl the ship outward/ down at popul ated | ands. The Ri ngworl ders
woul d not take neteors lightly. Not when a single puncture in the ring floor would drain all the
worl d's breathing-air and spew it at the stars.

Speaker turned fromthe control board. It put himeye to eye with the puppeteer's flat heads.
"Your orders, then."

"First you nust slow the ship to orbital speed."”
"Then?"

"Accel erate toward the sun. W can inspect the ring's habitable surface to sone extent as it

di m ni shes bel ow us. Qur mmjor target shall be the shadow squares."

"Such caution is unnecessary and huniliating. We have no slightest interest in the shadow
squares."

Tanj! Louis thought. Tired and hungry as he was, would he now be called on to play peacemaker
for the aliens? It had been too | ong since any of them had eaten or slept. If Louis was tired, the
kzin nust be exhausted, spoiling for a fight.

The puppeteer was saying, "W have a definite interest in the shadow squares. Their area
intercepts nore sunlight than does the Ringworld itself. They woul d nake ideal thernpelectric
generators for the Ringworld s power supply.”

The kzin snarl ed sonething venonous in the Hero's Tongue. His reply in Interworld seened
ludicrously mld. "You are unreasonable. W surely have no interest in the source of the
Ri ngworld's power. Let us land, find a native, and ask hi mabout his power sources."

"I refuse to consider |anding."
"Do you question ny skill at the control s?"
"Do you question ny decisions as |eader?"

"Since you broach the subject --

"I still carry the tasp, Speaker. My word governs the disposal of the Long Shot and the second
quantum hyperdrive, and | amstill Hi ndnost aboard this ship. You will bear in nmnd --"

"Stop," said Louis. They | ooked at him

"Your argunents are premature,"” said Louis. "Why not turn our telescopes on the shadow squares?
That way you'll both have nore facts to shout at each other. It's nore fun that way."

Nessus faced hinself, eye to eye. The kzin sheathed his claws.

"On a nore pragmatic level," said Louis, "W're all bushed. Tired. Hungry. \Who wants to fight on
an enpty stomach? I'mgoing to catch an hour under a sleep set. | suggest you do the sane."

Teel a was shocked. "You don't want to watch? Well be seeing the inner side!"
"You watch. Tell me what happens."” He left.

* k k

He woke groggy and ravenous. Hunger pulled himfrom between sleeping plates, then kept himin
the cabin I ong enough to dial a handneal. Eating one-handed, he strolled out into the |ounge.
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"What' s happeni ng?"

Teel a answered, rather coldly, across the top of a reading screen. "You m ssed everything.
Sl aver ships, M st Denons, space dragons, canni bal starseeds, all attacking at once. Speaker had
to fend themoff with his bare hands. You'd have loved it."

"Nessus?"

The puppeteer answered fromthe control room "Speaker and | have agreed to nove on to the
shadow squares. Speaker is alseep. W will be in clear space soon."

"Anyt hi ng new?"
"Yes, considerable. Let nme show you."

The puppeteer did things to the scope screen controls. He nust have studied kzinti synbol ogy,
somewher e

The view in the scope screen was |like Earth seen froma great height. Muntains, |akes. valleys,
rivers, large bare spots that night be desert.

"Desert?"

"So it would seem Louis. Speaker took temperature and humidity spectra. Evidence accumul ates
that the Ringworld has reverted to savagery, at least in part. Wiy else would there be deserts?

"W found anot her deep salt ocean on the opposite side of the ring, as big as the one on this
side. Spectra confirned the salt. Cearly the engineers found it necessary to bal ance such
trenmendous nmasses of water."

Louis bit into his handneal .

"Your suggestion was a good one," Nessus renarked. "You may be our nost skilled diplonat,
despite Speaker's training and mine. It was after we turned the scope on the shadow squares that
Speaker agreed to a closer |ook."

"Ch? \hy?"

"We found a peculiarity. The shadow squares are noving at a speed confortably greater than
orbital velocity." Louis stopped chew ng.

"That is not inpossible," the puppeteer added. "The shadow squares may hol d natching stable
elliptical orbits. They need not maintam a constant distance fromthe primary."

Louis swallowed mghtily to clear the way for speech. "That's crazy. The length of the day would
vary!"

Teela said, "W thought it mght be to separate summer fromw nter, by making the nights shorter
and then |l onger. But that doesn't nake sense either."”

"No, it doesn't. The shadow squares nmeke their circuit in less than a nmonth. Wo needs a three-
week year?"

"You see the problem" said Nessus. "The abnornmality was too small to detect from our own
system What causes it? Does gravity increase anomal ously near the primary, requiring a higher
orbital speed? In any case, the shadow objects nerit a closer |ook."

* k%

Passing tinme was narked by the sharp bl ack edge of a shadow square passing across the sun

Presently the kzin left his room exchanged civilities with the humans in the | ounge, and
repl aced Nessus in the control room
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Shortly thereafter he emerged. There was no sound to indicate trouble; but Louis suddenly saw
that the puppeteer was backing away froma murderous kzinti glare. Speaker was ready to kill.

"Ckay," Louis said resignedly. "What's the trouble?"

"This leaf-eater,” the kzin began, and strangled on his anger. He started over. "Qur
schi zophreni c | eader-from behind has had us in a mnimumfuel orbit since | went to rest. At this
rate it will take us four nmonths to reach the belt of shadow squarts." And Speaker began to curse
in the Hero's Tongue.

"You put us in that orbit yourself," the puppeteer said mldly.

The kzin's voice rose in volunme. "It was ny intention to | eave the Ringwrld slowy, so that we
m ght have a long | ook at the inner surface. W might then accelerate directly toward the shadow
squares, arriving within hours instead of nonths!"

"There is no need to bellow, Speaker. If we accelerate toward the shadow squares, our projected
orbit will intersect the Ringworld. | wish to avoid that."

"He can aimfor the sun," said Teela.
They all turned to | ook at her.

"If the Ringworlders are afraid that we'll hit them" Teela explained patiently, "then they're
probably projecting our course. |If our projected course hits the sun, then we're not dangerous.
See?"

"That woul d work," said Speaker
The puppet eer shuddered. "You are the pilot. Do as you like, but do not forget --"

"l do not intend to fly us through the sun. In due tine | will natch our course to the shadow
squares."” And the kzin stonped back into the control room It is not easy for a kzin to stonp.

Presently the ship turned parallel to the ring. There was little sense of anythi ng happeni ng;
the kzin, follow ng orders, was using thrusters only. Speaker killed the ship's orbital velocity,
so that the ship was falling toward the sun; and then he swung the nose inward and began to
i ncrease velocity.

The Ringworld was a broad bl ue band nmarked with ripples and clots of blazing white cloud. It was
recedi ng visibly now. Speaker was in a hurry.

Louis dialed two bul bs of nbcha and handed one to Teel a.

He coul d understand the kzin's anger. The Ringworld terrified him He was convi nced he woul d
have to land ... and desperate to get it over with before he lost his nerve.

Presently Speaker returned to the | ounge. "W will reach the shadow square orbit in fourteen
hours. Nessus, we warriors of the Patriarchy are taught patience from chil dhood, but you | eaf-
eaters have the patience of a corpse.”

"We're noving," said Louis, and half rose. For the ship's nose was sw nging aside fromthe sun.

Nessus screamed and | eapt the length of the |ounge. He was in the air when the Liar lit up like
the interior of a flashbulb. The ship lurched --

Di scontinuity.

-- The ship lurched despite the cabin gravity. Louis snatched at the back of a chair and caught
it; Teela fell with incredible accuracy into her own crash couch; the puppeteer was folded into a
ball as he struck a wall. Al in an intense violet glare. The darkness lasted only an instant, to
be replaced by glowing light the color of a UV tube.

It was comng fromoutside, fromall around the hull.
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Speaker nust have finished aimng the Liar and turned it over to the autopilot. And then
t hought Louis, the autopilot must have revi ewed Speaker's course, decided that the sun was a
met eoroi d | arge enough to be dangerous, and taken steps to avoid it.

The cabin gravity was back to normal. Louis picked hinmself off the floor. He was unhurt. So,
apparently, was Teela. She was standing along the wall, peering steraward through the violet
light.

"Half nmy instrunent board is dead," Speaker announced.

"So are half your instrunents," said Teela. "The wing' s gone."
"Excuse me?"
"The wing's gone."

So it was. So was everything that had been attached to the wing: thrusters, fusion plants,
conmmuni cati on equi prent pods, |anding gear. The hull had been polished clean. Nothing was |eft of
the Liar save what had been protected by the General Products hull.

"We have been fired upon," said Speaker. "W are still being fired upon, probably by X-ray
lasers. This ship is nowin a state of war. Accordingly | take conmand."

Nessus was not arguing. He was still curled in a ball. Louis knelt beside himand probed wth
hi s hands.
"Finagle knows |I'mno doctor for aliens. | can't see that he's been hurt."

"He is nerely frightened. He attenpts to hide in his own belly. You and Teela will strap him
down and | eave him"

Louis was not surprised to find hinself obeying orders. He was badly shaken. A noment ago this
had been a spacecraft. Now it was little nore than a glass needle falling toward the sun

They lifted the puppeteer into the crash couch, his own, and tied himdown with the crash web.

"We face no peaceful culture,” said the kzin. "An X-ray laser is invariably a weapon of war.
Were it not for our invulnerable hull we would be dead."

Louis said, "The Slaver stasis field nmust have gone on too. No telling howlong we were in
stasis."”

"A few seconds
wi ng, fluorescing."

Teela corrected him "That violet light has to be the fog of nmetal from our
"Excited by the laser. Right. It's dissipating, | think." True enough, the glow was al ready | ess
i ntense.

"Unfortunate that our automatics are so single-nmindedly defensive. Trust a puppeteer to know
not hi ng of attack weapons!" said Speaker. "Even our fusion notors were on the wing. And still the
enenny fire on us! But they will learn what it nmeans to attack a kzin."

"You're going to chase them down?"
Speaker did not recognize sarcasm "l am"

"Wth what?" Loui s exploded. "You know what they left us? A hyperdrive and a |lifesystem that's
what they left us! W haven't got so much as a pair of attitude jets. You've got del usions of
grandeur if you think we can fight a war in this!"

"So the eneny believes! Little do they know --"

"What eneny?"
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"-- that in challenging a kzin --"

"Automatics, you dolt! An eneny would have started shooting the nmonment we cane in range!"”
"l too have wondered at their unusual strategy."

"Automatics! X-ray lasers for blasting meteors. Progranmed to shoot down anything that night hit
the ring. The nonment our projected freely falling orbit intercepted the ring, pow Lasers."

"That ... is possible." The kzin began cl osing panels over dead portions of the control board.
"But | hope you are wong."

"Sure. It'd help if you had soneone to blanme, wouldn't it?"

"I't would help if our course did not intercept the ring." The kzin had closed off half the
board. He continued to close panels as he talked. "Qur velocity is high. It will take us out of
the system beyond the local discontinuity, to where we can use the hyperdrive to return to the
puppeteer fleet. But first we nust miss the ring."

Louis hadn't thought that far ahead. "You had to be in a hurry, didn't you?" he said bitterly.

"At least we will mss the sun. The autonmatics will not have fired until our projected course
circled the sun."

"The lasers are still on," Teela reported. "l can see stars through the glow, but the glowis
still there. That nmeans were still ained at the ring surface, doesn't it?"

"It does if the lasers are automatic."
"I'f we hit the ring, will we be killed?"
"Ask Nessus. His race built the Liar. See if you can get himto unroll."

The kzin snorted in disgust. By now he had cl osed off npbst of the control board. Only a pitifu
fewlights still glowed to show that part of the Liar lived on

Teel a Brown bent over the puppeteer, who was still curled into a ball behind the fragile netting
of his crash web. Contrary to Louis's prediction, she had shown not the |east sign of panic since
the begi nning of the |aser attack. Now she slid her hands al ong the bases of the puppeteer's
necks, scratching gently, as she had seen Louis do once before.

"You're being a silly coward,"” she rebuked the frightened puppeteer. "Conme on and show your
heads. Cone on, look at ne. You'll miss all the excitenent!"”

* k%

Twel ve hours later, Nessus was still effectively in catatonia.

"When | try to coax himout, he only curls up tighter," Teela was near tears. They had retired
to their roomfor dinner, but Teela couldn't eat anything. "I'mdoing it wong, Louis. | knowit."

"You keep stressing excitenent. Nessus isn't after excitenent," Louis pointed out. "Forget it.
He isn't hurting himself or us. Wen he's needed he'll uncurl, if only to protect hinself.
Meanwhile let himhide in his own belly."

Teel a paced awkwardly, hal f-stunbling; she still hadn't conpletely adjusted to the difference
between ship's gravity and Earth's gravity. She started to speak, changed her mnd, changed it
again, and blurted, "Are you scared?”

"Yeah."
"I thought so," she nodded, and resuned pacing. Presently she asked, "Wy isn't Speaker scared?"

For the kzin had been nothing but active since the attack: catal oguing weaponry, doing prinmtive
trig calculations to plot their course, occasionally delivering concise, reasonable orders in a
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manner to conmand i nstant obedi ence.

"I think Speaker's terrified. Renmenber how he acted when he saw the puppeteer worlds? He's
terrified, but he won't | et Nessus know it."

She shook her head. "I don't understand. | don't! Wy is everyone frightened but ne?"

Love and pity tore at Louis's insides with a pain so old, so nearly forgotten that it was al nost
now. |I'mnew here, and everyone knows but nme! "Nessus was half right," he tried to explaim"You' ve
never been hurt at all, have you? You're too lucky to be hurt. W're afraid of being hurt, but you
don't understand, because it's never happened to you."

"That's crazy. |'ve never broken a bone or anything -- but that's not a psi power!"

"No. Luck isn't psi. Luck is statistics, and you're a nathematical fluke. Qut of forty-three
billion hman beings in known space, it would have been surprising if Nessus hadn't found soneone
like you. Don't yon see what he did?

"He took the group of people who were descendants of winners of the Birthright Lotteries. He
says there were thousands, but it's a good bet that if he hadn't found what he was after in those
t housands, he woul d have started | ooking through the |arger group of people with one or nore
ancestors born through the Lotteries. That gives himtens of nmillions of choices ..."

"What was he after?”

"You. He took his several thousand people and started elinminating the unlucky ones. Here a man
broke his finger when he was thirteen. This girl had personality problens. That one had acne. This
man gets in fights and | oses. That one won a fight, but lost the lawsuit. This guy flew node
rockets until he burnt a thunbnail off. This girl |oses constantly at roulette ... You see? You're
the girl who's always won. The toast never falls on the buttered side."

Teel a was | ooki ng thougbtful. "It's a probability thing then. But, Louis, | don't always wi n at
roulette.”

"But you never |ost enough to hurt you."
"No. "

"That's what Nessus | ooked for."

"You're saying |I'msone kind of freak."

"No, tanj it! |I'msaying you' re not. Nessus kept elimnating candi dates who were unl ucky, until
he wound up with you. He thinks found sone basic principle. All he's really found is the far end
of a normal curve.

"Probability theory says you exist. It also says that the next tine you flip a coin, your
chances of losing are just as good as nmine: fifty-fifty, because Lady Luck has no nenory at all."

Teel a dropped into a chair. "A fine good luck charm| turned out to be. Poor Nessus. | failed
him™"

"Serves himright."

The corners of her nouth twitched. "W could check it out."
"\What ?"

"Dial a piece of toast. Start flipping it."

* k%

The shadow square was bl acker than bl ack, of the expensively achieved, definitive black used in
hi gh school bl ack-body experinments. One corner notched an acute angle into the blue broken |ine of
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the Rhngworid. Wth that notch as a mark, a brain and eye could sketch in the rest of it, a narrow
obl ong of space-bl ackness, suspiciously void of stars. Already it cut off a good chunk of sky; and
it was grow ng.

Loui s wore bul bous goggles of a material that devel oped bl ack spots under the inmpact of too much
vertically inpinging light. Polarization in the hull was no | onger enough. Speaker, who was in the
control roomcontrolling whatever was left to control, also wore a pair. They had found two
separate | eases, each on a short strap, and nanaged to force them on Nessus.

To Louis's goggled eyes, the sun, twelve million niles distant, was a blurred rimof flane
around a wide, solid black disc. Everything was hot to the touch. The breathing-air plant was a
how i ng w nd.

Teel a opened her cabin door and hastily shut it again. Presently she reappeared wearing goggl es.
She joined Louis at the | ounge table.

The shadow square was a | ooming absence. It was as if a wet cloth had swept across a bl ackboard,
erasing a swath of chal k-mark stars

The howl of the air plant nade speech inpossible.

How woul d it dunp the heat, out here where the sun was a | oom ng furnace? It couldn't, Louis
decided. It nust be storing the heat. Somewhere in the breathing-air circuit was a point as hot as
a star, growing hotter by the second.

One nore thing to worry about.
The bl ack obl ong continued to swell.

It was the size that made it seemto approach so slowy. The shadow square was as broad as the
sun, nearly a mllion nmiles across, and nuch |onger: two-and-a-half ndlion nmiles |ong. Al nost
suddenly, it becanme trenendous. Its edge slid across the sun, and there was darkness.

The shadow square covered half the universe. Its borders were indeftite, black-on-black
terrible to see.

Part of the ship gl owed white behind the block of cabins. The air plant was radi ati ng waste heat
while it had the chance. Louis shrugged and turned back to watch the shadow square.

The scream of breathing-air stopped. It left a ringing in the ears.
"Well," Teela said awkwardly.

Speaker came out of the control room "A pity the scope screen is no | onger connected to
anything. There are so many questions it could answer."

"Li ke what ?" Loui s hal f-shout ed.

"Way are the shadow squares noving at nore than orbital velocity? Are they indeed power
generators for the engineers? What holds them face-down to the sun? Al the questions the |eaf-
eater asked could be answered, if we had a working scope screen.”

"Are we going to hit the sun?"

"Of course not. | told you that, Louis. W will be behind the shadow square for half an hour
Then, an hour later, we will pass between the next shadow square and the sun. If the cabin becones
too hot we can always activate the stasis field."

The ringing silence closed in. The shadow square was a featureless field of black, wthout
boundari es. A human eye can draw no data from pure bl ack

Presently the sun cane out. Again the cabin was filled with the how of the air plant.

Loui s searched the sky ahead until he found another shadow square. He was watching its approach
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when the |ightning struck again.

It looked like lightning. It came like Iightning, w thout warning. There was a nonent of
terrible light, white with a violet tinge. The ship lurched --

Di scontinuity.

-- lurched, and the light was gone. Louis reached under his goggles with two forefingers to rub
dazzl ed eyes.

"What was that?" Teela exclai nmed.

Louis's vision cleared slowy. He saw that Nessus had exposed a goggl ed head; that Speaker was
at work in one of the lockers; that Teela was staring at him No, at something behind him He
t ur ned.

The sun was a wide black disc, smaller than it had been, outlined in yellowwhite flane. It had
shrun considerably during the nonent in stasis. The nonent nust have |asted hours. The scream of
the air plant had faded to an irritating whine.

Sornet hi ng el se burned out there.

It was a | ooping thread of black, very narrow, outlined in violet-white. There seened to be no
endpoi nts. One end faded into the black patch that hid the sun. The other din ni shed ahead of the
Liar, until it was too small to see.

The thread was withing Iike an injured earthworm
"W seemto have hit sonething," Nessus said calmy. It was as if he had never been away.

" Speaker, you rmust go outside to investigate. Please don your suit."

"W are in a state of war," the kzin answered. "I comand."

"Excellent. What will you do now?"

The kzin had sense enough to remain silent. He had nearly finished donning the multiple balloon
and heavy backpack which served himas a pressure suit. Obviously he intended to go out for a
| ook.

* % %

He went out on one of the flycycles: a dunbbell-shaped thruster-powered vehicle with an arnthair
seat in the constriction

They wat ched hi m maneuver al ongside the withing thread of black. It had cool ed consi derably;
for the fringe of brightness around the goggl e-i nduced bl ack had di nmed from viol et-white through
white-white to orange-white. They watched Speaker's dark bul k | eave the flycycle and nove about
near the heated, withing wire.

They coul d hear him breathing. Once they heard a startled snarling sound. But he never said a
word into the suit phone. He was out there a fall half-hour, while the heated thing darkened to
near-invisibility.

Presently he returned to the Liar. When he entered the | ounge, he had their conplete and
respectful attention

"It was no thicker than thread," said the kzin. "You will notice that | hold half a grippy."

He held up the ruined tool for themto see. The grippy had been cut cleanly along a pl ane
surface, and the cut surface polished to mirror brightness.

"When | was cl ose enough to see how thin the thread was, | swung the grippy at it. The thread
cut cleanly through the steel. | felt only the slightest of togs."
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Louis said, "A variable-sword would do that."

"But a variable-sword blade is a netal wire enclosed in a Slaver stasis field. It cannot bend.
This-- thread was in constant notion, as you saw. "

"Sonet hi ng new, then." Sonething that cut like a variable-sword. Light, thin, strong, beyond
human skill. Sonmething that stayed solid at tenperatures where a natural substance woul d becone a
pl asma. "Something really new. But what was it doing in our way?"

"Consider. W were passing between shadow squares when we hit sonething unidentified.
Subsequently we found a seeningly infinite length of thread, at a tenperature conparable to the
interior of a hot star. Cbviously we hit the thread. It retained the heat of inpact. | surmise
that it was strung between the shadow squares."

"Probably was. But why?"

"We can only specul ate. Consoder," said Speaker-To-Aninals. "The R ngworld engi neers used the
shadow squares to provide intervals of night. To fulfill their purpose, the rectangl es nust
occlude. sunlight They would fail if they drifted edge-on to the sun

"The Ringworld engineers used their strange thread to join the rectangl es together in a chain.
They spun the chain at faster than orbital speed in order to put tension on the threads. The
threads are taut, the rectangles are held flat to the ring."

It nmade an odd picture. Twenty shadow squares in a Maypol e dance, their edges joined by threads
cut to lengths of five mllion mles ... "W need that thread,"” said Louis. "There's no limt to
what we could do with it."

"I had no way to bring it aboard. O to cut a length of it, for that matter."

The Puppeteer interposed. "Qur course nmay have been changed by the collision. Is there any way
to deternmine if we will nmiss the R ngworl d?"

Nobody coul d think of one.

"W may miss the ring, yet the collision may have taken too nuch of our nmonmentum We may fal
forever in an elliptical orbit,"” lamented the puppeteer. "Teela, your luck has played us false."

She shrugged. "I never told you | was a good |uck charm"

"I't was the Hi ndnost who so misinforned ne. Were he here now, | would have rude words for ny
arrogant fianc,."

* k%

D nner that night becane a ritual. The crew of the Liar took a |last supper in the |ounge. Teela
Brown was hurtingly beautiful across the table, in a flowi ng, floating black-and-tangerine garnent
that coul dn't have wei ghed as nmuch as an ounce.

Behi nd her shoul der, the Ringworld was slowy swelling. Qccasionally Teela turned to watch it.
They all did. But where Louis had to guess at the feelings of the aliens, in Teela he saw only
eagerness. She felt it, as he did: they would not miss the Ri ngworld.

In his | overmaking that night there was a ferocity that startled, then delighted her. "So that's
what fear does to you! I'll have to renenber."

He could not snile back. "I keep thinking that this could be the last tine.
added, to hinself.

Wth anyone, he

"Ch, Louis. Were in a General Products hull!"
"Suppose the stasis field doesn't go on? The hull might survive the inpact, but we'd be jelly."

"For Finagle's sake, stop worrying!" She ran her fingernails across his back, reaching around
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fromboth sides. He pulled her close, so that she couldn't see his face ..

When she was deeply asleep, floating Iike a |lovely dream between the sleeping plates, he |eft
her. Exhausted, satiated, he lolled in a hot bathtub with a bulb of cold bourbon bal anced on the
rim

There had been pl easures to sanple one nore tine.

* k k

Baby blue with white streaks, navy blue with no details, the Ringworld spread across the sky. At
first only the cloud cover showed detail: storms, parallel streaners, woolly fleece, all
dim nutive. Gowi ng. Then outlines of seas ... the Ringworld was approximately hal f water

Nessus was in his couch, strapped down, curled protectively around hinself. Speaker and Teel a
and Louis Wi, strapped down and wat chi ng.

"Better watch this," Louis advised the puppeteer. "Topography could be inportant later."
Nessus obliged: one flat python head enmerged to watch the inpending | andscape.
Cceans, bent |ightning-forks of river, a string of nountains.

No sign of life below. You' d have to be less than a thousand nmiles up to see signs of
civilization. The Ri ngworld went past, snatching detail away al nost before it could be recogni zed.
Detail wasn't going to matter, it was being pulled frombeneath them They would strike unknown,
unseen territory.

Estimated intrinsic velocity of ship: two hundred niles per second. Easily enough to carry them
safely out of the system had not the Ringworld intervened.

The | and rose up and sidew se, 770 mles per second sidew se. Slantw se, a sal amander-shaped sea
came at them grow ng, underneath, gone. Suddenly the | andscape bl azed vi ol et!

Di scontinuity.

CHAPTER 10 -- The Ri ng Fl oor

An instant of light, violet-white, flashbulb-bright. A hundred miles of atnosphere, conpressed
in an instant to a star-hot cone of plasma, slapped the Liar hard across the nose. Louis blinked.

L4Dui s blinked, and they were down.
He heard Teela's frustrated conplaint: "Tanj! We nmissed it all!"

And the puppeteer's answer: "To witness titanic events is always dangerous, usually painful, and
often fatal. Be grateful for the Slaver stasis field, if not for your undependabl e |uck."

Louis heard these things and ignored them He was horribly dizzy as eyes tried to find a | eve

The sudden transition, fromterrible fall to stable ground, would have been di zzyi ng enough
without the Liar's attitude to nake it worse. The Liar was forty-five degrees short of being
exactly upside down. Wth her cabin gravity still working perfectly, she wore the | andscape like a
tilted hat.

The sky was a hi gh-noon sky fromEarth's tenperate zone. The | andscape was puzzling: shiny-flat
and translucent, with distant reddi sh-brown ridges. One would have to go outside to see it

properly.
Loui s rel eased his crash web and stood up.

H s bal ance was precarious; for his eyes and his inner ear disagreed on the direction of down.
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He took it slowy. Easy. No hurry. The energency was over.

He turned, and Teela was in the airlock. She was not wearing a pressure suit. The inner door was
just closing. He bellowed, "Teela, you silly leucoto, come out of there!"

Too |l ate. She couldn't possibly have heard himthrough the closed hermetic seal. Louis sprang to
t he | ockers.

The air samplers on the Liar's wi ng had been vaporized with the rest of the Liar's externa
sensors. He would have to go out in a pressure suit and use the chest sensors to find out if the
Ringworld's air could be breathed safely.

Unl ess Teel a col | apsed and died before he could get out. Then he woul d know.
The outer door was openi ng.

Automatically the internal gravity went off in the airlock. Teela Brown dropped headfirst
t hrough the open door, clutched frantically for a door janb, had it for just |ong enough to change
her angle of fall. She |landed on her tail instead of her skull.

Lows clinbed into his pressure suit, zipped up the chest, donned the helnet and cl osed the
cl anps. Qutside and overhead, Teela was on her feet, rubbing herself where she had | anded. She
hadn't stopped breathing, thank Finagle for his forebearance.

Louis entered the lock. No point in checking his suit's air. He'd only be in the suit |ong
enough for the instrunents to tell himif he could breath outside air.

He renmenbered the tilt of the ship in time to grab at the janb as the airl ock opened. As the
cabin gravity went off Louis swung around, hung by his hands for an instant, and dropped.

H s feet shot out fromunder himthe nmonent they touched ground. He | anded hard on his gl uteus
mexi m .

The flat, grayish, translucent nmaterial beneath the ship was terribly slippery. Louis tried once
to stand, then gave it up. Sitting, he exam ned the dials on his chest.

Hi s hel net spoke to himin Speaker's furry voice.

"Louis."

"Yeah. "

"I's the air breathabl e?"

"Yeah. Thin, though. Say a nile above sea level, Earth standard."
"Shall we cone out?"

"Sure, but bring aline into the lock and tie it to something. therwi se we'll never get back
up. Watch out when you get down. The surface is alnost frictionless.”

Teel a was having no trouble with the slippery surface. She stood awkwardly, with her arns
folded, waiting for Louis to quit fooling around and take off his hel met.

He did. "I have sonething to tell you," he said. And he spoke rudely to her

He spoke of the uncertainties in spectroanalysis of an atnosphere fromtwo |ight years away. He
spoke of subtle poisoin nmetal conpounds, and strange dusts, organic wastes and catal ysts, which
can poi son an otherw se breat habl e at nosphere, and which can only be detected fromon actual air
sanpl e. He spoke of crimnal carel essness and cul pable stupidity; he spoke of the unwi sdomin
vol unteering one's services as a guinea pig. He said it all before the aliens could | eave the
airl ock.

Speaker came down hand over hand, | anded on his feet and noved a few steps away, cat-careful
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bal anced |ike a dancer. Neesus canme down gripping the rope with alternate sets of teeth. He |anded
in tripod position

If either of themnoticed that Teel a was upset, they gave no sign. They stood below the tilted
hull of the Liar, |ooking about them

They were in an enornous, shallow gully. Its floor was translucent gray and perfectly flat and

snooth, like a vast glass tabletop. Its borders, a hundred yards fromthe ship in either
direction, were gentle slopes of black lava. The lava seened to ripple and fl ow before Louis's
eyes. It nust be still hot, he decided, fromthe inpact of the Liar's |anding. The shallow | ava

wal | s stretched away behind the ship, away and away, perfectly straight, until they dwindled to a
vani shi ng point.

Louis tried to stand up. O the four of themhe was the only one having trouble with his
bal ance. He reached his foot, then stood precariously bal anced, unable to nove.

Speaker - To- Ani mal s unsheathed his flashlight-laser and fired at a point near his feet. They
wat ched the point of green light ... in silence. There was no crackle of solid material exploding
into vapor. No steam or smoke formed where the beam struck. When Speaker rel eased the trigger
button, the light was gone instantly; the spot was not glow ng, nor was it narked in any way.

Speaker delivered the verdict. "W are in a furrow plowed by our own | anding. The ring

foundati on material nust have ultinmately stopped our fall. Nessus, what can you tell us about it?"
"This is sonething new," the puppeteer answered. "It seems to retain no heat. Yet it is not a
variant on the General Products hall, nor on the Slaver stasis field."
"We' || need protection to clinb the walls," said Louis. He wasn't particularly interested in the

ring foundation naterial. Not then. "You'd better stay here, all of you, while I clinb up."
After all, he was the only one wearing a heat-insul ated pressure suit.

"I'I'l come along," said Teela. Mwving wthout effort, she came up under his arm He | eaned
heavily on her, stunmbling but not falling, as they noved toward the bl ack | ava sl ope

The | ava was good footing, though steep. "Thanks," he said, and he started up. A nonent l|later he
realized that Teela was following him He said nothing. The faster she learned to | ook before she
| eapt, the | onger she'd Ilive.

They were a dozen yards up the sl ope when Teel a yell ed and began danci ng. Kicking high, she
turned and pelted downsl ope. She slid like an ice skater when she hit the ring floor. Sliding,
gliding, she turned with her hands on her hips and glared upward, baffled and injured and angry.

It could have been worse, Louis told hinself. She could have slipped and fallen and burned her
bare hands -- and he'd still have been right. He continued to clinb, repressing ugly pangs of
guilt.

The bank of lava was approximtely forty feet high. At the top it gave way to cl ean white sand

They had | anded in a desert. Searching the near distance with his eyes, Louis could find no sign
of vegetation-green or water-blue. That was a piece of luck. The Liar could as easily have pl owed
through a city.

O through several cities! The Liar had plowed quite a furrow ..

It stretched long nmiles across the white sand. In the distance, beyond where that gouge ended,
anot her began. The ship had bounced, not once, but many tinmes. The gouge of the Liar's |anding
went on and on, narrowing to no nore than a dotted line, a trace ... Louis let his eyes foll ow
that trace, and he found hinself |l ooking into infinity.

The Ri ngworld had no horizon. There was no |ine where the |and curved away fromthe sky. Rather,
earth and sky seemed to nerge in a region where details the size of continents would have been
mere points, where all colors blended gradually into the blue of sky. The vani shing point held his
eyes fixed. Wien he blinked, as he finally did, it was with deliberate effort.
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Li ke the void nist of Mount Lookitthat, seen decades ago and light-centuries away ... like the
undi storted deeps of space, as seen by a Belt miner in a singleship ... the Ringworld' s horizon
could grip the eye and the nmind of a nan before he was aware of the danger

Louis turned to face into the gully. He shouted, "The world is flat!"
They | ooked up at him

"We ripped quite a line comng down. | can't see that there's anything |iving around here, so we
were |lucky. Where we hit, the earth splashed; | can see a scattering of small craters, secondary
nmet eorites, back along the way we cane.

He turned. "In the other direction ..." and he stopped.

"Loui s?"
"That's the biggest tanj nmountain | ever sawin ny life."
"Louis!"

He had spoken too softly. "A nountain!" he bellowed. "Wait'll you see it! The Ringworld
engi neers nmust have wanted to put one big nountain in the world, one nmountain too big to use. Too
big to grow coffee on, or trees, too big even for skiing. It's nmagnificent!"

It was magnificent. One mountain, roughly conical, all alone, formng no part of a chain. It had
the I ook of a vol cano, a nock-vol cano, for beneath the Ringworld there was no nagma to form
vol canos. Its base was lost in nmist. Its higher slopes showed clear through what mnust be thinning
air, and its peak had a shiny | ook of snow dirty snow, not bright enough to be cl ean snow.
Per haps permafrost.

There was a crystal clarity to the edges of the peak. Could it thrust clear out of the
at nosphere? A real mountain that size would collapse of its own weight; but this nountain would be
a nere shell of ring foundation materi al

"I'mgoing to like the Ringworld engineers,"” said Louis Wi to hinself. On a world built to
ordered specification, there was no | ogical reason for such a nountain to exist. Yet every world
shoul d have at | east one unclinbabl e nountain

Beneath the curve of the hull, they waited for him Their questions boiled down to one. "Did you
see any sign of civilization?"

They made hi m descri be everything he' d seen. They established directions. Spinward was back
al ong the nmeteoric furrow dug by the Liar's landing. Antispinward was the opposite direction
toward the mountain. Port and starboard were to the left and right of a man facing spi nward.

"Could you see any of the rimwalls to port or starboard?"
"No. | don't understand why. They should have been there."
"Unfortunate," said Nessus.

"I nmpossi ble. You can see for thousands of miles up there."
"Not inmpossible. Unfortunate."

Agai n: "Could you see nothing beyond the desert?"

"No. Along way to port, | saw a trace of blue. M ght have been ocean. M ght have been just

di st ance. "

"No buil di ngs?"
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"Not hi ng. "

"Contrails in the sky? Straight lines that night have been freeways?"
"Not hi ng. "

"Did you see any sign of civilization?"

"If I had, I1'd tell you. For all | know, the whole ten trillion of 'emnoved to a real Dyson
sphere |l ast nonth."

"Louis, we nust find civilization."
"l know that."

It was too obvious. They had to get off the Ringworld; and they weren't going to nove the Liar
by thenmsel ves. True barbarians woul d not be hel p enough, no matter how nunerous or how friendly.

"There is one bright aspect to all this," said Louis Wi. "W don't have to repair the ship. If
we can just get the Liar off the ring, the ring's rotation will fling it, and us, out of the
star's gravity well. Qut to where we can use the hyperdrive."

"But first we nust find help."
"Or force help," said Speaker

"But why do you all just stand here tal king?" Teela burst out. She had been waiting silent in
the circle, letting the others thrash it out. "W' ve got to get out of here, don't we? Wiy not get
the flycycles out of the ship? Lets get noving! Then tal k!"

"I amreluctant to | eave the ship," the puppeteer stated.

"Reluctant? Are you expecting hel p? Is anyone the least bit interested in us? Did anyone answer
our radio calls? Louis says we're in the nmddle of a desert. How long are we going to sit here?"

She could not reafize that Nessus had to work up his courage. And, thought Louis, she had no
pati ence at all.

"OfF course we will |eave," said the puppeteer. "I nmerely stated ny reluctance. But we nust
deci de where we will go. Else we will not know what to take and what to | eave behind."

"W head for the nearest rimwall."

"She's right," said Louis. "If there's civilization anywhere, it'll be at the rimwall. But we
doin' know where it is. | should have been able to see it fromup there."

"No," said the puppeteer

"You weren't there, tanjit! You could see forever up there! Thousands of niles w thout a break!
Wait a mnute.”

"The Rhngworld is nearly a million UN niles across."

"I was just about to realize that," said Louis Wi. "Scale. It keeps fouling ne up. | just can't
sual i ze anything this big!"

\Y

"I't will cone to you," the puppeteer reassured him

"I wonder. Maybe my brain isn't big enough to hold it. | keep renenbering how narrow the ring
| ooked from deep space. Like a thread of blue ribbon. Blue ribbon," Louis repeated, and shivered

If each rimwall were a thousand mles high, then how far away would it need to be before Louis
Wi couldn't see it at all?
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Assume that Louis Wi can see through a thousand miles of dust-Iladen, water-vapor-I|aden, somewhat
terrestrial air. If such air gave way to effective vacuumat forty niles ..

Then the nearest rimwall nust be at |east twenty-five thousand niles away.

If you flew that far on Earth, you would have returned to your starting point. But the nearest
rimwall mght be nuch further than that.

"We cannot drag the Liar behind our skycycles," Speaker was saying. "Wre we attacked, we would
have to cut the ship |oose. Better to |leave it here, near a prom nent |andmark."

"Who sai d anything about draggi ng the ship?"

"A good warrior thin of everything. W may end by dragging the ship in any case, if we cannot

find help at the rim"

"W will find help,"” said Nessus.

"He's probably right," said Louis. "The spaceports are at the rim If the whole ring went back
to the stone age, and civilization started to spread again, it would start with returning
ranmshi ps. It would have to."

"You speculate wildly," said Speaker
"Maybe. "

"But | agree with you. | nmight add that if the ring has lost all of its great secrets, we m ght
still find nmachinery at the spaceport. Working machi nery, machinery which can be repaired.”

But which ri mwas cl oser?

"Teela's right,"'
further."

Loui s said suddenly. "Let's get to work. At night we'll be able to see

Hours of hard | abor foll owed. They noved nachinery, sorted it out, |owered heavy itens by wire
fromthe ship's airlock. The sudden shifts of gravity posed probl ens, but none of the equiprent
was particularly fragile.

Sonetime during those hours, Louis caught Teela in the ship while the aliens were outside.
"You' ve been | ooking |ike sonmeone poi soned your favorite orchid-thing. Care to talk about it?"

She shook her head, avoiding his eyes. Her |ips, he saw, were perfect for pouting. She was one
of those rare, lucky wonen whom cryi ng does not make ugly.

"Then I'11 tal k. When you went out the lock without a pressure suit, | dressed you down good.
Fifteen mnutes later you tried to clinb a slope of congealing | ava weari ng nothing but ship-
slippers.™

"You wanted ne to burn ny feet!"

"That's right. Don't look so surprised. W need you. W don't want you killed. | want you to
learn to be careful. You never |earned before, so you'll have to |learn now You'll renmenber your
sore feet longer than you remenber ny lectures."”

"Need nme! That's a | augh. You know why Nessus brought ne here. |I'ma good |uck charmthat
failed. "

"I"I'l grant you blew that one. As a good |luck charm you're fired. Cone on, snile. W need you
We need you to keep ne happy, so | don't rape Nessus. W need you to do all the heavy work while
we lie about in the sun. We need you to nake intelligent suggestions."

She forced a smile. It broke apart and she was crying. She buried her face in his shoul der and
sobbed agai nst him wackingly, her fingernails digging hard into his back
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It was not exactly the first tinme a woman had cried on Louis Wi; but Teel a probably had nore
reason than nost. Louis held her, rubbing his fingers along the nuscles of her back in a half-
automatic attenpt at a nassage, and waited it out.

She talked into the material of his pressure suit. "How was | to know the rock would burn ne?"

"Remenber the Finagle Laws. The perversity of the universe tends toward a nmaxi mum The universe
is hos--"

"But it hurt!"”

"The rock turned on you. It attacked you. Listen," he pleaded. "You ve got to learn to think
paranoi d. Think |ike Nessus."

"I can'"t. | don't know how he thinks. | don't understand himat all." She raised her tear-
stained face. "I don't understand you."

"Yeah." He ran his thunbs hard al ong the edges of her shoul der bl ades, then down her vertebrae
"Listen," he said presently. "Suppose | said the universe is ny eneny. Wuld you think I was
nut s?"

She nodded vi gorously, angrily.

"The universe is against ne," said Louis WiI. "The universe hates ne. The uni verse makes no
provi sion for a two-hundred-year-old man.

"What is it that shapes a species? Evolution, isn't it? Evolution gives Speaker his night vision
and his bal ance. Evolution gives Nessus the reflex that turns his back on danger. Evolution turns
a man's sex off at fifty or sixty. Then evolution quits.

"Because evolution is through with any organi smonce that organismis too old to breed. You
foll ow me?"

"Sure. You're too old to breed," she nocked himbitterly.

"Right. A few centuries ago some biol ogi cal engineers carved up the genes of a ragweed and
produced boosterspice. As a direct result, I amtwo hundred years old and still healthy. But not
because the universe | oves ne.

"The universe hates ne," said Louis Wt. "It's tried to kill ne many tines. | wish | could show
you the scars. It'll keep trying, too."

"Because you're too old to breed."

"Finagle in hysterics, wonan! You're the one who doesn't know how to take care of herself! W're
in unknown territory; we don't know the rules, and we don't know what we might neet. If you try to
wal kK on hot lava, you could get nore than sore feet next time. Stay alert. You understand nme?"

"No," said Teela. "No."

Later, after she had washed her face, they carried the fourth flycycle into the airlock. For
hal f an hour the aliens had left them alone. Had they decided to avoid two humans dealing with
strictly human probl ems? Maybe, maybe.

Bet ween high walls of black |ava stretched an infinite strip of ring foundation naterial as flat
as a polished tabletop. In the foreground, a trenendous gl ass cathode tube lay on its side.
Beneath the curving flank of the transparent cylinder, a cluster of machinery and four odd figures
| ooking slightly lost.

"How about water?" Louis was asking. "I couldn't see any |akes. Do we have to haul our own
wat er ?"

"No." Nessus opened the aft section of his own flycycle to show themthe water tank and the
cool er-extractor which would condense water fromthe air.
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The flycycles were mracles of conpact design. Aside fromtheir highly individualistic saddles,
they were built all alike: a pair of four foot spheres joined by the constriction that held the
saddle. Half the rear section was |uggage space, and there was harness for stringing additiona
gear. Four flat feet, extended now for |anding, would recess against the two spheres during
flight.

The puppeteer's flycycle had a reclining saddle, a belly-bed with three grooves for his three
| egs. Nessus would he imobile on his belly, controlling the vehicle with his nouths.

The 'cycles intended for Louis and Teela hel d padded contour chairs with neck rests and power
controls for attitude. Like Nessus's and Speaker's, these saddles rested in the constriction in
the 'cycle's dunbbell shape, and were split to accommpdate | eg supports. Speaker's saddl e was nuch
| arger and broader, and without a neck rest. There was rigging for tools on both sides of his
saddl e. For weapons?

"We nust carry anything that could conceivably be used as a weapon," Speaker was saying, as he
prow ed restlessly anong the scattered machinery.

"W brought no weapons," Nessus answered. "Because we wi shed to show oursel ves as peaceful, we
brought no weapons at all."

"Then what are these?" Speaker had al ready assenbl ed a sonmewhat sparse collection of |ightweight
artifacts.

"All tools,"” said Nessus. He pointed. "These are flashlight-lasers with variable beans. At night
one can see great distances with these, for one can narrow the beamindefinitely by turning this
ring. Indeed, one nust be careful not to burn holes in nearby objects or persons, for the beam can
be nmade perfectly parallel and extremely intense.

"These dueling pistols are for settling argunments between ourselves. They fire a ten-second
charge. One nust be careful not to touch this safety button, because --"

"Because then it fires an hour's charge. That's a Jinxian nodel, isn't it?"

"Yes, Louis. And this itemis a nodified digging tool. Perhaps you know of the digging too
found in a Slaver stasis box --"

He neant the Slaver disintegrator, Louis decided. The disintegrator was indeed a digging tool
Where its narrow beamfell, the charge on the electron was tenporarily suppressed. Solid natter
rendered suddenly and violently positive, tended to tear itself into a fog of nonatom c dust.

"It is worthless as a weapon," the kzin runbled. "W have studied it. It works too slowy to be
used agai nst an eneny."

"Exactly. A harnmless toy. This item--" The itemheld in the puppeteer's nouth | ooked like a
doubl e-barrel ed shotgun, except that the handle had a characteristic puppeteer-built |ook, Iike
qui cksi |l ver caught in the act of flowing fromone shape to another

"This itemis exactly like the Sl aver disintegrator digging tool except that one beam suppresses
the positive charge on the proton. One should be careful not to use both beans at once, as the
beans are parallel and separate.”

"l understand," said the kzin. "If the twin beamwere allowed to fall next to each other, there
would be a current flow "

"Exactly."
"Do you believe thew makeshifts will be adequate? There is no guessing what we shall neet."

"That's not quite true," said Louis Wi. "This isn't a planet, after all. If there was an ani mal
the Ringworlders didn't like, chances are they left it hone. W won't neet any tigers. O
nosqui t oes. "

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworld.txt (83 of 202) [1/14/03 8:28:53 PM]



file://IF|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworl d.txt
"Suppose the Ringworlders liked tigers?" Teela wondered.

It was a valid point despite its facetious sound. Wat did they know of Ringworld physiol ogy?
Only that they came froma water world using approximately & starlight. On that basis they m ght
| ook |ike humans, puppeteers, kzinti, grogs, dolphins, killer whales, or spermwhales; but they
probably woul dn't.

"W will fear the Ringworlders nore than their pets," Speaker predicted. "W nust take al
possi bl e weapons. | reconmend that | be placed in charge of this expedition until such tine as we
may | eave the Ring."

"I have the tasp."

"l have not forgotten that, Nessus. You may think of the tasp as an absol ute veto power. |
suggest that you show reluctance to use it. Think, all of you!" The kzin | ooned over them five
hundred pounds of teeth and claws and orange fur. "W are all supposed to be sentient. Think of
our situation! W have been attacked. Qur ship is half destroyed. W must travel an unknown
di stance across unknown territory. The powers of the R ngworlders were once enornous. Are they
still enornous, or do they now use nothing nore conplex than a spear made from a sharpened bone?

"They might equally well have transnutation, total conversion beans, anything that may have been
required to build this --" the kzin | ooked around him at the glassy floor and the black |ava

wal | s; and perhaps he shuddered. "-- this incredible artifact”
"I have the tasp," said Nessus. "The expedition is nine."

"Are you pleased with its success? | nean no insult, | intend no challenge. You nust place nme in
command. O the four of us, | alone have had training in war."

"Let's wait," Teela suggested. "We may not find anything to fight."
"Agreed," said Louis. He didn't fancy being led by a kzin

"Very well. But we nust take the weapons.™

They began to |l oad the flycycles.

* k% %

There was ot her equi pment besi des weaponry. Canping equi prent, food testing and food rebuil ding
kits, phials of dietary additives, lightweight air filters ..

There were comuni cator di scs designed to be worn on a human or kzinti wist or a puppeteer
neck. They were bul ky and not particularly confortable.

"Why these?" Low asked. For the puppeteer had already shown themthe intercomsystembuilt into
the flycycles.

"They were originally intended to comunicate with the Liar's autopilot, so that we nmight sumon
t he ship when necessary."

"Then why do we need t hem now?"

"As translators, Louis. Should we run into sentient beings, as seens likely, we will need the
autopilot to translate for us."

n G.l n

They were finished. Equipnent still rested beneath the Liar's hull, but it was usel ess stuff:
free-fall equipment for deep space, the pressure suits, sone replacenent parts for nachinery
vapori zed by the R ngworl d defense system They had | oaded even the air fllters, nore because they
were no nore bul ky than handkerchi efs than because they were likely to be needed.

Louis was bone tired. He nounted his flycycle and | ooked about him wondering if he had
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forgotten anything. He saw Teela staring straight upward, and even through the mi st of exhaustion
he saw that she was horrified.

"There ain't no justice," she swore. "It's still noon!"

"Don't panic. The --"

"Loui s! We've been working for a good six hours, | know we have! How could it be still noon?"
"Don't worry about it. The sun doesn't set, renenber?"

"Doesn't set?" Her hysteria ended as suddenly as it had begun. "Ch. O course it doesn't set.'

"We'| | have to get used to it. Look again; isn't that the edge of a shadow square agai nst the
sun?"

Sonet hi ng had certainly nipped a chord out of the sun's disc. The sun dininished as they
wat ched.

"We had best take flight," said Speaker. "When darkness falls we should be aloft."

CHAPTER 11 -- The Arch of Heaven

Four flycycles rose in a dianmond cluster through wani ng daylight. The exposed ring flooring
dr opped away.

Nessus had shown them how to use the slave circuits. Now each of the other 'cycles was
programed to inmitate whatever Louis's did. Louis was steering for themall. In a contoured seat
Ii ke a masseur couch without the masseur attachments, he guided his 'cycle with pedals and a
j oysti ck.

Four transparent niniature heads hovered |ike hallucinations above his dashboard. These incl uded
a lovely raven-haired siren, a ferocious quasi-tiger with eyes that were too aware, and a pair of
silly-1ooking one-eyed pythons. The intercom hookup was working perfectly, with results conparable
to deliriumtrenens.

As the flycycles rose above the black |ava slopes, Louis watched the others for their
expr essi ons.

Teel a reacted first. Her eyes scainned the mddle distance, and rose, and found infinity where
they had al ways before found linits. They went big and round, and Teela's face lit |ike sunlight
breaki ng through stormclouds. "Ch, Louis!"

"What an extraordinarily large nountain!" Speaker said.
Nessus sai d nothing. H s heads bobbed and circl ed nervously.

Dar kness fell quickly. A black shadow swept suddenly across the giant nmountain. In seconds it
was gone. The sun was only a golden sliver now, cut by blackness. And something took shape in the
dar keni ng sky.

An enornmous arch

Its outline grewrapidly clear. As the land and sky grow dark, the true glory of the Ri ngworld
sky energed agai nst the night.

The Ringworld arched over itself in stripes of baby blue swirled with white cloud, in narrower
stripes of near-black. At its base the arch was very broad. It narrowed swiftly as it rose. Near
the zenith it was no nore than a broken line of glow ng blue-white. At the zenith itself the arch
was cut by the otherwise invisible ring of shadow squares.

The skycycles rose quickly, but in silence. The sonic fold was a nost effective insulator. Louis
heard no wi ndsong fromoutside. He was all the nore startled when his private bubble of space was
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viol ated by a scream of orchestral nusic.
It sounded as though a steam organ had expl oded.

The sound was painfully loud. Louis slapped his hands over his ears. Stunned, he did not at once
realize what was happening. Then he flicked the intercomcontrol, and Nessus's inmage went |ike a
ghost at dawn. The scream (a church choir being burnt alive?) dimnished considerably. He could
still hear it keening at second hand (a gutshot stereo set?) through Speaker's and Teela's
i ntercom

"Way did he do that?" Teela exclained in astoni shment.
"Terrified. It'll take himawhile to get used to it."
"Used to what?"

"I take conmand, " Speaker-To- Ani mal s booned. "The herbivore is incapable to nake deci sions.
declare this mssion to be of mlitary nature, and | take command."

For a moment Louis considered the only alternative: claimng the | eader's place for hinself. But
who wanted to fight a kzin? In any case, the kzin would probably nmake a better |eader.

By now the flycycles were half a mile up. Sky and |land were nostly black; but on the black |and
wer e bl acker shadows, giving formif not color to the map; and the sky was sprinkled with stars,
and nastered by that ego-snashing arch

Qddly, Louis found hinself thinking of Dante's Divine Conedy. Dante's universe had been a
complex artifact, with the souls of nmen and angel s shown as precisely nmachined parts of the vast
structure. The Ringworld was obtrusively an artifact, a made thing. You couldn't forget it, not
for an instant; for the handl e rose overhead, huge and blue and checkered, from beyond the edge of
infinity.

Smal | wonder Nessus had been unable to face it. He was too afraid -- and too realistic. Perhaps
he saw the beauty; perhaps not. Certainly he saw that they were marooned on an artificia
structure bigger in area than all the worlds of the former puppeteer enpire.

"I believe | can see the rimwalls," said Speaker

Louis tore his eyes away fromthe archng sky. He | ooked to "port" and "starboard" and his heart
sank.

To the left (they were facing back along the gouge of the Liar's landing, so that |left was
port), the edge of the rimwall was a barely visible line, blue-black on blue-black. Louis could
not guess its height. Its base was not even hinted. Only the top edge showed; and when he stared
at it it disappeared. That |ine was about where the horizon might have been; so that it might as
easily have been the base as the top of sonething.

To right and starboard, the other rimwall was virtually identical. The sanme hei ght, the sane
picture, the same tendency of the line to fade away beneath a steady stare.

Apparently the Liar had smashed down very close to the median line of the ring. The rimwalls
seened equally distant ... which put themnearly half a mllion mles away.

Louis cleared his throat. "Speaker, what do you think?"
"To ne the port wall seens fractionally higher."
"Ckay." Louis turned left. The other 'cycles followed, still on slave circuits.

Louis activated the intercomfor a |look at Nessus. The puppeteer was hugging his saddle with al
three legs; his heads were tucked between his body and the saddle. He was flying blind.

Teel a said, "Speaker, are you sure?"
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"Of course," the kzin answered. "The portside rimwall is visibly larger."

Louis smiled to uniself. He had never had war training, but he knew sonmething of war. He'd been
caught on the ground during a revolution on Winderl and, and had fought as a guerilla for three
nont hs before he could get to a ship.

One mark of a good officer, he renenbered, was the ability to nake qui ck decisions. If they
happened to be right, so nuch the better

* % %

They flew to port over black |Iand. The Ring glowed far brighter than noonlight, but noonlight
does little to light a | andscape fromthe air. The neteor gully, the rip the Liar had torn across
the Ringworld' s surface, was a silver thread behind them Eventually it faded into the dark

The skycycles accelerated steadily and in silence. At a little below the speed of sound, a
rushi ng sound penetrated the sonic fold. It reached a peak at sonic speed, then cut off sharply.
The sonic fold found a new shape, and again there was sil ence

Shortly thereafter the 'cycles reached cruising speed. Louis relaxed within the 'cycle seat. He
estimated that he woul d be spending nore than a nonth in that seat, and he might as well get used
toit.

Presently (because he was the only one flying, and it would not do to fall asleep) he began
testing his 'cycle.

The rest facilities were sinple, confortable, and easy to use. But undignified!

He tried pushing his hand into the sonic fold. The fold was a force field, a network of force
vectors intended to guide air currents around the space occupied by the flycycle. It was not
i ntended to behave like a glass wall. To Louis's hand it felt like a hard wind, a wind that pushed
straight toward himfromevery direction. He was in a protected bubble of noving w nd.

The sonic fold seenmed idiot-proof.

He tested that by pulling a facial tissue froma slot and dropping it. The tissue fluttered
underneath the 'cycle, and then it rested on the air, vibrating nmadly. Louis was willing to
believe that if he fell out of his seat, which would not be easy, he would be caught by the sonic
fold and woul d be able to clinb back up again

It figured. Puppeteers ..

The water tube gave himdistilled water. The food slot gave himflat reddi sh-brown bricks. Six
times he dialed a brick, took a bite, and dropped the brick into the intake hopper. Each brick
tasted different, and they all tasted good.

At | east he would not get bored with eating. Not soon, anyway.

But if they could not find plants and water to shovel into the intake hopper, the food sl ot
woul d eventual |y stop delivering bricks.

He dialed a seventh brick and ate it.

Unnerving, to think how far they were fromhelp. Earth was two hundred |ight years away, the
puppeteer fleet two light years distant, was receding at nearly |lightspeed; and even the half-
vaporized Liar had been invisible fromthe beginning of the flight. Now the neteoric gouge had
faded fromsight. How easy would it be to lose the ship entirely?

Tanj near inpossible, Louis decided. To antispinward was the |argest nmountain nen had ever seen
There couldn't be many such supervol canos on the Ringworld. To find the Liar one would aimfor the
mountain, then troll spinward for a |inear gouge several thousand niles |ong.

But the arch of the Ringworld blazed overhead: three million tinmes the surface area of the
Earth. There was roomto get quite thoroughly |lost on the Ri ngworld.
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Nessus was beginning to stir. First one head, then the other energed from beneath the
puppeteer's torso. The puppeteer tongued sw tches, then spoke.

"Louis, may we have privacy?"

The transparent inages of Speaker and Teel a appeared to be dozing. Louis switched them out of
the intercomcircuit. "Go ahead."

"What has been happeni ng?"

"Coul dn't you hear?"

"My ears are in nmy heads. My hearing was bl ocked."

"How are you feeling now?"

"Perhaps | will return to catatonia. | feel very lost, Louis."

"Me too. Well, we've cone twenty-two hundred miles in the last three hours. W'd have done
better with transfer booths, or even stepping discs."

"Qur engineers were unable to arrange stepping discs." The puppeteer's heads gl anced at each
other, eye to eye. A nonent only they held the position; but Louis had seen that gesture before.

Now, tentatively, he tagged it as puppeteer's laughter. Wuld a nad puppeteer devel op a sense of
huror ?

He continued speaking. "W're noving to port. Speaker decided that the portside rimwall was
closer. | think we could have flipped a coin for it and got better accuracy. But Speaker's the
boss. He took over when you went catatonic."

"That is unfortunate. Speaker's flycycle is beyond range of my tasp. | must --
"Hold it a second. Wiy not | eave himin command?"
"But, but, but --"

"Thi nk about it," Louis urged. "You can always veto himwith the tasp. If you don't put himin
charge, he'll take over anyway, every tine you relax. W need an undisputed | eader."

"l suppose it cannot hurt,’
chances. "

t he puppeteer fluted. "My | eadership will not materially inprove our

"That's the spirit. Call Speaker and tell himhe's the Hi ndnost."

Loui s hooked hinmself into Speaker's intercomto hear the exchange. |If he was expecting fireworks
he was di sappoi nted. The kzin and the puppeteer spoke a few hissing, spitting phrases in the
Hero's Tongue. Then the kzin cut hinmself out of the circuit.

"I must apol ogi ze," said Nessus. "My stupidity has brought disaster on us."

"Don't worry about it," Louis consoled him "You' re just in the depressive |leg of your cycle."
"I ama sentient being, and | can face facts. | was terribly wong about Teela Brown."

"True enough, but that wasn't your fault."

"I't was indeed ny fault, Louis Wi. | should have realized why | was having trouble finding
candi dat es other than Teela Brown."

"Huh?"

"They were too |ucky."
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Louis whistled tunel essly through his teeth. The puppeteer had evol ved a brand new theory.

"Specifically," said Nessus, "They were too lucky to becone involved in such a dangerous project
as ours. The Birthright Lotteries have indeed produced psychic, hereditary luck. Yet that |uck was

not available to ne. Wen | tried to contact the Lottery Families, | found only Teela Brown."
"Listen --"
"I was unable to contact others because they were too lucky. | was able to contact Teela Brown,
to involve her inthis ill-fated expedition, because she did not inherit the gene. Louis,
apol ogi ze. "

"Ch, go to sleep."
"I rmust apol ogize to Teela too."

"No. That's ny fault. | could have stopped her."

"Coul d you?"

"I don't know. | honestly don't. Go to sleep.”
"l cannot."

"Then you fly. I'Il go to sleep.”

And so it was. But before Louis dropped off he was surprised to realize how smoothly the
flycycle was riding. The puppeteer was an excellent pilot.

* % %

Louis woke at first |ight.

He was not used to sl eeping under gravity. Never in his |life had he spent a night in sitting
posi tion. Wen he yawned and tried to stretch, muscles seenmed to crack and crunbl e under the
strain. Goaning, he rubbed sticky eyes and | ooked about him

The shadows were funny; the light was funny. Louis |ooked up and found a white sliver of noonday
sun. Stupid, he told hinself as he waited for the tears to stop. H s reflexes were faster than his
brain.

To his left all was darkness, deepening with di stance. The nissing horizon was a bl ackness born
of night and chaos, beneath a navy sky in which outlines of the Ringworld arch glowed faintly.

To the right, to spinward, was full day.
Dawn was different on the Ringworld

The desert was coming to an end. Its weaving border, clear and sharp, curved away to right and
left. Behind the 'cycles was desert, yellowwhite and bright and barren. The big nmountain stil
bl ocked an inpressive chunk of sky. Ahead, rivers and | akes showed in dim nishing perspective,
separ ated by patches of green-brown.

The 'cycles had nmaintained their positions, widely separated in a dianond pattern. At this
di stance they seemed silver bugs, all alike. Louis was in the lead. H's nmenory told himthat
Speaker had the spinward position; Nessus was to antispinward, and Teel a brought up the rear

To spinward of the mountain was a hanging thread of dust, like the trail left by a ground-effect
jeep crossing a desert, but larger. It had to be larger, though it was only a thread at this
di stance ...

"Are you awake, Louis?"

"Morni ng, Nessus. Have you been flying all this tinme?"
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"Some hours ago | turned that chore over to Speaker. You will notice that we have al ready
travel ed seven thousand-odd mles."

"Yeah." But it was only a figure, a tiny fraction of the distance they would have to travel. A
lifetime of using the transfer booth network had ruined Louis's sense of distance.

"Look behind us," he said. "See that dust trail? Any idea what it m ght be?"

"OfF course. It nust be the vaporized rock fromour neteoric |anding, recondensed in the
at nosphere. It has not had tine to settle out of so large a volune.™

"I was thinking of dust storms ... Tanj forever, |ook how far we slid!" For the dust trail was
at least a couple of thousand mles long, if it was as far away as the ship.

Sky and earth were two flat plates, infinitely wide, pressed together; and nmen were m crobes
crawl i ng between the plates ..

"Qur air pressure has increased."
Louis pulled his eyes away fromthe vani shing point. "Wat did you say?"

"Look at your pressure gauge. We nust have been at | east two niles above our present |evel when
we | anded. "

Louis dialed a ration brick for breakfast. "Is the air pressure inportant?"

"We rust observe all things in an unfamliar environment. One never knows what detail m ght be
crucial. For instance, the nountain which we chose as a | andmark bul ks | arge behind us. It nust be
even |l arger than we thought. Again, what of that silver-shining point ahead of us?"

"There?"
"Al nost at the hypothetical horizon line, Louis. Directly ahead."

It was |ike searching out a single detail in a nmap seen edge-on. Louis found it anyway: a bright
mrror-gleam just |arge enough to be nore than a point.

"Reflected sunlight. Wat could it be? A glass city?"
"I nmpr obabl e. "

Louis laughed. "You're too polite. It's as big as a glass city, though. O an acre of mrrors.
Maybe it's a big tel escope, reflector type."

"Then it has probably been abandoned.”
"How so?"

"We know that this civilization has returned to savagery. Wiy el se would they all ow vast regions
to return to desert?"

Once Louis had believed that argunent. Now ... "You may be oversinplifying. The R ngworld's
bi gger than we realized. | think there's roomhere for savagery and civilization and anything in
bet ween. "

"Civilization tends to spread, Louis."
"Yeah."

They'd find out about the bright point, anyway. It was directly in their path.

* k k

There wasn't any coffee spigot.
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Louis was swal lowing the last of his breakfast brick when he noticed two green lights gl ow ng on
hi s dashboard. They puzzled himuntil he renenbered switching Teel a and Speaker out of the
intercomlast night. He switched them back in

"Good norning," said Speaker. "Did you see the dawn, Louis? It was artistically stimulating."
"I sawit. Morning, Teela."

Teela didn't answer.

Loui s | ooked nmore closely. Teela was fascinated, rapt, |ike one who has reached N rvana.
"Nessus, have you been using your tasp on nmy wonan?"

"No, Louis. Way should I?"

"How | ong has she been |ike this?"

"Li ke what ?" Speaker denanded. "She has not been conmunicative recently, if that is what you
mean. "

"I mean her expression, tanjit!" Teela's image, poised on his dashboard, |ooked at infinity
through the bul k of Louis's head. She was quietly, thoroughly happy.

"She seenms relaxed," said the kzin, "and in no disconfort. The finer nuances of human expression

"Never mind that. Land us, will you? She's got Plateau trance."
"l do not understand."
"Just land us."

They fell froma mle up. Louis endured a queasy period of free fall before Speaker gave them
thrust again. He watched Teela's inmage for her reaction, but he saw none. She was serene and
undi sturbed. The corners of her nmouth turned very slightly up

Louis funed as they dropped. He knew sonethi ng about hypnosis: bits and oddnents of information
such as a man will collect over two hundred years of watching tridee. If only he could renmenber

Greens and browns resolved into field and forest and a silver thread of stream It was |ush
wild country below them the kind of country flatlanders expect to find on a colony world, nore's
the pity.

"Try to put us in a valley," Louis told Speaker. "lI'd |like to get her out of sight of the
hori zon. "

"Very well. | suggest that you and Nessus cut yourselves out of autopilot and foll ow ne down on
manual . | will land Teela nyseff."

The di amond of flycycles broke up and re-formed. Speaker noved port-and-spi nward, toward the
stream Louis had spotted earlier. The others foll owed.

They were still dropping as they crossed the stream Speaker turned spinward to followits
course. By now he was virtually crawing through the air, noving just above the treetops. He
wat ched for a stretch of bank not bl ocked by trees.

"The plants seemvery Earthlike," said Louis. The aliens nmade noi ses of agreenent.
They rounded a curve of stream

The natives were in the niddle of a broad section of stream They were working a fishing net. As
the line of 'cycles cane into view the natives |ooked up. For a |ong nonment they did nothing nore
than let go of the net while they stared upward with their nouths open
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Loui s, Speaker, and Nessus all reacted in the same way. They took off straight upward. The
natives dwi ndled to points; the streamto a winding silver thread. The lush, wild forest blurred
i nto green-browns

"Put yourselves on autopilot," Speaker ordered, in an unm stakable tone of command. "I wll |and
us el sewhere."
He nust have |l earned that tone of conmmand -- strictly for use in dealing with humans. The duties

of an anbassador, Louis nused, were various indeed.
Teel a had apparently noticed nothing at all.
Louis said, "Wwell?"
"They were nmen," sai d Nessus.
"They were, weren't they? |I thought | mght be hallucinating. How would nmen get here?"

But nobody tried to answer.

CHAPTER 12 -- Fi st-of - God

They had | anded in a pocket of wild country surrounded by low hills. Wth the hills hiding the
nock- hori zon, and the gl ow of the Arch drowned by daylight, it m ght have been a scene on any
human worl d. The grass was not precisely grass, but it was green, and it nade a carpet over places
that shoul d have been covered by grass. There were soil and rocks, and bushes which grew green
foliage and which were gnarled in alnost the right ways.

The vegetation, as Louis had renmarked, was eerily Earth-like. There were bushes where one woul d
expect bushes, bare spots where one woul d expect bare spots. According to instrunments in the
scooters, the plants were earthly even at the nolecular level. As Louis and Speaker were rel ated
by sone renote viral ancestor, so the trees of this world could claimboth as brother.

There was a plant that woul d have nade a nice hedge/fence. It |ooked |ike wood; but it grew up
at forty-five degrees, sprouted a crown of |eaves, dropped back at the sane angle, sprouted a
cluster of roots, rose again at forty-five degrees ... Louis had seen sonmething like it on
@Qunmi dgy; but this row of triangles was gl ossy-green and bark-brown, the colors of Earth life.
Louis called it el bow root.

Nessus noved about within the little pocket of forest, collecting plants and insects for testing
in the conpact |aboratory of his scooter. He wore his vacuum suit, a transparent balloon wth
three boots and two gl ove / nout hpi eces. Nothing of the Ringworld could attack him w thout
piercing that barrier: not a predator, not an insect, not a gramof pollen nor a fungus spore nor
a virus nol ecul e.

Teel a Brown sat astride her flycycle with her |arger-than-delicate hands resting lightly on the
controls. The corners of her nonth curved slightly upward. She was poi sed against a flycycle's
acceleration, relaxed yet alert setting off the lines and curves of her body as if she were posing
for a figure study. Her green eyes |ooked through Louis Wi, and through a barrier of lowhills, to
see infinity at the Ringworld's abstract horizon

"I do not understand," said Speaker. "Exactly what is the trouble? She is not asleep, yet she is
curiously unresponsive."

"Hi ghway hypnosis," said Louis Wi. "She'll cone out of it by herself."
"Then she is in no danger?"

"Not now. | was afraid she might fall off her 'cycle, or do something crazy with the controls.
She's safe enough on the ground."
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"But why does she take so little interest in us?"

Louis tried to explain.

* k%

In the asteroid belt of Sol, men spend half their lives guiding singleships anong the rocks.
They take their positions fromthe stars. For hours at a tine a Belt miner will watch the stars:
the bright quick arcs which are fusion-driven singleships, the slow, drifting Iights which are
nearby asteroids, and the fixed points which are stars and gal axi es.

A man can | ose his soul anong the white stars. Mich later, he may realize that his body has
acted for him guiding his ship while his mind traveled in realnms he cannot renmenber. They call it
the far look. It is dangerous. A man's soul does not always return

On the great flat plateau on Mount Lookitthat, a man may stand at the void edge and | ook down on
infinity. Tbe mountain is only forty mles tall; but a hunman eye, tracing the nmountain's fluted
side, finds infinity on the solid mst that hides the mountain's base.

The void mist is white and featureless and uniform It stretches w thout change fromthe
mountain's fluted flank to the world's horizon. The enptiness can snatch at a man's mind and hol d
it, so that he stands frozen and rapt at the edge of eternity until someone conmes to |ead him
away. They call it Plateau trance.

Then there is the Ringworld horizon ..

"But it's all self-hypnosis," said Louis. He | ooked into the girl's eyes. She stirred

restlessly. "I could probably bring her out of it, but why risk it? Let her sleep."

"I do not understand hypnosis,"” said Speaker-To-Aninals. "I know of it, but | do not understand
it."

Loui s nodded. "I'm not surprised. Kzinti wouldn't nake good hypnotic subjects. Neither would

puppeteers, for that matter
and quietly joined them

For Nessus had given over his collecting of sanples of alien life

"W can study what we cannot understand," said the puppeteer. "W know that there is sonething
in a man that does not want to nake decisions. A part of himwants soneone else to tell him what
to do. A good hypnotic subject is a trusting person with a good ability to concentrate. His act of
surrender to the hypnotist is the beginning of his hypnosis."

"But what is hypnosis?”

"An induced state of monomania."

"But why would a subject go into nononani a?"
Nessus apparently had no answer.

Louis said, "Because he trusts the hypnotist."
Speaker shook his great head and turned away.

"Such trust in another is insane. | confess | do not understand hypnosis," said Nessus. "Do you
Loui s?"

"Not entirely."

"I amrelieved," said the puppeteer, and he | ooked for a nonent into his own eyes, a pair of
pyt hons inspecting each other. "I could not trust one who coul d understand nonsense."

"What have you found out about Ringworld plants?”

"They seemvery like the Iife of Earth, as | told you. However, sonme of the forms seem nore
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speci al i zed than one woul d expect."
"More evol ved, you nean?"

"Perhaps. Again, perhaps a specialized formhas nore roomto grow, even within its limted
environnent, here on the Ringworld. The inportant point is that the plants and insects are simlar
enough to attack us."

"And vice versa?"

"Ch, yes. Afew forns are edible for ne, a fewothers will fit your own belly. You will have to
test themindividually, first for poisons and then for taste. But any plant we find can safely be
used by the kitchen on your 'cycle."

"W won't starve, then."

"This single advantage hardly conpensates for the danger. If only our engineers had thought to
pack a starseed lure aboard the Liar! This entire trek woul d have been unnecessary."

"A starseed |ure?"

"A sinple device, invented thousands of years ago. It causes the local sun to emt
el ectromagnetic signals that attract starseeds. Had we such a device, we could lure a starseed to
this star, then communi cate our problemto any CQutsider ship that followed it inward."

"But starseeds travel at a lot less than |ightspeed. It mght take years!"

"But think, Louis. However |ong we waited, we would not have had to | eave the safety of the
ship!™"

"To you this is a full life?" Louis snorted. And he gl anced at Speaker, fixed on Speaker, | ocked
eyes W th Speaker

Speaker-To-Animal s, curled on the ground some distance away, was staring back at himand
grinning like an Alice-in-Wnderland Cheshire Cat. For a | ong nonent they |ocked eyes; and then
the kzin stood up with seem ng | eisure, sprang, and vani shed into the alien bushes.

Loui s turned back. Somehow he knew that sonething inportant had happened. But what? And why? He
shrugged it away.

Straddling the contoured saddl e of her 'cycle, Teela seened braced for acceleration ... as if
she were still flying. Louis renmenbered the few tines he had been hypnotized by a therapist. It
had felt a lot like play-acting. Cushioned in a rosy absence of responsibility, he had known that
it was all a gane he was playing with the hypnotist. He could break free at any time. But somehow
one never did.

Teel a' s eyes cl eared suddenly. She shook her head, turned and saw them "Louis! How did we get
down?"

"The usual way."

"Help me down." She put her arns out like a child on a wall. Louis put his hands on her wai st
and lifted her fromthe 'cycle. The touch of her was a thrill along his back and an openi ng warnth
in his groin and solar plexus. He left his hands where they were.

"The last | renenber, we were a nmle in the air," Teela said.

"From now on, keep your eyes off the horizon."

"What did | do, fall asleep at the wheel ?" She | aughed and tossed her head, so that her hair
became a great soft black cloud. "And you all panicked. |'msorry, Louis. \Were's Speaker?"

"Chasing a rabbit,
t he chance?"

said Louis. "Hey, why don't we get sone exercise ourselves, now we've got
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"How about a wal k in the woods?"

"Good idea." He met her eyes and saw that they had read each other's thoughts. He reached into
his 'cycles |luggage bin and produced a bl anket. "Ready."

"You amaze ne," said Nessus. "No known sentient species copulates as often as you do. CGo, then
Use caution where you sit. Renmenber that unfamiliar life-forms are about."

* % %
"Did you know," said Louis, "that naked once neant the sane thing as unprotected?"

For it seemed to himthat he was renmoving his safety with his clothes. The R ngworld had a
functioning bi osphere, ripe, no doubt, with bugs and bacteria and toothy things built to eat
protopl asm c neat.

"No," said Teela. She stood naked on the bl anket and stretched her arns to the noon sun. "It
feel s good. Do you know that |'ve never seen you naked in daylight?"

"Li kewi se. | mght add that you | ook tanj good that way. Here, |let nme show you sonething." He
hal f-raised a hand to his hairless chest. "Tanjit --"

"I don't see anything."

"It's gone. That's the trouble with boosterspice. No nmenories. The scars di sappear, and after a
while ..." He traced a line across his chest; but there was nothing under his fingertip.

"A Gunmi dgy reacher tore a strip off ne from shoul der to navel, four inches wi de and half an
i nch deep. Hi s next pass would have split me in tw. He decided to swall ow what he had of ne
first. I nust have been deadly poison to him because he curled up in a shrieking ball and died.

"Now there's nothing. Not a mark on me anywhere."

"Poor Louis. But | don't have any marks either."

"But you're a statistical anonmaly, and furthernore you're only twenty years old."
" Oh. "

"Mm You are snooth."

"Any ot her nissing menories?"

"I made a nistake with a mining beamonce ..." He gui ded her hand.

Presently Louis rolled onto his back, and Teela inpal ed herself as she straddl ed his hips. They
| ooked at each other for a long, brilliant, unbearable nonent before they began to nove.

Seen through the glow of a building orgasm a wonman seenms to blaze with angelic glory ..

Sonething the size of a rabbit shot out of the trees, scanpered across Louis's chest and was
gone into the undergromh. An instant |ater, Speaker-To-Aninmals bounded into view "Excuse ne,"
the kzin called, and was gone, hot on the scent.

* % %

When they reconvened at the 'cycles, the fur around Speaker's nouth was stained red. "For the
first timeinny life," he proclained with quiet satisfaction, "I have hunted for nmy food, using
no nore weapons than ny own teeth and cl aws."

But he foll owed Nessus's advice and took a broad-spectrumallergy pill.

"It is time we discussed the natives," said Nessus.
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Tool a | ooked startled. "Natives?"

Loui s expl ai ned.

"But why did we run? How could they have hurt us? Wre they really hunan?”

Loui s answered the | ast question, because it had been bothering him "I don't see how they could
have been. What woul d human bei ngs be doing this far from human space?"

"There is no possible doubt of that," Speaker interjected. "Trust your senses, Louis. W& my
find that their race differs fromyours or Teela's. But they are hunan."

"What makes you so sure?"

"I snell them Louis. The scent reached ne when we turned off the sonic folds. Far away, thinly
spread, a vast nultitude of human beings. Trust ny nose, Louis."

Louis accepted it. The kzinti nose was worn by a hunting carnivore. He suggested, "Parall el
evol ution?"

"Nonsense, " sai d Nessus.

"Right." The hunman shape was convenient for a tool maker, but no nore so than other
configurations. Mnds cane in all kinds of bodies.

"We are wasting tine," said Speaker-To-Animals. "The problemis not how nen arrived here. The
problemis one of first contact. For us, every contact will be a first contact."”

He was right, Louis realized. The 'cycles noved faster than any information-sendi ng service the
natives were likely to have. Unless they had semaphores ...

Speaker continued, "W need to know sonething of the behavior of humans in the savage state.
Loui s? Teel a?"

"l know a little anthropol ogy,” said Louis.

"Then when we make contact, you will speak for us. Let us hope that our autopilot makes an
adequate translator. We will contact the first humans we find."

* k%

They were barely in the air, it seened, when the forest gave way to a checkerboard of cultivated
fields. Seconds later, Teela spotted the city.

It resenbled sonme earthly cities of previous centuries. There were a great many buildings a few
stories tall, packed shoulder to shoulder in a continuous nass. A few tall, slender towers rose
above the mass, and these were joined together by w nding groundcar ranps: definitely not a
feature of earthly cities. Earth's cities of that era had tended to heliports instead.

"Per haps our search ends here," Speaker suggested hopefully.

"Bet you it's enpty," said Louis.
He was only guessing, but he was right. It becane obvious as they flew over

Inits day the city nust have been terrible in its beauty. One feature it had which would have
been the envy of any city in known space. Many of the buildings had not rested on the ground at
all, but had floated in the air, joined to the ground and to other buildings by ranps and el evator
towers. Freed of gravity, freed of vertical and horizontal restrictions, these floating dream
castles had conme in all shapes and a wi de choice of sizes.

Now four flycycles flew over the weckage. Every floating building had snashed | ower buil di ngs
when it fell, so that all was shattered brick and glass and concrete, torn steel, tw sted ranps
and el evator towers still reaching into the air.
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It nade Louis wonder again about the natives. Human engineers didn't build air-castles; they
were too safety-conscious.

"They must have fallen all at once," said Nessus. "I see no sign of attenpted repairs. A power
failure, no doubt. Speaker, would kzinti build so foolishly?"

"W do not |ove heights so well. Humans might, if they did not so love their lives."
"Boosterspice," Louis exclainmed. "That's the answer. They didn't have boosterspice."

"Yes, that nmight nake them | ess safety-conscious. They would have less of life to protect,” the
puppet eer spewl ated. "That seens om nous, does it not? If they think | ess of their own lives, they
will think | ess of ours."

"You' re borrowi ng trouble."

"W will know soon enough. Speaker, do you see that |last building, the tall, creamcol ored one
with the broken wi ndows --"

They had passed over it while the puppeteer spoke. Louis, who was taking his turn at flying the
"cycles, circled for another | ook

"I was right. You see, Speaker? Snoke."

* k k

The building was an artistically twisted and scul pted pillar some twenty stories tall. Its
wi ndows were rows of black ovals. Mst of the windows of the ground floor were covered. The few
that ware open poured thin gray snmoke into the wi nd.

The tower stood ankl e-deep anbng one- and two-story homes. A row of those houses had been
smashed flat by a rolling cylinder which nmust have fallen fromthe sky. But the rolling weckage
had disintegrated into concrete rubble before it reached that single tower.

The back of the tower was the edge of the city. Beyond were only rectangles of cultivation
Humanoi d figures were running in fromthe fields even as the flycycles settled.

Bui | di ngs whi ch had | ooked whol e from high up were obvi ous wecks at rooftop | evel. Nothing was
unt ouched. The power failure and its acconpanying di sasters nust have occurred generations ago.
Then had come vandalism rain, all the various corrosions caused by small |ife-forms, oxidation of
metal s, and sonmething nmore. Sonething that in Earth's prehistoric past had left village nounds for
| ater archeol ogi sts to browse thrngh.

The city-dwellers had not restored their city after the power failure. Neither had they noved
away. They had lived on in the ruins.

And t he garbage of their living had accumul ated about them

Gar bage. Enpty boxes. Wnd-borne dust. |Inedible parts of food, bones, and things conparable to
carrot | eaves and corn cobs. Broken tools. It built up, when people were too |azy or too hard-
worked to haul the rubbish away. It built up, and the parts softened and nerged, and the pile
settled under its own weight, and was conpressed further by heavy feet, year by year, generation
by genetati on.

The original entrance to the tower was already buried. Gound level had risen that far. As the
flycycles settled on hard-packed dirt, ten feet above what had once been a parking area for |arge
ground- bound vehi cles, five humanoid natives strode in solem dignity through a second-story
Wi ndow.

The wi ndow was a doubl e bay wi ndow, easily | arge enough to accommpdate such a procession. Its

sill and lintel were decorated with thirty or forty human-1ooking skulls. Louis could see no
obvious pattern to their arrangement.

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworld.txt (97 of 202) [1/14/03 8:28:53 PM]



file://IF|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworl d.txt

The five wal ked toward the 'cycles. As they came near they hesitated, in visible doubt as to who
was in charge. They, too, |ooked human, but not very. Clearly they belonged to no known race of
nman.

The five were all shorter than Louis Wi by six inches or nore. Were it showed, their skin was
very light, alnost ghost-white in contrast to Teela's merely Nordic pink or Louis's darker yell ow
brown. They tended to short torsos and long | egs. They wal ked with their arns identically folded;
and their fingers were extraordinarily long and tapering, so that any of the five would have been
a born surgeon in the days when nen still perforned surgery.

Their hair was nore extraordinary than their hands. On all five dignitaries, it was the same
shade of ash blond. They wore their hair and beards conbed but uncut; and their beards covered
their faces entirely, except for the eyes.

Needl ess to say, they all |ooked alike.

"They're so hairy!" Teel a whi spered.

"Stay on your vehicles," Speaker ordered in a low voice. "Wait until they reach us. Then
di smount. | assume we are an wearing our conmuni cator discs?"

Louis wore his inside his left wist. The discs were linked to the autopil ot aboard the Liar
They shoul d work over such a distance, and the Liar's autopilot should be able to translate any
new | anguage.

But there was no way to test the tanj things except in action. And there were all those skulls

O her natives were pouring into the former parking lot. Mst of themhalted at the sight of the
confrontation-in-progress, so that the crowd forned a wi de rough circle well outside the regi on of
action. A normal crowd would have grunbled to itself in speculation and wagers and argunents. This
crowd was unnaturaily silent.

Per haps the presence of an audience forced the dignitaries to decide. They chose to approach
Louis Wi.

The five ... they didn't really look allke. They differed in height. Al were thin, but one was
al rost a skel eton, and one al nbst had muscl es. Four wore shapel ess, al nbst col orl ess brown robes,
a fifth wore a robe, of simlar cut -- cut froma simlar blanket? -- but in a faded pink pattern.

The one who spoke was the thinnest of them A blue tattooed bird adorned the back of his hand.
Loui s answer ed.

The tattooed one nade a short speech. That was |uck. The autopilot would need data before it
could begin a transl ation.

Loui s replied.

The tattooed nman spoke again. His four conpanions naintained their dignified silence. So,
incredibly, did their audience.

Presently the discs were filling in words and phrases ..

He thought later that the silence should have Upped himoff It was their stance that fooled him
There was the wide ring of the crowd, and the four hairy nmen in robes, all standing in a row, and
the man with the tattooed hand, talking.

"We call the nmountain Fist-of-God." He was pointing directly starboard. "Wy? Wiy not, if it
pl ease you, engi neer?" He must have meant the big nmountain, the one they had left behind with the
ship. By nowit was entirely conceal ed by haze and di stance.

Louis listened and | earned. The autopilot nmade a dandy translator. Gradually a picture built up
a picture of a farming village living in the ruins of what had once been a mighty city..
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"True, Zignanuclickclick is no longer as great as it once was. Yet our dwellings are far
superior to what we could nake for ourselves. Were a roof is open to the sky, still the | ower
floor will remain dry during a short rainstorm The buildings of the city are easy to keep warm
In tine of war, they are easily defended and difficult to burn down.

"So it is, engineer, that though we go in the norning to work our fields, at night we return to
our dwellings along the edge of Zignanuclickclick. Wiy should we strain to make now homes when the
ol d ones serve better?"

Two terrifying aliens and two al nost - humans, unbearded and unnaturally tall; all four riding
wi ngl ess netal birds, speaking gibberish fromtheir nouths and sense fromnetal discs ... snal
wonder if the natives had taken them for the Ringworld builders. Louis did nothing to correct the
i mpression. An explanation of their origin would have taken days, and the teamwas here to |earn,
not to teach.

"This tower, engineer, is our seat of governnment. W rule nore than a thousand peopl e here.
Could we raise a better palace than this tower? W have bl ocked off the upper stories so that the
sections we use will retain heat. Once we defended the tower by dropping rubble from upper floors.
I renenber that our worst problemwas the fear of high places ..

"Yet we long for the return of the days of wonder, when our city held a thousand thousand
peopl e, and buildings floated in the air. W hope that you will choose to bring back those days.
It is said that in the days of wonder, even this very world was bent to its present shape. Perhaps
you will deign to say if it is true?"

"It's true enough," said Louis.
"And shall those days return?"

Loui s nade an answer he hoped was noncommittal. He sensed the other's disappoi ntnent, or guessed
it.

Readi ng the hairy man's expressi on was not easy. CGestures are a kind of code; and the
spokesman's gestures were not those of any terrestrial culture. Tightly-curled platinumhair hid
his entire face, except for the eyes, which were brown and soft. But eyes hold little expression
contrary to public opinion.

H s voice was al nost a chant, alnost a recital of poetry. The autopilot was translating Louis's
words into a simlar chant, though it spoke to Louis in a conversational tone. Louis could hear
the other translator discs whistling softly in Puppeteer, snarling quietly in the Hero's Tongue.

Loui s put questions ..

"No, engineer, we are not a bloodthirsty people. W make war rarely. The skulls? They lie
under f oot wherever one wal ks in Zignanuclickclick. They have been there since the fall of the
city, it is said. W use themfor decoration and for their synbolic significance." The spokesman
solemly raised his hand with its back to Louis, presenting the bird tattoo.

And everyone in sight shouted, "--!"

The word was not transl| ated.

It was the first tine anyone but the spokesman had said anything at all

Loui s had missed sonething, and he knew it. Unfortunately there wasn't tinme to worry about it.

"Show us a wonder," the spokesman was sayi ng. "W doubt not your power. But you may not pass
this way again. W would have a nenory to pass to our children.”

Loui s considered. They'd already flown like birds; that trick would not inpress tw ce. What
about manna fromthe kitchen slots? But even Earthborn humans varied in their tolerance of certain
food. The difference between food and garbage was nostly cultural. Sonme ate | ocusts w th honey,
others broiled snails; one nman's cheese was another's rotted nilk. Best not chance it. Wat about
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the flashlight-Iaser?

As Louis reached into his 'cyclies cargo slot, the first edge of a shadow square touched the rim
of the sun. Darkness woul d make his denmonstration all the nore inpressive.

Wth aperture wi de and power I ow, he turned the light first on the spokesman, then on his four
co-rulers, last on the faces of the crowd. If they were inpressed, they hid it well. Hding his
di sappoi ntment, Louis ained the inplenent high

The figurine which was his target jutted fromthe tower's roof. It was |like a nodernized,
surrealistic gargoyle. Loulies thunb noved, and the gargoyle glowed yell owwhite. H's index finger
shifted, and the beam narrowed to a pencil of green light. The gargoyl e sprouted a white-hot
navel

Louis waited for the appl ause.

"Yon fight with light," said the man with the tattooed hand. "Surely this is forbidden."
The crowd shouted, and was as suddenly silent.

"We did not know it," said Louis. "W apol ogize."

"Did not know it? How could you not know it? Did you not raise the Arch in sign of the Covenant
wi th Man?"

"What arch is that?"

The hairy man's face was hidden, but his astoni shnent was evident. "The Arch over the world, O
Bui | der!"

Loui s understood then. He started to |augh
The hairy man punched himunskillfully in the nose.
The blow was light, for the hairy man was slight and his hands were fragile. But it hurt.

Louis was not used to pain. Mst people of his century had never felt pain nore severe than that
of a stubbed toe. Anaesthetics were too preval ent, nedical help was too easily available. The pain
of a skiier's broken leg usually |lasted seconds, not mnutes, and the nenory was often suppressed
as an intolerable trauma. Know edge of the fighting disciplines, karate, judo, jujitsu, and
boxi ng, had been illegal since |ong before Louis Wi was born. Louis Wi was a |ousy warrior. He
could face death, but not pain.

The bl ow hurt. Louis screaned and dropped his flashlight-Iaser

The audi ence converged. Two hundred infuriated hairy nen becane a thousand denons; and things
weren't nearly as funny as they had been a minute ago.

The reed-thin spokesman had w apped both arnms around Louis Wi, pinioning himw th hysterica
strength. Louis, equally hysterical, broke free with one frantic lunge. He was on his 'cycle, his
hand was on the lift l[ever, when reason prevail ed.

The other 'cycles were slaved to his. If he took off they would take off, with or without their
passengers.

Loui s | ooked about him

Teela Brown was already in the air. Fromoverhead she watched the fight, her eyebrows puckered
in concern. She had not thought of trying to help.

Speaker was in furious notion. He'd already felled half a dozen enenies. As Louis watched, the
kzin swng his flashlight-laser and snmashed a man's skull.
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The hairy nmen milled about himin an indecisive circle.

Long-fingered hands were trying to pull Louis fromhis seat. They were wi nning, though Louis
gripped the saddle with hands and knees. Bel atedly he thought to switch on the sonic fold.

The natives shrieked as they were snatched away.

Soneone was still on Louis's back. Louis pulled himaway, let himdrop, flipped the sonic fold
of f and then on again to eject him He scanned the ex-parking lot for Nessus.

Nessus was trying to reach his 'cycle. The natives seened to fear his alien shape. Only one
bl ocked his way; but that one was armed with a nmetal rod from sone ol d nachine.

As Louis located them the man swng the rod at the puppeteer's head.

Nessus shatched his head back. He spun on his forelegs, putting his back to danger, but facing
away fromhis flycycle.

The puppeteer's own flight reflex had killed him-- unless Speaker or Louis could help himin
tinme. Louis opened his nouth to shout, and the Puppeteer conpleted his notion.

Loui s cl osed his nouth.

The puppeteer turned to his cycle. Nobody tried to stop him His hind hoof [eft bloody
footprints across the hard-packed dirt.

Speaker's circle of adnmirers were still out of his reach. The kzin spat at their feet -- not a
kzinti gesture but a human one -- turned and nmounted his 'cycle. Hs flashlight-laser was gory up
to the el bow of his |eft hand.

The native who had tried to stop Nessus | ay where he had fallen. Blood pooled | avishly about
hi m

The others were in the air. Louis took off after them From afar he saw what Speaker was doi ng,
and he called, "Hold it! That's not necessary."

Speaker had drawn the nodified digging tool. He said, "Does it have to be necessary?"

But he had stayed his hand. "Don't do it," Louis inplored him "It'd be nurder. How can they
hurt us now? Throw rocks at us?"

"They may use your flashlight-Iaser against us."
"They can't use it at all. There's a taboo."
"So said the spokesman. Do you believe hinP"

"Yeah."

Speaker put his weapon away. (Louis sighed in relief; hed expected the kzin to level the city.)
"How woul d such a taboo evolve? A war of energy weapons?"

"Or a bandit arned with the Ringworld' s |ast |aser cannon. Too bad there's nobody to ask."
"Your nose is bleeding."

Now t hat he cane to think about it, Louiss nose stung painfully. He slaved his 'cycle to
Speaker's and set about nmking nedical repairs. Below, a churning, baffled |ynch nmob swarned at
the outskirts of Zignanuclickclick

CHAPTER 13 -- Starseed Lure
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"They shoul d have been kneeling," Louis conplained. "That's what fooled me. And the translation
kept saying 'builder' when it should have been saying 'god' ."

" God?"

"They' ve nade gods of the Ringworld engineers. | should have noticed the silence. Tanjit, nobody
but the priest was naking a sound! They all acted like they were listening to sone old litany.
Except that | kept giving the wong responses.”

"Areligion. How weird! But you shouldn't have | aughed,” Teela's intercominage said seriously.
"Nobody | aughs in church, not even tourists."

They flew beneath a fading sliver of noon sun. The Ri ngworld showed above itself in glow ng blue
stripes, brighter every mnute.

"It seened funny at the time," said Louis. "lIt's still funny. They've forgotten they're living
on a ring. They think it's an arch."

A rushing sound penetrated the sonic fold. For a nonment it was a hurricane, then it cut off
sharply. They had crossed the speed of sound.

Zi gnamucl i ckclick dw ndl ed behind them The city woul d never have its vengeance on the denons.
Probably it woul d never see them again.

"It |ooks like an arch," said Teel a.

"Right. | shouldn't have | aughed. W're lucky, though. W can | eave our nistakes behind us,"
said Lous. "All we have to do, any tine, is get airborne. Nothing can catch us."

"Sone mstakes we nust carry with us," said Speaker-To- Ani mal s.

"Funny you should say so." Louis scratched absently at his nose, which was as nunb as a bl ock of
wood. It would be heal ed before the anaesthetic wore off.

He nade up his mind. "Nessus?"
"Yes, Louis."

"I realized sonething, back there. You've been claimng that you're insane because you
denonstrate courage. Right?"

"How tactful you are, Louis. Your delicacy of tongue --

"Be serious. You and all the other puppeteers have been maki ng the same wong assunption. A
puppeteer instinctively turns to run fromdanger. R ght?"

"Yes, Louis."

"Wong. A puppeteer instinctively turns away fromdanger. It's to free his hind leg for action.
That hoof nmmkes a deadl y weapon, Nessus."

Al'l in one notion, the puppeteer had spun on his forelegs and | ashed out with his single hind
leg. H's heads were turned backward and spread wi de, Louis renenbered, to triangulate on his
target. Nessus had accurately kicked a man's heart out through his splintered spine.

"I could not run," he said. "I would have been | eaving my vehicle. That woul d have been
dangerous. "
"But you didn't stop to think about it," sad Louis. "It was instinctive. You automatically turn

your back on an eneny. Turn, and kick. A sane puppeteer turns to fight, not to run. You' re not
crazy."

"You are wong, Louis. Mst puppeteers run from danger."

"But --"
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"The mpjority is always sane, Louis."
Herd animal! Louis gave it up. He lifted his eyes to watch the last sliver of sun disappear
Sormre mi stakes we nust carry with us..
But Speaker nust have been thinking of something else when he said that. Thinking of what?

At the zenith swarnmed a ring of black rectangles. The one that hid the sun was franed in a
pearly coronal glow. The blue Ringworld forned a paraboloid arch over it all, framed against a
star-dotted sky.

It |ooked like sonething done with a Build-A-City set, by a child too young to know what he was
doi ng.

Nessus had been steering when they left Zignanuclickclick. Later he had turned the fleet over to
Speaker. They had flown all night. Now, overhead, a brighter glow al ong one edge of the centra
shadow square showed that dawn was near

Sonetime during these past hours, Louis had found a way to visualize the scale of the R ngworld.

It involved a Mercator projection of the planet Earth -- a conmon, rectangul ar, classroom wall
map -- but with the equator drawn to one-to-one scale. One could relief-scul pt such a map, so that
standi ng near the equator would be exactly |like standing on the real Earth. But one could draw
forty such maps, edge to edge, across the width of the Ringworld.

Such a map woul d be greater in area than the Earth. But one could map it into the Ringworld's
t opogr aphy, and | ook away for a monent, and never be able to find it again.

One could play cuter tricks than that, given the tools that shaped the Ringworld. Those matching
salt oceans, one on each side on the ring, had each been larger in area than any world in hunman
space. Continents, after all, were only large islands. One could map the Earth onto such an ocean
and still have roomleft over at the borders.

| shouldn't have | aughed, Louis told hinself. It took me |ong enough to grasp the scale of this
artifact. Why should | expect the natives to be nore sophisticated?

Nessus had seen it earlier. Night before |ast, when they had first seen the arch, Nessus had
screanmed and tried to hide.

"Ch, what the tanj ..." It didn't matter. Not when all mistakes could be |eft behind at twelve
hundred ni |l es per hour

* % %

Presently Speaker called and turned control of the fleet over to Lotus. Louis flew while Speaker
sl ept .

And dawn cane on at seven hundred nil es per second.

* % %

The line dividing day fromnight is called the termnator. On Earth the terminator is visible
fromthe Mon; it is visible fromorbit; but it cannot be seen fromthe Earth's surface.

But the straight lines dividing light fromdark on the arch of the Ringworld were al
term nat ors.

From spinward, the terminator line swept toward the flycycle fleet Fromground to sky it ran
frominfinity-port to infinity-starboard. It canme on |ike destiny nade visible, a noving wall too
big to go around.

It arrived. The corona brightened overhead, then blazed as the withdrawi ng shadow square exposed
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a rimof solar disc. Louis contenplated the night to his left, the day on his right, the
term nat or shadow recedi ng across an endl ess plain. A strange dawn, staged for Lotus Wi the
touri st.

Far to starboard, beyond where the land turned to haze, the sharp outlines of a nmountain peak
materialized in the new daylight.

"Fist-of-God," said Louis Wi, tasting the rolling sound of it in his nmouth. What a nanme for a
mount ai n! But especially, what a nane for the greatest mountain in the world!

Louis Wt the nan ached. If his body didn't begin adjusting soon, his jouints would freeze him
in sitting position and he'd never nobve again. Furthernore, his food bricks were beginning to
taste like -- bricks. Mreover, his nose was still partly nunb. And there still wasn't any coffee
spi got .

But Louis Wi the tourist was being royally entertained. Take the puppeteer flight reflex. Nobody
had ever suspected that it night also be a fighting reflex. Nobody but Louis Wi.

Take the starseed lure. Wiat a poetic thing to | eave |ying about! A sinple device, invented
t housands of years ago, Nessus had said. And no puppeteer had ever thought to nention it, unti
yest er day.

But puppeteers wen so conpl etely unpoetic.

D d the puppeteers know why Qutsider ships followed starseeds? Did they gloat in the know edge?
O had they |l earned that secret, then discarded it as irrelevant to the business of |iving
forever?

Nessus was out of the intercomcircuit. Asleep, probably. Louis signaled him so that the
puppet eer would see the light on his panel and call hi mwhen he woke.

Did he know?

The starseeds: nindless beings who swarned in the galactic core. Their netabolismwas the solar
phoeni x, their food was the thinly-spread hydrogen of interstellar space. Their nptive power was a
photon sail, enornobus and highly reflective, controlled Iike a skydiver's parachute. A starseed's
egg-laying flight coomonly took it fromthe galactic axis out to the edge of intergal actic space
and then back, wi thout the egg. The hatched starseed chick nust find its owmn way home, riding the
photon wi nd, to the warm hydrogen-rich core.

Where the starseeds went, then went the Qutsiders.
Way did Qutsiders foll ow starseeds? Wi nsical question, though poetic.

Maybe not so whinsical. Back around the middl e of the first Man-Kzin war a starseed had zi gged
i nstead of zagging. The Qutsider ship following it had crui sed past Procyon. Had paused | ong
enough to sell W Made It a hyperdrive shunt.

The ship could as easily have wandered into kzinti instead of human space.
And hadn't the Puppeteers been studying the kzinti about that tine?
"Tanjit! That's what | get for letting ny mnd wander. Discipline, that's what | need."

But hadn't they? Sure they had. Nessus had said so. The puppeteers had been researching the
kzinti, investigating whether they could be externinated safely.

Then the Man-Kzin war had sol ved their problem An Qutsider ship had wandered i nto human space
to sell We Made It a hyperdrive shunt, while the kzinti arnada was sweeping inward fromthe
opposi te border. Once human warshi ps had the hyperdrive shunt, the kzinti had ceased to be a
threat to man and puppeteer alike.

"They woul dn't dare," Louis told hinself. He was appall ed.

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworld.txt (104 of 202) [1/14/03 8:28:53 PM]



file://IF|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworl d.txt
"I f Speaker ever --" But that possibility was even worse.

"An experinent in selective breeding," said Louis. "Selective there-ain't-no-justice breeding.
But they used us. They used us!"

"Yes," said Speaker-To- Ani mal s.

For an instant Louis was sure he had imagined it. Then he saw Speaker's transparent, mniature
image at the top of his dashboard. He had left the intercom open

"Tanj for torment! You were |istening!"
"Not by choice, Louis. | neglected to switch off my intercom”

"Ch." Too late, Louis renmenbered Speaker grinning at him supposedly out of hearing range, after
Nessus had finished describing a starseed |ure. Renenbered that kzinti ears were made to serve a
hunting carnivore. Renenbered that the kzinti smle reflex is intended to free the teeth for
battl e.

"You mentioned sel ective breeding," said Speaker

"I was just --" Louis floundered.

"The puppeteers pitted our species agai nst each other in order to restrict kzinti expansion
They had a starseed lure, Louis. They used it to guide an Qutsider ship into your space, to ensure
a human victory. An experinment in selective breeding, you called it."

"Listen, tines a very chancy chain of assunptions. If you'll just cal mdown --
"But we both followed that chain."
"Um "

"l was in doubt as to whether to broach the subject to Nessus, or whether to wait until we had
acconpl i shed our maj or objective, which is to | eave the Ringworld. Now that you know the
situation, | have no choice."

"But --" Louis closed his nmouth. The siren would have drowned hi mout anyway. Speaker had
si gnal ed emergency.

The siren was a mani ac nechani cal scream a subsonic and supersonic and jarringly painful sound.
Nessus appeared above the dash, crying, "Yes? Yes?"

Speaker roared his answer. "You have neddled in a war in the eneny's favor! Your action is
tantamount to a declaration of war against the Patriarchy!"

Teela had cut inin time to hear the last part. Louis caught her eye, shook his head. Dont m X
in.

The puppeteer's heads reared |i ke snakes to show his astoni shnent. H's voice was without
inflection, as usual. "What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"The First War with Men. Starseed lures. The Qutsider hyperdrive shunt."

A triangul ar head di pped out of sight. Louis watched a silver flycycle drop out of fornation
and knew it was Nessus.

He was not terribly worried. The other two flycycles |ooked like silver nidges, so far away were
they, and so far apart. If the fight had taken place on the ground, soneone coul d have been
seriously hurt. Up here, what could happen? The puppeteer's flycycle had to be faster than
Speaker's. Nessus woul d have seen to that. He would have nade certain he could outrun a kzin when
necessary.

Except that the puppeteer wasn't fleeing. He was | ooping around at Speaker's 'cycle.
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"I do not wish to kill you," said Speaker-To-Animals. "If you intend to attack fromthe air, you
shoul d renenber that the range of your tasp nmay be | ess than the range of the Slaver diggi ng beam
SNARL! "

The kzinti killing yell was bl ood-freezing. Louis's nuscles |locked in position, as with tetanus.
He was only dinly aware of the silver dot that | ooped away from Speaker's cycle.

But he did notice Teela's | ook of open-nouthed admration

"I do not intend to kill you," Speaker-To-Aninmal add nore calmy. "But | will have answers,
Nessus. W know that your race can gui de starseeds.”

"Yes," said Nessus. His 'cycle was receding to port at inprobable speed. The feral cal mof the
aliens was an illusion. It existed only because Louis Wi could not read expression in an alien
face, and because the aliens could not put human expression into the Interworld | anguage.

Nessus was fleeing for his life, but the kzin had not left his place in formation. He said, "I
wi Il have answers, Nessus."

"You have guessed correctly,” said the puppeteer. "Qur investigation of safe nethods to
exterm nate the vicious, carnivorous kzinti showed that your species has a high potential, that
you coul d conceivably be of use to us. W took steps to evolve you to the point where you could
deal peaceably with races alien to you. Qur nethods were indirect, and very safe."

"Very. Nessus, | am not happy."
"Neither am|," said Louis Wi.

He had not missed the fact that both aliens were still speaking Interworld. They could have had
privacy by using the Hero's Tongue. They had preferred to include the humans -- and quite rightly,
for it was Louis Wi's quarrel, too.

"You used us," he said. "You used us just as thoroughly as you used the kzinti."

"But to our detrinent," Speaker objected.
"A nunber of nen were killed in the Man-Kzin Wars."

"Louis, get off his back!" Teela Brown entered the lists of battle. "Tanjit, if it hadn't been
for the puppeteers, we'd all be kzinti slaves! They kept the kzinti fromdestroying civilization!"

Speaker snmiled and said, "W had a civilization, too.

The puppeteer was a silent, ghostly inmage, a one-eyed python poised to strike. Presumably the
other mouth was steering his 'cycle, which by now was a good di stance away.

"The puppeteers used us," said Louis Wi. "They used us as a tool, a tool to evolve the kzinti.
"But it worked!" Teela insisted.

The sound was al nost a snore, a | ow and om nous snarl. By now nobody coul d have m staken
Speaker's expression for a snile

"It did work!" Teela flared. "You're a peaceful race now, Speaker. You can get along with --

"Be silent, man!"

"Wth your equals," she finished generously. "You haven't attacked another species in --

The kzin produced the nodified Slaver digging tool and held it before the intercomso that Teel a
could see it. She stopped tal king suddenly.

"It could have been us," said Louis.
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He had their attention. "It could have been us," he repeated. "If the puppeteers had wanted to
breed humans for sone trait " He stopped. "Oh," he said. "Teela. Sure.”

The puppeteer did not react.
Teel a shifted under Louis's stare. "What's the matter, Louis? Louis!"

"Sorry. Sonething just occurred to me ... Nessus, speak to us. Speak to us of the Fertility
Laws. "

"Loui s, have you gone crazy?"

"Uurrr," said Speaker-to-Animals. "I would have thought of that nyself, given tinme. Nessus?"

"Yes," said Nessus.

The puppeteees 'cycle was a silver note, still dwindling to port. It was al nost |ost against a
| arger, vaguer bright point ahead, somewhat nore distant fromthe fleet than any two points can be
on Earth. The puppeteees intercominmage wore the unchangi ng, unreadable silly face produced by a
flat triangular skull and | oose, prehensile lips. He could not | ook dangerous, this one.

"You nmeddl ed with the Fertility Laws of Earth."
"Yes."
n W]y?ll

"We |i ke humans. W trust humans. W have dealt profitably with humans. It is to our advantage
to encourage humans, since they will certainly reach the Lesser C oud before we do."

"Wonderful. You |ike us. So?"

"W sought to inprove you genetically. But what should we inprove? Not your intelligence.
Intelligence is not your great strength. Nor is your sense of self-preservation, nor your
durability, nor your fighting talents.”

"So you decided to make us lucky," said Louis. And he began to | augh.

Teela got it then. Her eyes went round and horrified. She tried to say sonething, but it cane
out as a squeak

"OF course,"” said Nessus. "Please stop |aughing, Louis. The decision was sensible. Your species
has been incredibly lucky. Your history reads |like a series of hair-breath escapes, from
intraspecies atonic war, frompollution of your planet with industrial wastes, from ecol ogica
upsets, from dangerously massive asteroids, fromthe vagaries of your mldly variable sun, and
even fromthe Core explosion, which you discovered only by the merost accident. Louis, why are you
still laughing?"

Louis was still laughing because he was | ooking at Teela. Teela was blushing furiously. Her eyes
shifted as if seeking a place to hide. It is not pleasant to realize that one is part of a
genetics experinent.

"And so we changed the Fertility Laws of Earth. It was surprisingly easy. Qur w thdrawal from
known space caused a stock market crash. Econom c mani pul ation ruined several nenbers of the
Fertility Board. W bribed sonme of these, blackmailed others with the threat of debtor's prison
then used corruption in the Fertility Board as publicity to force a change. It was a hideously
expensi ve undertaking, but quite safe, and partially successful. W were able to introduce the
Birthright Lotteries. W hoped to produce a strain of unusually |ucky humans."

"Monster!" Teel a shouted. "Monster!"

Speaker had sheathed his Slaver digging tool. He said, "Teela, you did not conplain when you
| earned that the puppeteers had mani pul ated the heredity of ny race. They sought to produce a
docde kzin To that end they bred us as a biologist breeds stheets, killing the defectives, keeping
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others. You gloated that this crine was to the benefit of your species. Now you conplain. Wy?"
Teel a, weeping with rage, cut herself out of the intercom

"A docile kzin," Speaker repeated. "You sought to produce a docile kzin, Nessus. |If you think
you have produced a docile kzin, conme and rejoin us."

The puppeteer did not answer. Somewhere far ahead of the fleet, the silver point of his 'cycle
had becone too small to see

"You do not wish to rejoin our fleet? But how can | protect you fromthis unknown | and unl ess
you rejoin the fleet? But | do not blame you. You do well to be wary," said the kzin. H s claws
wer e showi ng, needl e-sharp and slightly curved. "Your attenpt to produce a |lucky human was al so a
failure.”

"No," said Nessus via intercom "W produced |ucky humans. | could not contact themfor this ill-
fated expedition. They were too |ucky."

"You have played god with both our species. Do not attenpt to rejoin us."
"I will remain in intercomcontact."”

Speaker' s inmage di sappear ed.

"Louis, Speaker has cut nme off," said Nessus. "If | have sonething to tell him | nust pass it

t hr ough you."

"Fine," said Louis, and cut himoff. Alnost instantly a tiny light burned where the puppeteer's
ghost - head had been. The puppeteer wanted to tal k.

Tanj upon him

Later that day they crossed a sea the size of the Mediterranean. Lows dipped to investigate, and
found that the other 'cycles foll owed himdown. The Beet, then, was still under his guidance,
despite the fact that nobody would speak to him

The shoreline was a single city, and the city was a ruin. Aside fromthe docks, it did not
differ in kind from Zi gnanuclickclick. Louis did not |and. There was nothing to be | earned here.

Afterward the | and sl oped gradually upward, always upward, until ears popped and pressure
sensors dropped. The green | and becane brown scrub, then high desert tundra, then mles and nmiles
of bare rock, then --

Along half a thousand miles' of ridgeback nountain peak, the wi nds had scraped away scrub and
sod and rock. Nothing was |eft but an exposed backbone of ring foundation nmaterial, translucent
gray and hi deous.

Sl oppy upkeep. No Ringworld engi neer woul d have pernmitted such a thing. The Ri ngworld
civilization, then, nust have begun to die |ong ago. The process would have started here, with
bare spots poking through the facade in the places where nobody went

Far ahead of the fleet, in the direction Nessus had gone, was an extensive shiny spot in the
| andscape. At a guess, it was thirty to fifty thousand mles away. A great shiny spot as big as
Australi a.

More exposed ring floor? Vast, shiny areas of ring foundation poking through once-fertile soil
soil that dies and dries and bl ows away when the river systens break down. The fall of
Zi gnanucl i ckclick, the universal power failure, nust have been the |ast stage of the breakdown.

How | ong had it taken? Ten thousand years?
Longer ?

"Tanjit! | wish |l could talk it over with sonmeone. It mght be inmportant." Louis scowl ed at the
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| andscape.

Time was different when the sun was al ways strai ght overhead. Mrning and afternoon were

i dentical. Decisions seened | ess than pernanent. Reality seened less than real. It was, Louis
thought, like the instant of tine spent traveling between transfer booths.
That was it. They were between transfer booths, one at the Liar, one at the rimwall. They only

dreanmed that they flew above flat gray land in a triangle pattern of flycycles.
They flew to port through frozen tine.

How | ong had it been since anyone had spoken to anyone? It had been hours since Louis had
signal ed Teela that he wanted to talk to her. Not rmuch |later he had signal ed Speaker. Lights had
burned above their dashboards, ignhored, as Louis ignored the |ight above his own.

"Enough of that," Louis said suddenly. He opened the intercom
He caught an incredible burst of orchestral nusic before the puppeteer noticed him Then --

"W nust see to it that the expedition is reunited w thout bloodshed,"” said Nessus. "Have you
any suggestions, Louis?"

"Yes. It's not polite to start a conversation in the mddle."

"I apol ogi ze, Louis. Thank you for returning ny call. How have you been?"
"Lonely and irritated, and it's all your fault. Nobody wants to talk to ne."
"Can | hel p?"

"Maybe. Did you have anything to do with changing the Fertility Laws?"

"l headed the project."”

Louis snorted. "That's the wong answer. May you be the first victimof retroactive birth
control! Teela won't ever speak to ne again."

"You shoul d not have | aughed at her."

"I know. You know what scares me the nobst about this whole thing? Not your there-ain't no-
justice arrogance,” said Louis. "It's the fact that you can meke decicions of that nagnitude, then
do sonet hing as downright stupid as, as --"

"Can Teel a Brown hear us?"
"No, of course not. Tanj you, Nessus! Do you know what you' ve done to her?"
"I'f you knew her ego woul d be so wounded, why did you speak?"

Loui s nmobaned. He had sol ved a thought-problemand i mediately revealed the solution. It had not
occurred to him it would never have occurred to him that the solution was better hidden. He
didn't think that way.

The puppet eer asked, "Have you thought of a way to reunite the expedition?"

"Yes," said Louis, and he swi tched off.

Let the puppeteer sweat over that one.
* k% %
The | and sl oped down and becane green again

They passed anot her sea, and a great triangular river delta. But the riverbed was dry, and so
was the delta. Alterations in the wind currents nust have dried up the source.
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As Louis dipped low, it becane clear that all of the haphazard, neandering channels that nade up
the delta had been carved permanently into the |land. The Ringworld artists had not been content to
let the river dig its own channels. And they had been right; the soil wasn't deep enough on the
Ringworld. Artifice was necessary.

But the enpty channels were ugly. Louis pursed his lips in disapproval, and flew on.

CHAPTER 14 -- Interlude, Wth Sunflowers

Not far ahead, there were nountains.

Louis had flown all night and well into the norning. He wasn't sure how | ong. The notionl ess
noon sun was a psychological trap; it either conpressed or stretched tine, and Louis wasn't sure
whi ch.

Enotional ly, Louis was on sabbatical. He had al nost forgotten the other flycycles. Flying alone
over unending, endlessly changing terrain was no different fromranging alone in a singleship,
beyond the known stars. Louis Wi was alone with the universe, and the universe was a plaything for
Louis WiI. The nobst inportant question in the universe becane: |Is Louis Wi still satisfied with
hi nsel f?

It cane as a shock when a furry orange face forned above the dash

"You nust be tiring," said the kzin. "Do you wish me to fly?"

"I'd rather land. |1'mgetting cranped.”

"Land, then. The controls are yours."

"I don't want to force ny conpany on anyone." As he said it, Louis realized that he neant it.
The sabbatical nood had been too easily recaptured.

"Do you feel that Teela would avoid you? You may be right. She has not called even nme, though I
share her shane."

"You're taking it too hard. No, wait, don't switch off."
"I wish to be alone, Louis. The | eaf-eater has shaned nme terribly."

"But it was so long ago! No, don't switch off; have pity on a lonely old nan. Have you been
wat chi ng t he | andscape?"

"Yes."
"Did you notice the bare regi ons?"

"Yes. In places erosion has cut through bedrock to the indestructible ring floor. Sonething nust
have badly upset the wind patterns a very long tine ago. Such erosion cannot happen overni ght,
even on the Ringworld.”

n Ri ght . "

"Louis, how could a civilization of such size and power fall?"

"l don't know. Let's face it: there's no way to guess, not for us. Even the puppeteers never
reached the Ringworld' s | evel of technology. How can we tell what m ght have knocked t hem back to

the fist-ax | evel ?"

"We rust | earn nore about the natives," said Speaker-To-Aninmals. "Qur evidence thus far
i ndi cates that they could not possibly nove the ruined Liar anywhere. W nust find those who can."

It was the opening Louis had hoped for. "I have sone ideas on that score -- an effective way to
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contact the natives as often as we like."
"Wl | ?"
"I"'d like to land before we talk it over."
"Land, then."

Mount ai ns formed a high, blocky range across the path of the flycycle fleet. Their peaks and the
passes between glowed with a pearly sheen Louis recognized. Wnds roaring over and between the
peaks had polished away the rock, exposing the framework of ring floor naterial

Louis dropped the fleet toward gently rounded foothills. If his target was the mouth of a silver
streamthat poured out of the nountains and disappeared into a forest, itself seem ngly endless,
that covered the foothills |ike green fur

Teel a cal l ed. "Wat are you doi ng?" she denanded.
"I'mlanding. I'mtired of flying. But don't hang up. 1'd like to apol ogi ze."

She switched off.

Best | could hope for, Louis told hinself w thout conviction. But she would be nmore willing to
listen now that she knew an apol ogy was com ng

* k k

"I got the idea fromall our talk about 'playing god ," said Louis. Unfortunately he was talking
only to Speaker. Teela had di smounted her 'cycle, thrown himone snoking glare and stal ked of f
into the woods.

Speaker nodded his shaggy orange head. His ears twitched |ike snall Chinese fans held in nervous
fingers.

"We're reasonably safe on this world,"” Louis told him "as long as were in the air. There's no
question but that we can get where we're going. W could probably reach the rimwall w thout ever
landing, if it cane to that; or we could land only where the ring foundation pokes through. No
predatory life could survive on that stuff.

"But we can't learn nuch without |landing. W want to get off this oversized toy, and to do that
we're going to need native help. It still |ooks as though sonmeone is going to have to haul the
Li ar across four hundred thousand mniles of |andscape."

"Get to the point, Louis. | need exercise."
"By the tine we reach the rimwall we'll want to know a | ot nore about the R ngworld than we do
now. "

"Unquesti onably."
"Way not play god?"
Speaker hesitated. "You speak with literal precision?"

"Right. We're naturals for Ringworld engineers. W don't have the powers they had, but what we
do have mnust | ook godlike enough to the natives. You can be the god --"

"Thank you."

-- Teela and | the acolytes. Nessus woul d make a good captive denon."

* k *

Speaker's claws cane out. He said, "But Nessus is not with us, and will not be."
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"That's the hitch. In --"

"This is not open to argunent, Louis."
"Too bad. W need himto nmake this work."

"Then you nust forget it.

Louis was still in doubt about those claws. Wre they or were they not under voluntary control ?
In any case, they were still showi ng. Had he been speaki ng over intercom Speaker woul d certainly
have swi tched off by now.

Whi ch was why Louis had insisted on | andi ng.

"Look at the sheer intellectual beauty of it. You' d make a great god. From a human vi ewpoi nt
you're inpressive as all hell -- though |I suppose you'd have to take nmy word for that."

"Way woul d we need Nessus?"

"For the tasp, for reward and puni shnent. As a god, you tear a doubter to shreds and gobbets,
then eat the gobbets. That's punishnment. For reward, you use the puppeteer's tasp."

"Can we not do without the tasp?”

"But it's such a great way to reward the faithful! A blast of pure pleasure, straight to the
brain. No side effects. No hangover. A tasp is supposed to be better than sex!"

"I do not like the ethics. Though the natives are only human, | would not like to addict themto
atasp. It would be nmore nerciful to kill them' said Speaker. "In any case, the puppeteer's tasp
wor ks api nst kzinti, not human."

"I think you're wong."

"Louis, we know that the tasp was designed for use against a kzinti brain structure. | felt it.
In this you are right: it was a religious experience, a diabolical experience."

"But we don't know the tasp doesn't work on a human being. | think it does. | know Nessus.
Ei ther his tasp works on both of us, or he's carrying two tasps. | wouldn't be here unless he had
a way to control humans."

"You speculate wildly."

"Shall we call himand ask hin®"
"No. "

"What's the harmin asking hin®"
"There would be no purpose init."

"I forgot. No curiosity,’
speci es.

said Louis. Monkey curiosity was not powerful in npbst sentient

"Were you playing on ny curiosity? | see. You tried to conmit ne to a course of action. Louis,
the puppeteer may find his own way to the rimwall. Until then, he travels alone.™

And before Louis could answer, the kzin turned and bounded into a thicket of elbowroot. It
ended the discussion as effectively as if he had switched off an intercom

* % %

The worl d had caved in on Teela Brown. She sobbed m serably, wackingly, in an orgy of self-
pity.

She had found a wonderful place for her nourning.
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Dark green was the notif. The vegetati on was | ush overhead, too thick to pernmt the direct
passage of sunlight. But it thinned out near the ground, to nake wal ki ng easy. It was a sonber
paradi se for nature |overs

Flat, vertical rock walls, kept constantly wet by a waterfall, surrounded a deep, clear pool
Teela was in the pool. The falling water nearly drowned out her sobbing, but the rock walls
anplified the sound Iike a shower stall. It was as if Nature wept with her.

She had not noticed Louis Wi.

Stranded on an alien world, even Teela Brown woul d not have gone far without her first aid kit.
It was a small, flat box on her belt, and it had a finding circuit built into it. Louis had
followed its signal to Teelas clothes, which were piled on a natural granite tabletop at the poors
edge.

Dark green illumination, the roar of a waterfall, and the echoed sound of sobbing. Teela was
al rost under the falling water. She nust be sitting on sonething, for her arnms and shoul ders were
out of the pool. Her head was bent, and her dark hair streaned forward to cover her face.

There was no point in waiting for her to come to him Louis took off his clothes, piled them
beside Teela's. He frowned at the chill in the air, shrugged, and dove in.

He saw his nistake instantly.

On sabbatical, Louis did not commonly ran across Earthli ke worlds. Those he did | and on were
generally as civilized as Earth itself. Louis was not stupid. If it had occurred to himto wonder
about the tenperature of the water

But it didn't.

The water was runoff water from snow capped nmountains. Louis tried to screamw th the cold, but
his head was al ready underwater. He did have sense enough not to inhale.

H s head broke water. He splashed and gasped with the cold and the need for air.
Then he began to enjoy it.

He knew how to tread water; though he had learned in warnmer waters than these!l He stayed afl oat,
kicking rhythmcally, feeling the currents fromthe plunging waterfall eddy over his skin.

Teel a had seen him She sat beneath the waterfall, waiting. He swamto her

He woul d have had to screaminto her face to tell her anything. Apologies and words of |ove
woul d have been misplaced. But he could touch her

She did not flinch away. But she bent her head, and her hair hid her again. Her rejection was
al nost telepathically intense.

Loui s respected it.

He swam about, stretching nuscles cranped by eighteen hours in a flycycle seat. The water felt
wonder ful . But at some point the numbness of the cold becane an ache, and Louis deci ded he was
courting pneunoni a.

He touched Teela on the arm and pointed toward shore. This tine she nodded and fol | owed.

They | ay beside the pool, shivering, wapped in each other's arns, with the thernocontroll ed
coveral Il s open and spread around them|li ke blankets. Gradually their chilled bodi es soaked up the
heat .

"I"'msorry | |aughed,” Louis said.

She nodded, accepting the fact of his apol ogy, w thout forgiveness.
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"I't was funny, you know. The puppeteers, the cowards of the universe, having the gall to breed
humans and kzinti like two strains of cattle! They nust have known what a chance they were
taking." He knew he was tal king too nuch, but he had to explain, to justify himself. "And then
| ook what they did with it! Breeding for a reasonable kzin, that wasn't a bad idea. | know a
little about the Man-Kzin wars; | know the kzinti used to be pretty fierce. Speaker's ancestors
woul d have bl asted Zi ghanuclickclick dowmn to the Ring floor. Speaker stopped.

"But breeding humans for luck --

"You think they made a m stake, naking me what | am

"Tanjit, do you think I'mtrying to insult you? I'mtrying to say that it's a funny idea. For
puppeteers to do it is even funnier. So | |aughed.™

"Do you expect ne to giggle?"
"That'd be going too far."
"Al right."

She didn't hate himfor |aughing. She wanted confort, not revenge. There was confort in the heat
of the coveralls, and confort in the heat of two bodies pressed together.

Loui s began to stroke Teeld's back. It nade her rel ax.

"I"'d like to get the expedition back together again," he said presently. He felt her stiffen
"You don't |ike that idea."

"No. "
"Nessus?"

"I hate him | hate himi He bred ny ancestors likelike beasts!"” She relaxed mnutely. "But
Speaker woul d bl ast himout of the sky if he tried to come back. So it's all right."

"Suppose | could talk Speaker into letting Nessus rejoin us?"
"How coul d you do that?"

"Suppose | coul d?"

"But why?"

"Nessus still owns the Long Shot. The Long Shot is the only way to get the hunman race to the
Clouds of Magellan in |less than centuries. W |ose the Long Shot if we | eave the Ringworld w thout
Nessus. "

"How, how crass, Louis!"

"Look. You clained that if the puppeteers hadn't done what they did to the kzinti we'd all be
kzinti slaves. True. But if the puppeteers hadn't interfered with the Fertility Laws, you woul dn't
even have been born!"

She was rigid against him Her mnd showed in her face, and her face was |ike her eyes: tightly
cl osed.

He kept trying. "What the puppeteers did, they did a long time ago Can't you forgive and
f or get ?"

"No!" She rolled away fromhim out fromunder the heated coveralls and into the icy water.
Louis hesitated, then followed her. A cold, wet shock ... he surfaced ... Teela was back at her
pl ace beneath the waterfall.

Smiling in invitation. How could her noods change so suddenly?
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He swamto her

"That's a charnming way to tell a man to shut up!" he laughed. She couln't possibly have heard
him He couldn't hear hinself, with the water poundi ng down around him But Teel a | aughed back
equal |y soundl essly, and reached for him

"They were stupid argunments anyway!" he screaned.

The water was cold, cold. Teela was the only warnth. They knelt clasping each other, supported
by rough, shall ow underwater rock

Love was a delicious blend of warmand cold. There was confort in nmaking love. It solved no
probl ens: but one could ran away from probl ens.

* k k

They wal ked back toward the 'cycles, shivering a little within their heated cocoons. Louis
didn't speak. He had realized a thing about Teel a Brown.

She had never |earned how to resist. She could not say no and nake it stick. She could not
deliver reproofs of calculated intensity, hunorous or jabbing or deadly vicious, as other wonen
coul d. Teela Brown had not been hurt socially, not often enough to |earn these things.

Louis could browbeat her until doomsday, and she woul d never know how to stop him But she could
hate himfor it. And so he renmined silent, for that reason and for another

He didn't want to hurt her.

They wal ked in silence, holding hands, naking |loveplay with their fingers.

"Al'l right." she said suddenly. "If you can tal k Speaker into it, you can bring Nessus back."
"Thanks," said Louis. He showed his surprise.

"It's only for the Long Shot," she said. "Besides, you can't do it."

There was tine for a nmeal and for fornal exercises: pushups and situps, and for infornal
exercises: tree clinbing.

Presently Speaker returned to the 'cycles. His nouth was not bloody. At his 'cycle he dialed,
not for an allergy pill, but for a wet brick-shaped slab of warmliver. The mighty hunter returns,
Loui s thought, keeping his nmouth firmy shut.

The sky had been overcast when they |landed. It was still overcast, a uniformleaden gray, as
they took off. And Louis resuned his argunment by intercom

"But it was so |ong ago!"

"A point of honor is not affected by time, Louis, though of course you woul d not know that.
Furt her, the consequences of the act are very much with us. Wiy did Nessus select a kzin to trave
with hin®"

"He told us that."

"Why did he select Teela Brown? The Hi ndnost nust have instructed Nessus to learn if hunans have
i nherited psychic luck. He was also to learn if kzinti have becone docile. He chose ne because as
anbassador to a characteristically arrogant species, | amlikely to denobnstrate the docility his
peopl e seek."

"I'"d thought of that too." Louis had carried the idea even further. Had Nessus been instructed
to nention starseed lures, in order to gauge Speaker's reactions?

"It matters not. | say that | amnot docile."”
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"WIIl you stop using that word? It warps your thinking."
"Louis, why do you intercede for the puppeteer? Wiy do you wi sh his conpany?"

Good questions, Louis thought. Certainly the puppeteer deserved to sweat a little. And if what
Loui s suspected was true, Nessus was in no danger at all.

Was it only that Louis Wi |iked aliens?

O was it nore general than that? A puppeteer was different. Difference was inportant. A nman of
Louis Wi's age woul d get bored with life itself, without variety. To Louis the conmpany of aliens
was a vital necessity.

The 'cycles rose, followi ng the slope of the nountains.

"Viewpoints," said Louis Wi. "W're in a strange environnient, stranger than any world of men or
kzinti. We may need all the insights we can bring to bear, just to figure out what's going on."

Teel a appl auded wi t hout sound. Nicely argued! Louis w nked back. A very human conversation
Speaker couldn't possibly read its neaning.

The kzin was saying, "I do not need a puppeteer to explain the, world to ne. My own eyes, nose,
ears are sufficient.”

"That's moot. But you do need the Long Shot. W all need the techniques that ship represents.”
"For profit? An unworthy notive."

"Tanjit, that's not fair! The Long Shot is for the entire human race, and the kzinti too!"

"A qui bbl e. Though the profit is not to you alone, still you sell your honor for profit."

"My honor is not in danger," Louis grated.

"I think it is," said Speaker. And he switched off.

"That's a handy little gadget, that switch," Teela observed, with malice. "I knew he'd do that."
"So did |. But, Lord Finagle! He's hard to convince."

* % %

Beyond the nmountai ns was an endl ess expanse of fleecy cloud, graying out at the infinity-
hori zon. The flycycles seened to float above white cloud, beneath a bright blue sky in which the
Arch was an outline at the threshold of visibility.

The nountains fell behind. Louis felt a twinge of regret for the forest pool with the waterfall
They woul d never see it again.

A wake followed the 'cycles, a roiling wavefront where three sonic boons touched the cloud cover
ahead. Only one detail broke the infinity-horizon. Louis decided that it was either a nountain or
a storm very distant, very large. It was the size of a pinhead held at arns | ength.

Speaker broke the silence. "Arift in the cloud cover, Louis. Ahead and to spinward."
"I seeit."
"Do you see how the light shines through? Much Iight is being reflected fromthe | andscape."

True, the edges of the cloud break glowed brightly. Hmm ... "Could we be flying over Ringworld
foundati on material ? It would be the biggest break yet in the | andscaping."”

"I want to | ook nore closely."

"CGood," said Louis.
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He wat ched the speck that was Speaker's flycycle curve frantically away to spinward. At Mach 2
Speaker would get no nore than a glinpse of the ground.

There was a problem here. Wiich to watch? The silver fleck that was Speakees flycycle, or the
smaU orange cat-face above the dash? One was real, one was detailed. Both offered information, but
of different kinds.

In principle, no answer was entirely satisfactory. In practice, Louis naturally watched bot h.
He saw that Speaker was over the rift

The intercom echoed Speakees yowl . The silver fleck had gone suddenly brighter; and Speaker's
face was a glue of white light. Hs eyes were closed tight. H's nouth was open, screaning.

The i mage di mred. Speaker had crossed the rift. One armwas thrown across his face. The fur that
covered hi mwas snoki ng bl ack char

Beneath the diverging silver speck of Speaker's flycycle, a bright spot showed on the cloud
cover ... as if a spotlight foll owed Speaker from bel ow.

"Speaker!" Teela called. "Can you see?"

Speaker heard and uncovered his face. The orange far was unburned in a broad band across his
eyes. El sewhere the fur was ash-bl ack. Speaker opened his eyes, closed themtight, opened them
again. "rmblind," he said.

"Yes, but can you see?"

In his worry over Speaker, Louis hardly noticed the strangeness of that question. But sonething
in himnoted her tone of voice: the anxiety, and beneath that, the suggestion that Speaker had
given a wong answer and should be given a second chance.

But there wasn't time. Louis called, "Speaker! Slave your 'cycle to mne. W've got to get to
cover."

Speaker funbled at the board. "Done. Louis, what kind of cover?" Pain thickened and distorted
hi s voi ce.

"Back to the npuntains."

"No. W would lose too nuch time. Louis, | know what attacked nme. If | amright, then we are
safe as |long as we have cloud cover."”

n G.]?ll
"You will have to investigate."
"You need nedical attention."

"l do indeed, but first you nust find us a safe place to | and. You nust descend where the clouds
are nost dense ..."

* k% *

It was not dark, down here below the clouds. Sone |ight cane through, and enough of that was
reflected toward Louis Wi. It gl ared.

The Iand was an undul ating plain. It was not Ring floor material, but soil and vegetation
Loui s dropped lower. squinting against the glare.

A single species of plant evenly dispersed across the land, fromhere to the infinity-
hori zon. Each plant had a single blossom and each bl ossomturned to follow Louis Wi as he
dropped. A trenmendous audi ence, silent and attentive.
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He | anded and di snounted beside one of the plants. The plant stood a foot high on a knobbly
green stalk. Its single blossomwas as big as a |large nan's face. The back of that bl ossom was
stringy, as if laced with veins or tendons; and the inner surface was a snoboth concave nirror
Fromits center protruded a short stalk ending in a dark green bulb.

All the flowers in sight watched him He was bathed in the glare. Louis knew they were trying to
kill bun, and he | ooked up sonewhat uneasily; but the cloud cover held.

"You were right," he said, speaking into the intercom "They' re Slaver sunflowers. If the cloud
cover hadn't cone up, we'd have been dead the instant we rose over the nmountains.”

"I's there cover where we can hide fromthe sunflowers? A cave, for exanple?"

"I don't think so. The land's too flat. The sunflowers can't focus the light with any precision
but there's a lot of glare anyway."

Teel a broke in. "For pity's sake, what's the matter with you two? Louis, we've got to |and!
Speaker's in pain!"

"Truly, I amin pain, Louis."
"Then | vote we risk it. Come down, you two. We'll just have to hope the clouds hold."
"Good!" Teela's intercominage went into action

Louis spent a nminute or so searching between the plants. It was as he had surm sed. There was no
alien survivor anywhere in the domain of the sunflowers. No smaller plant grew between the stalks.
Not hi ng fl ew. Nothing burrowed beneath the ashy-1ooking soil. On the plants thensel ves there were
no blights, fungus growths, disease spots. |If disease struck one of their own, the sunflowers
woul d destroy it.

The mrror-blossomwas a terrible weapon. Its prinmary purpose was to focus sunlight on the green
phot osynthetic node at its center. But it could also focus to destroy a plant-eating ani nal or
i nsect. The sunflowers burned all enemes. Everything that lives is the eneny of a photosynthesis-
using plant; and everything that |ived becane fertilizer for the sunflowers.

"But how did they cone here?" Louis wondered. For sunflowers could not coexist with | ess exotic
plant life. Sunflowers were too powerful. Thus they could not be native to the Ringworl ders
original planet.

The engi neers nust have scouted nearby stars for their useful or decorative plants. Perhaps they
had even come as far as Silvereyes, in hunan space. And they must have decided that the sunflowers
were decorative

"But they would have fenced themin. Any idiot would have that much sense. Gve them say, a
pl ot of ground with a high, broad ring of bare Ring flooring around it. That woul d keep themin.

"Only it didn't. Sonehow a seed got across. No telling how far they've spread by now, " said
Louis to hinself. And he shuddered. This nust be the "bright spot"” he and Nessus had noticed ahead
of them As far as the eye could see, no living thing challenged the sunfl owers.

Intime, if they were given tine, the sunflowers would rule the Ri ngworld.

But that would take nuch tine. The Ringworld was roony. Roomy enough for anything.

CHAPTER 15 -- Dream Castle
Louis, musing, was only half aware of two flycycles dropping beside his owm. He was jerked from

his reverie when Speaker barked, "Louis! You will take the Slaver disintegrator fromny 'cycle and
use it to dig us a hiding-hole. Teela, conme and tend nmy injuries.”
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"A hidi ng- hol e?"
"Yes. W nust burrow like aninmals and wait for nightfall."

"Yeah." Louis shook hinself. Speaker should not have had to think of that, injured as he was.
Cbviously they could not risk a break in the clouds. Al the sunflowers needed to nurder them was
a point-source of light. But at night --

Loui s avoi ded | ooki ng at Speaker while he searched Speaker's cycle. One | ook had been enough
The kzin was burnt black across nost of his body. Fluids | eaked through the oily ash that had been
fur. Flesh showed bright red in wi de cracks. The snell of burnt hair was strong and terrible.

Louis found the disintegrator: a double-barreled shotgun with a fluid-seen ng handl e. The weapon
next to it made himgrin sourly. If Speaker had suggested burning off the sunflowers with
flashlight-lasers, Louis probably would have gone along with it, fuddl ed as he was.

He took the weapon and wi t hdrew qui ckly, feeling queasy, ashaned of his weakness. He hurt with
the pain of Speaker's burns. Teela, who knew nothing of pain, could hel p Speaker better than Louis
coul d.

Low ai ned the gun thirty degrees downward. He was wearing the breathing-helnmet fromhis pressure
suit. As he was in no hurry, he flipped only one of the two triggers.

The pit formed fast. Louis couldn't see how fast, for the dust was all around himafter the
first instant. A hurricane blew at himfromwhere the beamfell. Louis had to |l ean hard into the
w nd.

In the cone of the beamthe el ectron becane a neutral particle. Soil and rock, torn to atonms by
the mutual repul sion of the nuclei, reached himas a fog of nonatoinic dust. Louis was glad of the
br eat hi ng- hel net .

Presently he turned off the disintegrator. The pit |ooked big enough to fit the three of them
and the flycycles too.

So qui ckly, he thought. And he wondered how fast the tool would dig with both beans on. But then
there would be a current flow, he thought, borrow ng Speaker's euphenism At the nonent he wasn't
| ooking for that much excitenent.

* % %

Teel a and Speaker had di snounted. Speaker was now hairl ess over nost of his body. A large orange
patch still covered himwhere he sat and a broad orange band crossed his eyes. Elsewhere his nude
skin was veined red-violet, showing clusters of deep red cracks. Teela was spraying himwth
sonet hing that foaned white where it touched

The stench of burnt hair and nmeat stayed Louis fromcomng too close. "It's done,"” he said.
The kzin | ooked up. "I can see again, Louis."
"CGood!" He'd been worried.

"The puppeteer brought mlitary nedical supplies, vastly superior to kzinti civilian medicines.
He shoul d not have had access to mlitary supplies.” The kzin sounded angry. Perhaps he suspected
bribery; and perhaps he was right.

"I"'mgoing to call Nessus," Louis said. And he circled the pair. Wite foam now covered the kzin
fromhead to foot. There was no snell at all.

* k *

"I know where you are," he told the puppeteer.

"Marvel ous. Where am |, Louis?"
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"You' re behind us. You circled round behind us as soon as you were out of sight. Teela and
Speaker don't know. They can't think |ike puppeteers.”

"Do they expect a puppeteer to break trail for then? Perhaps it is best they continue to think
so. What chance is there that they will pernmit me to rejoin thenP"

"Not now. Maybe later. Let me tell you why | called ..." And he told the puppeteer about the
sunflower field. He was detailinh the extent of Speaker's injuries when Nessus's flat face dropped
bel ow the | evel of the intercom caniera.

Louis waited a few nonents for the puppeteer to reappear. Then he switched off. He was sure that
Nessus woul d not remain long in catatonic withdrawal. The puppeteer was too sanely careful of his
life.

* %k %
Ten hours of daylight remained. The teamwaited it out in the disintegrator-dug trench

Speaker slept through it. They wal ked himinto the trench, then used a spray fromthe kzint
medkit to put himto sleep. The white stuff had congeal ed on himto the consistency of a foam
rubber pill ow.

"The worl d's only bouncy kzin," said Teel a.

Louis tried to sleep. He dozed for a time. Once he half woke to bright daylight and to the sharp
bl ack shadow of the slope failing across him He stirred and went back to sleep ..

And woke later in a cold sweat. Shadows! |If he had sat up to | ook, hed have been burnt crisp!
But the clouds were back, safely blocking the vengeance of the sunflowers.
Finally one horizon dinmed. As the sky darkened, Louis set about waking the others.

They flew beneath the clouds. It was vital that they be able to see the sunflowers. |If dawn
approached while the fleet was still over sunflowers, they would have to hide out during the next
day.

Cccasionally Louis dipped his 'cycle for a closer |ook

For an hour they flew and then the sunflowers grew sparse. There was a regi on where sunfl owers
were scarce, half-grown seedlings growing anong the bl ackened stunps of a recently burned forest.
Grass actually seened to conpete with the sunflowers in this area.

Then there were no sunflowers at all
And Loui s could sleep at |ast.

* k%

Louls slept as if drugged. It was still night when he woke. He | ooked about him and found a
glinrer of |ight ahead and to spinward.

Groggy as he was, he thought it would turn out to be a firefly caught in the sone fold, or
sonmething equally silly. But it was still there after he rubbed his eyes.

He pushed the Call button for Speaker.

The light grow nearer and cl earer. Against the darkness of the Ringworld night |andscape it
showed bright as a point of reflected sunlight

Not a sunflower. Not at night.

It might be a house, Louis thought; but where would a native got his lighting? Then again, a
house woul d have gone by like that. At flycycle cruising speed, you could cross the North Anerican
continent in two-and-half hours.
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The light was drifting past themon the right, and still Speaker hadn't answered.

Louis cut his 'cycle out of formation. He was grinning in the dark. Behind himthe fleet, now
under Speakees gui dance (at Speaker's insistence), was only two 'cycles strong. Louis picked
Speaker's fromnenory. He flew toward it

Shock waves and sonic fold showed faintly outlined by cloud-di nmed Archlight, a network of
straight lines converging to a point. Speaker's flycycle, and Speaker's ghost-gray sil houette,
seened caught in a Euclidian spiderweb.

Louis was perilously close when he turned big spotlight on and i mrediately off. In the dark he
saw t he ghost come suddenly alert. Louis guided his 'cycle carefully between the kzin and the
poi nt of 1ight.

He blinked his spotlight again.
Speaker cane on the intercom "Yes, Louis, | see it now A |lighted sonething going past us."

"Then let's ook it over."

"Very well." Speaker turned toward the light.

* k%

They circled it in the dark, like curious m nnows nosing a sinking beer bottle. It was a ten-
story castle floating a thousand feet high, and it was all lit up like the instrunent board on

sonme anci ent rocket ship.

A single tremendous picture wi ndow, curved so that it formed both wall and ceiling, opened on a
cavity the size of an opera house. Wthin, a labyrinth of dining tables surrounded a raised circle
of floor. There was fifty feet of space above the tables, enpty but for a free-formsculpture in
stressed wre.

Always it came as a fresh surprise, the el bow roomon the Ringworld. On Earth it was a felony to
fly any vehicle w thout an autopilot. A falling car woul d be bound to kill sonmeone, no matter
where it fell. Here, thousands of niles of wlderness, buildings suspended over cities, and head
roomfor a guest fifty feet tall.

There was a city beneath the castle. It showed no lights. Speaker skimed over it like a
swoopi ng hawk, scanned it hastily in the blue Archlight. He cane up to report that the city | ooked
very like Zignamuclickclick

"We can explore it after dawn," he said. "I think this stronghold is nore inportant. It may have
been untouched since the fall of civilization."

"I't nust have its own power source,
Zi gnanucl i ckclick did."

Loui s specul ated. "I wonder why? None of the buildings in

Teel a sent her 'cycle skimng directly under the castle. In the intercomher eyes went big with
wonder, and she cried, "Louis, Speakerl You ve got to see this!"

They dropped after her w thout thought. Louis was noving up al ongsi de her when he becane
suddenly, freezingly aware of the nmass suspended over his head.

There were wi ndows all over the underside; and the underside was all angles. There was no way to
land the castle. Wio had built it, and how, with no bottomto it? Concrete and neta
asymi etrically designed, and what the tanj was holding it up? Louis's stomach [urched, but he set
his jaw and pull ed up al ongsi de Teel a, underneath a floating nass equivalent to a nedi umsized
passenger starship.

Teel a had found a wonder: a sunken swi nmming pool, bathtub-shaped and brightly lit. Its glass
bottom and gl ass walls were open to the outer darkness, but for one wall which bordered on a bar
or aliving room or ... it was hard to tell, looking through two thicknesses of transparency.
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The pool was dry. In the bottomwas a single great skel eton resenbling that of a bandersnatch

"They kept large pets,"” Louis specul at ed.

"I'sn't that a Jinxian bandersnatch? My uncle was a hunter,'
built inside a bandersnatch skeleton."

said Teela. "He had his trophy room

"There are bandersnatchi on a | ot of worlds. They were Slaver food animals. | wouldn't be
surprised to find themall through the gal axy. The question is, what nmade the Ringworlders bring
t hem here?"

"Decoration," Teela said pronptly.

"Are you ki ddi ng?" A bandersnatch | ooked |ike a cross between Mby Dick and a caterpillar
tractor.

Still, Louis thought, why not? Wiy wouldn't the engi neers have raided a dozen or a hundred
stellar systenms to populate their artificial world? By hypothesis, they had had ramscoop-fusion
drives. By necessity every living thing on the Ringworld had been brought from sonewhere el se.
Sunfl owers. Bandersnatchi. Wat el se?

Forget it. Go straight for the rimwall; don't try to explore. Already they had come far enough
to circle the Earth half a dozen tinmes. Finagle' s |aw, how nuch there was to find!

Strange life. (Harmess, so far.)
Sunfl owers. (Speaker flaming in a glare of light, yowing into the intercom)
Floating cities. (Wich fell disastrously.)

Bandersnatchi. (Intelligent and dangerous. They woul d be the same here. Bandersnatchi did not
mut ate.)

And death? Death was al ways the sanme, everywhere.

They circled the castle again, |ooking for openings. Wndows there were, all shapes, rectangles
and octagons and bubbles and thick panes in the floor; but all were closed. They found a dock for
flying vehicles, with a great door built like a drawbridge to act as a landing ranp; but, like a
drawbri dge, the door was up and cl osed. They found a couple of hundred feet of spiral escal ator
hangi ng |i ke a bedspring fromthe |owernost tip of the castle. Its bottomended in open air. Sone
force had twisted it away, |eaving sheared beam and broken treads. Its top was a | ocked door

"To Finagle with this! I'"'mgoing to rama w ndow," said Teel a.

"Stop!" Louis comranded. He believed she would do it. "Speaker, use the disintegrator. Get us
in."

In the light streaming fromthe great picture wi ndow, Speaker unslung the Slaver digging tool

Loui s knew about the disintegrator. Objects within its variable w dth beam acquired, suddenly, a
positive charge powerful enough to tear them apart. The puppeteers had added a second, parallel

beamto suppress the charge on the proton. Louis had not used it to dig in the sunflower field,
and he knew it would not be needed for this job.

He nmi ght have guessed that Speaker would use it anyway.

Two points a few inches apart on the great octagonal w ndow acquired opposite charges, with a
potential difference between.

The flash was blinding. Louis clenched his eyes over tears and pain. The crack of thunder was
si mul t aneous, and deafeni ng even through the sonic fold. In the stunned calmthat followed, Louis
felt gritty particles settled thickly over his neck and shoul ders and the backs of his hands. He
kept his eyes cl osed.
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"You had to test it," he said.

"It works very well. It will serve us."

"Happy birthday. Don't point it at Daddy, because Daddy will be very angry."
"Do not be flippant, Louis."

H s eyes had recovered. Louis found mllions of glass slivers all over himand the 'cycle.
Flying gl ass! The sonic fold nust have stopped the particles, then released themto drift down
over every horizontal surface

Teela was already floating into the ballroomsized cavity. They foll owed.

* % %

Loui s woke gradually, feeling wonderful. He was lying on his arm on a soft surface. Hi s armwas
asl eep.

He roll ed over and opened his eyes.

He was in a bed, looking up at a high white ceiling. An obstruction under his ribs turned out to
be Teela's foot.

Ri ght. Thhey had found the bed | ast night, a bed as big as a niniature golf course, in an
enor nous bedroom i n what woul d have been the basenent of a |ess unusual castle.

By then they had al ready found marvels.

The castle was a castle kideed, and not nerely a posh hotel. A banquet hall with a picture
window fifty feet tall was startling enough. But the tables circled a central, ring-shaped table
on a raised dais. The ring surrounded a contoured, high-backed chair the size of a throne. Teel a,
experimenting, had found how to make the chair rise halfway to the ceiling, and how to activate a
pi ckup to amplify the voice of the occupant into a thunder of commd. The chair would turn; and
when it turned, the scul pture above it turned too.

The scul pture was in stressed wire, very light, nostly enpty space it had seemed an abstraction
until Teela started it turning. Then it was obviously a portrait.

The scul pted head of an entirely hairless nan.

Was he a native, froma conmunity whose nmenbers shaved their faces and scal ps? O had he been a
menber of another race fromfar around the curve of the Ring?

They m ght never know. But the face was decidedly human: handsone, angul ar, the face of one used
to comuand

Louis | ooked up at the ceiling and renmenbered that face. Command had worn hues into that face,
around the eyes and nouth, and the artist had sonehow nanaged to include those Iines into the wire
f ramewor k.

This castle had been a seat of governnment. Everything pointed to it: the throne, the banquet
hall, the unique wi ndows, the floating castle itself with its independent power source. But for
Louis Wi the clincher was that face.

Afterward they had wandered through the castle. They had found |avishly decorated, beautifully
desi gned staircases everywhere. But they didn't nove. There were no escal ators, no elevators, no
sl i dewal ks, no dropshafts. Perhaps the stairs thensel ves had noved once.

So the party had wandered downward, because it was easier than clinbing up. In the bottom of the
castle they had found the bedroom

Endl ess days of sleeping in flycycle seats, of naking | ove wherever the fleet had happened to
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touch down, had made that bed irresistible to Teela and Louis Wi. They had | eft Speaker to
continue his explorations al one.

By now there was no telling what he had found.

Loui s raised hinmself on one el bow. The dead hand was com ng back to |ife. He was careful not to
jar it. Never happens with sleeping plates, he reflected, but what the tanj ... a least it's a bed

One gl assy wall of the bedroom opened on a dry pool. Framed by glass walls and a glass floor
the white skeleton of a Frunmi ous bandersnatch | ooked back at himwi th enpty eyes set in a spoon-
shaped skul | .

The opposite wall, equally transparent, opened a thousand feet over the city.

Louis rolled over three tinmes and dropped off the edge of the bed. The floor was soft, covered
with a fur rug whose texture and color distintingly resenbled a native's beard. Louis padded to
the wi ndow and | ooked out.

(Somet hing was interfering with his vision, like a minor flicker in a tridee screen. Consciously
he had not even noticed it. Nonetheless it was annoying.)

Beneath a white and featurel ess sky, the city was all the colors of gray. Mst of the buildings
were tall, but a bare handful were tall enough to dwarf the rest; taller, a few of them than the
bottomof this floating castle. There had been other floating buildings. Lotus could see the
scars, broad gaps in the cityscape, where thousands of tons of masonry had snashed down.

But this one dreamcastle had had its own independent power supply. And a bedroom big enough to
fit any decent-sized orgy. Wth a tremendous wi ndow-wall fromwhich a sultan might contenplate his
domai n, might see his subjects as the ants they were.

"This place nust have been conducive to hubris," said Louis W.
Sonet hi ng caught his eye. Sonmething fluttering outside the w ndow.

Thread. A length of it had hung up on a cornice; but nore of it was still drifting dowmn fromthe
sky. Coarse thread. He could see the two strands trailing fromthe cornice down over the city. It
must have been falling for as Iong as he had been | ooking out the window Interfering with his
vi si on.

Not knowing its origin, Louis accepted it for what it was. Sonething pretty. He |lay nude on his
back on the hairy wall-to-wall rug, and he watched the thread drifting past his wi ndow. He felt
safe and rested, perhaps for the first tinme since an X-ray-laser had touched the Liar.

The thread drifted endl essly down, |oop after |loop of black line curving out of a gray-white
sky. It was fine enough to flicker in and out of visibility. Howto know the length of it? Howto
count the snowflakes in a blizzard?

Suddenly Louis recognized it.
"Wl cone back," he said. But he was jolted.
Shadow square wire. It had foll owed them here

* k *

Louis clinbed five flights of stairs to find his breakfast. Naturally he didn't expect the
kitchen to be operating.

He was | ooking for the banquet hall; but he found the kitchen instead.

It confirmed ideas he had had earlier. It takes servants to nake an autocrat; and there had been
servants here. The kitchen was trenendous. It mnust have required a score of chefs, with their own
servants to carry the finished product out to the banquet hall, return the dirty dishes, clean up
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run errands ..

There were bins that had held fresh fruit and vegetables, and now hel d dust and fruit-pits and
dried skins and nold. There was a cold room where carcasses had hung. It was enpty and warm There
was a freezer, still working. Sone of the food on the freezer shelves m ght have been edi bl e; but
Louis woul d not have risked it.

There were no cans.
The water spigots were dry.

Aside fromthe freezer, there was not a nachine nore conplex than a door hinge. There were no
tenperature indicators or tiners on the stoves. There was nothing equivalent to a toaster. There
were threads hangi ng over the stove, with nodules of crud on them Raw spices? No spice bottles?

Loui s | ooked once around himbefore he left. O herwi se he mght have nissed the truth.
This room had not originally been a kitchen

What, then? A storage roonf? A tridee roonf? Probably the latter. One wall was very blank, with a
uni form paint job that | ooked younger than the rest; and there were scars on the fl oor where
chairs and couches mi ght have been renobved.

Al'l right, then. The room had been an entertainment room Then, nmaybe the wall set had broken
down, and nobody renenbered how to fix it. Later the autokitchen had gone the sanme route.

So the big tridee roomhad been turned into a manual ly operated kitchen. Such kitchens nust have
been comon by then, if nobody renmenbered how to fix an autokitchen. Raw foods had been brought up
by flying truck.

And when the flying trucks broke down, one by one ...?
Louis left.

He found the banquet hall at last, and the only dependabl e source of food in the castle. There
he breakfasted on a brick fromthe kitchen slot in his 'cycle.

He was finishing up when Speaker entered.

The kzin nust have been starving. He went straight to his 'cycle, dialed three wet dark-red
bricks, and gul ped them down in nine swallows. Only then did he turn to | ook at Louis.

He was no | onger ghost-white. Sonetine during the night, the foam had fini shed healing himand
had sl oughed away. Hi s skin showed gl ossy and pink and healthy, if pink was the color of healthy
kzinti skin, with a few ridges of grey scar tissue and an extensive network of violet veins.

"Cone with ne," the kzin conmanded. "I have found a map room"”

CHAPTER 16 -- The Map Room

The map roomwas at the very top of the castle, as befitted its inportance. Louis was bl ow ng
hard fromthe clinb. He had had a time keeping up. The kzin did not run, but he wal ked faster than
a man coul d wal k.

Loui s reached the | anding as Speaker pushed through a doubl e door ahead of him

Through that gap Louis saw a horizontal band of jet black, eight inches broad and three feet off
the ground. He | ooked beyond it, |ooked for a simlar strip of baby blue chocked with m dni ght
bl ue rectangles; and he found it.

Jackpot .

Louis stood in the doorway, taking in details. The miniature Ringworld was al nbst as |arge as
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the room which was circular and perhaps a hundred and twenty feet across. At the hub of the
circular map was a rectangul ar screen, heavily nmounted, facing away fromthe doorway but built to
turn.

High on the walls were ten turning globes. They varied in size, and they turned at different
rates; but each was the characteristic color, rich blue with swirled white frosting, of an
Earthli ke world. There was a conic-section map bel ow each gl obe.

"I spent the night here, working," said Speaker. He was standi ng behind the screen. "I have many
things to show you. Cone here."

Loui s al nost ducked under the Ring. A thought stopped him The hawk-featured nan who ruled the
banquet hall woul d never have stooped so, not even to enter this holy of holies. Louis wal ked at
the Ring, and through it, and found it was a hol o projection.

He took up a stance behind the kzin.

Control panels surrounded the screen. Al the knobs were | arge and nassive, made of silver, and
each was carved to represent the head of sone aninmal. The boards were contoured in swirls and
curves. Prettified, Louis thought. Decadent?

The screen was alight, but unmagnified. Looking into it was |ike |ooking down on the R ngworld
fromthe vicinity of the shadow squares. Louis felt a touch of deja vu.

"I had it focused earlier," said the kzin. "If | renenber rightly ..." He touched a knob, and
the vi ew expanded so fast that Louis's hand clutched for a throttle. "I want to show you the rim
wall. Rrrr, a bit off ..." He touched another fierce-visaged knob, and the view slid. They were

| ooki ng over the edge of the Ringworld.
Somewhere were tel escopes to give themthis view Were? Munted on the shadow squares?

They were | ooki ng down on thousand mnile-high nountains. Still the view expanded as Speaker found
ever-finer controls. Louis marvel ed at how abruptly the nmountains, appearing very natural but for
their size, were cut by the knife-edged shadow of space.

Then he saw what ran al ong the peaks of the nountains.

Though it was only a line of silver dots, he knew what it would be. "A linear accelerator.”

"Yes," said Speaker. "Wthout transfer booths, it is the only feasible way to travel Ri ngworld
di stances. It nust have been the major transport system”

"But it's a thousand niles high. Elevators?"

"I found elevator shafts an along the rimwall. There, for instance." By now the silver thread
was a |line of tiny |loops, widely spaced, each hidden fromthe | and bel ow by a nountai n peak. A
tube so slender as to be barely visible led fromone of the | oops, down the slop of a nountain,
into a layer of clouds at the bottom of the Ri ngworld atnosphere.

Speaker said, "The el ectromagnetic |oops cluster thickly around the el evator shafts. El sewhere
they are up to a mllion mles apart. | surmse that they are not needed except for starting and
stoppi ng and gui dance. A car could be accelerated to free fall, coast around the rimat a relative
770 mles per second, to be stopped near an el evator tube by another cluster of |oops."

"It'd take up to ten days to get a nan where he wants to go. Not counting accel erations."

"Trivial. It takes you sixty days to reach Silvereyes, the human world farthest fromEarth. You
woul d need four tinmes that long to cross known space from edge to edge."

True. And the living area on the Ringworld was greater than that of all known space. They built
for roomwhen they built this thing. Louis asked, "Did you see any sign of activity? |Is anyone
still using the linear accel erator?"

"The question is meaningless. Let ne show you." The view converged, slid sidewase, expanded
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slowy. It was night. Dark clouds diverged over dark |and, and then ..

"City lights. Well." Louis swallowed. It had cone too suddenly. "So it's not all dead. W can
get help."
"l do not think so. This nmay be difficult to find ... ah."

"Finagle's black mnd!"

The castle, obviously their own castle, floated serenely above a field of |ight. Wndows, neon

streans of floating light notes which nust be vehicles ... oddly shaped floating buildings ..
| ovel y.

"Tapes. Tanjit! We're watching old tapes. | thought they nust be |ive transm ssions." For one
glorious nonment it had seened that their search was over -- lighted, bustling cities, pinpointed
on a map for them ... but these pictures nmust be ages old, civilizations old.

"I thought so also, for many hours last night. | did not suspect the truth until | failed to

find the thousands of miles of neteor crater slashed by the Liar's | anding."

Loui s, speechless, thwacked the kzin on his nude pink- and-lavender shoulder. It was as high as
he coul d reach

The kztn ignored the liberty. "After | had | ocated the castle, things proceeded quickly.
Cbserve." He caused the viewto slide rapidly to port. The dark land blurred, lost all detail.
Then they were over bl ack ocean

The canera seenmed to back up ..

"You see? A bay of one of the mgjor salt owans falls across our path to the rimwall. The ocean
itself is several tinmes as large as any on Kzin or Earth. The bay is as large as our | argest
ocean."

"Mre delay! Can't we go over it?"

"Perhaps we can. But we face greater delay than that." The kzin reached for a knob
"Hold it. | want a closer |ook at those groups of islands!"

"Why, Louis? That we night stop for provisions?"

"No ... Do you see howthey tend to formclusters, with wide stretches of deep water between?
Take that grouping there.” Louis's forefinger circled i mages on the screen. "Now | ook up at that
map. "

"l do not understand."”

"And that grouping in what you called a bay, and that nap behind you. The continents in the
conic projections are a little distorted ... See it now? Ten worlds, ten clusters of islands. They
aren't one-to-one scale; but 1'lIl bet that island is as big as Australia, and the origina
continent doesnot | ook any bigger than Eurasia on the gl obe.”

"What a macabre jest. Louis, does this represent a typically human sense of hunor?"
"No, no, no. Sentinment! Unless --"
"Yes?"

"I hadn't thought of that. The first generation -- they had to throw away their own worlds, but
they wanted to keep sonething of what they were | osing. Three generations later it would be funny.
It's always that way."

When the kzin was sure Louis had finished, he asked somewhat diffidently, "Do you humans fee
that you understand kzinti?"
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Louis smled -- and shook his head.

"Good," said the kzin, and changed the subject. "I spent sone time |ast night exam ning the
near est spaceport."

* k%

They stood at the hub of the mniature Ringworld, |ooking through a rectangul ar wi ndow into the
past .

The past they saw was one of mmgnificent achi evenent. Speaker had focused the screen on the
spaceport, a wide projecting | edge on the spaceward side of the rimwall. They watched as an
enornous bl unt-ended cylinder, alight with a thousand wi ndows, was |anded in el ectronmagnetic
cradling fields. The fields glowed in pastel shades, probably so that the operators could
mani pul ate them visual ly.

"The tape is | ooped," said Speaker. "I watched it for sonme tine last night. The passengers seem
to walk directly into the rimwall, as if a kind of osnpbsis process were being used."

"Yeah." Louis was badly depressed. The spaceport |edge was far to spinward of them-- a distance
to dwarf the distance they had al ready travel ed.

"I watched a ship take off. They did not use the linear accelerator. They use it only for
| andi ngs, to match the velocity of the ship to that of the spaceport. For takeoffs they sinply
tunble the ship off into space.

"It was as the | eaf-eater guessed, Louis. Remenber the trap door arrangenent? The Ri ngworld
spins easily fast enough for a ranscoop field to operate. Louis, are you |istening?"

Loui s shook hinself. "Sorry. Al | can think about is that this adds about seven hundred
thousand nmiles to our trip."

"It may be possible to use the main transport system the snall |inear accelerator at the top of
the rimwall."

"Not a chance. It's probably wecked. Civilization tends to spread, if there's a transport
systemto spread it. And even if we can got it working, we aren't noving toward an el evat or
shaft."

"That is true," said the kzin. "I |ooked for one."

In the rectangul ar screen, the ship was down. Floating trucks ran a jointed tube to the ship's
mai n | ock. Passengers spilled into the tube.

"Shall we change our goal ?"
"We can't. The spaceport is still our best chance."
"Is it?"

"Yes, tanjit! Big as it is, the Ringworld is a colony world. Civilization always centers around
t he spaceport on a colony world."

"Because craft come fromthe honme world, carrying news of technol ogical innovations. W surm se
that the Ri ngworlders have abandoned their hone world."

"But the ships can still cone in," Louis said doggedly. "Fromthe abandoned worl ds! From
centuries ago! Ranmships are subject to relativity, to tine dilation."

"You hope to find old spacenen trying to teach the old skills to savages who have forgotten
them And you may be right,"” said Speaker. "But | weary of this structure, and the spaceport is
very far. What else can | show you on the nap screen?"
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Suddenly Louis asked, "How far have we conme since we |left the Liar?"

"I told you I could not find our inpact crater. Your guess is as accurate as mne. But | know
how far we must go. Fromthe castle to the rimis approximately two hundred thousand niles."

"Along way ... But you nust have found the nmountain."

"No. "

"The big one. Fist-of-God. W crashed practically on its slope.”
"No. "

"I don't like that. Speaker, is there any way we coul d have gotten off course? You should have
found Fi st-of-God just by backtracking starboard fromthe castle."

"But | did not," Speaker said with finality. "Do you wish to see anything nore? For exanpl e,
there are blank areas. Probably they are due only to worn tape, but | wondered if they night not
conceal places on the R ngworld whose nature is secret."

"But we'd have to go there ourselves to find out."

Speaker suddenly turned to face the double doors, his ears spread like fans. Silently he dropped
to all fours, and | eapt.

Loui s blinked. What could have caused that? And then he heard it

Considering its age, the castle machinery had been remarkably silent. Now there came a | ow
pi tched hum from out si de the doubl e doors.

Speaker was out of sight. Louis drew his flashlight-laser and foll owed cautiously.

He found the kzin at the head of the stairs. He put the weapon away; and together they watched
Teel a ride up.

"They only go up," Teela told them "Not down. The one between the sixth and seventh floors

won't go at all."
Loui s asked the obvi ous question. "How do you nmake t hem nove?"

"You just grip the banister and push forward. That way it won't go unless you're hangi ng on.
Safer. | only found out by accident."”

"You would. | clinmbed ten flights of stairs this nmorning. How nany did you clinmb before you
found out?"

"None. | was going up for breakfast, and | tripped on the first step and grabbed for the
bani ster."

"Right. it figures."
Teel a | ooked hurt. "It's not nmy fault if you --"
"Sorry. Did you get your breakfast?"

"No. |'ve been watching people nove around bel ow us. Did you know there's a public square just
under the buil di ng?"

Speakees ears opened wide. "Is there? And it is not deserted?"

"No. They've been filing in fromall directions, all norning. By now there nust be hundreds of
them" She snmiled |ike dawn breaking. "And they're singing."

* k% %
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There were wide spots along all the corridors of the castle. Each such al cove was furnished with
rugs and couches and tables, apparently so that any group of strollers could take a neal whenever
he fanci ed, wherever he might be. In one such dining-nook, near the "basenent |evel" of the
castle, was a long wi ndow bent at right angles to formhalf a wall, half a floor.

Louis was panting a little from having descended ten flights of stairs. He found hinself
fascinated by the dining table. Its top seemed -- scul pted; but the contours were shaped and
pl aced to suggest soup plates, salad or butter or dinner plates, or coasters for the bottomof a
mug. Decades or centuries of use had stained the hard white nmateri al

"You woul dn't use pl ates,’
the table off afterward.”

Loui s specul ated. "You'd dish the food into the depressions, and hose

It seemed unsanitary, but --? "They wouldn't bring flies or nosqgntoes or wolves. Wiy shoul d they
bring bacteria?

"Col onic bacteria," he answered hinself. "For digestion. And if one bacterium mutated, turned
vicious --" By then there would be no imunity to anything. Was that how the R ngworld
civilization had died? Any civilization requires a mni mum nunber to maintain it.

Teel a and Speaker were paying himno attention. They knelt in the bend of the w ndow, | ooking
down. Louis went to join them

"They're still at it," said Teela. And they were. Louis guessed that a thousand people were
| ooking up at him They were not chanting now.

"They can't know were here," he said.

Speaker suggested, "Perhaps they worship the building."

"Even so, they can't do this every day. W're too far fromthe edge of town. They couldn't reach
the fields."

"Per haps we happened by on a special day, the holy day."

Teel a said, "Maybe somet hi ng happened | ast night. Something special, like us, if someone spotted
us after all. O like that." She pointed.

"I wondered about that," said Speaker. "How |l ong has it been falling?"

"Since | woke up, at least. It's like a rain, or a new kind of snow. Wre fromthe shadow
squares, mle after mle of it. Why do you suppose it fell here?"

Loui s thought of six mllion mles of distance between each shadow square ... of an entire six-
mllion-mle strand torn loose by its inpact with the Liar ... falling with the Liar toward the
Ri ngworl d | andscape, on nearly the sane course. It was hardly surprising that they had cone across
part of that enornous strand.

He was not in a | ong-w nded nood. "Coincidence,” he said.

"Anyway, it's draped all over us, and it's been falling since |ast night, probably. The natives
must have worshi pped the castle already, because it floats.”

"Consider," the kzin said slowy. "If R ngworld engineers were to appear today, floating down
fromthis floating castle, it would be taken as nore appropriate than surprising. Louis, shall we
try the God Ganbit?"

Louis turned to answer-and couldn't. He could only try to keep a straight face. He night have
made it, but Speaker was explaining to Teela:

"I't was Louis's suggestion that we mght succeed better with the natives by posing as Ri ngworld
engi neers. You and Louis were to be acol ytes. Nessus was to be a captive denon; but we can hope to
do without him | was to be nore god than engi neer, a kind of war god --"
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Then Teela started to | augh, and Louis broke up

Ei ght feet tall, inhumanly broad across the shoul ders and hips, the kzin was too big and too
toothy to be other than fearsonme, even when burnt bald. His ratlike tail had al ways been his |east
i mpressive feature. Now his skin was the sane color: baby pink crisscrossed with | avender
capillaries. Wthout the fur to bulk out his head, his ears becane ungainly pink parasols. O ange
fur made a domi no nmask across his eyes, and he seened to have grown his own fluffy orange pill ow
to sit on.

The danger of laughing at a kzin only nmade it funnier. Doubled over, with his arms around his
m ddl e, | aughing silently now because he could not inhale, Louis backed toward what he hoped was a
chair.

An inhumanly |arge hand cl osed on his shoulder and lifted himhigh. Still convulsed with mirth,
Louis faced the kzin at eye level. He heard, "Truly, Louis, you nust explain this behavior."

Louis made an enornous effort. "A k-k-kind of war god," he said, and was off again. Teela was
maki ng hi ccuppi ng sounds.

The kzin set himdown and waited for the fit to pass.

"You sinply aren't inpressive enough to play god," Louis said sonme minutes later. "Not until the
hair grows back.™

"But if | tore some humans to pieces with nmy hands, perhaps they would respect ne then."

"They' d respect you froma distance, and fromhiding. That wouldn't do us any good. No, we'll
just have to wait for the hair. Even then, we ought to have Nessus's tasp."

"The puppeteer is unavailable."
"But --"
"I say he is unavail able. How shall we contact the natives?"

"You' Il have to stay here. See what you can learn fromthe map room Teela and I,
and suddenly renenbered. "Teela, you haven't seen the nap room"

said Louis,

"What's it like?"

"You stay here and get Speaker to show you. |'lIl go down alone. You two can nonitor me by
conmuni cator disc, and conme for ne if there's trouble. Speaker, | want your flashlight-Iaser."
The kzin grunbled, but he did relinquish the flashlight-laser. It still left himwth the

nodi fi ed Slaver disintegrator.

* % %

From a thousand feet over their heads, he heard their reverent silence beconme a murnur of
ast oni shment; and he knew that they had seen him a bright speck separating fromthe castle
wi ndow. He sank toward them

The murmur did not die. It was suppressed. He could hear the difference.
Then the singing began.

"It drags," Teela had said, and, "They don't keep in step,"” and, "It all sounds flat." Louis's
i magi nati on had gone on fromthere. As a result the singing took himby surprise. It was nuch
better than he had expected.

He guessed they were singing a twelve-tone scale. The "octave" scal e of nobst of the human worlds
was al so a twelve-tone scale, but with differences. Small wonder it had sounded flat to Teel a.

Yes, it dragged. It was church nusic, slow and solemm and repetitive, w thout harnony. But it
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had grandeur.

The square was i mense. A thousand people were a vast throng after the weeks of |oneliness; but
the square could have held ten times that nunber. Loudspeakers could have kept them singing in
step, but there were no | oudspeakers. A lone man waved his arms froma pedestal in the center of
the square. But they would not ook at him They were all |ooking up at Louis Wi.

For all that, the mnusic was beauti ful

Teel a coul d not hear that beauty. The nusic of her experience had cone fromrecordi ngs and
tridee sets, always by way of a m crophone system Such nusic could be anplified, rectified, the
voi ces multiplied or augnented, the bad takes thrown away. Teela Brown had never heard |ive nusic.

Louis Wi had. He slowed his 'cycle to give his nerve ends tine to adapt to the rhythns of it. He
renenbered the great public sings on the cliffs above Crashlanding Cty, throngs which had boasted
twice this nunber, sings which had sounded different for that and another reason; for Louis W had
been singing too. Now, as he let the nusic vibrate in him his ears began to adjust to the
slightly sharp or flat notes, to the blurring of voices, to the repetition, to the slow nmajesty of
the hymm.

He caught hinself as he was about to join in the singing. That's not a good idea, he thought,
and let his cycle settle toward the square.

The pedestal in the center of the square had once held a statue. Louis identified the humanlike
footprints, each four feet long, that nmarked where the statue had stood. Now the pedestal housed a
kind of triangular altar, and a nman stood with his back to the altar waving his arns as the people
sang.

Fl ash of pink above gray robe ... Louis assuned that the man was wearing a headpi ece, perhaps of
pi nk sil k.

He chose to land on the pedestal itself. He was just touching down when the conductor turned to
face him As a result he al nost wecked the 'cycle.

It was pink scalp Louis had seen. Unique in this crowd of heads |ike golden flowers, faces of
blond hair with eyes peeping through, this man's face was as naked as Louis WI's own.

Wth a straight-armed gesture, palns down, the man held the last note of the singing ... held it
for seconds ... then cut it. A fragment of a second later the tail of it drifted in fromthe edges
of the square. The -- priest? -- faced Louis WI in a sudden silence.

He was as tall as Louis Wi, tall for a native. The skin of his face and scalp were so pale as to
be nearly translucent, like a W Made It al bino. He nust have shaved many hours ago with a razor
that was not sharp enough, and now the stubble was energing, adding its touch of gray everywhere
but for the two circles around his eyes.

He spoke with a note of reproof, or so it seemed. The translator disc instantly said, "So you
have cone at |ast."”

"We didn't know we were expected,"” Louis said truthfully. He was not confident enough to try a
God Ganbit based on himself. In along lifetime he had | earned that telling a consistent set of
lies could get hellishly conplicated.

"You grow hair on your head," said the priest. "One presunes that your blood is | ess than pure,
O Engi neer."

So that was it! The race of the Engineers nust have been totally bald; so that this priest nust
imtate them by using a blunt razor on his tender skin. O ... had the Engineers used depil cream
or sonething just as easy, for no reason nore pressing than fashion? The priest |ooked very like
the wire-portrait in the banquet hall

"My blood is of no concern to you," Louis said, shelving the problem "W are on our way to the
rimof the world. What can you tell us about our route?"
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The priest was transparently puzzled. "You

"I"mnot an Engineer." Louis held his hand

But the priest only | ooked nore bewi | dered.

Have you stol en secrets from Heaven? What do

ask information fromne? You, an Engi neer?"
ready to activate the sonic fold.

"Then why are you hal f-hairl ess? How do you fly?
you want here? Have you come to steal ny

congr egati on?"

The | ast question seenmed the inportant one. we need here is

information."

"W're on our way to the rim All

"Surely your answers are in Heaven."
"Don't be flippant with me," Louis said evenly.

"But you cane directly from Heaven! | saw you!"

"Ch, the castle! W' ve gone through the castle, but it didn't tell us nmuch. For instance, were
the Engineers really hairl ess?"

"I have sonetinmes thought that they only shave, as | do. Yet your own chin seens naturally
hairless."

"I depilate."” Louis |ooked about him at the sea of reverent golden flower-faces. "What do they

bel i eve? They don't seemto share your doubts.”
"They see us tal king as equals, in the |Ianguage of the Engineers. | would have this continue, if
it please you." Now the priest's manner seened conspiratorial rather than hostile.

"Woul d that inprove your standing with thenf? |I suppose it would," said Louis. The priest really
had feared to |l ose his congregation -- as any priest might, if his god cane to |life and tried to
take over. "Can't they understand us?"

"Perhaps one word in ten."

At this point Louis had cause to regret the efficiency of his translator disc. He could not tel
if the priest was speaking the | anguage of Zignamuclickclick. Knowi ng that, knowi ng how far the
two | anguages had di verged since the breakdown in comunications, he m ght have been able to date
the fall of civilization
he asked.

"What was this castle called Heaven?" "Do you know?"

"The | egends speak of Zrillir," said the priest, "and of how he ruled all the |ands under
Heaven. On this pedestal stood Zrillir's statue, which was |life-sized. The | ands supplied Heaven
with delicacies which I could name if you like, as we learn their names by rote; but in these days
they do not grow. Shall [?"

"No thanks. \What happened?"

A singsong quality had crept into the man's voi ce. and

told it many tinmes .

He nust have heard this tale many tines,

"Heaven was nmade when the Engineers nade the world and the Arch. He who rul es Heaven rules the
land fromedge to edge. So Zrillir ruled, for many lifetines, throwing sunfire from Heaven when he
was di spl eased. Then it was suspected that Zrillir could no |longer throw sunfire.

"The people no | onger obeyed him They did not send food. They pulled down the statue. Wen

Zrillir's angels dropped rocks fromthe heights, the peopl e dodged and | aughed.

"There canme a day when the people tried to take Heaven by way of the rising stairway. But

Zrillir caused the stairway to fall. Then his angels left Heaven in flying cars.
"Later it was regretted that we had lost Zrillir.

The sky was al ways overcast; crops grew
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stunted. We have prayed for Zrillir's return.”
"How accurate is all this, do you think?"

"l would have denied it all until this norning, when you cane flying down from Heaven. You nake
me terribly uneasy, O Engineer. Perhaps Zrillir does indeed intend to return, and sends his
bastard ahead to clear the way of false priests.”

"I could shave ny scal p. Wuld that hel p?"

"No. Never nmind; ask your questions."

"What can you tell nme about the fall of Ringworld civilization?"

The priest |ooked still nore uneasy. "ls civilization about to fall?"
Louis sighed and -- for the first tine -- turned to consider the altar

The altar occupied the center of the pedestal on which they stood. It was of dark wood. Its flat
rectangul ar surface had been carved into a relief map, with hills and rivers and a single | ake,
and two upward-turni ng edges. The other pair of edges, the short edges, were the bases of a gol den
par abol oi d arch.

The gold of that arch was tarnished. But fromthe curve of its apex a small golden ball hung by
a thread; and that gold was highly polished.

"Is civilization in danger? So nuch has happened. The sunwire, your own coming -- is it sunwre?
Is the sun falling on us?"

"I strongly doubt it. You nean the wire that's been falling all norning?"

"Yes. In our religious training we were taught that the sun hangs fromthe Arch by a very strong
thread. This thread is strong. W know," said the priest. "Agirl tried to pick it up and undo a
tangle, and it cut through her fingers."

Loui s nodded. "Nothing's falling," he said. Privately he thought: Not even the shadow squares.
Even it you cut all the wires, the squares wouldn't hit the R ngworld. The Engi neers woul d have
given them an orbital aphelion inside the Ring

He asked, wi thout nmuch hope, "Wat do you know about the transport systemat the rin?" And in
that instant he knew sonething was wong. He'd caught sonething, sone evidence of disaster; but
what ?

The priest said, "Wuld you mnd repeating that?"
Loui s did.

The priest answered, "Your thing that tal ks said something else the first tinme. Something about
a restricted sonething."

"Funny," said Louis. And this time he heard it. The translator spoke in a different tone of
voi ce, and it spoke at |ength.

""You are using a restricted wavelength in violation --' |1 do not renenber the rest," said the
priest. "W had best end this interview You have reawakened sonething ancient, sonething evil --

The priest stopped to listen, for Lou&s translator was speaking again in the priest's |anguage. "--
“in violation of edict twelve, interfering with maintenance.' Can your powers hold back --"

What ever el se the priest said was not transl ated.

For the disc suddenly turned red hot in Louis's hand. He instantly threw it as hard as he coul d.
It was white hot and brightly glowing when it hit the pavenent -- w thout hurting anyone, as far
as he could see. Then the pai n backl ashed hi mand he was hal f-blinded by tears.
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He was able to see the priest nod to him very formal and regal

He nodded back, his face equally expressionless. He had never disnmounted his 'cycle; now he
touched the control and rose toward Heaven

When his face could not be seen he let it snarl with the pain, and he used a word he had heard
once on Winderl and, froma man who had dropped a piece of Steuben crystal a thousand years ol d.

CHAPTER 17 -- The Eye of The Storm

The 'cycles were noving to port when they |eft Heaven, beneath the steel-gray lid that in these
regions served as a sky. It had saved their lives above the sunflower fields. By nowit was nerely
depr essi ng.

Louis touched three points on the dash to lock into his present altitude. He had to watch what
he was doi ng, because there was very little feeling in his right hand under the nedicines and the
spray-skin and the single white blister on each fingertip. He regarded his hand now, thinking how
much worse it mght have been ..

Speaker appeared above the dash. "Louis, do we not wish to rise above the clouds?"
"W mght niss something. W can't see the ground fromup there."
"W have our nmaps."

"Whul d t hey show us anot her sunflower field?"

"You are right," Speaker said instantly. He clicked off.

Speaker and Teela, waiting in Heaven's map roomwhile Louis braced a shaven priest far bel ow,
had spent the tine well. They had sketched contour maps of their route to the rimwall, and had
al so sketched in the cities that showed as bright yell ow patches in the magnifying screen

Then sonet hi ng had taken exception to their use of a reserved frequency. Reserved by whom for
what purpose, how | ong ago? Way had it not objected until now? Louis suspected an abandoned
machi ne, |like the nmeteor guard that had shot down the Liar. Perhaps this one worked only
intermttently, in spasns.

And Speaker's translator disc had turned red hot and stuck to his palm It would be days before
he could use his hand again, even with the mracle kzinti "mlitary" nedicines. The muscles would
have to regenerate.

The maps woul d make a difference. Resurging civilization would al most certainly show first in
the great metropoli. The fleet could cross those sites, watching for lights or rising snoke.

Nessus's call button burned on the dash, as it night have burned for a score of hours. Louis
answered it.

He saw the puppeteer's straggly brown mane and gl ovesoft back rising and slowy falling with his
breath. For a nonent he wondered if the puppeteer were back in catatonic withdrawal. Then the
puppeteer lifted a triangul ar head and sang, "Wl cone, Louis! Wat news?"

"We found a floating building," said Louis. "Wth a map room" He told the puppeteer of the
castle called Heaven, the map room the screen, the nmaps and gl obes, the priest and his tales and
his model of the universe. He had been answering questions for sonme tinme when he thought of one of
hi s own.

"Hey. |s your translator disc working?"

"No, Louis. A short tinme ago the instrunent turned white hot before me, frightening nme badly.
Had | dared, | would have gone catatonic; but | knewtoo little."
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"Well, the others are gone too. Teela's burned its case and left a sear on her 'cycle. Speaker
and | both got our hands burned. You know somet hi ng? Wre going to have to learn the Ri ngworld
| anguage. "

"Yes. "

"I wish the old man had renenbered sonething about the fall of the old Ring society. | had an
idea ..." And he told the puppeteer his theory of a nutating colonic bacterium

"That is possible,"” said Nessus. "Once they lost the secret of transnutation, they would never
recover."

"Ch? Way not ?"
"Look about you, Louis. Wat do you see?"

Louis did. He saw a |ightni ng-storm devel opi ng ahead; he saw hills, valleys, a distant city,
twin mountain peaks tipped with the dirty translucency of raw Ring flooring ... "Land anywhere on
the Ringworld, and dig. Wat do you find?"

"Dirt," said Louis. "So?"

"And t hen?"

"More dirt. Bedrock. Ring floor naterial," said Louis. And as he said these words the | andscape
seened to alter. Stormclouds, nountains, the city to spinward and the city dw ndling behind, the
edge of brilliance far away on the infinity-horizon, that mght be a sea or a sunflower invasion

now t he | andscape showed as the shell it was. The di fference between an honest planet and this
was the difference between a human face and an enpty rubber nask

"Dig on any world," the puppeteer was saying, "and eventually you will find sone kind of neta
ore. Here, you will find forty feet of soil, and then the R ng foundation. That material cannot be
worked. If it could be pierced, the m ner would strike vacuum-- a harsh reward for his | abor

"Gve the Ring a civilization capable of building the Ring, and it nmust necessarily have cheap

transmutation. Let themlose the technol ogy of trasmutation -- no matter how -- and what woul d be
left? Surely they would not stockpile raw netals. There are no ores. The netal of the R ng would
be all in machines and in tools and in rust. Even interplanetary capability would not help them

for there is nothing to be mned anywhere around this star. Cvilization would fall and never
rise.”

Softly Louis asked, "Wen did you figure this out?"
"Sone time ago. It did not seeminportant to our survival."

"So you just didn't nention it. Right," said Louis. The hours he'd spent worrying that problen
And it all seened so vividly obvious now Wat a trap, what a terrible trap for thinking beings.

Loui s | ooked ahead of him (and was marginally aware that Nessus's image was gone). The storm was
nearer now, and it was wi de. Doubtless the sonic folds could handle it, but stil

Better to fly over it. Louis pulled on a handle, and the flycycles rose toward the world' s gray
lid, toward the clouds that had covered them since they reached the tower called Heaven

Louis's mnd ran in idle ..

Learning a new | anguage woul d take tinme. Learning a new | anguage every tine they set down woul d
be i npossi bl e. The question was becom ng crucial. How | ong had the Ring natives been barbarian?
How | ong since they had all spoken the sane | anguage? How far had the | ocal |anguages diverged
fromthe original?

The universe blurred, then went entirely gray. They were in the clouds. Tendrils of mst
streanmed around the bubble of Louis's sonic fold. Then the 'cycles broke through into the
sunl i ght.
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Fromthe Ringworld' s indefinite horizon, a vast blue eye | ooked at Louis Wi across a fl at
infinity of cloud.

If God's head had been the size of the Earth's Mon, that eye woul d have been about the right
si ze.

* k k

It took Louis a nonent to grasp what he was seeing. For another nonent his brain flatly refused
to believe it. Then the whole picture tried to fade like a badly illum nated hol o.

Through the hummng in his ears he heard / felt soneone screaning
Am | dead? he wondered.
And, |s that Nessus screaning? But he'd cut that circuit.

It was Teela. Teela, who had never been afraid of anything in her life. Teela covered her face
with her hands, hiding fromthat vast blue stare

The eye | ay dead ahead, dead to port. It seemed to be drawing themtoward itself.
Am | dead? |Is the Creator cone to judge me? Which Creator?
It was finally tine for Louis Wi to decide which Creator he believed in, if any.

The eye was blue and white, with a white eyebrow and a dark pupil. Wite of cloud, blue of
distance. As if it were part of the sky itself.

"Loui s!'" Teela screaned. "Do sonething!"

It isn't happening, Louis told hinself. H's throat was a columm of solid ice. H's mnd ran about
in his skull like sonmething trapped. It's a big universe, but sone things really are inpossible.

"Louis!"
Louis found his voice. "Speaker. Hey, Speaker. Wat do you see?"

The kzin took his tine answering. His voice was curiously flat. "I see a great hunan eye ahead
of us."

" Human?"
"Yes. Do you see it too?"

The word Louis woul d never have used nade all the difference. Hunan. A human eye. |f the eye
were a supernatural manifestation, then a kzin should see a kzinti eye, or nothing at all

"Then it's natural,” Louis told hinself. "It has to be."
Teel a | ooked at hi m hopeful ly.
But how was it drawing themtoward itself?

"Ch," said Louis WI. He noved the steering handle hard right. The 'cycles curved away to
spi nwar d.

"This is not our route," Speaker said instantly. "Louis, bring us back. O put the fleet under
my command. "

"You aren't thinking of going through that thing, are you?"

"It is too large to go around.™
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"Speaker, it's no bigger than Plato crater. We can circle it in an hour. Wy take chances?"

"If you are afraid, drop out of formation, Louis. Crcle the eye and neet ne on the other side
Teela, you may do the same. | will go through."

"Why?" Louis's voice sounded ragged even to him "Do you think that -- accidental cloud
formation is a challenge to your manhood?"

"My what? Louis, nmy ability to procreate is not at issue. My courage is."

" \Npy 2"

The 'cycles fell across the sky at cruising velocity, twelve hundred mles per hour

"Why i s your courage at issue? You owe me an answer. You're risking our lives."

"No. You may go around the Eye."

"And how do we find you afterward?”

The kzin considered. "I concede the point. Have you heard of the Kdapt-Preacher heresy?"
"No. "

"I'n the dark days that followed the Fourth Truce with Man, Mad Kdapt - Preacher headed a new
religion. He was executed by the Patriarch hinself in single conbat, since he bore a partial nang,
but his heretical religion survives in secret to this day. Kdapt-Preacher believed that God the
Creator nade man in his own inage."

"Man? But -- Kdapt-Preacher was a kzin?"

Yes. You kept wi nning, Louis. For three centuries and four wars you had been wi nning. Kdapt's
di sci pl es ware nasks of hunman skin when they prayed. They hoped to confuse the Creator |ong enough
town a war."

"And when you saw that eye peering over the horizon at us --"
"Yes. "
"Oh, boy."

"I put it to you, Louis, that my own theory is nore likely than yours. An accidental cloud
formation. Really, Louis!"

Louis's brain was working again. "Strike accidental. Maybe the Ring engineers set up the Eye
formation for their own anmusement, or as a pointer to sonething."”

"To what ?"

"Who knows? Sonet hing big. An anmusenent park, a mmajor church. The headquarters of the
Optonetrist's Union. Wth the techniques they had, and the room it night be anything!"

"A prison for Peeping Tons," said Teela, suddenly getting into the spirit of the thing. "A
university for private detectives! A test pattern on a giant tridee set! | was as scared as you
wer e, Speaker." Teela sounded normal again. "I thought it was -- | don't know what | thought. But
I"'mwth you. We'll go through together."

"Very well, Teela."
"If he blinks, we'll both be killed."
"*The majority is always sane,'" Louis quoted. "lI'mgoing to call Nessus."

"Fi nagl e, yes! He nust have gone through it already, or around it!"
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Loui s | aughed harder than he ordinarily would have. He had been very frightened. "You don't
think Nessus is breaking trail for us, do you?"

"Huh?"

"He's a puppeteer. He circled around behind us, then he probably slaved his 'cycle to Speaker's.
That way Speaker can't catch him and any danger he's likely to neet, we'll neet first."

Speaker said, "You have a remarkable ability to think |ike a coward, Louis."
"Don't knock it. We're on an alien world. W need alien insights."

"Very well, call himsince you and he seemto think so nuch alike. |I intend to face the Eye, and
| earn what lies behind it, or withinit."

Loui s call ed Nessus.

* k%

In the intercominage, only the puppeteer's back was visible. H's mane stirred slowy with his
br eat hi ng.

"Nessus," Louis called. Then, |ouder, "Nessus!"

The puppeteer twi tched. A triangular head rose in enquiry.

"I was afraid I'd have to use the siren.”

"I's there an energency?" Both heads came up, quiveringly alert.

Louis was finding it inpossible to return the vast blue stare ahead of him H's eyes kept
sliding away. He said, "A kind of enmergency. My crazy team are about to weck thenselves. | don't
think we can afford to | ose them"

"Expl ai n, please."
"Look ahead of you and tell me if you can see a cloud formation in the shape of a human eye."

"I see it," said the puppeteer
"Any idea what's causing it?"

"Cbviously it is a stormof some kind. You will already have reasoned that there will be no
spiral hurricane formations on the Ringworld."

"Ch!" Louis hadn't even wondered about that.

"The spiral formof a hurricane derives fromcoriolis force, fromthe difference in the
velocities of two air masses at different latitudes. A planet is a rotating spheroid. If two
masses of air nmove toward each other to fill a partial vacuum one noving north and the other
south, their residual velocities will carry them past each other. Thus a whirl pool of air is
formed. "

"l know what causes hurricanes."”

"Then you nust realize that on the Ringworld, all contiguous nmasses of air have virtually the
sane velocity. There will be no whirlpool effect.”

Loui s | ooked ahead of himtoward the eye-shaped storm "But what kind of a stormwould you get?
None at all, I'd think. You wouldn't get any circulation of air at all."

"Untrue, Louis. Hot air would rise, cold air would sink. But these effects could not produce
such a stormas that ahead of us."

"Too right."
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"What is Speaker threatening to do?"
"Fly through the center of that Finagle-sired thing, with Teela loyally following after him"

The puppeteer whistled a tone as pure and beautiful as ruby laser light "That seens dangerous.
The sonic folds would protect them agai nst the ravages of any ordinary storm But this |ooks to be
no ordi nary storm"

"I was thinking that it mght be artificial."

"Yes ... The Ringworlders would have set up their own Ring-girdling circulation system But that
system woul d have stopped worki ng when the Ring power supply failed. | don't see ... ah. | have
it, Louis."

"What is it?"

"We must postulate an air-sink, a region where air disappears near the niddle of the storm Al
the rest foll ows.

"Consider. The air sink creates a partial vacuum Air nasses flowin from spinward and
antispinward --"

"And port and starboard.”

"These we can ignore," the puppeteer said crisply. "But air nmoving in fromspinward wi n becone
fractionally lighter than the surrounding air. It will rise. Air noving in fromthe opposite
direction, fromantispinward, will becone fractionally heavier - -"

Louis was groping with an inmproperly visualized picture. "Wy?"

"Fromantispinward it cones, Louis. Its rotational velocity is increased fractionally with
respect to the Ring. Centrifugal force causes it to sink slightly.

"It forns the lower eyelid of the eye. The air fromspinward, rising, forns the upper eyelid.
There is a whirlpool effect, surely, but the axis of the whirlpool is horizontal, where on a
pl anet it would be vertical."

"But it's such a small effect!"

"But it is the only effect, Louis. There is nothing to interfere with its action, or to stop it.
It mght go on for millenia, building to what you see now. "

"Maybe. Maybe." The eye seened |l ess frightening now As the puppeteer had said, it nust be sone
kind of storm It was all the colors of a storm of black clouds and upper sunlit white clouds and
the dark "eye" of the stormacting as the iris of the Eye.

"The problemis the air sink, of course. Wiy does air disappear near the center of the storn"
"Maybe a punp is still working in there."

"I doubt that, Louis. If that were so, the air disturbances in this vicinity would be planned."
"Wl | 2"

"Have you noticed the places where the ring foundation naterial pokes through the soil and the
bedrock? Surely such erosion nust be unpl anned. Have you noticed how such pl aces appeared nore
frequently as we neared this place? The Eye storm nust have upset weather patterns for tens of
t housands of miles around, over an area greater than your world or mne."

This time it was Louis who whistled. "Tanj for tornent! But then -- oh, now | see. There nust be
a meteor puncture in the center of the Eye storm"”

"Yes. You see the inportance of this. The ring floor can be penetrated.”
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"But not by anything we're armed with."
"True. Still, we must know if the puncture is there."

Al ready Louis's superstitious panic seened a renenbered dream The puppeteer's analytical calm

was contagi ous and steadying. Louis Wi | ooked fearlessly into the eye and said, "W'll have to go
in and look. You think it'll be safe, flying through the iris?"

"It should be no nore than clear, still air in a partial vacuum"

"Ckay. 1'Il relay the good news. Well all fly through the eye storm"

* % %

The sky was darkening as they approached the iris. Was night falling overhead? |Inpossible to
tell. The thickening, blackening clouds nmade darkness enough

The eye was at least a hundred nmiles long fromcorner to corner, and sonething like forty nmiles
tall. Its outline seemed to blur as they approached. Layers and streaners becane visible. The true
shape of the eye began to show a tunnel of churning wi nds, reasonably uniform whose cross-
section was a picture of a hunan eye

But it still looked like an eye as they hurtled toward the iris.

It was like falling into the eye of God. The visual effect was horrifying, terrifying, alnost
com cally overdone. Louis was ready to laugh or scream O back out. It would only take one
observer to find out whether there was a hole in the Rngworld floor. Louis could go around ..

They were in.

They flew down a black corridor lit by lightning. Lightning flashed al nbst continuously, ahead
and behind and on all sides. For a uniformdistance around themthe air was clear. Beyond the iris
regi on, opaque black clouds swirled around them noving at greater than hurricane velocities.

"The | eaf -eater was right," Speaker roared. "It is nothing but a storm™"

"Funny thing. He was the only one of the four of us who didn't panic when he saw that eye. |
guess puppeteers aren't superstitious," screaned Louis Wi.

Teela called, "I see sonething ahead of us!"

It was a dip in the floor of the tunnel. Louis grinned with tension and rested his hands lightly
on the controls. There nmight be a tanj of a downdraft over that dip.

He was | ess wary now, |ess tense, than he had been when they entered the Eye. Wat coul d happen
where even a puppeteer found safety?

Cl ouds and lightning whirled around them as they neared the dip.

They braked and hovered over the dip, their flycycle notors fighting the downdraft. Through the
muf fling action of the sonic folds, the stormscreaned in their ears.

It was like looking into a funnel. Cbviously there was air disappearing down there; but was it
bei ng punped away at high speed, or was it being spewed at the stars through the bl ack bottom of
the Ringworld? They couldn't actually see nuch ..

Louis did not notice when Teel a dropped her 'cycle. She was too far away, the flickering Iight
was too strange, and he was | ooking down. He saw a tiny speck dwindling into the funnel, but he
t hought nothing of it.

Then, thinned by the howl of the storm he heard Teela's scream
Teela's face was clear in the intercominage. She was | ooking down, and she was terrified.

"What is it?" he bell owed.
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He could barely hear her answer. "It's got ne!"
He | ooked down.

The funnel was clear between its whirling conical sides. It was oddly and steadily lit, not by
Iightning per se, but by cathode-ray effects caused by current differences in a nearly conplete
vacuum There was a speck of ... sonmething down there, sonething that m ght conceivably have been
a flycycle, if anyone were stupid enough to dive a flycycle into a mael stromnerely to get a
closer ook at a puncture hole into outer space

Louis felt sick. There was nothing to be done, nothing at all. He wenched his eyes away --
Only to see Teela's eyes above the dashboard. She was | ooking down into sonething dreadful --
And bl ood was running from her nose.

He saw the terror drain out of her face, to | eave a white corpselike calm She was about to
faint. Anoxia? The sonic fold would hold air against vacuum but it had to be set first.

Hal f - consci ous, she | ooked up at Louis Wi. Do sonething, she begged. Do sonething.
Her head fell forward against the dash

Louis's teeth were in his lower lip. He could taste the blood. He | ooked down into the funnel of
stream ng neon-lit cloud, and it was sickeningly Iike the whirlpool over a bathtub drain. He found
the tiny speck that nust be Teela's cycle -- and saw it lunge straight forward and into the
sl oping, whirling wall of the funnel

Seconds | ater he saw the vapor trail appear ahead of him far down the eye of the horizonta
hurricane. A thread of white, sharply pointed. Somehow it never occurred to himto doubt that it
was Teela's 'cycle.

"What happened?" Speaker call ed.

Loui s shook his head, declining to answer. He felt nunb. Reason was short-circuited; his
thoughts traced a circle, round and round.

Teela's intercomimge was face down, showi ng nostly hair. She was unconscious, in an
uncontrol led flycycle noving far faster than tw ce sonic speed. Sonebody really ought to do
sonet hi ng about that

"But she was about to die, Louis. Could Nessus have activated a control we don't know about ?"
"No. I'd rather believe that than ... no."
"I think that nust be what happened,” said Speaker

"You saw what happened! She fainted, her head hit the control board, and her 'cycle shot out of
that drain like hell wouldn't have it! She punched the right controls with her forehead!"

"Nonsense. "
"Yeah." Louis wanted to sleep, to stop thinking ..

"Consi der the probabilities, Louis!" The kzin got it then, and he left his nmouth open while he
t hought about it. H's verdict was, "No. I|Inmpossible."

"Yeah."

"She woul d not have been chosen to join us. If her luck were even partially dependabl e, Nessus
woul d never have found her. She would have stayed on Earth."

Li ght ni ng sparkled, illuminating the long, |long tunnel of churning stormcloud. A straight,
narrow | i ne poi nted dead ahead: the vapor trail fromTeela s flycycle. But the 'cycle itself was
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beyond visibility.
"Louis, we would never have crashed on the Ri ngworld!"
"I"'mstill wondering about that."
"Per haps you had better wonder how to save her life."

Loui s nodded. Wth no real sense of urgency, he pushed the call button for Nessus -- a thing
Speaker coul d not do.

The puppeteer answered instantly, as if he had been waiting for the signal. Louis was surprised
to see that Speaker remained on the line. Rapidly he outlined what had happened.

"It appears that we were both wong about Teela," said Nessus.
"Yeah."

"She is moving under energency power. Her forehead woul d not be enough to activate the proper
controls. First she nmust mani pulate the override slot. It is difficult to see how she could do
that by accident.™

"Where is it?" And when the puppeteer had shown him Louis said, "She night have stuck her
finger init, just out of curiosity.”

"Real | y?"
Speaker interrupted Louis's answer. "But what can we do?"

"When she wakes up, have her signal ne," Nessus said crisply. "I can show her how to go back on
normal thrust, and how to find us afterward."”

"Meanwhi |l e, we can do not hi ng?"

"That is correct. There is the danger that elenments may burn out in the propul sion system
However, her vehicle will avoid obstacles; she will not crash. She is receding fromus at
approxi mately Mach four. The worst danger she faces is anoxia, which can | ead to brain danage. |
suspect she is safe fromthat."

"Why? Anoxia is dangerous."

"She is too lucky," said Nessus.

CHAPTER 18 -- The Perils of Teela Brown

It was bl ack night when they energed fromthe iris of the eye storm Then were no stars; but
faint blue Archlight reached through an occasional break in the cloud cover

"I have reconsidered," Speaker said. "Nessus, you may rejoin us if you will."

"I will," said the puppeteer.

"We need your alien insights. You have denpbnstrated great ingenuity. You nust understand that |
will not forget the crine your species has conmtted against mne."

"I would not wish to tanper with your menory, Speaker."

Louis Wi hardly noticed the triunph of practicality over honor, intelligence over xenophobi a.
Where the cloud bank nmet the infinity-horizon he searched for the mark of Teela's vapor trail. But
it had entirely di sappeared.

Teela was still unconscious. Her intercominmage stiffed restlessly, and Louis shouted, "Teela!"
But she did not answer.
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"W were wong about her," said Nessus. "But | cannot understand why. Wy should we have
crashed, if her luck is so powerful ?"

"Exactly what | have been telling Louis!"

"But," said the puppeteer, "if her luck has no power, how could she have activated the energency
thruster? | believe | was right fromthe first. Teela Brown has psychic |uck."

"Then why was she picked in the first place? Wiy did the Liar crash? Answer ne!"
"Stop it," said Louis.

They ignored him Nessus was saying, "Her luck is clearly undependable."

"I'f her luck had failed her just once, she would be dead."

"Were she dead or damaged, | would not have selected her. W nust allow for coincidence," said
Nessus. "You nust renenber, Speaker, that the |aws of probability do provide for coincidence.”

"But they do not provide for magic. | cannot believe in breeding for luck."
"You'll have to," said Louis.
This time they heard him He continued, "I should have known rmuch earlier. Not because she kept

m ssing disasters. It was the little things, things in her personality. She's |ucky, Speaker
Believe it."

"Louis, how can you credit this nonsense?"
"She's never been hurt. Never."
"How can you know?"

"I know. She knew all about pleasure, nothing about pain. Renenber when the sunfl owers bl asted
you? She asked you if you could see. 'I'mblinded,' you said. She said, 'Yes, but can you see?
She didn't believe you.

"Then, oh, right after the crash. She tried to wal k barefoot up a |lava slope that was just short
of nmelting hot."

"She is not very intelligent, Louis."

"She is intelligent, tanjit! Shes just never been hurt! \Wen she burned her feet, she charged
straight down the slope onto a surface a dozen tinmes nore slippery than ice -- and she never fell
down!

"But you don't need details," said Louis. "All you've got to do is watch her wal k. Cunsy. Every
second, it looks like she's going to fall over. But she doesn't. She doesn't knock things over
with her elbows. She doesn't spill things or drop things. She never did. She never |earned not to,
don't you see? So she's not graceful."

"This woul d not be apparent to nonhunans," Speaker said dubiously. "I nust take your word for
it, Louis. Still, howcan | believe in psychic |uck?"

"l do. | have to."

"I'f her luck were dependable," said Nessus, "she would never have tried to walk on recently
molten rock. Yet the luck of Teela Brown does protect us sporadically. Reassuring, is it not? You
three woul d be dead had not clouds shiel ded you when you crossed the sunflower field."

"Yeah," said Louis; but he renenbered that the clouds had parted | ong enough to sear the skin of
Speaker - To- Ani mal s. He remenbered the stairs of Heaven which had carried Teela Brown nine flights
upward, while Louis Wi had had to wal k. He felt the bandages on his hand, and renmenbered Speaker's
hand charred to the bone, while TeeW translator burned in its saddl e case. "Her |uck seens to
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protect her somewhat better than it protects us," he said.

"And why not? But you seem upset, Louis."

"Maybe | am..." Her friends would | ong since have stopped telling her their troubles. Teela
didn't understand troubles. Describing pain to Teela Brown would be like trying to describe color
to a blind man.

Wi pl ash of the heart? Teela had never been thwarted in |ove. The man she wanted came to her
and stayed until she had alnost tired of him then volunteered to go.

Sporadic or not, Teela's odd power nmade her ... a little different from human, perhaps. A woman,
surely, but with different strengths and talents, and blind spots, too ... And this was a wonan
Louis had loved. It was very odd.

"She | oved ne too," Louis nused. "Strange. |I'mnot her type. And if she hadn't |oved ne, then --

"What ? Louis, are you speaking to ne?"

"No, Nessus, |'mspeaking to ne ..." WAs that her real reason for joining Louis Wi and his
Motl ey Crew? Then the nystery was conpounded. Luck nmade Teela fall in love with an unsuitable nman
notivating her to join an expedition both unconfortabl e and di sastrous, so that she had severa
times brushed close to violent death. It didn't nake sense.

Teela's intercomimage | ooked up. Blank eyes and enpty face ... puzzled ... filling suddenly
with stark terror. Her eyes, wide and white, |ooking down. Teela's lovely oval face was ugly with
i nsanity.

"Easy," said Louis. "Take it easy. Relax. You're all right now "

"But --" A falsetto squeak was Teela's voi ce.
"Were out of it. It's way behind us. Look behind you. Tanj you, |ook behind you!"

She turned. For a long nmonment Louis saw only soft dark hair. Wen she turned back, she had
better control of herself.

"Nessus," said Louis, "tell her."

The puppeteer said, "You have been noving at Mach four for nore than half an hour. To bring your
flycycle back to nornal speed, insert your index finger in the slot marked with a green rim--"

Though still frightened, Teela was capable of follow ng orders.

"Now you nmust rejoin us. My signal indicates that your course has followed a curve. You are to
port and spinward of us. As you have no indicator, | will have to guide you to us by ear. For the
present, turn directly to antispi nward. "

"Which way is that?"
"Turn left until you are ained at one base of the Arch."

"I can't see the Arch. I'lIl have to go above the clouds."” She seened al nbost composed now.

Tanj, but she'd been frightened! Louis couldn't renenber ever seeing anyone that frightened.
Certainly he'd never seen Teela that frightened.

Had he ever seen Teel a frightened?

Louis turned to | ook over his shoulder. The | and was dark beneath the clouds; but the eye storm
a vast distance behind them glowed blue in the Archlight. It watched themgo with tota
concentration, and no sign of regret.
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Louis was deep in his own thoughts when a voice spoke his nanme. "Yeah," he said.
"Aren't you nad?"

"Mad?" He thought about it. It occurred to him briefly, that by normal standards she had done
an incredibly stupid thing, diving her 'cycle like that. And so he probed for anger as he would
have probed for an old toothache. And he found not hi ng.

Normal standards didn't fit Teela Brown.
The tooth was dead.
"I guess not. Wiat did you see down there, anyway?"

"I could have been killed," Teela said with nmounting anger. "Don't shake your head at me, Louis
Wi! | could have been killed! Don't you care?"

"Don't you?"
She jerked back as if hed sl apped her. Then -- he saw her hand nove, and she was gone.

She was back a norment later. "There was a hole," she cried furiously, "And m st at the bottom
Vel | 2"

"How bi g?"
"How shoul d I know?" And she was gone again
Ri ght. How coul d she have guessed scale, in that flickering neon light?

She risks her own life, Louis thought, then blanmes ne for not getting angry. An attention-
getting device? How | ong has she been doing it?

Anyone el se would die young, with a habit |ike that.
"But not her," said Louis Wi. "Not ..."
Am | afraid of Teela Brown?

"Or have | finally flipped?" It had happened to others his age. A man as old as Louis W nmnust
have seen inpossible things happen again and again. For such a man, the |line between fantasy and
reality sonetinmes blurred. He nmight becone ultra conservative, rejecting the inpossible even after
it had beconme fact ... like Kragen Perel, who would not believe in the thruster drive because it
viol ated the second | aw of notion. O he might believe anything ... |like Zero Hal e, who kept
buyi ng fake Sl aver relics.

Either way lay ruin and nadness.

"No!" When Teela Brown escapes certain death by bangi ng her head on a flycycle dashboard, that's
nore t han coi nci dence!

But why did the Liar crash?

A silver fleck edged between Louis and the smaller silver fleck to spinward. "Wl cone back,"
said Louis.

"Thank you," said Nessus. He nust have used energency thrust to catch up so fast. Speaker had
i ssued his invitation only ten minutes ago.

Two triangul ar heads, snall and transparent, considered Louis from above the dash. "I feel safe
now. When Teela joins us in half an hour, | wll feel safer still."
n \N]y?"

"The luck of Teela Brown shields us, Louis."
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"l don't think so," said Louis W.
Speaker, silent, watched themboth in the intercom Only Teela was out of the circuit.

"Your arrogance bothers me," said Louis Wi. "Breeding for a | ucky human was arrogant as the
Devil. You' ve heard of the Devil?"

"l have read of the Devil, in books."

"Snob. But your stupidity is worse than your arrogance. You blithely assune that what's good for
Teela Brown is good for you. Wiy should it be?"

Nessus sputtered. Then, "Surely this is natural. If we are both enclosed by the sane spacecraft
hull, a rupture is bad luck for both of us."

"Sure. But suppose you're passing a place where Teela wants to go, and suppose you don't want to
land. A drive failure just then would be lucky for Teela, but not for you."

"What nonsense, Louis! Wiy woul d Teela Brown want to go to the Ri ngworld? She never knew it
existed until | told her so!"

"But she's lucky. If she needed to cone here without knowing it, she'd cone here anyway. Then
her luck wouldn't be sporadic, would it, Nessus? It would have been working all the tine. Lucky
that you found her. Lucky that you didn't find anyone el se who qualified. Al those bad phone
connections, renenber?"

"But --"

"Lucky that we crashed. Renenber how you and Speaker argued over who was in charge of the
expedi tion? Well, now you know. "

"But why?"

"I don't know." Louis raked his fingernails across his scalp in utter frustration. H s straight
bl ack hair had grown out to the length of a crew cut, excluding the queue.

"Does the question upset you, Louis? It upsets ne. Wat could be here on the Ringworld to
attract Teela Brown? This place is, is unsafe. Strange storns and badly programmed machi nery and
sunflower fields and unpredictable natives all threaten our lives."

"Hah!" Louis barked. "Right. That's part of it, at |east. Danger doesn't exist for Teela Brown,
don't you see? Any assessnent we nake of the Ringworld has to take that into account.”

The puppet eer opened and closed his nmouths several tines in rapid succession.

"Does make things difficult, doesn't it?" Louis chortled. For Louis Wi, solving problens was a
pl easure in itself. "But it's half the answer. If you assune --"

The puppet eer screaned.

Loui s was shocked. He had not expected the puppeteer to take it so badly. The puppeteer wail ed
in two tones, then, w thout apparent haste, he tucked his heads under hinself. Louis saw only the
straggly mane that covered his brain case.

And Teela was on the intercom

"You' ve been tal king about nme," she said wthout heat. (She was unable to hold a grudge, Louis
realized. Did that nake the ability to hold a grudge a survival factor?) "I tried to follow what
you were saying, but | couldn't. Wat happened to Nessus?"

"My big nmouth. | scared him Now how are we going to find you?"

"Can't you tell where | anf"
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"Nessus has the only locator. Probably for the sane reason he sawto it that we didn't know how
to operate the emergency thrust."

"l wondered about that," said Teel a.

"He wanted to be sure he could run away froman angry kzin. Never mnd that. How nuch did you
under st and?"

"Not much. You kept asking each other why | wanted to come here. Louis, | didn't. | canme with
you, because | |love you --"

Loui s nodded. Sure, if Teela needed to come to the Ringworld, she had had to have a notive to
ride with Louis Wi. It was hardly flattering.

She loved himfor the sake of her own |uck. Once he had thought she | oved himfor hinself.

"I'"mpassing over a city," Teela said suddenly. "I can see sone lights. Not nany. There nust
have been a big, durable power source. Speaker could probably find it on his nap."

"I's it worth | ooking at?"
"I told you, there are lights. Maybe --" The sound went off w thout a click, wthout a warning.

Loui s considered the enpty space above his dashboard. Then he called, "Nessus." There was no
response.

Loui s activated the siren

Nessus cane out of it like a famly of snakes in a burning zoo. Under other circunstances it
woul d have been funny: the two necks frantically untangling, posing |like two question nmarks above
the dashboard; then Nessus barking, "Louis! Wuat is it?"

Speaker had answered the call instantly. Apparently sitting at attention, he waited for
i nstructions and enlightennment.

"Somet hi ng' s happened to Teela."
"Good," said Nessus. And the heads withdrew.

Gimy, Louis flicked the siren off, waited a nonent, flipped it on again. Nessus reacted as
before. This time Louis spoke first.

"I'f we don't find out what happened to Teela, 1'Il kill you," he said.

"l have the tasp,"” said Nessus. "W designed it to work equally well on kzinti and human. You
have seen its effect on Speaker."

"Do you think it would stop me fromkilling you?"
"Yes, Louis, | do."
"What ," Louis asked carefully, "will you bet?"

The puppeteer considered. "To rescue Teela can hardly be as dangerous as to take that ganble. |
had forgotten that she is your mate." He gl anced down. "She no longer registers on my locator. |
cannot tell where she is.”

"Does that nean her 'cycle's been danaged?"

"Yes, extensively. The sender was near one thruster unit of her flycycle. Perhaps she ran afou
of anot her working machine, akin to the one which burned our comuni cator discs.

"Um But you know where she was when she dropped out of the conversation."

"Ten degrees to spinward of port. | do not know the distance, but we can estimate this fromthe
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speed tol erances of her flycycle."

They flew ten degrees to port of spinward, a slanting |ine across Speaker's hand-drawn map. For
two hours there had been no lights; and Louis had begun to wonder if they were |ost.

Thirty-five hundred mles fromthe rolling hurricane that was the Eye storm the |ine across
Speaker's map ended at a seaport. Beyond the seaport was a bay the size of the Atlantic Ccean.
Teela couldn't have flown further than that. The seaport woul d be their |ast chance ..

Suddenly, beyond the crest of a deceptively gradual slope of hill, there were |ights.

"Pull up," Louis whispered fiercely, not knowi ng why he whi spered. But Speaker had al ready
stopped themin mdair

They hovered, studying the lights and the terrain.

The terrain: city. Cty everywhere. Below, shadowy in the blue Archlight, were houses |ike
beehi ves with rounded wi ndows, separated by curved sidewal ks too narrow to be called streets.
Ahead: nore of the sanme, and then taller buildings further on, until all was skyscrapers and
floaters.

"They built differently," Louis whispered. "The architecture -- it's not |ike Zi gnanuclickchek
Different styles ..."

"Skyscrapers," said Speaker. "Wth so nmuch roomon the Ringworld, why build so tall?"

"To prove they can do it. No, that's asinine," said Louis. "There'd be no point, if they could
build sonething Iike the Ringrworld itself."

"Perhaps the tall buildings came later, during the decline of civilization."

The lights: blazing white tiers of windows, a dozen isolated towers blazing fromcrown to base
They were clustered in what Louis already thought of as the Cvic Center because all six of the
floating buildings were there.

One thing nore: a snmall suburban patch to spinward of the Civic Center glowed di morange-white

* k k

On the second floor of one of the beehive houses, the three sat in a triangle around Speaker's
nap.

Speaker had insisted that they bring the flycycles inside with them "Security.” Their |ight
came fromthe headl anps of Speaker's own 'cycle, reflected and softened by a curved wall. A table,
oddly sculpted to form plates and coaster depressions, had toppled and smashed to dust when Louis
brushed against it. Dust was an inch thick on the floor. The paint on the curved wall had crunbl ed
and settled in a soft ridge of sky-blue dust al ong the baseboard.

Louis felt the age of the city settling on him

"When the map roomtapes were made, this was one of the largest of Ringworld cities,"” Speaker
said. His crescent claw noved across the map. "The original city was a planned city, a semcircle
with its flat side along the sea. The tower called Heaven nust have been built much later, when
the city had already spread wi ngs far along the coast."

"Pity you didn't draw a map of it,"' said Louis. For all that showed on Speakees map was a
shaded semicircle.

Speaker picked up the map and folded it. "Such an abandoned netropolis nust hold many secrets.
W must be wary here. If civilization can rise at all in this land -- on this structure -- then it
must be where clues point the way to vani shed technol ogy."

"What of vani shed netal s?" Nessus objected. "A fallen civilization could not rise again on the
Ri ngworl d. There are no netals to nmne, no fossil fuels. Tools would be restricted to wood and
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bone. "
"We saw |lights."

"The pattern seemed random-- a result of many sel f-contained power sources failing one by one
But you nmay be right,"” said Nessus. "If toolbuilding has resuned in this place, we nust contact
the tool builders. But on our own terns."

"We may al ready have been | ocated by our intercom enissions.”
"No, Speaker. Qur intercom em ssions are closed beans."

Louis, half listening, thought: She could be hurt. She could be Iying sonewhere, unable to nove,
wai ting for us.

And he couldn't nmake hinself believe it.

It seened that Teela had run afoul of some old Ri ngworld machi ne: perhaps a sophisticated
aut omatic weapon, if the R ngworlders had such things. Conceivably it had zapped only her intercom
and | ocator-sender, |eaving the notive systens intacr. But it seened inprobable.

Then why couldn't he work up a sense of urgency? Louis Wi, cool as a conputer while his wonman
faced unknown peril.

H's woman ... yes, but sonething nore, and sonothing different.

How stupid of Nessus, to assume that a bred-for-luck human would think |ike the humans he was
used to! Wuld a lucky puppeteer think |ike, say, the sane puppeteer Chiron?

Maybe fear was in a puppeteer's genes.
But in a hunman beings fear had to be | earned.

Nessus was saying, "W nust assune a nonmentary failure of Teela's sporadic |uck. Under that
assunption, Teela is not injured."

"What ?" Louis was jolted. The puppeteer seened to have paralleled his own thinking.

"A failure of her flycycle would probably | eave her dead. If she were not killed instantly, then
she must have been rescued as soon as her luck resuned its power."

"That's ridiculous. You can't expect a psychic power to follow rules like that!"

"The logic is inpeccable, Louis. My point is that Teel a does not need rescue i mediately. If
ive, she can wait. W can wait for norning to spy out the land."

a
"Then what ? How do we find her?"

"She is in safe hands, if her luck held. W search for those hands. |If there are no hands, we
will know that tonorrow, and we can hope she will signal us. There are various ways she can do
that."

Speaker broke in. "But they all use light."
"And if they do?"

"They do. | have considered this. It is possible that her headl anps still function. If so, she
will have left themon. You claimshe is intelligent, Louis."

"She is."

"And she has no regard for security. She would not care what found her, so long as we found her
If her headl anps are dead, she m ght use her flashlight-laser to signal anything that noves -- or
to start a signal fire."
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"What you're saying is that we can't find her in daylight. And you're right," Louis adnmitted.

Nessus said, "First we nust explore the city by daylight. If we find citizens, well and good.
O herwi se we nmay search for Teela tonorrow night.”

"You' d | eave her |ying sonewhere for thirty hours? You col d-bl ooded -- Tanjit, that patch of
I ight we saw coul dbe her! Not street |anps, but burning buildings!"

Speaker stood up. "True. W must investigate.”

"I am Hi ndnost to this fleet. | say that Teela's value does not match the risk of a night flight
over an alien city."

Speaker-To- Ani mal s had nounted his flycycle. "We are in territory which may be hostile. Thereby
I command. W will go to seek Teela Brown, a menber of our conpany."

The kzin lifted off, eased his flycycle through a great oval w ndow. Beyond t he w ndow were
fragments of a porch, then the suburbs of an unnaned city.

The other flycycles were on the ground floor. Louis descended the stairwell hurriedly but with
care, as part of the stairs had coll apsed, and the escal ator machinery had | ong since turned to
rust.

Nessus | ooked down at himover the rimof the stairwell. "I stay here, Louis. | consider this
mutiny. "

Louis did not answer. Hi s flycycle rose, edged through the oval doorway, and angled up into the
ni ght .

* k% %

The night was cool. Archlight painted the city in navy blue shadows. Louis found the gl eam of
Speaker's 'cycle and followed it toward the gl owing section of suburb, to spinward of the
brilliantly lighted G vic Center

It was all city, hundreds of square niles of city. There weren't even parks. Wth all the room
on the Ringworld, why build so close? Even on Earth, nen valued their el bow room

But Earth had transfer booths. That nust be it: the Ringworlders had valued travel time nore
t han el bow room

"We stay low, " said Speaker via intercom "If the lights of the suburbs are nere street
lighting, we return to Nessus. W rmust not risk the possiblity that Teela was shot down."

"Right," said Louis. But he thought: listen to him worrying about security in the face of a
purely hypothetical eneny. A kzin, sanely reckless, |ooked cautious as a puppeteer next to Teela
Br own.

Where was she now? Well, or hurt, or dead?

They had been searching for civilized R ngworl ders since before the Liar crashed. Had they
finally found then? That chance was probably what had kept Nessus from deserting Teela entirely.
Loui s's threat neant nothing, as Nessus nust be well aware.

If they had found civilized Ri ngworlders as enemes, well, that was hardly unexpected ..

His 'cycle was drifting to the left. Louis corrected.

"Louis." Speaker-To-Aninals seenmed to be westling something "There seens to be interference --
Then, urgently, with the practiced whip of conmand in his voice, "Louis. Turn back. Now. "

The kzin's command voi ce seened to speak directly to Louis's hindbrain. Louis turned
i medi ately.
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The flycycle, however, went straight.

Louis threw all his weight on the steering bar. No good. The 'cycle continued noving toward the
lights of the Cvic Center

"Sonet hing's got us!" Louis shouted; and with that the terror had him They were puppets! Huge
and dark and sentient, the Puppet Master twitched their arnms and | egs and noved them about to an
unseen script. And Louis Wi knew t he Puppet Master's nane.

The [ uck of Teel a Brown.

CHAPTER 19 -- In The Trap
Speaker, being nore practical, flipped the enmergency siren

The multiple frequency screamwent on and on. Louis wondered if the puppeteer would answer at
all. The boy who cried wolf ...? But Nessus was crying, "Yes? Yes?" with the volunme too |oud. O
course, he'd had to get downstairs first.

"We are under attack," Speaker told him "Some agency is flying our vehicles by renmote control
Have you suggestions?"

You couldn't tell what Nessus was thinking. Hs lips, twice too many, |oose and broad and
knobbed to serve as fingers, noved continually but w thout meaning. Wuld the puppeteer be able to
hel p? O woul d he panic?

"Turn your intercons about to give ne a view of your path. Are either of you hurt?"

"No, but we are stuck," said Louis. "W can't junp. We're too high, noving too fast. Wre headed
straight for the GCvic Center."

"For what ?"

"The cluster of |ighted buildings. Renenber?"

"Yes." The puppeteer seened to consider. "A bandit signal nust be overriding the signals from
your instrunents. Speaker, | want readings fromyour dashboard."

Speaker read off, while he and Louis drew ever closer to the lights of the central city. At one
point Louis interrupted. "W're passing that patch of suburbia with the street lights."

"Are they indeed street |ights?"

"Yes and no. All the oval doors of the houses glow bright orange. It's peculiar. | think it's
honest street lighting, but the power's been di med and cool ed by tine."

"I concur," said Speaker-To-Ani nal s.
"l hate to nag, but we're getting closer. | think we're headed for the big building in the
m ddl e. "

"I see it. The double cone with lights only in the top half."

"That's the one."

"Louis, let us try to interfere with the bandit signal. Slave your 'cycle to mne."
Louis activated the slave circuit.

H's 'cycle slanmmed hard up against him as if he'd been booted in the butt by a giant foot. An
instant |ater the power cut off entirely.

Crash bal | oons expl oded before and behind him They were shaped ball oons, and they interl ocked
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around himlike a pair of clasped hands. Louis could not so nuch as nove his hands or turn his
head.

He was falling.

"I"'mfalling,"” he reported. Hi s hand, pressed agai nst the dashboard by the balloons, stil
touched the slave circuit. Louis waited another nonent, still hoping the slave circuit woul d take
hol d. But the beehive houses were com ng too close. Louis shifted back to nanual .

Not hi ng happened. He was still falling.

Wth a cal mthat was sheer braggadoci o, Louis said, "Speaker, don't try the slave circuit. It
doesn't work." And because they could see his face, he waited with his face i mobile and his eyes
open. Waited for the Ringworld to slap himdead.

Decel erati on came suddenly, pushing hard upward on the cycle. The 'cycle turned over, |eaving
Louis Wi head down under five gees of pull.

He fai nted.

When he cane to, he was still head down, held by the pressure of the crash balloons. H s head
was poundi ng. He saw a hazy crazy vision of the Puppet Master cursing and trying to get his
strings. untangled, while, the puppet Louis W dangl ed head down over the stage.

* k% %

The floating building was short and wi de and ornate. Its |lower half was an inverted cone. As the
flycycl es approached it, a horizontal slit slid open and swall owed t hem

They were passing into the dark interior when Speaker's flycycle, which had been edgi ng cl oser
to Louiss, quietly turned over. Ball oons expl oded around Speaker before he could fall. Louis
scow ed in sour satisfaction. He had been miserable | ong enough to appreciate the conpany.

Nessus was saying, "Your inverted attitude inplies that you are being supported by fields
el ectromagnetic in nature. Such fields would support netal but not protoplasm wth the result

Louis wiggled against his confinement; but not too hard. He would fall if he wiggled free of
the ball oons. Behind himthe door slid shut, just faster than Louis's eyes could adjust to the
dark. He saw nothing of the interior. He couldn't guess how far down the floor m ght be.

He heard Nessus saying, "Can you reach it with your hand?"

And Speaker, "Yes, if | can push between the ... Yowr! You were right. The casing is hot."
"Then your notor has been burnt out. Your flycycles are inert, dead."

"Fortunate that my saddle is shielded fromthe heat."

"We can hardly be surprised if the Ri ngworlders were adept at harnessing el ectromagnetic forces.
So many other tools were denied them hyperdrive, thrusters, induced gravity ..."

Loui s had been straining to see something, anything. He could turn his head, slowy, his cheek
scrapi ng agai nst the balloon surface; but there was no |ight anywhere.

Movi ng his arns agai nst the pressure, he felt across the dashboard until he thought he had found
the headlight switch. Wiy he expected it to work, he could not have said.

The beans went out tight and white, and bounced dimy back froma distant curved wall.

A dozen vehicles hung about him all at the same |level. There were packages no | arger than a
raci ng jet backpack, and others as large as flying cars. There was even a kind of flying track
with a transparent hull.
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Wthin the maze of floating junk, a flycycle held Speaker-To-Ani mal s upsi de down. The kzin's
bal d head and hairy orange nmask protruded bel ow the shaped crash ball oons; and one cl awed hand had
been pushed forcefully out to touch the side of the 'cycle.

"Good, " said Nessus. "Light. | was about to suggest that. Do you both understand the
i mplication? Every electrical and el ectromagnetic circuit in your vehicle has been burnt out,
provided it was worki ng when you were attacked. Speaker's vehicle, and presumably yours, Louis,
was attacked again as you entered the building."

"Which is pretty clearly a prison,” Louis forced out. H's head felt |ike a water balloon being
filled too full, and he had troubl e speaking. But he couldn't let the others do all the work even
if the work was only specul ating on alien technol ogy whil e hangi ng head down.

"And if it's a prison," he went on, "then why isn't there a third zap gun in here with us? In
case we shoul d happen to have worki ng weapons. Wi ch we do."

"There unquestionably is one," said Nessus. "Your headl anps prove that the third zap gun is not
wor ki ng. The zap guns are clearly automatic; otherw se soneone would be guarding you. It should be
safe for Speaker to use the Slaver digging tool."

"That's good news," Louis said. "Except that |'ve been |ooking around --"

He and Speaker were floating upside down in an airborne Sargasso Sea. O three archaic flying
j et packs, one was still occupied. The skeleton was snall but hunman. Not a trace of skin remined
on the white bones. The clothing nust have been good, for shreds of it still survived: brightly
colored rags, including a tattered yell ow cloak that hung straight dowmn fromthe point of the
flyer's jaw.

The ot her packs were enpty. But the bones had to be sonewhere ... Louis forced his head back
back ...

The basenent of the police building was a wide, dim conical pit. Around the wall were
concentric rings of cells. The doors were trap doors above the cells. There were radial stairways
| eading down to the pit at the apex. In and around the pit were the bones Louis was searching for
shining dimy back at himfromfar bel ow

He couldn't wonder that one nman in a ruined flying pack had been afraid to turn hinself |oose.
But others, trapped here in cars and backpacks, had preferred the long fall to death by thirst.

Louis said, "I don't see what Speaker is supposed to use the Slaver disintegrator on."

"I have been thinking about that very seriously."

"It he blows a hole in the wall, it doesn't help us. Likew se the ceiling, which he can't reach
anyway. |If he hits the generator for the field holding us here, we fall ninety feet to the fl oor.
But if he doesn't, we'll be here until we starve, or until we give up and turn ourselves | oose.

Then we fall ninety feet to the floor."
"Yes."
"That's all? Just yes?"

"I need nore data. WII one of you please describe what you see around you? | see only part of a
curved wall."

They took turns describing the conical cell block, what they could see of it in the dim point-
source light. Speaker turned on his own lights, and that hel ped.

But when Louis ran out of things to say, he was still trapped, upside down, w thout food or
wat er, hangi ng above a |l ethal drop

Louis felt a bubbling scream somewhere in him buried deep and well under control, but rising.
Soon it would be near the surface ..
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And he wondered if Nessus would | eave them

That was bad. It was a question with an obvi ous answer. There was every reason why the puppeteer
shoul d | eave, and no reason why he shoul d not.

Unl ess he still hoped to find civilized natives here.

"The floating vehicles and the age of the skeletons both indicate that there is nobody tending
the machi nery of the cell block," Speaker speculated. "The fields that trapped us must have
collected a few vehicles after the city was deserted; but then there were no nore vehicles on the
Ri ngworld. So the machines still work, because nothing has strained their powers in so long a
time."

"That may be so," said Nessus. "But sonmeone is nonitoring our conversation."
Louis felt his ears prick up. He saw Speaker's fan out.

"I't nust have required excellent technique to tap a closed beam One wonders if the eavesdropper
has a translator."

"What can you tell about hin®"

"Only his direction. The source of the interference is your own present whereabouts. Perhaps the
eavesdropper is above you."

Refl exively Louis tried to ook up. Not a prayer. He was head down, with two crash balloons and
the flycycle between himand the ceiling.

"We've found the Ringworld civilization," he said al oud.

"Perhaps. | think a civilized being could have repaired the third zap gun, as you called it. But
the main thing ... let me think."

And t he puppeteer went off into Beethoven, or the Beatles, or sonething classical-sounding. For
all Louis could tell he was making it up as he went al ong.

And when he said let nme think, he neant it. The whistling went on and on. Louis was getting
thirsty. And hungry. And his head was poundi ng.

He had given up hope, several separate tines, when the puppet= cane on again. "I would have
preferred to use the Slaver disintegrator, but it is not to be. Louis, you will have to do it; you
are prinmate-descended, better than Speaker at clinbing. You will secure the --"

"dinbi ng?"

"When | finish you may ask questions, Louis. Secure the flashlight-laser fromwherever you put
it. Use the beamto puncture the balloon in front of you. You will have to snatch at its fabric as
you fall. Use it to clinb over the flycycle until you are bal anced on top. Then --"

"You're out of your mnd."

"Let me finish, Louis. The purpose of all this activity is to destroy the zap gun, as you called
it. Probably there are two zap guns. One is over the door you entered by, or under it. The other
may be anywhere. Your only clue may be that it |ooks like the first zap gun.”

"Sure, and it may not. Never mnd that. How do you expect nme to grab at the fabric of an
expl odi ng ball oon fast enough to -- No. | can't."”

"Louis. How can | reach you if a weapon waits to burn out ny nachinery?"
"I don't know. "
"Do you expect Speaker to do the clinmbing?"

"Can't cats clinb?"
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Speaker said, "My ancestors were plains cats, Louis. My burnt hand is healing slowy. | cannot
clinb. In any case, the leaf-eater's proposition is insane. Surely you see that he is nerely
| ooking for an excuse to desert us."

Louis saw. Perhaps he let the fear show.

"I will not |leave you yet," Nessus said. "I will wait. Perhaps you will conceive a better plan
Per haps the eavesdropper will show hinmself. | will wait."

* % %

Louis Wi, wedged upsi de down and notionl ess between two shaped bal |l oons, naturally found it
difficuk to nmeasure time. Nothing changed. Not hing noved. He could hear Nessus whistling in the
di stance; but nothing el se seened to be happeni ng.

Eventual |y Louis started counting his own heartbeats. Seventy-two to the minute, he figured.
Precisely ten ninutes |ater he was heard to say, "Seventy-two. One. What am | doi ng?"
"Were you speaking to nme, Louis?"

"Tanjit! Speaker, | can't take this. I'd rather die now than go crazy first." He began forcing

his arns down.

"I command, Louis, under conbat conditions. | order you to remain calm and wait."

"Sorry." Louis forced his arnms down, relax, jerk down, relax. There it was: his belt. H s hand
was too far forward. He forced his el bow back, relax, jerk back ..

"\What the puppeteer suggests is suicide, Louis."

"Maybe." He had it: the flashlight-laser. Two nore jerks freed it fromhis belt and pointed it
forward; he would burn into the dashboard but woul d not burn hinself.

He fired.

The ball oon collapsed slowy. As it did, the one at his back pushed himforward into the
dashboard. Under the lighter pressure, it was easy to push the fiashligbt-laser into his belt and
to clutch two handfuls of wrinkling, collapsing fabric.

He was al so sliding out of his seat. Faster, faster -- He gripped with manic force, and when he
turned over, falling, his hands did not slip on the fabric. He hung by his hands beneath his
flycycle, with a ninety foot drop bel ow and --

" Speaker!"
"Here | am Louis. | have secured ny own weapon. Shall | pop the other balloon for you?"
"Yes!" It was right across his path, blocking himentirely.

The ball oon did not collapse. One side of it puffed dust for two seconds, then disappeared in a
great puff of air. Speaker had zapped it with one beam of the disintegrator

"Fi nagl e knows how you can aimthat thing," Louis wheezed. He began to clinb.

It was easy going while the fabric held out. Translate: Despite the hours hed spent with bl ood
flowing to his brain, Louis nmanaged not to let go. But the fabric ended in the vicinity of the
foot throttle; and the 'cycle had rolled half over with his weight, so that he still hung from
under neat h.

He pulled hinself close against the 'cycle, braced hinself with his knees. He began to rock

Speaker - To- Ani mal s was nmaki ng curi ous sounds.
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The cycl e rocked back and forth, further with each swing. Louis assunmed, because he had to, that
nmost of the metal was in the belly of the "cycle. Oherwise the 'cycle would roll, and wherever he
pl aced hinself Louis would be underneath, and therefore Nessus woul d not have nmade the suggestion

The 'cycle rolled far. Louis, nauseated, fought the urge to vomt. If his breathing passages got
cl ogged now, it was all over.

The 'cycle rolled back, and over, and was precisely upside down. Louis |lunged across the
undersi de and snatched at the other end of the collapsed balloon. And had it.

The 'cycle continued its roll. Louis was flattened chestdown across the belly of the nmachine. He
wai t ed, clinging.

The inert hul k paused, hesitated, rolled back. H s vestibular canals spun, and Louis |lost --
what ? Yesterday's late lunch? He lost it explosively, in great agonizing heaves, across the netal
and across his sleeve; but he didn't shift his position nmore than an inch.

The flycycle continued to heave |like the sea. But Louis was anchored. Presently he dared to | ook
up.

A woman was wat ching him

She seened to be entirely bald. Her face rem nded Louis of the wire-scul pture in the banquet
hal | of the Heaven tower. The features, and the expression. She was as cal mas a goddess or a dead
worman. And he wanted to blush, or hide, or disappear.

I nstead he said, "Speaker, we're being watched. Relay to Nessus."

"A mnute, Louis. | amdisconposed. | made the m stake of watching you clinb."
"Ckay. She's -- | thought she was bald, but she isn't. Theres a fringe of hairbearing scalp that
crosses over her ears and neets at the base of her skull. She wears the hair |long, nore than

shoul der length." He did not say that her hair was rich and dark falling past one shoul der as she
bent slightly forward to watch Louis Wi, nor that her skull was finely and delicately shaped, nor
that her eyes seened to spear himlike a martini olive. "I think she's an Engi neer; she either

bel ongs to the sane race or follows the sanme custons. Have you got that?"

"Yes. How can you clinb so? It seened that you defied gravity. Wat are you, Louis?"

Clutching hinself to his dead flycycle, Louis laughed. It seemed to take all his strength.
"You're a Kdaptist," he said. "Admt it."

"I was raised so, but the teachings did not take."

"Sure they didn't. Have you got Nessus?"

"Yes. | used the siren.”
"Relay this. She's about twenty feet fromne. She's watching nme |ike a snake. | don't mean she's
intensely interested in ne; | nean she's not interested in anything else at all. She blinks, but

she never | ooks away.

"She's sitting in a kind of booth. There used to be glass or something in three of the walls,
but that's gone, |eaving not nuch nore than sonme stairs and a platform She's sitting with her
| egs over the edge. It rmust have been a way of watching the prisoners.

"She's dressed in ... well, | can't say | go for the style. Knee-length and el bow | ength
overalls, ballooning out --" But aliens wouldn't be interested in that. "The fabric is artificial
obviously, and either it's newor it's self-cleaning and very durable. She --" Louis interrupted

hi nsel f, because the girl had said sonething.
He waited. She repeated it, whatever it was; a short sentence.

Then she stood gracefully and went up the stairs.
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"She's gone," said Louis. "Probably lost interest."
"Per haps she went back to her listening devices."
"Probably right." If there was an eavesdropper in the building, Occams Razor said it was her

"Nessus asks you to focus your flashlight-laser to | ow and wide, and to be seen using it for
Iighting when next the woman appears. | amnot to show the Sl aver weapon. The woman coul d probably
kill us both by turning off a switch. She nmust not see us wth weapons."

"Then how can we get rid of the zap guns?"

A nonment before Speaker relayed the answer. "We do not. Nessus says that he will try something
el se. He is conming here."

Louis let his head sag against the netal. The relief he felt was so great that he didn't even
question it, until Speaker said, "He will only have us all in the same trap. Louis, how can
di ssuade hi n?"

"Tell himso. No, don't even do that. If he didn't know it was safe he'd stay away."
"How can it be safe?”

"I don't know. Let nme rest." The puppeteer must know what he was doing. He could trust Nessus's
cowardi ce. Louis rubbed his cheek against the snmooth, cool netal

* % %
He dozed.

He was never less than marginally aware of where he was. If his 'cycle stirred or shifted he
came w de-eyed out of sleep, clutching nmetal in his knees and fabric in his fists. H s sleep was a
runni ng ni ght mare.

When light flashed through his eyelids he came awake i mredi ately.

Dayl i ght poured through the horizontal slit that had served themas a doorway. Wthin that glare
Nessus's flycycle was a black silhouette. The flycycle was upsi de down, and so was the puppeteer
hel d by seat webbing rather than crash ball oons.

The slit closed behind him

"Wl come, " said Speaker, slurring the words. "Can you turn ne upright?”

"Not yet. Has the girl reappeared?”

"No. "

"She will. Humans are curious, Speaker. She cannot have seen nmenbers of our species before."

"What of it? | want to be right side up," Speaker npaned.

The puppeteer did sonething to his dashboard. A miracle happened: his flycycle turned over
Loui s said one word. "How?"

"I turned everything off after | knew that the bandit signal had ny controls. If the lifting
field had not caught me, | could have turned on nmy notors before | struck pavenent. Now," the
puppet eer said briskly, "the next step should be easy. Wen the girl appears, act friendly. Louis,
you may attenpt to have sex with her if you think you m ght succeed. Speaker, Louis is to be our
master; we are to be his servitors. The woman may be xenophobic; it would lull her to believe that
a human bei ng commands these aliens."”

Loui s actually | aughed. Somehow the ni ghtmarish half-sleep had rested him "I doubt she'll be
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feeling friendly, let alone seductive. You didn't see her. She's as cold as the black caves of
Pluto, at |least where I'mconcerned, and I can't really blame her." She had watched him|lose his
lunch across his sleeve -- generally an unromantic sight.

The puppeteer said, "She will be feeling happy whenever she |ooks at us. She will cease to fee
happy when she tries to | eave us. If she brings one of us closer to her, her joy will increase --"

"Tanjit, yes!" cried Louis.

"You see? Good. In addition, | have been practicing the Ringworld |anguage. | believe ny
pronunciation is correct, and ny grammar. |If | only knew what nore of the words neant "

* k k

Speaker had stopped conpl aining | ong ago. |Inverted above a lethal drop, with burns all over him
and one hand charred to the bone, he had raged at Louis and Nessus for being unable to help him
But he had been quiet for hours now.

In the dimaquiet, Louis dozed.
In his sleep he heard bells, and woke.

She tinkled as she came down the steps. There were bells on her npbcassins. Her garnent was
different too, a top-shaped, high-necked dress fitted with half a dozen big bul ging pockets. Her
long black hair fell forward over one shoul der

The serene dignity in her face had not changed.

She sat down with her feet over the edge of the platform and she watched Louis WI. She did not
shift position; neither did Louis. For several minutes they held each other's eyes.

Then she reached into one of the big pockets and produced sonething fist-sized and orange. She
tossed it toward Louis, aimng it so that it would go past him a few inches beyond his reach.

He recognized it as it went by him A knobby, juicy fruit he had found on a bush two days ago.
He had dropped several into the intake hopper of his kitchen, without tasting them

The fruit splattered red across the roof of a cell. Suddenly Louis's nmouth was trying to water
and he was taken with a raging thirst.

She tossed himanother. It cane closer this tine. He could have touched it if he had tried, but
he woul d al so have overturned the 'cycle. And she knew it.

Her third shot tapped his shoulder. He clung to his two fistfuls of balloon and t hought bl ack
t hought s.

Then Nessus's flycycle drifted into view.
And she snil ed

The puppeteer had been floating behind the truck-sized derelict. Upside down again, he drifted
obliquely toward the viewing platformas if wafted there by a stray induced current, and, as he
passed Louis, he asked, "Can you seduce her?"

Louis snarled. Then, realizing that the puppeteer really wasn't nocking him he said, "I think
she thinks |I'man animal. Forget it."

"Then we need different tactics."

Loui s rubbed his forehead against the cool netal. He had seldomfelt so niserable. "You're in
charge," he said. "She won't buy me as an equal, but she nmight buy you. She won't see you as
conpetition; you're too alien.”

The puppeteer had drifted past him Now he said sonething in what sounded to Louis like the
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| anguage of the shaven choir-leading priest: the holy | anguage of the Engineers.

The girl did not respond. But ... she wasn't snmiling exactly, but the corners of her nouth did
seemto turn up slightly, and there was nore aninmation in her eyes.

Nessus mnust be using | ow power. Very | ow power.

He spoke again, and this tinme she answered. Her voice was cool and musical, and if she sounded
i nperious to Louis Wi, he was predi sposed to hear that quality.

The puppeteer's voice becane identical to the girl's. Wat devel oped then was a | anguage | esson

To Louis Wi, uneasily bal anced above a lethal drop, it was bound to be dull. He picked up a word
here and there. At one point she tossed Nessus one of the fist-sized orange fruits, and they
established that it was a thrunmb. And Nessus kept it.

Suddenly she stood up and | eft.

Louis said, "Wwell?"

"She nust have becone bored," said Nessus. "She gave no warning."
"I"'mdying of thirst. Could |I have that thrunmb?”

"Thrunb is the color of the peel, Louis." He edged his 'cycle alongside Louis and handed himthe
fruit.

Louis was only just desperate enough to free one hand. That nmeant he had to bite dungh the thick
peel and tear it away with his teeth. At sone point he reached real fruit and bit into it. It was
the best thing he had tasted in two hundred years.

Wien he had quite finished the fruit, he asked, "Is she comi ng back?"

"We may hope so. | used the tasp at | ow power that it mght affect her bel ow the conscious
level. She will nmiss it. The lure will becone stronger every tinme she sees ne. Louis, should we
not nake her fall in love with you?"

"Forget it. She think I'ma native, a savage. Which brings up the question: what is she?"

"I could not say. She did not try to hide it, but it did not cone across, either. | do not know
enough | anguage. Not yet."

CHAPTER 20 -- Meat

Nessus had | anded to explore the di mess below. Cut off fromthe intercom Louis tried to watch
what the puppeteer was doing. Eventually he gave that up

Mich |l ater, he heard footsteps. No bells this time
He cupped his hands and shout ed downward. "Nessus!"

The sound bounced off the walls and focused itself horrendously in the apex of the cone. The
puppet eer junped to his feet, swarmed aboard his 'cycle and took off. Cast off, nore likely. No
doubt he had left the notor going to hold the 'cycle down against the trapping field. Now he
simply cut the notor.

He was back anmpong the hovering nmetal when the footsteps stopped sonewhere above them
"What the tanj is she doing?" Louis whispered.
"Patience. You could not expect her to be conditioned by one exposure to a tasp at | ow power."

"Try to get it into your thick, brainless heads. | can not keep ny balance indefinitety!"
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"You must. How can | hel p?"
"Water," said Louis, with a tongue like two yards of flannel rolled up

"Are you thirsty? But how can | get water to you? If you turn your head you nay | ose your
bal ance. "

"I know. Forget it." Louis shuddered. Strange, that Louis Wi the spacer should be so afraid of
hei ghts. "How s Speaker ?"

"I fear for him Louis. He has been unconscious for unconfortably |ong."
"Tanj, tanj --"
Foot st eps.

She nust have a mania for changi ng cl othes, Louis thought. What she wore now was all overl appi ng
pl eats in orange and green. Like previous garnents, it showed nothing at all of her shape.

She knelt at the edge of the observation platform coolly watching them Lows clutched his netal
raft and waited for devel opnents.

He saw her soften. Her eyes went dreamy; the corners of her snall nmouth turned up
Nessus spoke.

She seened to consider. She said sonething that m ght have been an answer.

Then she left them

"Wl | 2"

"We shall see.”

"I get so sick of waiting."

Suddenly the puppeteer's flycycle was floating upward. Up and forward. It bunped agai nst the
edge of the observation platformlike a rowboat making dock

Nessus stepped daintily ashore.

* % %

The girl canme to greet him Wat she held in her left hand had to be a weapon. But with her
ot her hand she touched the puppeteer's head, hesitated, then ran her fingernails down his
secondary spine.

Nessus made a sound of deftht.

She turned and wal ked upstairs. Not once did she glance back. She seenmed to assune that Nessus
woul d follow like a dog; and he did.

Good, thought Louis. Be subservient. Mike her trust you.

But when the oddly matched sounds of their footsteps faded away, the cell block becane a
tremendous tonb.

Speaker was thirty feet away across the Sargasso Sea of netal. Four padded bl ack fingers and a
puf f of orange face showed around the green crash balloons. Louis had no way of getting near. The
kzln m ght be dead al ready.

Anong the white bones bel ow were at |east a dozen skulls. Bones, and age, and rusted netal, and
silence. Louis Wi clung to his 'cycle and waited for his strength to give out.
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* k% %
He was dozing, not many minutes |ater, when sonething changed. Hi s bal ance shifted --

Louis's life depended on his bal ance. The nonentary disorientation sent himinto rigid panic. He
| ooked wildly about him noving only his eyes.

The netal vehicles were all around him notionless. But sonething was noving ..
A di stant car bunped, screeched |ike tearing netal and went up
Huh?

No. It had grounded agai nst the upper ring of cells. The whol e Sargasso was sinking uniformy
t hr ough space.

One by one, noisily, the cars and flying packs docked and were | eft behind.

Louis's 'cycle snacked jarringly into concrete, turned half around in the turbul ence of
el ectronagnetic forces, and toppled. Louis let go and rolled clear

I mredi ately he was trying to get to his feet. But he couldn't get his bal ance; he couldn't stay
upright. H's hands were claws, contorted with pain, useless. He lay panting on his side, thinking
that it nmust already be too |late. Speaker's flycycle nust have | anded on Speaker

Speaker's flycycle, easily recognizable, lay on its side two tiers up. Speaker was there -- and
he wasn't under the 'cycle. He nust have been under it before the 'cycle fell on its side, but
even then the balloons woul d have protected himto sone extent.

Loui s reached him by craw ing.

The kzin was alive and breathing, but unconscious. The wei ght of the flycycle had not broken his
neck, possibly because he didn't really have a neck. Louis clawed the flashlight-laser fromhis
belt, used its green needle beamto free Speaker from his ball oons.

Now what ?
Loui s renenbered that he was dying of thirst.

H s head seenmed to have stopped spinning. He stood, wobbly-1legged, to | ook for the only
functional water source he knew.

The cell block was all concentric circular | edges, each |edge the roof of a ring of cell blocks.
Speaker had grounded on the fourth ring fromthe center

Louis found one 'cycle with tattered crash-balloon fabric draped across it. There was anot her
one tier down and across the central pit, equipped with a human-style saddle. The third --
Nessus's 'cycle -- had grounded a tier bel ow Speakees

Louis went down to it. His feet jarred himas they hit the steps. H's nuscles were too tired to
absorb the shock.

He shook his head at the sight of the dashboard. Nobody woul d be stealing Nessus's flycycle! The
controls were incredibly cryptic. But he did identify the water spout.

The water was warm tasteless as distilled water, and utterly delicious.

Wien Loui s had quenched his thirst, he tried a brick fromthe kitchen slot. It tasted very
strange. Louis decided not to eat it yet. There m ght be additives deadly to hunman netabolism
Nessus woul d know.

He carried water to Speaker in his shoe, the first container he thought of. He dribbled it into
the kzin's nmouth, and the kzin swallowed it in his sleep, and sniled. Louis went back for another
| oad, and ran out of stami na before he could reach the puppeteer's flycycle.
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So he curled up on the flat construction plastic and closed his eyes.
Safe. He was safe.

He shoul d have been asleep instantly, the way he felt. But sonething nagged at him Abused
nmuscl es, cranps in hands and thighs, the fear of falling that would not let himgo even now ...
and something nore ..

He sat up. "No justice," he nunbl ed.
Speaker ?

The kzin was sleeping curled around hinmself, with his ears tight to his head and his Sl aver
weapon hugged tight to his belly so that only the doubl e snout showed. Hi s breathing was regul ar
but very fast. Was that good?

Nessus woul d know. Meanwhile, |et himsleep
"No justice," Louis repeated under his breath.

He was al one and lonely, wi thout the advantage of being on sabbatical. He was responsible for
the well-being of others. Hs owm |ife and health depended on how wel|l Nessus gulled the crazy,
hal f - bal d woman who was keeping them prisoner. Small wonder if he couldn't sleep

Still
H s eyes found it and | ocked. H s own flycycle.

Hs owmn flycycle with the broken crash balloons trailing, and Nessus's flycycle here beside him
and Speaker's flycycl e beside Speaker, and the flycycle with the human-shape saddl e and no crash
bal | oons. Four flycycl es.

Frantic for water, he'd nmissed the inplications the first tine round. Now ... Teela' s flycycle.
It nust have been behind one of the bigger vehicles. And no crash balloons. No crash ball oons.

She nust have fallen off when the 'cycle turned over
O been torn away when the sonic fold failed at Mach 2.

VWhat was it Nessus had said? Her luck is clearly undependable. And Speaker: It her luck had
failed her just once, she would be dead.

She was dead. She nust be.

| cane with you, because | |ove you

"Bad luck," said Louis Wi. "Bad luck you net ne."
He curled up on the concrete and sl ept.

Much |l ater, he woke with a jolt to find Speaker-To-Aninmals | ooking down into his face. The lurid
orange fur mask made his eyes doubly prom nent, and there was a wistful ook ... Speaker asked,
"Can you eat the leaf-eater's food?"

"I"'mafraid to try," said Louis. The vast, echoing cavity of his belly suddenly nmade all his
ot her problems trivial, except one.

"I think that of the three of us, | alone have no food supply," said the kzin.

That wi stful |ook the hair stood up on Louis's neck. In a steady voice, he said, "You know you
have a food supply. The question is, will you use it?"

"Certainly not, Louis. If honor requires me to starve within reach of neat, then | wll starve."
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"Cood." Louis turned over and pretended to go back to sleep

And when he woke up, sone hours | ater, he knew that he had been asl eep. Hi s hindbrain, he
deci ded, nust trust Speaker's word conpletely. If the kzin said he would starve, he would starve.

Hi s bl adder was full, and there was a stink in his nostrils, and his nuscles ached obtrusively.
The pit solved one problem and the puppeteer's flycycle supplied water to wash the muck off his
sl eeve. Then Louis |linped down a flight of steps to reach his own flycycle and first-aid kit.

But the kit was not a sinple box of nedicines; it mxed dosages on command, and nade its own
di agnoses. A conpl ex nachine; and the zap guns had burnt it out.

The I'ight was fading.

Cells with trap doors over them and small transparent panes around the trap doors. Louis
dropped to his belly to ook into a cell. Bed, peculiar-looking toilet, and -- daylight conmng
through a picture w ndow.

" Speaker!" Louis called.

They used the disintegrator to break in. The picture wi ndow was big and rectangul ar, a strange
luxury for a prison cell. The glass was gone but for a few sharp crystal teeth around the edges.

W ndows to taunt the prisoner, to show himfreedon?

The wi ndow faced to port. It was half-daylight; the shadow of the term nator was coming in from
spinward |ike a black curtain. Ahead was the harbor: cubes that nust be warehouses, rotting docks,
cranes of elegantly sinplistic design, and one tremendous ground-effect ship in drydock. Al rust-
red skel etons.

To left and right stretched nile after mile of twisting shore. A stretch of beach, then a line
of docks, then a stretch of beach ... The scheme must have been built into the shore itself, a
stretch of shall ow beach Iike Waikiki, then deep water neeting steep shore perfect for a harbor
t hen nore shal | ow beach

Beyond, the ocean. It seened to go on forever, until it faded in the infinity-horizon. Try to
| ook across the Atlantic ..

Dusk canme on like a curtain, right to left. The surviving lights of the Cvic Center brightened,
while city and dock and ocean nerged in darkness. To antispinward the golden Iight of day stil
gl owed.

And Speaker had copped the cell's oval bed.

Louis smled. He | ooked so peaceful, the kzin warrior. Sleeping away his injuries, was he? The
burns nust have weakened him O was he trying to sleep away his growi ng hunger?

Louis left himthere.

In the near-darkness of the prison he found Nessus's 'cycle. Hi s hunger was such that he choked
down a food brick intended for a puppeteer gullet, ignoring the peculiar taste. The gl oom had
begun to bother him so he turned on the headl anmps on the puppeteer's flycycle, then hunted down
the other flycycles and turned themon too. By the tinme he finished the place was pretty bright,
and all the shadows were intricate and strange.

What was taking Nessus so | ong?

There wasn't nuch entertainnment in the ancient floating prison. You could spend just so much
time sleeping, and Louis had used his quota. You could spend just so rmuch tinme wondering what the
tanj the puppeteer was doing up there, before you began to wonder if he was selling you out.

After all, Nessus wasn't just an alien. He was a Pierson's puppeteer, with a record a nmle |long
for mani pul ati ng humans to his own ends. |If he could reach an understanding with a (presuned)
Ri ngwor | d Engi neer, he mi ght abandon Louis and Speaker right now, no hesitation. A puppeteer m ght
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have no reason not to.
And there were two good reasons why he shoul d.

Speaker - To- Ani mal s woul d al nost certainly make sonme | ast-ditch attenpt to take the Long Shot
fromLouis WI, to reserve the second quantum hyperdrive for kzinti alone. A puppeteer could get
hurt in the resulting battle. Safer to | eave Speaker now -- and to | eave Louis Wi, because he
probably wouldn't stand for such a betrayal

Besi des, they knew too nmuch. Wth Teela dead, only Speaker and Loui s knew about the puppeteer
experiments in guided evolution. The starseed lure, the Fertility Laws -- if Nessus had been
ordered to divul ge such infornmation, to gauge his crewnates' reactions, probably he had al so been
ordered to abandon them sonetime during the trip.

These were not even new thoughts. Louis had been alert for sone such action ever since Nessus
had admitted to guiding an Qutsider ship to Procyon via starseed lure. H's paranoia was justified
in away. But there wasn't a tanj thing he could do about it.

To save his nmind, Louis broke into another cell. He cut across suspected |locks with his
flashlight-laser turned to high and narrow, and on the fourth try the door came up.

A terrible stench cane up too. Louis held his breath, stuck his head and his flashlight-laser in
I ong enough to find out why. Soneone had died in there, after the ventilation had quit. The corpse
was hunched up agai nst the picture window with a heavy pitcher in his hand. The pitcher was
broken. The wi ndow was intact.

The cell next door proved to be enpty. Louis took possession

He had crossed the pit to get a cell with a starboard view He could see the rolling hurricane
directly before him Its size was respectable, considering that they had left it twenty-five
hundred m | es behind. A big, brooding blue eye.

To spinward was a tall, narrow floating building as big as a passenger starship. Briefly Louis
daydreaned that it was a starship, hidden here in superb misdirection, and that all they had to do
to get off the world was ...

It was thin entertai nment

Loui s school ed hinself to nenorize the pattern of the city. It might be inportant. This was the
first place they had found with any sign of a still-active civilization

He was taking a break, maybe an hour later. He was sitting on the duty oval bunk, staring back
at the Eye, and ... beyond the Eye, well to the side, was a tiny vivid gray-brown triangle,

"Mph, " Louis said softly. The triangle was only just big enough to be visible as such. It was
set squarely in the gray-white chaos of the infinity horizon. Which nmeant that it was still day
there ... although he was | ooking alnost directly to starboard ..

Louis went for his binocul ars.

The binocul ars nmade every detail as clear and sharp as the craters of the Moon. An irregul ar
triangle, red-brown near the base, bright as dirty snow near the apex ... Fist-of-God. Vastly
| arger than they had thought. To be visible this far away, nost of the nountain must project above
t he at nosphere.

The flycycle fleet had flown around a hundred and fifty thousand niles since the crash. Fist-of-
God had to be at least a thousand nmiles high

Loui s whistled. Again he raised the binocul ars.

* k k

Sitting there in the near-darkaess, Louis gradually becane aware of noi ses overhead.
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He stuck his head up out of the cell.

Speaker-To- Ani mal s roared, "Wl cone, Louis!" He waved at himwith the raw, red, half-eaten
carcass of something approximately goat-sized. He took a bite the size of a steak, immediately
t ook another, and another. His teeth were for tearing, not for chewi ng.

He reached out to pick up a bl oody-ended hind leg with the hoof and skin still on. "W saved
sone for you, Louis! It has been hours dead, but no matter. We should hurry. The |eaf-eater
prefers not to watch us eat. He is sanpling the viewfromny cell."

"Wait'll he sees mine," said Louis. "W were wong about Fist-of-God. Speaker. It's at least a
thousand miles high. The peak isn!t snow covered, it --"

"Louis! Eat!"
Louis found his nouth watering. "There has to be sonme way to cook that thing ..

There was. He got Speaker to tear the skin off for him then wedged the hoof of the beast into a
broken stair, stood back and roasted the neat with the flashlight-laser turned to high intensity,
wi de aperture.

"The nmeat is not fresh," Speaker said dubiously, "but cremation is not the answer."
"How s Nessus? Is he a prisoner, or is he in control ?"
"In partial control, | think. Look up."

The spacer-girl was a tiny doll-figure on the observation platform her feet trailing in space,
her face and scal p showing white as she | ooked down.

"You see? She will not let himout of her sight."

Loui s decided the neat was ready. As he ate, he was aware that Speaker watched hi m wi t hout
pati ence, watched as Louis Wi slowy masticated each snall bite. But to Louis it seened that he
ate like a ravening beast. He was hungry.

For the puppeteer's sake they pushed the bones through the broken wi ndow, to fall on the city.
They reconvened around the puppeteer's flycycle

"She is partially conditioned," said Nessus. He was having trouble with his breathing ... or
with the snells of raw and burnt animal. "I have | earned a good deal from her."

"Did you | earn why she nousetrapped us?"
"Yes, and nore. We have been lucky. She is a spacer, a ranship crewran."

"Jackpot!" said Louis Wi.

CHAPTER 21 -- The G rl From Beyond The Edge

Her nanme was Halrloprillalar Hotrufan. She had been riding the ramship ... Pioneer, Nessus
called it after slight hesitation ... for two hundred years.

The Pioneer ran a twenty-four-year cycle that covered four suns and their systens: five oxygen-
at nrosphere worlds and the Ringworld. The "year" used was a traditional measurenent which had
nothing to do with the Ringworld. It may have matched the solar orbit for one of the abandoned
wor | ds.

Two of the Pioneer's five worlds had been thick with humanity before the Ringworld was built.
Now t hey were abandoned |ike the others, covered with random vegetati on and the debris of
crunmbling cities.

Hal rloprillalar had run the cycle eight times. She knew that on these worlds grew plants or
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ani mal s whi ch had not adapted to the Ringworld because of the lack of a w nter-sunmer cycle. Some
pl ants were spices. Some animals were neat. Otherwise -- Halrloprillalar neither knew nor cared.

Her job had nothing to do with cargos.

"Nor was she concerned with propulsion or life support. | was unable to learn just what she
did," said Nessus. "The Pioneer carried a crew of thirty-six. Doubtless sonme were superfl uous.
Certainly she could have done nothing conplex nor crucial to the well-being of ship or crew She
is not very intelligent, Louis."

"Did you think to ask about the ratio of sexes aboard ship? How many of the thirty-six were
wonen?"

"She told ne that. Three."
"You nmight as well forget about her profession."

Two hundred years of travel, security, adventure. Then at the end of Halrloprillalar's eighth
run, the Ringworld refused to answer the Pioneer's call

The el ectromagneti ¢ cannon didn't work.
As far as telescopes could determ ne, there was no sign of activity at any spaceport.

The five worlds of the Pioneer's circuit were not equipped with el ectromagnetic cannons for
braki ng. Therefore the Pioneer carried braking fuel, condensed en route frominterstellar
hydrogen. The ship could land ... but where?

Not on the Ringworld. The neteor defenses would bl ow them apart.
They had not received permission to |l and on the spaceport |edge. And sonething was wong there

Back to one of the abandoned hone worlds? In effect they would be starting a new col ony worl d,
with thirty-three men and three wonen.

"They were hidebound prisoners of routine, ill-equipped to nake such a deci sion. They panicked,"
sai d Nessus. "They nutinied. The Pioneer's pilot managed to | ock hinself in the control rooml ong
enough to land the Pioneer on the spaceport |edge. They murdered himfor it, for risking the ship
and their lives, says Halrloprillalar. | wonder if they did not in truth nurder himfor breaking
tradition, for landing by rocket and w thout formal permn ssion."

Louis felt eyes on him He | ooked up

The spacer-girl was still watching them And Nessus was | ooking back at her with one head, the
left.

So that one held the tasp. And that was why Nessus had been | ooking steadily upward. She
woul dn't | et Nessus out of her sight, and he dared not let her off the tasp's |ovely hook.

"After the killing of the pilot, they left the ship," said Nessus. "Then it was that they
| earned how badly the pilot had hurt them The cziltang brone was inert, broken

They were stranded on the wong side of a wall a thousand miles high

"I do not know the equivalent of cziltang brone in Interworld or the Hero's Tongue. | can only
tell you what it does. What it does is crucial to us all."

"Go ahead," said Louis W.

The Ri ngworld engi neers had designed fail-safe. In many ways it seened that they had antici pated
the fall of civilization, had planned for it, as if cycles of culture and barbarismwere nan's
natural |ot. The conplex structure that was the Ringworld would not fail for |ack of tending. The
descendants of the Engineers nmight forget howto tend airl ocks and el ectronagneti c cannon, how to
nove worlds and build flying cars; civilization nmight end, but the R ngworld would not.
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The neteor defenses, for instance, were so utterly failsafe that Halrloprillalar --
"Call her Prill," Louis suggested.
-- that Prill and her crew never considered that they m ght not be working.

But what of the spaceport? How fail-safe would it be, if sonme idiot |eft both doors of the
airl ock open?

There weren't any airlocks! Instead, there was the cziltang brone. This machine projected a
field which caused the structure of the Ringworld floor, and hence of the rimwall, to becone
perneable to matter. There was sonme resistance. Wiile the cziltang brone was going --

"Osnosi s generator," Louis suggested.

"Perhaps. | suspect that brone is a nodifier, possibly obscene."

-- air would | eak through, but slowy, while the osnbsis generator was goi ng. Men could push
through in pressure suits, noving as agai nst a steady wi nd. Machines and | arge nasses coul d be
drawn t hrough by tractors.

"What of pressurized breathing-air?" Speaker asked.
But they nade that outside, with the transnutors

Yes, there was cheap transnutation on the Ringworld. It was cheap only in great quantity, and
there were other limts. The machine itself was gigantic. It would nake just one elenment into just
one other elenment. The spaceport's two transmutors would turn lead into nitrogen and oxygen; | ead
was easy to store and easy to nmove through the rimwall

The osnpsis generators were a fail-safe device. Wien and airlock fails, a veritable hurricane of
breathing-air can be lost. But if the cziltang brone broke down, the worst that coul d happen woul d
be that the airlock would be closed to space -- and incidentally to returning spacenen.

* % %

"Also to us," said Speaker

Louis said, "Not so fast. It sounds |ike the osnpsis generator is just what we need to get horne.
We woul dn't have to nove the Luir at all. Just point the cziltang brone --" He pronounced it as if
it started with a sneeze -- "at the Ring floor under the Liar. The Liar would sink through the
Ring floor l|ike quicksand. Down, and out the other side."

"To be trapped in the foanmed plastic neteor buffer,'
aver weapon mi ght serve us there."

the kzin retorted. Then, "Correction. The
S

"Quite so. Unfortunately," said Nessus, "there is no cziltang brone available to us."

"She's here. She got through sonehow "

"Yes ...

The magnet ohydrodynami cists virtually had to | earn a new profession before they could begin to
rebuild the cziltang brone. It took them several years. The nachine had failed in action: it was
partly twisted and partly nmelted. They had to nake new parts; recalibrate; use elenents they knew
woul d fail, but rmaybe they'd hold | ong enough ..

There was an accident during that tine. An osnosis beam nodified by bad calibration, went
t hrough the Pioneer. Two crewren died waist-deep in a netal floor, and seventeen others suffered
per manent brain damage in addition to other injuries when certain permneabl e nenbranes becane too
per neabl e.

But they got through, the remaining sixteen. They took the idiots with them They al so took the
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cziltang brone, in case the new Ringworld turned out to be inhospitable
They found savagery, nothing but savagery.
Years later, sone of themtried to go back

The cziltang brone failed in action, trapping four of themin the rimwall. And that was that.
By then they knew that there would be no new parts avail abl e anywhere on the Ri ngworld.

* k% %

"l don't understand how barbarismcould cone so fast," said Louis. "You said the Pioneer ran a

twenty-four year cycle?"
"Twenty-four years in ship's time, Louis."
"Ch. That does nmke a difference."

"Yes. To a ship traveling at one Ringworld gravity of thrust, stars tend to be three to six
years apart. The actual distances were large. Prill speaks of an abandoned regi on two hundred
light years closer to the nmean gal actic plane, where three suns clustered within ten |ight years
of each other."

"Two hundred light years ... near human space, do you think?"

"Perhaps in human space. Oxygen-atnosphere planets do not in general tend to cluster as closely
as they do in the vicinity of Sol. Halrloprillalar speaks of long-termterraform ng techni ques
applied to these worlds, many centuries before the building of the Ringworld. These techni ques
took too | ong. They were abandoned hal fway by the inpatient hunans."

"That would explain a lot. Except ... no, never mnd."

"Primates, Louis? There is evidence enough that your species evolved on Earth. But Earth m ght
have been a conveni ent base for a terraforming project ained at worlds in nearby systenms. The
engi neers ni ght have brought pets and servants."”

"Li ke apes and nobnkeys and Neanderthals ..." Louis nade a chopping gesture. "It's just
speculation. It's not sonething we need to know. "

"Granted." The puppeteer nmunched a vegetable brick while he talked. "The |oop followed by the
Pi oneer was nore than three hundred |ight years long. There was tine for extensive change during a
voyage, though such change was rare. Prill's society was a stable one."

"Why was she so sure that the whole R ngworld had gone barbarian? How nuch exploring did they
do?"

"Very little, but enough. Prill was right. There will be no repairs for the cziltang brone. The
entire Ringworld nust be barbarous by now "

"Prill tried to explain to me what happened here, as one of her crew explained it to her. He had
oversimplified, of course. It may be that the process started years before the Pioneer departed on
its last circuit "

There had been ten inhabited worlds. Wien the Ringworld was finished, all of these had been
abandoned, left to go their way wi thout the benefit of man

Consi der such a worl d:

The land is covered with cities in all stages of devel opnent. Perhaps sluns were nade obsol ete,
but somewhere there are still sluns, if only preserved for history. Across the |and one can find
all the by-products of living: used containers, broken nmachines, damaged books or filmtapes or
scrolls, anything that cannot be reused or reprocessed at a profit, and many things which could
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be. The was have been used as garbage dunps for a hundred thousand years. Sonewhere in that tinme,
they were dunpi ng usel ess radi oactive end products of fission

How strange is it if the sea life evolves to fit the new conditions?
How strange, if new |ife evolves capable of living on the garbage?

"That happened on Earth once," said Louis Wi. "A yeast that could eat polyethyline. It was
eating the plastic bags off the supernmarket shelves. It's dead now. W had to give up
pol yet hyline."

Consi der ten such worl ds.

Bacteria evolved to eat zinc conpounds, plastics, paints, wiring insulation, fresh rubbish, and
rubbi sh thousands of years obsolete. It would not have mattered but for the ramships.

The ranships cane routinely to the old worlds, seeking forns of life that had been forgotten or
that had not adapted to the Ringworld. They brought back other things: souvenirs, objets d'art
whi ch had been forgotten or nerely postponed. Many nuseuns were still being transferred, one
i ncredi bly val uabl e piece at a tine.

One of the ranshi ps brought back a nold capabl e of breaking down the structure of a room
t enperature superconductor ruch used in sophisticated nmachinery.

The nold worked slowy. It was young and primtive and, in the beginning, easily killed.
Vari ations may have been brought to the Ringworld several tinmes by several ships, until one
variation finally took hold.

Because it did work slowy, it did not ruin the ranship, until long after the ranship had
| anded. It did not destroy the spaceport's cziltang brone until crewnren and spaceport worknen had
carried it inside. It did not get into the power beamreceivers until the shuttles that travel ed
t hrough the el ectronagnetic cannon on the rimwall had carried it everywhere on the Ri ngworld.

"Power beam recei vers?"

"Power is generated on the shadow squares by thernoel ectricity, then beanmed to the R ngworld.
Presumably the beam too, is fail-safe. W did not detect it coming in. It nust have shut itself
down when the receivers failed."

"Surely," said Speaker, "one could nmake a different superconductor. W know of two basic
mol ecul ar structures, each with many variations for different tenperature ranges."

"There are at least four basic structures,”" Nessus corrected him "You are quite right, the
Ri ngwor!l d should have survived the Fall of the Cities. A younger, nore vigorous society would
have. But consider the difficulties they faced.

"Much of their |eadership was dead, killed in falling buildings when the power fail ed.

"Wt hout power they could do little experinmenting to find other superconductors. Stored power
was generally confiscated for the personal use of nen with political power, or was used to run
encl aves of civilization in the hope that soneone el se was doi ng sonet hi ng about the energency.
The fusion drives of the ranshi ps were unavail able, as the cziltang brones used superconductors.
Men who m ght have acconplished somet hing coul d not neet; the conmputer that ran the
el ect romagneti c cannon was dead, and the cannon itself had no power."

Louis said, "For want of a nail, the kingdomfell."

"I know the story. It is not strictly applicable,” said Nessus. "Sonething could have been done.
There was power to condense liquid helium Wth the power beans off, the repair of a power
recei ver woul d have been usel ess; but a cziltang brone coul d have been adapted to a netal
super conduct or cooled by liquid helium A cziltang brone woul d have given access to spaceports.
Shi ps might have flown to the shadow squares, reopened the power beans so that other |iquid-helium
cool ed superconductors could be adapted to the power beam receivers.
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"But all this would have required stored power. The power was used to light street lanps, or to
support the remaining floating buildings, or to cook neals and freeze foods! And so the R ngworld
fell."

"And so did we," said Louis Wi.

"Yes. W were lucky to run across Halrloprillalar. She has saved us a needl ess journey. There is
no | onger any need to continue toward the rimwall."

Loui s's head throbbed once, hard. He was going to have a headache.

"Lucky," said Speaker-To-Animals. "Indeed. If this is luck, why am| not joyful? W have | ost
our goal, our |ast meager hope of escape. Qur vehicles are ruined. One of our party is nmissing in
this maze of city."”

"Dead," said Louis. Wen they | ooked at hi mw thout conprehension, he pointed into the dusk.
Teela's flycycl e was obvi ous enough, marked by one of four sets of headl anps.

He said, "W'll have to nmake our own |luck from now on."

"Yes. You will renenber, Louis, that Teela's luck is sporadic. It had to be. Else she would not
have been aboard the Liar. Else we would not have crashed." The puppeteer paused, then added, "My
synpat hies, Louis."

"She will be mssed,"” Speaker runbled.

Louis nodded. It seened he should be feeling nore. But the incident in the Eye storm had sonmehow
altered his feelings for Teela. She had seened, for that tine, |ess human than Speaker or Nessus.
She was myth. The aliens were real

"We nust find a new goal ," said Speaker-To-Animals. "W need a way to take the Liar back to
space. | confess | have no ideas at all."

"I do," Louis said.
Speaker seened startled. "Already?”

"I want to think about it some nore. I'mnot sure it's even sane, |let alone workable. In any
case, we're going to need a vehicle. Let's think about that."

"A sled, perhaps. W can use the remaining flycycle to towit. A big sled, perhaps the wall of a
bui | di ng. "

"We can better that. | amconvinced that | can persuade Halrloprillalar to guide ne through the
machinery that lifts this building. We may find that the building itself can becone our vehicle."

"Try that," said Louis.
"And you?"

"Gve nme tine."

* * k

The core of the building was all machinery. Some was |lifting machinery; some ran the air
conditioning and the water condensers and the water-taps; and one insul ated section was part of
the el ectromagnetic trap generators. Nessus worked. Louis and Prill stood by, awkwardly ignoring
one anot her.

Speaker was still in prison. Prill had refused to let himup

"She is afraid of you," Nessus had said. "W could press the point, no doubt. W could put you
aboard one of the flycycles. If | refused to board until you were on the platform she would have
to lift you."
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"She mght lift me halfway to the ceiling, then drop ne. No."
But she had taken Louis.

He studied her while pretending to ignore her. Her nouth was narrow, virtually lipless. Her nose
was snmall and straight and narrow. She had no eyebrows.

Smal | wonder if she seened to have no expression. Her face seened little nore than nmarkings on a
wi gnaker's dummy.

After two hours of work, Nessus pulled his heads out of an access panel. "I cannot give us
nmotive power. The lift fields will do no nore than lift us. But | have freed a correcting
mechani sm desi gned to keep us over one spot. The building is now at the nmercy of the wi nds."

Louis grinned. "O a tow Tie aline to your flycycle and pull the building behind you."

"There is no need. The flycycle uses a reactionless thruster. W can keep it within the
bui l di ng."

"You thought of it first, hmm? But that thruster's awfully powerful. If the 'cycle tore itself
| oose in here --"

"Yesss --" The puppeteer turned to Prill and spoke slowy and at length in the | anguage of the
Ri ngworl d gods. Presently he said to Louis, "There is a supply of electrosetting plastic. W can
enbed the flycycle in plastic, leaving only the controls exposed."”

"Isn't that a little drastic?"

"Louis, if the flycycle tore itself loose, | could be hurt."
"Well ... maybe. Can you land the buil di ng when you need to?"
"Yes, | have altitude control."

"Then we don't need a scout vehicle. Ckay, we'll do it."

* % %

Louis was resting, not sleeping. He lay on his back on the big oval bed. H s eyes were open,
staring through the bubble window in the ceiling.

A gl ow of solar corona showed over the edge of the shadow square. Dawn was not far off ; but
still the Arch was blue and bright in a black sky.

"I must be out of ny mind," said Louis W.
And, "Wat else can we do?"

The bedroom had probably been part of the governor's suite. Nowit was a control room He and
Nessus had nounted the flycycle in the wal k-in closet, poured plastic over and around it, then --
with Prill's help -- run a current through the plastic. The closet had been just the right size.

The bed snelled of age. It crinkled when he noved.

"Fist-of-God," Louis Wi said into the dark. "I sawit. A thousand nmiles high. It doesn't make
sense they'd build a nountain that high, not when ..." He let it trail off.

And suddenly sat bolt upright in bed, shouting, "Shadow square wire!"
A shadow entered the bedroom

Louis froze. The entrance was dark. Yet, by its fluid notion and by the distribution of subtle
shadi ngs of curvature, a naked wonan was wal ki ng toward hi m
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Hal I uci nati on? The ghost of Teela Brown? She had reached hi m before he could decide. Totally
sel f-confident, she sat beside himon the bed. She reached out and touched his face and ran her
fingertips down his cheek

She was nearly bal d. Though her hair was dark and |long and full-bodied, so that it bobbed as she
wal ked, it was only an inch-wide fringe growing fromthe base of her skull. In the dark the
features of her face virtually disappeared. But her body was |ovely. He was seeing the shape of
her for the first time. She was slim nuscled with wire like a professional dancer. Her breasts
were high and heavy.

If her face had matched her figure ..

"Co away," Louis said, not roughly. He took her wist, interrupted what her fingertips were
doing to his face. It had felt like a barber's facial nassage, definitely relaxing. He stood up
pull ed her gently to her feet, took her by the shoulders. If he sinply turned her around and
patted her on the runp-?

She ran her fingertips along the side of his neck. Now she was using both hands. She touched him
on the chest, and here, and there, and suddenly Louis Wi was blind with lust. H s hands cl osed
i ke clanmps on her shoul ders.

She dropped her hands. She waited without trying to help as he peeled out of his falling junper.
But as he exposed nore skin, she stroked himhere, and there, not always where nerves clustered.
Each time it was as if she had touched himin the pleasure center of his brain.

He was on fire. If she pushed himaway now, he would use force; he must have her --

-- But sone cool part of himknew that she could chill himas quickly as she had aroused him He
felt like a young satyr, yet he dinly sensed that he was al so a puppet.

For the monent he coul dn't have cared | ess.
And still Prill's face showed no expression

* % %

She took himto the verge of orgasm then held himthere, held himthere ... so that when the
monment cane it was |ike being struck by lightning. But the |ightning went on and on, a flamng
di scharge of ecstacy.

When it ended he was barely aware that she was | eaving. She nust know how t horoughly she had
used himup. He was asl eep before she reached the door

And he woke thinking: Wiy did she do that?

Too tanj analytical, he answered hinself. She's |onely. She nust have been here a long tine.
She's mastered a skill, and she hasn't had a chance to practice that skil

Skill. She nust know nore anatony than nost professors. A doctorate in Prostitution? There was
nore to the ol dest profession than net the eye. Louis Wi coul d recogni ze expertise in any field.
This woman had it.

Touch these nerves in the correct order, and the subject will react thus-and-so. The right
know edge can turn a man into a puppet

puppet to Teela's luck ..

He al nost had it then. He came cl ose enough that the answer, when it finally cane, was no
surprise.

* % %

Nessus and Halrloprillalar came backward out of the freezer room They were followed by the
dressed carcass of a flightless bird bigger than a man. Nessus had used a cloth for padding, so
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that his mouth need not touch the dead neat of the ankle.

Loui s took the puppeteer's burden. He and Prill pulled in tandem He found that he needed both
hands, as did she. He answered her nod of greeting and asked, "How old is she?"

Nessus did not show surprise at the question. "I do not know. "

"She cane to ny roomlast night." That would not do; it would nean nothing to an alien. "You
know that the thing we do to reproduce, we also do for recreation?"

"l knew that."

"We did that. She's good at it. She's so good at it that she nust have had about a thousand
years of practice," said Louis Wi.

"It is not inpossible. Prill's civilization had a conmpound superior to boosterspice inits
ability to sustain |life. Today the conpound is worth whatever the owner cares to ask. One charge
is equivalent to sone fifty years of youth."

"Do you happen to know how many charges she's taken?"
"No, Louis. But | know that she wal ked here."

They had reached the stairway | eading down to the conical cell block. The bird trail ed behind
t hem bounci ng.

"Wl ked here from where?"

"Fromthe rimwall."

"Two hundred thousand mil es?"

"Nearly that."

"Tell me all of it. What happened to them after they reached the right side of the rimwall?"

"I will ask. | do not know it all." And the puppeteer began to question Prill. In bits and
pi eces the story energed:

They were taken for gods by the first group of savages they met, and by everyone thereafter
wi th one general exception.

Godhood sol ved one problem neatly. The crewnen whose brai ns had been damaged by backl ash from
the half-repaired cziltang brone were left to the care of various villages. As resident gods they
woul d be well treated; and as idiots they would be relatively harm ess as gods.

The remai nder of the Pioneer's crew split up. Nine, including Prill, went to antispinward.
Prill's home city was in that direction. Both groups planned to travel along the rimwall, |ooking
for civilization. Both parties swore to send help if they found any.

They were taken for gods by all but the other gods. The Fall of the Cities had left a few
survivors. Sonme were mad. Al took the life-extending conpound if they could get it. Al were
| ooki ng for enclaves of civilization. None had thought to build his own.

As the Pioneer's crew nmoved to antispinward, other survivors joined them They becane a
respect abl e pant heon.

In every city they found the shattered towers. These towers had been set floating after the
settling of the Ringworld, but thousands of years before the perfection of the youth drug. The
youth drug had nmade | ater generations cautious. For the nost part those who could afford it sinply
stayed away fromthe floaters, unless they were elected officials. Then they would install safety
devi ces, or power generators.

A few of the floaters still floated. But nbst had smashed down into the centers of cities, al
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in the same instant, when the [ast power receiver flared and died.

Once the traveling pantheon found a partially recivilized city, inhabited only on the outskirts.
The God Ganbit would not serve them here. They traded a fortune in the youth drug for a working,
sel f - powered bus.

It did not happen again until nuch later. By then they had cone too far. The spirit had gone out
of them and the bus had broken down. In a hal f-smashed city, anong other survivors of the Fall of
the Cities, nost of the pantheon sinply stopped noving.

But Prill had a map. The city of her birth was directly to starboard. She persuaded a nan to
join her, and they started wal ki ng.

* k%

They traded on their godhoods. Eventually they tired of one another, and Prill went on al one.
Where her godhood was not enough, she traded small quantities of the youth drug, if she had to.
O herw se --

"There was another way in which she could maintain power over people. She has tried to explain
it to me, but I do not understand."

"I think | do," said Louis. "She could get anay with it, too. She's got her own equivalent of a
tasp."”

She nust have been quite nad by the time she reached her hone city. She took up residence in the
grounded police station. She spent hundreds of hours |learning how to work the machi nery. One of
the first things she acconplished was to get it airborne; for the self-powered tower had been
| anded as a safety precaution after the Fall of the Cities. Subsequently she nust have cone cl ose
enough to dropping the tower and killing herself.

"There was a systemfor trapping drivers who broke the traffic |laws," Nessus finished. "She
turned it on. She hopes to capture soneone |ike herself, a survivor fromthe Fall of the CGties.
She reasons that if he is flying a car, he nust be civilized."

"Then why does she want himtrapped and hel pless in that sea of rusted netal ?"
"Just in case, Louis. It is a mark of her returning sanity."

Louis frowned into the cell block below They had Iowered the bird' s carcass on a ruined neta
car, and Speaker had taken possession. "W can lighten this building," said Louis. "W can cut the
wei ght alnmost in half.”

n |_b\,\/?ll
"Cut away the basenent. But we'll have to get Speaker out of there. Can you persuade Prill?"

"I can try."

CHAPTER 22 -- Seeker

Halrloprillalar was terrified of Speaker, and Nessus was leery of letting her out of the
i nfluence of the tasp. Nessus clainmed to be junping the tasp on her every tine she saw Speaker, so
that eventually she would wel cone the sight of him Meanwhile they both shunned the kzin's

conpany.

So it was that Prill and Nessus waited el sewhere while Louis and Speaker lay flat on the floor
of the observation platformlooking down into the gloomof the cell block

"Go ahead," said Louis.

The kzin fired both beans.
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Thunder booned and echoed within the cell block. A brilliant point the color of |ightning
appeared high on the wall, just beneath the ceiling. It noved slowy clockw se, leaving a redly
glowing trail.

"Cut chunks,"” Louis directed. "If that nass lets go all at once, we'll be shaken | ocose I|ike
fl eas on a shaven dog."

Speaker obligingly changed the angle of his cutting.

Still, the building lurched when the first chunk of cable and construction plastic fell away.
Loui s hugged the floor. Through the gap he saw sunlight, and city, and people.

He did not have a view straight down until half a dozen masses had been cut | oose.

He saw an altar of wood, and a nodel of silvery netal whose shape was a flat rectangle
surnmounted by a parabolic arch. It was there for an instant, before a mass of cell block structure
struck next to it and splashed fragments in all directions. Then it was sawdust and crunpl ed
tinsel. But the people had fled | ong since.

* % %

"Peopl e!" he conplained to Nessus. "In the heart of an empty city, nmiles fromthe fields! That's
an all-day round trip. What were they doing there?"

"They worship the goddess Halrloprillalar. They are Prill's food source."
"Ah. Oferings."

"Of course. What difference does it make, Louis?"

"They m ght have been hit."

"Per haps sone of themwere."

"And | thought | saw Teela down there. Just for an instant."

"Nonsense, Louis. Shall we test our notive power?"

The puppeteer's flycycle was buried in a gel ati nous nound of translucent plastic. Nessus stood
al ongsi de the exposed control panel. The bay w ndow gave them an inposing view of the city: the
docks, the flat-sided towers of the Cvic Center, the spreading jungle that had probably been a
park. Al several thousand feet bel ow

Louis struck an attitude: parade rest. An inspiration to his crew, the heroic conmander stands
astride the bridge. The danaged rocket notors may explode at the first touch of thrust; but it
must be tried. The kzinti battleshi ps nust be stopped before they reach Earth!

"It'Il never work," said Louis Wi.
"Whay not, Louis? The stresses should not exceed --"

"A flying castle, for Finagle's sake! | only just realized how i nsane the whole thing is. W
nmust have been out of our ninds! Tootling home in the upper half of a skyscraper --" The buil ding
shifted then, and Louis staggered. Nessus had started the thruster

The city drifted past the bay w ndow, gathering speed. Acceleration eased off. It had never been
hi gher than a foot per second squared. Top speed seened to be about one hundred niles per hour
and the castle was rock steady.

"We centered the flycycle correctly,” said Nessus. "The floor is level, as you will note, and
the structure shows no tendency to rotate."

"It's still silly."
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"Not hing that works is silly. And now, where shall we go?"

Louis was silent.

"Where shall we go, Louis? Speaker and | have no plans. Wat direction, Louis?"
"Starboard. "

"Very well. Directly starboard?"

"Right. We've got to get past the Eye storm Then turn forty-five degrees or so to
antispi nward. "

"Do you seek the city of the tower called Heaven?"
"Yes. Can you find it?"

"That should be no problem Louis. Three hours flying tinme brought us here; we should be back at
the tower in thirty hours. And then?”

"Depends. "

* % %

The picture was so vivid. It was pure deduction and inmagination, yet -- so vivid. Louis W
tended to daydreamin col or

So vivid. But was it real ?

It was frightening, how suddenly his confidence in the flying tower had | eaked away. Yet the
tower was flying. It didn't need Louis Wi to nake it go.

* %k %
"The | eaf -eater seenms content to follow your |ead," said Speaker

The flycycle hunmed quietly to itself a few feet away. Landscape flowed past the bay w ndow. The
Eye stormwas off to the side, its gray gaze |arge and daunti ng.

"The | eaf-eater's out of his mnd," said Louis. "I take it you've got better sense."

"Not at all. If you have a goal, | amcontent to follow you. But if it may involve fighting,
shoul d know sonet hi ng about it."

n Um n

"I shoul d know sonet hing about it regardless, in order to decide whether it will involve
fighting."

"Well put.”
Speaker waited.

"We're going after the shadow square wire," said Louis. "Renenber the wire we ran into after the
nmet eor defenses wecked us? Later it started falling over the city of the floating tower, |oop
after loop, endlessly. There should be at |east tens of thousands of miles of it, nore than we
coul d possibly need for what I've got in mnd."

"What do you have in nind, Louis?"

"Getting hold of the shadow square wire. Odds are the natives will just give it to us, if Prill
asks politely, and if Nessus uses the tasp."

"And after that?"
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"After that, we'll find out just how crazy I am"

* % %

The tower nmoved to starboard |ike a steanmship of the sky. Starships were never so roony. As for
ships of the air, there was nothing conparable in known space. Six decks to clinb around in!
Luxury!

There were luxuries mssing. The food supply aboard the flyscraper consisted of frozen neat,
perishable fruit, and the kitchen of Nessus's flycycle. Food for puppeteers |acked nourishnment for
humans, according to Nessus. Thus Louis's breakfast and lunch were neat broiled by a flashlight-
| aser, and knobbly red fruit.

And there was no water.

And no coffee

Prill was persuaded to find sone bottles of an al coholic beverage. They held a bel ated
christening cerenony in the bridge room with Speaker courteously backed into a far corner and
Prill hovering warily near the door. Nobody woul d accept Louis's suggestion of the nane

| mprobabl e; and so there were four christenings, in order, in four different |anguages.

The beverage was ... well, sour. Speaker couldn't take it, and Nessus didn't try. But Prill
consunmed one bottle, sealed the others, and put them carefully away.

The christening becane a | anguage | esson. Louis learned a few of the rudi nents of the Ri ngworld
Engi neer's speech. He found that Speaker was | earning nmuch faster than he was. It figured. Speaker
and Nessus had both been trained to deal with human | anguages, nodes of thinking, limtations in
speech and hearing. This was only nore of the sane.

They broke for dinner. Again Nessus ate alone, using his flycycle kitchen, while Louis and Pril
ate broiled neat and Speaker ate raw, el sewhere

Afterward the | anguage | esson went on. Louis hated it. The others were so far ahead of himthat
he felt like a cretin

"But Louis, we nust |learn the | anguage. Car rate of travel is |low, and we nust forage for our
food. Frequently we will need to deal with natives."

"I know. | never liked |anguages."

Darkness fell. Even this far fromthe Eye storm cloud cover was conplete, and the night was
like the inside of a dragon!s nouth. Louis called a halt to the |lesson. He was tired and irritable
and vastly unsure of hinself. The others left himto his rest.

They woul d be passing the Eye stormin about ten hours.

* * k

He was floating at the edge of a restless sleep when Prill cane back. He felt hands stroking him
| asci viously, and he reached out.

She backed out of reach. She spoke in her own | anguage, but sinplified it into a pidgin for
Loui s' s under st andi ng.

"You are | eader?"

Bl eary-eyed, Louis considered. "Yes," he said, because the actual situation was too conpl ex.
"Make the two-headed one give nme his nachine.”
"What ?" Louis funbled for words. "His which?"

"The machi ne that nmake me happy. | want it. You take it from him
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Loui s | aughed, for he thought he understood her
"You want nme? You take it," Prill said angrily.

The puppet eer had sonet hing she wanted. She had no | ever to use on him for he was not a nan
Louis Wi was the only nman around. Her power would bend himto her will. It had al ways worked
before; for was she not a goddess?

Per haps Louis's hair had nisled her. She may have assuned that he was one of the hairy | ower
class, by his bare face perhaps hal f Engi neer, but no nore. Then he must have been born after the
Fall of the Gities. No youth drug. He nust be in the first flush of youth.

"You were quite right," Louis said in his own tongue. Prill's fists clenched in anger, for his
nmockery was clear. "A thirty-year-old nan would be putty in your hands. But |'molder than that."
And he | aughed agai n.

"The machi ne. Wiere does he keep it?" In the darkness she |l eaned toward him all |ovely
suggestive shadow. Her scal p gl eaned softly; her black hair spilled over her shoul der. The breath
caught in Louis's throat.

He found the words to say, "d ue against his bone, under skin. One head."

Prill made a sound |like a grow . She nust have understood; the gadget was surgically inplanted
She turned and left.

Louis thought briefly of following her. He wanted her nore than he was willing to adnmit. But she
would own himif he et her, and her nmotives did not jibe with Louis WI's.

* k% %

The whistle of the wind rose gradually. Louis's sleep becane shallow ... and nmerged into an
erotic dream

H s eyes opened.

Prill knelt facing him straddling himlike a succubus. Her fingers noved lightly over the skin
of his chest and belly. Her hips noved rhythnically, and Louis noved in response. She was playing
himlike a musical instrunent.

"When | finish I will own you," she crooned. The pleasure showed in her voice, but it was not
the pleasure of a wonan taking pleasure froma man. It was the thrill of w el ding power.

Her touch was a joy as thick as syrup. She knew a terribly ancient secret: that every wonan is
born with a tasp, and that its power is without limt if she can learn to use it. She would use it
and withhold it, use it and withhold it, until Louis begged for the right to serve her

Sonmet hi ng changed in her. Her face could not show it; but he heard the crooning sound of her
pl easure, and he felt the change in her notion. She noved, and they cane together, and the slani
that rolled across themthen seened entirely subjective.

She lay beside himall that night. Cccasionally they woke and nade | ove, and went back to sl eep
If Prill felt disappointment at these tines, she did not showit, or Louis did not see it. He knew
only that she was no | onger playing himlike an instrument. They were playing a duet.

Sonet hi ng had happened to Prill. He suspected what it was.

* k *

The norni ng dawned gray and storny. Wnd how ed around the ancient building. Rain |ashed the bay
wi ndow of the bridge, and stormed through broken w ndows hi gher up. The | nprobable was very cl ose
to the Eye storm

Louis dressed and left the bridge.
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He saw Nessus in the hallway. "You!" he shouted.
The puppeteer shied. "Yes, Louis?"
"What did you do to Prill last night?"

"Show proper gratitude, Louis. She was trying to control you, to condition you into
subservience. | heard."

"You used the tasp on her!"

"I gave her three seconds at hal f-power while you were engaged in reproductive activity. Now it
is she who is conditioned."

"You nonster! You egotistical nonster!”
"Conme no closer, Louis."

"Prill is a human woman with free will!"
"What of your own free will?"

"It was in no danger! She can't control ne!"

"I's there sonething else bothering you? Louis, you are not the first human couple | have wat ched
in reproductive activity. W felt that we nust know all about your species. Come no cl oser
Louis. "

"You hadn't the right!" Certainly Louis never intended harmto the puppeteer. He clenched his
fists in rage, but he did not intend to use them In rage he stepped forward --

Then Louis was in ecstasy.

In the heart of the purest joy he had ever known, Louis know that Nessus was using the tasp on
him Wthout allowing hinself to realize the consequences, Louis kicked out and up

He used all the strength he could divert fromhis enjoynent of the tasp. It was not great, but
he used it, and he kicked the puppeteer in the larynx, beneath the left jaw

The consequences were hideous. Nessus said, "Aup!" and stunbl ed back, and turned off the tasp
And turned off the tasp

The weight of all the sorrow that nmen are heir to came down on the shoulders of Louis Wi. Louis
turned his back on the puppeteer and wal ked away. He wanted to weep; but nore than that, he wanted
the puppeteer not to see his face.

* k%

He wandered at random seeing only his own inner blackness. It was only coincidence that brought
himto the stairwell.

He had kaown full well what he was doing to Prill. Balanced over a drop of ninety feet, he had
been eager enough to see Nessus use the tasp on Prill. He had seen w reheads; he knew what it did
to them

Conditioned! Like an experinental pet! And she knew Last night had been her |ast valiant
attenpt to break | oose fromthe power of the tasp.

Now Louis had felt what she was fighting.

"I shouldn't have done it," said Louis Wi. "I take it back." Even in black despair, that was
funny. You can't take back such a choice.
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It was coincidence that he went down the stairwell instead of up. O his hindbrain nmay have
renenmbered a slanml that his forebrain had hardly noticed.

The wind roared around him hurling rain fromevery direction, as he reached the platform It
t ook some of his attention outside himself. He was losing the grief that cane with the loss of the
t asp.

Once Louis Wi had sworn to live forever
Now, much |ater, he knew that obligations went with such a decision

"Cot to cure her," he said. "How? No physical w thdrawal synptons ... but that won't help her if
she decides to wal k out of a broken wi ndow. How do | cure nysel f?" For sone minor part of him
still cried for the tasp, and woul d never stop

The addi ction was nothing nore than a bel ow-threshold nenory. Strand her sonewhere with her
supply of youth drug, and the nmenory woul d fade ..

"Tanj. W need her." She knew too nuch about the engine roomof the |nprobable. She couldn't be
spar ed.

He'd just have to get Nessus to stop using the tasp. Watch her for awhile. She'd be awfully
depressed at first

Abruptly Louis's mnd registered what his eyes had been seeing for some tine.

The car was twenty feet bel ow the observation platform A cleanly-designed naroon dart with
narrow slits for windows, it hovered w thout power in the roaring wind, caught in an
el ectronmagnetic trap nobody had renmenbered to turn off.

Loui s | ooked once, hard, to be sure that there was a face behind the wi ndscreen. Then he ran
upstairs shouting for Prill

He didn't know the words. But he took her by the el bow and pulled her downstairs and showed her
She nodded and went back up to use the police trap adjustnents.

The maroon dart noved tight up against the edge of the platform The first occupant craw ed out,
using both hands to hang on, for the wind was howing like a fiend.

It was Teela Brown. Louis felt little surprise.

And t he second occupant was so blatantly type-cast that he burst out |aughing. Teela | ooked
surprised and hurt.

* k% %

They were passing the Eye storm The wind roared up through the stairwell that led to the
observation platform It whistled throught the corridors of the first floor, and how ed through
br oken wi ndows hi gher up. The halls ran with rain.

Teel a and her escort and the crew of the | nprobable sat about Louis's bedroom the bridge.
Teela's brawny escort tal ked gravely with Prill in one corner; though Prill kept a wary eye on
Speaker - To- Ani mal s and anot her on the bay w ndow. But the others surrounded Teela as she told her
tale.

The police device had bl own nost of the machinery in Teela's flycycle. The locator, the
intercom the sonic fold, and the kitchen all burned out at once.

Teela was still alive because the sonic fold had had a built-in standi ng-wave characteristic.
She had felt the sudden wind and had hit the retrofield i mediately, before the Mach 2 wind could
tear her head off. In seconds she had dropped bel ow t he nunici pal upper speed limt. The trap
field had been about to blow her drive; it refrained. The wind was tolerable by the tine it broke
through the stabilizing effect of the sonic fold.
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But Teela was nothing |like stable. She had brushed death too closely in the Eye storm This
second attack had foll owed too quickly. She guided the flycycle down, searching in the dark for a
pl ace to | and.

There was a tiled nmall surrounded by shops. It had lights: oval doors that glowed bright orange.
The 'cycle | anded hard, but by then she didn't care. She was down.

She was di snounting when the vehicle rose again. The notion threw her head over heels. She rose
to her hands and knees, shaking her head. When she | ooked up the flycycle was a dw ndling dunbbel
shape.

Teel a began to cry.
"You nust have broken a parking law, " said Louis.
"I didn't care why it happened. | felt --" She didn't have the words, but she tried anyway. "I

wanted to tell soneone | was lost. But there wasn't anyone. So | sat down on one of the stone
benches and cri ed.

"I cried for hours. | was afraid to nove away, because | knew you'd be conming for ne. Then -- he
canme." Teela nodded at her escort. "He was surprised to find me there. He asked me sonething --
couldn't understand. But he tried to confort ne. | was glad he was there, even if he couldn't do
anyt hi ng. "

Loui s nodded. Teela would trust anybody. She would inevitably seek help or confort fromthe
first stranger to cone along. And she would be perfectly safe in doing so.

Her escort was unusual .

He was a hero. You could tell. You didn't need to see himfighting dragons. You need only see
the muscles, the height, the black netal sword. The strong features, uncannily like the wire-
scul pture face in the castle called Heaven. The courteous way he talked to Prill, apparently

wi t hout realizing that she was of the opposite sex. Because she was another man's woman?

He was cl ean-shaven. No, that was inprobable. Mre likely he was half Engineer. H's hair was
I ong and ash bl ond and not too clean, and the hairline shaped a noble brow. Around his waist was a
kind of kirtle, the skin of sone aninal.

"He fed ne," Teela said. "He took care of nme. Four nen tried to junp us yesterday, and he fought
them off with just his sword! And he's learned a ot of Interworld in just a couple of days."

"Has he?"

"He's had a lot of practice with |anguages."

"This was the nost unkindest cut of all."”

"VWhat ?"

"Never mnd. Go on."

"He's old, Louis. He got a massive dose of sonething |like boosterspice, |long ago. He says he
took it froman evil magician. He's so old that his grandparents renenbered the Fall of the
Cities.

"Do you know what he's doi ng?"

Her smile becane inpish. "He's on a kind of quest. Long ago he took an oath that he woul d wal k
to the base of the Arch. He's doing that. He's been doing it for hundreds of years."

"The base of the Arch?"

Teel a nodded. She was sniling very prettily, and she obviously appreciated the joke, but in her
eyes there was sonethi ng nore.
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Louis had seen love in Teela's eyes, but never tenderness.

"You're proud of himfor it! You little idiot, don't you know there isn't any Arch?"
"l know that, Louis."

"Then why don't you tell hin®"

"I'f you tell him 1'Il hate you. Hes spent too nmuch of his |life doing this. And he does good. He
knows a few sinple skills, and he carries themaround the Ringworld as he travels to spinward."

"How rmuch information can he carry? He can't be too intelligent."

"No, he's not." Fromthe way she said it, it didn't matter. "But if | travel with himl can
teach a great nmany people a great deal."

"I knew that was coming,"” said Louis. But it still hurt.

Did she know that it hurt? She wouldn't |look at him "W'd been in the mall a day or so before |
realized that you'd follow nmy flycycle, not me. He'd told nme about Hal-- Hal-- about the goddess
and the floating tower that trapped cars. So we went there.

"W stayed near the altar, waiting to spot your flycycles. Then the building started to fal
apart. Afterward, Seeker --"

" Seeker ?"

"He calls hinself that. Wen sonmeone asks hi mwhy, he can explain that he's on his way to the
base of the Arch, and tell them about his adventures on the way ... you see?"

"Yeah."

"He started trying the notors in all the old cars. He said that the drivers used to turn off
their notors when they were caught by the traffic police field, so that their notors wouldn't be
burned out."

Loui s and Speaker and Nessus | ooked at each other. Half those floating cars nmay have been still
activel

"We found a car that worked," said Teela. "W were chasing you, but we nust have m ssed you in
the dark. But luckily the traffic police field caught us for speeding."

"Luckily. 1 think | heard the sonic boomlast night, but I'mnot sure," said Louis.

Seeker had stopped talking. He rested confortably against the wall of the governor's bedroom
gazi ng at Speaker-To-Aninmals with a half-snile. Speaker held his eye. Louis had the inpression
that they were each wondering what it would be like to fight the other

But Prill | ooked out the bay wi ndow, and on her face was dread. Wen the wind's how becanme a
shri ek, she shuddered.

Per haps she had seen formations |like the Eye storm Small asteroid punctures, quickly repaired,
al ways occurring sonmewhere el se; but always photographed for the newstapes or their Ringworld
equi valent. Always a thing of fear, the Eye storm Breathing-air roaring away into interstellar
space. A hurricane on its side, with a drain at its bottomas final as the drain in a bathtub, if
you shoul d happen to be caught in its suction

The wi nd howl ed nomentarily |ouder. Teela's brows puckered with concern. "I hope the building' s
massi ve enough," she said.

Loui s was astoni shed. How she's changed! But the Eye stormhad threatened her directly, the |ast
time through ..

"I need your help," she said. "I want Seeker, you know. "
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"Yeah. "

"He wants ne, too, but he's got a weird sense of honor. | tried to tell himabout you, Louis,
when | had to get himto the floating building. He got very unconfortable and stopped sl eeping
with me. He thinks you owmn me, Louis."

"Sl avery?"
"Slavery for wonen, | think. You'll tell himyou don't own ne, won't you?"
Louis felt painin his throat. "It m ght save explanations if | just sold you to him If that's

what you want."

"You're right. And it is. | want to travel around the Ringworld with him | love him Louis."

"Sure you do. You were nade for each other," said Louis Wi. "It was fated that you should neet.
The hundred billion couples who have felt exactly that way about each other --"

She was | ooking at himvery doubtfully. "You're not being ... sarcastic, are you, Louis?"

"A nonth ago you didn't know sarcasmfroma glass transistor. No, the weird thing is, |'mnot
bei ng sarcastic. The hundred billion couples don't natter, because they weren't part of a there-

ain't-no-justice puppeteer's planned breedi ng experinment."

Suddenly he had everybody's conplete attention. Even Seeker stared at himto find out what
everyone was | ooking at.

But Louis had eyes only for Teel a Brown.

"We crashed on the Ringworld," he said gently, "because the Ringworld is your ideal environnent.
You needed to learn things you couldn't learn on Earth, or anywhere in known space, apparently.
Maybe there were other reasons -- a better boosterspice, for instance, and nore roomto breathe --
but the major reason you're here is to learn."

"To | earn what ?"

"Pain, apparently. Fear. Loss. You're a different woman since you cane here. Before, you were a
land of ... abstraction. Have you ever stubbed your toe?"

"What a funny word. | don't think so."
"Have you ever burned your foot?"
She glared at him She renenbered.

"The Liar crashed to bring you here. W traveled a couple of hundred thousand mles to bring you
to Seeker. Your flycycle carried you precisely over him and ran into the traffic police field at
just that point, because Seeker is the man you were born to I ove."

Teela smled at this, but Louis did not smle back. He said, "Your luck required that you have
time to get to know him Therefore Speaker-To-Aninmals, and | hung head down --"

"Louis!"
"-- over ninety feet of enpty space for sonething |like twenty hours. But there's worse."
The kzin runmbled, "It depends on your viewpoint."

Louis ignored him "Teela, you fell in love with me because it gave you a notive to join the
expedition to the Ringworld. You no |longer |ove ne because you don't need to. You're here. And
| oved you for the sanme reason, because the |uck of Teela Brown used ne as a puppet --

"But the real puppet is you. You'll dance to the strings of your own luck for the rest of your
life. Finagle knows if you've got free will. You'll have trouble enough using it."
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Teel a was very pale, and her shoulders were very straight and rigid. If she wasn't crying, it
was by an obvious exercise of self-control. She had not had that self-control before.

As for Seeker, he knelt watching the two of them and he ran his thunb al ong the edge of the
bl ack iron sword. He could hardly be unaware that Teela was being made unhappy. He must stil
thi nk she bel onged to Louis W.

And Louis turned to the puppeteer. He was not surprised that Nessus had curled into a ball
tucked his heads into his belly, and wi thdrawn fromthe universe

Loui s took the puppeteer by the ankle of his hind leg. He found that he could roll the puppeteer
onto his back with little trouble. Nessus weighed not nuch nore than Louis Wh.

And he didn't like it. The ankle trenbled in Louis's hand.

"You caused all this," said Louis Wi, "with your nonstrous egotism That egotism bothers ne
al nrost as much as the nonstrous nistake you made. How you could be so powerful, and so determ ned,
and so stupid, is beyond ne. Do you realize yet, that everything that's happened to us here has
been a side effect of Teela's |uck?"

The ball that was Nessus contracted tighter. Seeker watched in fascination

"Then you can go honme to the puppeteer worlds and tell themthat nucking with human breedi ng
habits is a chancy business. Tell themthat enough Teela Browns coul d make a hash of all the | aws
of probability. Even basic physics is nothing nore than probability at the atomic level. Tell them
the universe is too conplicated a toy for a sensibly cautious being to play wth.

"Tell themthat after | get you hone," said Louis Wi. "But neanwhile, roll out of there, now I
need t he shadow square wire, and you' ve got to find it for me. W're al nost past the Eye storm
Come out of there, Nessus --"

The puppeteer unrolled and stood up. "You shane ne, Louis," he began
"You dare say that here?"

The puppeteer was silent. Presently he turned to the bay wi ndow and | ooked out at the storm

CHAPTER 23 -- The God Ganbit
For the natives who worshi pped Heaven, there were now two towers in the sky.

As before, the square of the altar swarmed with faces Iike gol den dandelions. "W cane on
anot her holy day," said Louis. He tried to find the shaven choir |eader, but couldn't.

Nessus was | ooking wistfully across at the tower called Heaven. The bridge room of the
| rprobabl e was level with the castles map room "Once | had not the opportunity to explore this
pl ace. Now | cannot reach it," the puppeteer mourned.

Speaker suggested, "We can break in with the disintegrator tool and | ower you by rope or
| adder. "

"Again this chance nust slip by ne."
"It is not as dangerous as many things you have done here."

"But when | took risks here, |I sought know edge. Now | have as much know edge of the Ri ngworld
as ny world needs. If | risk ny life nowit will be to return honme with that know edge. Louis,
there is your shadow square wire."

Loui s nodded soberly.

Across the spinward section of the city lay a cloud of black snoke. By the way it hugged itself
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tight against the cityscape, it nmust have been both dense and heavy. One w ndowed obel i sque near
the center poked through the mass. The rest was snot hered.

It had to be shadow square wire. But there was so nuch of it!
"But how can we transport that?"

Louis could only say, "I can't imagine. Let's go down for a closer |ook."

* k k

They settled their broken police building to spinward of the place of the altar

Nessus did not turn off the Iifting notors. He barely touched down. Wiat had been an observation
pl atf orm above prison cells becane the | nprobable's | anding ranp. The mass of the buil di ng woul d
have crushed it.

"We going to have to find a way to handle the stuff," said Louis. "A glove nade of the sane
kind of thread might doit. O we could wind it on a spool made of Ringworld foundation nmaterial."

"W have neither. W nust talk to the natives," said Speaker. "They nay have old | egends, old
tools, old holy relics. Mre, they have had three days to learn how to deal with the wire."

"Then | must cone with you." The puppeteer's reluctance was evident in his sudden fit of
shivering. "Speaker, your comand of the |anguage is inadequate. W nust |eave Halrloprillalar to
lift the building if there is need. Unless -- Louis, could Teela's native | over be persuaded to
bargain for us?"

It itched Louis to hear Seeker referred to in such terns. He said, "Even Teela won't call hima
genius. | wouldn't trust himto do our bargaining."

"Nor would I. Louis, do we really need the shadow square w re?"
"I don't know. If I'mnot spinning drug dreans, then we need it. Qtherwi se --"

"Never mnd, Louis. | will go."

"You don't have to trust ny judgnent --

"I will go." The puppeteer was shivering again. The oddest thing about Nessus's voice was that
it could be so clear, so precise, yet never show a trace of enmotion. "I know that we need the
wi re. What coincidence caused the wire to fall so neatly across our path? Al coincidence |eads
back to Teela Brown. If we did not need the wire, it would not be here."

Loui s rel axed. Not because the statenent nade sense, for it did not. But it reinforced Louis's
own tenuous conclusions. And so Louis hugged that confort to his bosomand did not tell the
puppet eer what nonsense he was tal ki ng.

They filed down the | anding ramp and out from under the shadow of the |nprobable. Louis carried
a flashlight-laser. Speaker-To-Animals carried the Slaver weapon. His nuscles noved like fluid as
he wal ked; they showed proninently through his half-inch of new orange fur. Nessus went apparently
unarmed. He preferred the tasp, and the hindnpbst position

Seeker wal ked to the side, carrying his black iron sword at the ready. His big, heavily
cal I oused feet were bare, and so was the rest of himbut for the yellow skin he wore for a
loincloth. His nuscles rippled Iike the kzin's.

Teel a wal ked unar ned.

These two woul d have been waiting aboard the | npprobable but for the bargaining that had taken
pl ace that norning. It was Nessus's fault. Louis had used the puppeteer as his interpreter when he
offered to sell Teela Brown to the swordsnan Seeker

Seeker had nodded gravely, and had offered one capsule of the Rrmgworld youth drug, worth about
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fifty years of life.

"Il take it," Louis had said. It was a handsone offer, although Louis had no intention of
putting the stuff in his nmouth. Certainly the drug had never been tested on anyone who, |ike Louis
Wi, had been taking boosterspice for some one hundred and seventy years.

As Nessus afterward explained in the Interworld tongue, "I didn't want to insult him Louis, or
to inply that you held Teela cheaply. | raised his price. He now owns Teela, and you have the
capsul e to anal yze when and if we return to Earth. In addition, Seeker will act as our bodyguard
agai nst any possi ble eneny, until we have possession of the shadow square wire."

"He's going to protect us all with his four-foot kitchen knife?"
"It was only to flatter him Louis."

Teel a had insisted on coning with him of course. He was her man, and he was going into danger.
Now Loui s wondered if the puppeteer had counted on that. Teela was Nessus's own carefully bred
good luck charm ...

The sky woul d al ways be overcast this close to the Eye storm In the gray-white noon |ight they
filed toward a vertical black cloud tens of stories high.

"Don't touch it," Louis called, renenbering what the priest had told himon his last visit to
this city. Agirl had lost sonme fingers trying to pick up the shadow square wre

Close up, it still |oooked Iike black snmoke. You could | ook through it into the mned city, to
see the w ndowed beehi ve-bungal ows of suburbia and a few flat glass towers that woul d have been
departnment stores if this were a world of human space. They were there within the cloud, as if a
fire were raging in there sonewhere

You coul d see the black thread, if your eye was within an inch of it; but then your eye would
wat er and the thread woul d di sappear. The thread was that close to being invisibly thin. It was
much too rmuch like Sinclair nmonofilament; and Sinclair nonofil anent was dangerous.

"Try the Slaver gun," said Louis. "See if you can cut it, Speaker."
A string of sparkling lights appeared within the cloud.

Probably it was bl aspheny. You fight with light? But the natives nust have planned to destroy
the strangers nuch earlier. Wen the Christmas |ights appeared within the cloud of black thread,
mani ac shrieks answered fromall directions. Men robed in particol ored bl ankets poured fromthe
bui | di ngs around, scream ng and waving ... swords and cl ubs?

The poor |eucos, thought Louis. He flicked his flashlight-laser beamto high and narrow

Li ght-swords, | aser weapons, had been used on all the worlds. Louis's training was a century
old, and the war he had trained for hadn't happened after all. But the rules were too sinple to
forget.

The sl ower the swing, the deeper the cut.

But Louis swung his beamin w de quick sw pes. Men stunbled back, their arms w apped around
their abdonens, their golden fur faces betraying nothing. Wth many enemes, swing fast. Cut half
an inch deep, cut nany of them Slow them down!

Louis felt pity. The fanatics had only swords and clubs. They hadn't a chance ..

But one smashed a sword across Speaker's weapon arm hard enough to cut. Speaker dropped the
Sl aver weapon. Another man snatched it and threwit. He was dead in the instant, for Speaker
swiped at himwith his good hand and cl awed the spine out of him A third man caught the weapon,
turned, and ran. He didn't try to use it. He just ran with it. Louis couldn't hit himwth the
| aser; they were trying to kill him

Al ways swi ng across the torso.
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Louis had killed nobody as yet. Now, while the eneny seenmed to hesitate, Louis took a nonent to
kill the two nen nearest him Don't |let the eneny close.

How were the others doi ng?

Speaker-To-Aninmal s was killing with his hands, his good hand a claw for ripping, his bandaged
one a wei ghted cl ub. Sonehow he coul d dodge a sword point while reaching for the nan behind it. He
was surrounded, but the natives would not press him He was alien orange death, eight feet tall
with pointed teeth

Seeker stood at bay with his black iron sword. Three nmen were down before him and others stood
back, and the sword dripped. Seeker was a dangerous, skillful swordsman. The natives knew about
swords. Teela stood behind him safe for the nonent in the ring of fighting, |ooking worried, like
a good heroi ne.

Nessus was running for the |Inprobable, one head held | ow and forward, one high. Low to see
around corners, high for the I ong view

Loui s was unharnmed, picking off enemies as they showed thensel ves, hel ping others when he coul d.
The flashlight-laser nmoved easily in his hand, a wand of killing green light.

Never aimat a mirror. Reflecting arnor could be a nasty shock to a laser artist. Here they'd
apparently forgotten that trick.

A man dressed in a green blanket charged at Louis W, screaning, waving a heavy hammer, doing
his best to | ook dangerous. A golden dandelion with eyes ... Louis slashed green |aser |ight
across him and the nman kep coni ng

Louis, terrified, stood fast and held the beam centered. The nman was sw nging at Louis's head
when a spot on his robe charred, darkened, then flashed green flame. He fell skidding, drilled
t hrough the heart.

A othing the color of your light-sword can be as bad as reflecting arnor. Finagle grant that
there be no nore of those! Louis touched green light to the back of a nan's neck ..

A native bl ocked Nessus' flight path! He nust have had courage to attack so weird a nonster
Louis couldn't get a clear shot, but the man died anyway, for Nessus spun and ki cked and fi ni shed
the turn and ran on. Then --

Louis saw it happen. The puppeteer charged into an intersection, one head held high, one | ow
The hi gh head was suddenly | oose and rolling, bouncing. Nessus stopped, turned, then stood still.

H s neck ended in a flat stunp, and the stunp was punping bl ood as red as Louis' own.
Nessus wai |l ed, a hi gh, nournful sound.
The natives had trapped himw th shadow square wire.

Louis was two hundred years old. He had lost friends before this. He continued to fight, his
light-sword followi ng his eyes alnost by reflex. Poor Nessus. But it could be me next

The natives had fallen back. Their |osses must hav been terrifying fromtheir own vi ewpoint.

Teel a stared at the dying puppeteer, her eyes very big, her knuckles pressed agai nst her teeth.
Speaker and Seeker were edgi ng back toward the | nprobable --

Wait a minute. He's got a spare!

Louis ran at the puppeteer. As he passed Speaker, the kzin snatched the flashlight-laser from
him Louis ducked to avoid the wire trap, stayed |ow, and used a shoul der bl ock to knock Nessus on
his side. It had seemed that the puppeteer was about to start panic running.

Loui s pinned the puppeteer and funbled for a belt.
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He wasn't wearing a belt.
But he had to have a belt!
And Teel a handed hi m her scarf!

Louis snatched it, looped it, dropped it over the puppeteer's severed neck. Nessus had been
staring in horror at the stunp, at the blood punping fromthe single carotid artery. Now he raised
his eye to Louis's face; and the eye closed, and he fainted.

Louis pulled the knot tight. Teela's scarf constricted and closed the single artery, two major
veins, the larynx, the gullet, everything.

You tied a tourniquet around his neck, doctor? But the blood had stooped.

Louis bent and lifted the puppeteer in a fireman's carry, turned, and ran into the shadow of the
broken police building. Seeker ran ahead of him covering him his black sword's point tracing
little circles as he sought an eneny. Arnmed natives watched but did not challenge them

Teel a foll owed Louis. Speaker-To-Aninals canme last, his flashlight-laser stabbing green |ines
where nen might be hiding. At the ranp the kzin stopped, waited until Teela was safely up the
ranmp, then -- Louis glinpsed himnoving away.

But why did he do that?

No time to find out. Louis went up the stairs. The puppeteer becane incredibly heavy before
Loui s reached the bridge. He dropped Nessus beside the buried flycycle, reached for the first aid
kit, rubbed the diagnostic patch onto the puppeteer's neck bel ow the tourniquet. The puppeteer's
first aid kit was still attached to the 'cycle by an unbilicus, and Louis rightly surmised that it
was nore conplex than his own.

Presently the kitchen controls changed settings all by thenselves. A few seconds later, a line
snaked out of the dashboard and touched the puppeteer's neck, hunted over the skin, found a spot
and sank in.

Loui s shuddered. But -- intravenous feeding. Nessus nust be still alive.

* k k

The | nprobabl e was al oft, though he had not felt the takeoff. Speaker was sitting on the bottom
step above the | anding ranp, |ooking down at the Heaven tower. He was cradling sonething carefully
i n both hands.

He asked, "Is the puppeteer dead?"

"No. He's lost a lot of blood." Louis sank down beside the kzin. He was bone-weary and terribly
depressed. "Do puppeteers go into shock?"

"How woul d | know that? Shock itself is an odd mechanism W needed centuries of study to know
why you humans died so easily under torture.” The kzin was clearly concentrating on sonething
el se. But he asked, "Was it the |luck of Teela Brown?"

"I think so," said Louis.
"Why? How can the puppeteer's injury help Teel a?"

"You' d have to see her through ny eyes," said Louis. "She was very one-sided when | first net
her. Like, well "

The phrase he'd used sparked a nenory, and he said, "There was a girl in a story. The hero was
m ddl e-aged and very cynical, and he went |ooking for her because of the nyth about her

"And when he found her he still wasn't sure that the nmyth was true. Not until she turned her
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back. Then he saw that from behind she was empty: she was the mask of a girl, a flexible mask for
the whole front of a girl instead of just for a face. She couldn't be hurt, Speaker. That was what
this man wanted. The wormen in his life kept getting hurt, and he kept thinking it was him and
finally he couldn't stand it any nore."

"]l understand none of this, Louis."

"Teela was |ike the mask of a girl when she cane here. She'd never been hurt. Her personality
wasn't human. "

"Way is that bad?"

"Because she was designed human, before Nessus nmade her sonething else. Tanj him Do you see
what he did? He created god in his own inage, his own idealized i mage, and he got Teel a Brown.

"She's just what any puppeteer would give his soul to be. She can't be injured. She can't even
be unconfortable, unless it's for her own benefit.

"That's why she cane here. The Ringworld is a lucky place for her to be, because it gives her
the range of experience to becone fully human. | doubt the Birthright Lotteries produced nmany |ike
her. They'd have had the sane luck. They'd have been aboard the Liar, except that Teel a was
| ucki er than any of them

"Still ... there must be scores of Teela Browns left on Earth! The future is going to | ook
somewhat peculiar when they start to learn their power. The rest of us will have to learn to get
out of the way quick."

Speaker asked, "What of the |leaf-eater's head?"

"She can't synpathize with soneone else's pain," said Louis. "Maybe she needed to see a good
friend hurt. Teela's luck woul dn't care what that cost Nessus.

"Do you know where | got the tourniquet? Teela saw what | needed and found sonething that woul d
serve. It's probably the first tinme in her life she's functioned right in an energency."

"Way woul d she need to do so? Her |uck should protect her from emergencies."

"She's never known that she can function in an energency. She's never had that nuch reason for
sel f-confidence. It's never been true before, either."

"Truly, | do not understand."

"Finding your limts is a part of growing up. Teela couldn't grow up, couldn't beconme an adult,
wi t hout facing some kind of physical energency.”

"I't nust be a very hunman thing," said Speaker.
Louis interpreted the comment as an admi ssion of total confusion. He did not attenpt to answer.

The kzin added, "I wondered if we should have parked the | nprobable higher than the tower the
natives call Heaven. They may have considered it blasphemy. But such considerations seemfutile,
whil e the luck of Teela Brown governs events."

Louis still hadn't seen what the kzin was holding so protectively. "Did you go back for the
head? If you did, you wasted your tinme. W can't possibly freeze it cold enough, soon enough.”

"No, Louis." Speaker produced a fist-sized thing the shape of a child's top. "Do not touch it.
You m ght |ose fingers."

"Fingers? Ch." The pointed end of the teardrop-shaped thing tapered into a spike; and the point
of the spike becanme the black thread that |inked the shadow squares.

"I knew that the natives could mani pulate the thread," said Speaker. "They nust have done so, to
string the trap that caught Nessus. | went back to see how they had done it.
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"They had found one of the endpoints. | surmse that the other end is sinple wire; that the wire
broke in the niddle when we ranmed it with the Liar, but that this end tore | oose froma socket on
one of the shadow squares. W were |lucky to get even one end."

"Too right. W can trail it behind us. The wire shouldn't get hung up on anything we can't cut
t hrough. "

"Where do we go from here, Louis?"
"Starboard. Back to the Liar."
"Of course, Louis. W nust return Nessus to the Liar's nedical facilities. And then?"

"We'll see."

* k% *

He | eft Speaker guarding the teardrop-shaped handle, while he went up for what was left of the
el ectrosetting plastic. They used a double handful of the stuff to stick the handle to a wall --
and then there wasn't any way to run a current. The Sl aver weapon coul d have served, but it had
been lost. It was a frustrating enmergency. until Louis found that the battery in his lighter would
run enough current through the plastic to set it.

That left the wire end of the teardrop exposed and pointing to port.

"I renenber the bridge roomas facing starboard,"” said Speaker. "If not, we nust do it over. The
wire nust trail behind us.

"I't mght work," said Louis. He wasn't at all sure ... but they certainly couldn't carry the
wire. They would sinply have to trail it behind them It probably wouldn't get hung up on anything
it couldn't cut through.

They found Teela and Seeker in the engine roomwith Prill, who was working the lifting notors.

"We're going in different directions," Teela said bluntly. "This wonan says she can edge us up
against the floating castle. W should be able to wal k through a wi ndow straight across into the
banquet hall."

"Then what? You'll be narooned, unless you can get control of the castle's lifting notors."
"Seeker says he has some know edge of magic. |'msure he'll work it out."

Louis would not try to talk her out of it. He was afraid to thwart Teela Brown, as he woul d not
have tried to stop a chargi ng bandersnatch with his bare hands. He said, "If you have any trouble
figuring out the controls, just start pulling and pushing things at random"

“I''l'l remenber," she sniled. Then, nore soberly, "Take good care of Nessus."

When Seeker and Teel a debarked fromthe I nprobable twenty mnutes later, it was with no nore
goodbye than that. Louis had thought of things to say, but had not said them What could he tel
her of her own power? She would have to learn by trial and error, while the luck itself kept her
alive.

* % %

Over the next few hours the puppeteer's body cool ed and became as dead. The lights on the first
aid kit remained active, if inconprehensible. Presumably the puppeteer was in sonme form of
suspended ani mati on.

As the | nprobable nmoved away to starboard the shadow square thread trailed behind, alternately
taut and sl ack. Ancient buildings toppled in the city, cut through scores of tinmes by tangled
thread. But the knob stayed put in its bed of electrosetting plastic.
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The city of the floating castle could not drop below the horizon. In the next few days it became
tiny, then vague, then invisible.

Prill sat by Nessus's side, unable to help him unwilling to leave him Visibly, she suffered.

"We've got to do sonething for her,"” said Louis. "She's hooked on the tasp, and nowit's gone
and she's got to go it cold turkey. If she doesn't kill herself, shes likely to kill Nessus or
me!"

"Louis, you surely don't want advice fromne."
"No. No, | guess not."

To help a suffering human being, one plays good listener. Louis tried it; but he didn't have the
| anguage for it, and Prill didn't want to talk. He gritted his teeth when he was al one; but when
he was with Prill he kept trying.

She was al ways before his eyes. Hi s conscience night have healed if he could have stayed away
fromher, but she would not |eave the bridge.

Gradual ly he was | earning the | anguage, and gradually Prill was beginning to talk. He tried to
tell her about Teela, and Nessus, and playing god --

"I did think I was a god," she said. "I did. Wiy did | think so? | did not build the Ring. The
Ring is nuch older than I."

Prill was learning too. She talked a pidgin, a sinplified vocabul ary of her obsol ete | anguage:
two tenses, virtually no nodifiers, exaggerated pronunciation

"They told you so," said Louis.
"But | knew. "

"Everyone wants to be god." Wants the power w thout the responsibility; but Louis didn't know
t hose words.

"Then he cane. Two Heads. He had nachi ne?"
"He had tasp nmachine."

"Tasp," she said carefully. "I had to guess that. Tasp made himgod. He |ost tasp, not god any
nore. |Is Two Heads dead?”

It was hard to tell. "He would think it stupid to be dead," said Louis.

"Stupid to get head cut off," said Prill. A joke. She'd tried to nake a joke.

Prill began to take an interest in other things: sex and | anguage | essons and the Ri ngworld
| andscape. They ran across a sprinkling of sunflowers. Prill had never seen one. Dodging the

plants' frantic attenpts to ray them down, they dug up a foot-high bloomand replanted it on the
roof of the building. Afterward they turned hard to spinward to avoid denser sunfl ower
concentrations.

When they ran out of food, Prill lost interest in the puppeteer. Louis pronounced her cured.

Speaker and Prill tried the God Ganbit in the next native village. Louis waited apprehensively
above them hoping Speaker could carry it off, wanting to shave his head and join them But his
val ue as an acolyte was nil. After days of practice, he still had little facility with the
| anguage.

They came back with offerings. Food.

As days becane weeks, they did it again and again. They were good at it. Speaker's fur grew
| onger, so that once again he was an orange fur panther, "a kind of war god." On Louis's advice he
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kept his ears folded flat to his head.
Bei ng a god affected Speaker oddly. One night he spoke of it.
"It does not disturb ne to play a god," he said. "It disturbs ne to play a god badly."

"What do you nean?"

"They ask us questions, Louis. The wonen ask questions of Prill, and these she answers; and
generally | can understand neither the problemnor the solution. The nmen shoul d question Pril
too, for Prill is human and | amnot. But they question me. Me! Wiy nust they ask an alien for

help in running their affairs?"

"You're a nale. A god is a kind of synbol," said Louis, "even when hes real. You're a nale

syni bol . "
"Ridiculous. | do not even have external genitalia, as | assune you do."

"You're big and inpressive and dangerous-1|ooki ng. That automatically makes you a virility
synbol . | don't think you could | ose that aspect w thout |osing your godhood entirely."

"What we need is a sound pickup, so that you can answer odd and enbarrassi ng questions for ne.

Prill surprised them The | nprobable had been a police station. In one of the storeroomPril
found a police nultiple intercomset with batteries that charged of f the building s power supply.
When they finished, two of the six sets were working.

"You're smarter than | guessed,” Louis told Prill that night. He hesitated then; but he didn't
know enough of the |anguage to be tactful. "Smarter than a ship' whore ought to be."
Prill laughed. "You foolish child! You have told nme yourself that your ships nove very quickly

next to ours."
"They do," said Louis. "They nove faster than light."
"I think you inprove the tale," she laughed. "Qur theory says that this cannot be."
"Maybe we use different theories.™

She seened taken aback. Louis had | earned to read her involuntary nuscle novenents rather than
her virtually blank face. But she said, "Boredom can be dangerous when a ship takes years to cross
bet ween worl ds. The ways to anuse nmust be many and all different. To be a ship's whore needs
knowl edge of nedicine of m nd and body, plus |ove of nmany nmen, plus a rare ability to converse. W
must know sonet hing of the working of the ship, so that we will not cause accidents. W nust be
healthy. By rule of guild we nust learn to play a mnusical instrunent."

Loui s gaped. Prill laughed nusically, and touched himhere and there ..

* k%

The intercom system worked beautifully, despite the fact that the ear plugs were designed for
human rat her than kzinti ears. Louis developed an ability to think on his feet, operating as the
man behind the war god. When he nmade mistakes, he could tell hinmself that the Inprobable was stil
faster than the maxinumrate of travel of news on the R ngworld. Every contact was a first
cont act .

Mont hs passed.
The Iand was slowy rising, slowy becom ng barren

Fi st - of - God was visible by daylight and growi ng | arger every day The routine had settled into
Louis's thinking. It took sone sonme tine to realize what was happeni ng.

It was broad daylight when he went to Prill. "There's something you should know," he said. "Do
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you know about induced current?" And he expl ai ned what he neant.

Then, "Very snall electrical currents can be applied to a brain, to produce pleasure or pain
directly." He explained that.

And finally, "This is how a tasp works."

That had taken about twenty mnutes. Prill said, "I knew that he had a machi ne. Wy describe it
now?"

"W're leaving civilization. W won't find nany nore villages, or even food sources, until we
reach our spacecraft. | wanted you to know about the tasp before you deci ded anything."

"Deci ded what ?"

"Shall we let you off at the next village? O would you like to ride with us to the Liar, then
take the | nprobable? W can give you food there too."

"There is roomfor nme aboard the Liar," she said with assurance.
"Sure, but --"
"I amsick of savages. | want to go to civilization."

"You mnight have trouble | earning our ways. For one thing, they grow hair like mne." Louis's
hair had grown out |ong and thick. He had cut the queue. "You'll need a wig."

Prill made a face. "I can adjust." She | aughed suddenly. "Wuld you ride hone al one, without nme?
I he big orange one cannot substitute for a woman."

"That's the one argunent that al ways works."
"I can help your world, Louis. Your people know little about sex."

Whi ch statenment Louis prudently let slide.

CHAPTER 24 -- Fi st-of-CGod

The Iand grew dry and the air grew thin. Fist-of-God seened to flee before them The fruit was
gone, and the neat supply was dwi ndling. This was the barren upward slope that culmnated in Fist-
of -CGod itself, a desert Louis had once estinated was |arger than the Earth.

W nd whistled around the edges and corners of the Inprobable. By now they were alnpst directly
to spinward of the great nountain. The Arch gl owed bl ue and sharpedged, the stars were hard, vivid
poi nt s.

Speaker | ooked upward through the big bay wi ndow. "Louis, can you |locate the galactic core from
her e?"

"What for? W know where we are."
"Do it anyway."

Louis had tentatively identified some stars, had guessed at certain distorted constellations, in
the nmonths he had spent beneath this sky. "There, | think. Behind the Arch."

"Just so. The galactic core lies in the plane of the Ringworld."
"l said that."

"Remenber that the Ringworld foundation nmaterial will stop neutrinos, Louis. Presumably it wll
stop other subatomic particles.” The kzin was plainly getting at sonethi ng.
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"... That's right. The Rngworld is inmune to the Core expl osion! Wen did you figure this out?"
"Just now. | had placed the Core sone tine ago."

"You' d get sone scattering. Heavy radiation around the rimwalls."

"But the luck of Teela Brown would place her away fromthe rimwalls when the wave front
arrives."

"Twenty thousand years ..
such terns?"

Louis was appalled. "Finagle's bright smle! How can anyone think in

"Si ckness and death are always bad | uck, Louis. By our assunptions, Teela Brown should Iive
forever."

"But ... right. She's not thinking in those terns. It's her luck, hovering over us all |like a
puppet nmaster."

Nessus had been a corpse at roomtenperature for two nonths now. He did not decay. The lights on
his first aid kit remained alight, and even changed on occasion. It was his only sign of life.

Loui s was gazing at the puppeteer, minutes |later, when two thoughts rubbed together
"Puppeteer,"” he said softly.

"Loui s?"

"l just wondered if the puppeteers didn't get their name by playing god with the species around
them They've treated humans and kzinti |ike puppets; there's no denying that."

"But Teela's luck nade a puppet of Nessus."

"We've all been playing god at various levels." Louis nodded at Prill, who was catching perhaps
every third word. "Prill and you and ne. How did it feel, Speaker? Wre you a good god or a bad
one?"

"I cannot know. The species was not nmy own, though |I have studied hunan extensively. | stopped a
war, you will remenber. | pointed out to each side that it must |ose. That had been three weeks
ago."

"Yeah. My idea."

"Of course.”

"Now you'll have to play god again. To kzinti," said Louis.

"l do not understand."

"Nessus and the ot her puppeteers have been playing planned breedi ng ganes on humans and kzinti .
They deliberately brought about a situation in which natural selection would favor a peaceabl e
kzin. R ght?"

"Yes."
"What woul d happen if the Patriarchy |earned of this?"

"War," said the kzin. "A heavily provisioned fleet would attack the puppeteer worlds after a two-
year flight. Perhaps humanity would join us. Surely the puppeteers have insulted you as badly."

"Surely they have. And then?"

"Then the | eaf-eaters would exterminate ny species down to the last kitten. Louis, | do not
intend to tell anybody anything concerning starseed |ures and puppeteer breeding plans. Can |
per suade you to keep silence?"

"Right."
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"I's this what you neant by playing god to nmy species?"

"That, and one nore thing," said Louis. "The Long Shot. Do you still want to steal it?"

"Perhaps," said the kzin.

"You can't do it," said Louis. "But let's assune you could. Then what?"

"Then the Patriarchy would have the second quantum hyperdrive."

" And?"
Prill seemed to be aware that something crucial was happening. She watched themas if ready to
stop a fight.

"Soon we woul d have warshi ps capable of crossing a light year in one-and-one-quarter ninutes. W
woul d domi nate known space, enslave every species within our reach.”

"And t hen?"
"Then it ends. This is precisely our anbition, Louis."

"No. You'd keep conquering. Wth a drive that good, you'd nmove outward in all directions,
spreading thin, taking every world you found. You' d conquer nore than you could hold ... and in
all that expanded space you'd find sonething really dangerous. The puppeteer fleet. Another
Ri ngworl d, but at the height of its power. Another Slaver race just starting its expansion
Bandersnatchi with hands, grogs with feet, kdatlyno with guns."”

"Scare imges."

"You' ve seen the Ringworld. You' ve seen the puppeteer worlds. There nust be nore, in the space
you could reach with the puppeteer hyperdrive."

The kzin was silent.

"Take your time" said Louis. "Think it through. You can't take the Long shot anyway. You'd Kkill
us all if you tried it."

The next day the Inprobable crossed a long, straight neteoric furrow They turned to
antispinward, directly toward Fi st-of-Cod

* k *

Fi st-of - God Mountain had grown | arge w thout coming near. Bigger than any asteroid, roughly
conical, she had the | ook of a snow capped mountain swollen to nightnmare size. The nightmare
continued, for Fist-of-Cod continued to swell.

"I don't understand," said Prill. She was puzzled and upset. "This formation is not known to ne.
Wiy was it built? At the rimthere are nountains as high, as decorative, and nore useful, for they
hol d back the air."

"That's what | thought," Louis Wi said. And he would say no nore.

That day they saw a small glass bottle resting at the end of the nmeteoric gouge they had been
fol | owi ng.

The Liar was as they had left it: on its back on a frictionless surface. Mentally Louis
post poned the cel ebrati on. They were not hone yet.

In the end Prill had to hover the Inprobable so that Louis could cross fromthe | anding ranmp. He
found controls that would open both doors of the airlock at the sane tine. But air nurnured out
around themall the time they were transferring Nessus' body. They could not reduce the cabin
pressure w thout Nessus, and Nessus was, to all appearances, dead.
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But they got himinto the autodoc anyway. It was a puppeteer-shaped coffin, formfitted to
Nessus himsel f, and bul ky Puppeteer surgeons and nechanics nust have intended that it should
handl e any concei vabl e circunstance. But had they thought of decapitation?

They had. There were two heads in there, and two nore with necks attached, and enough organs and
body parts to make several conplete puppeteers. G own from Nessus hinsel f, probably; the faces on
t he heads | ooked famliar

Prill cane aboard, and | anded on her head. Rarely had Louis seen anyone so startled. He had
never thought to tell her about induced gravity. Her face showed nothing as she stood up, but her
posture -- She was awed to silence.

In that ghostly silence of homeconing, Louis Wi suddenly screamed |ike a banshee.

"Cof feeee!" he yelled. And, "Hot water!" He charged into the stateroomhe had shared with Teel a
Brown. A nonent |ater he put his head out and screaned, "Prill!"

Prill went.

* k%

She hated coffee. She thought Louis nmust be insane to swallow the bitter stuff, and she told him
so.

The shower was a long |lost, badly m ssed |uxury, once Louis explained the controls.
She went wild over the sleeping plates.

Speaker was cel ebrating the homecoming in his own fashion. Louis didn't know everythi ng about
the kzin's stateroom He did know that the kzin was eating his head off.

"Meat!" Speaker exulted. "I was not happy eating | ong-dead neat."
"That stuff you're eating now is reconstituted."
"Yes, but it tastes freshly killed!"

That night Prill retired to a couch in the | ounge. She appreciated the sleeping field, but not
for sleeping. But Louis Wi slept in free fall for the first time in three nonths.

He slept ten hours, and woke feeling like a tiger. A half-disc of sun flanmed beneath his feet.

* k% *

Back aboard the I nprobable, he used the flashlight laser to free the knobbed end of the shadow
square. Wien he finished, it still had sone fused el ectrosetting plastic attached.

He did not try to carry it to the Liar. The black thread was far too dangerous, the Ring floor
far too slippery. Louis noved on all fours on the frictionless surface, and he pulled the knob
behi nd him

He found Speaker silently watching fromthe airlock

Louis entered the airlock via Prill's stepladder, pushed past the kzin and went aft. Speaker
continued to watch.

The farthest point aft in the weck of the Liar was a channel the size of a man's thigh. It had
passed wiring to nmachinery in the Liar's wing, when the Liar had had a wing. Now it was seal ed by
a netal hatch. Louis opened the hatch, tossed the knobbed end of the win through and out si de.

He noved forward. At intervals he checked the position of the wire by using it to slice a
Jinxi an sausage dialed fromthe Liar's kitchen. Then he marked the spot with bright yell ow paint.
When he finished, the path of the virtually invisible thread was marked in a line of yellow
spl ot ches running through the Lkw.
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When the wire drew taut, it would certainly cut through sone internal partitions of the ship.
The yell ow paint allowed Louis to gauge the path it would take, and to assure hinself that the
wi re woul d not danage any part of the life-support system But the paint had another purpose. It
woul d warn themall to keep away fromthe wire, lest they lose fingers or worse.

Louis left the airlock, waited for Speaker to follow himout. Then he cl osed the outer door
At this point Speaker asked, "Is this why we cane?"

"Tell you in a mnute," said Louis. He wal ked aft along the General Products hull, picked up the
knob in both hands, and tugged gently. The wire hold.

He put his back into it. He pulled with all his strength. The wire did not budge. The airl ock
door held it fast.

"There's just no way to give it a stronger test. | wasn't sure the airlock door would be a close
enough fit. | wasn't sure the wire wouldn't abrade a General products hull. I"'mstill not sure.
But yes, this is why we cane."

"What shall we do next?"

"We open the airlock door." He did it. "We let the thread slide freely through the Liar while we
carry the handl e back to the Inprobable and cenent it in place.” And they did that

The thread that had |inked the shadow squares turned invisibly away to starboard. It had been
dragged for thousands of miles behind the |Inprobable, because there was no way to get it aboard
the flying building. Perhaps it trailed all the way back to the tangle of thread in the Gty
Beneat h Heaven; a tangle like a cloud of snoke, that mght have held mllions of mles of the
stuff.

Now it entered the Liar's double airlock, circled through the Liar's fuselage, out the wring
channel, and back to a blob of electrosetting plastic on the underside of the flying building.

"So far so good," said Louis. "Now I'll need Prill. No, tanj it! | forgot. Prill doesn't have a
pressure suit."

"A pressure suit?"

"We're taking the I nprobable up Fist-of-God Mountain. The building isn't airtight. Well need
pressure suits, and Prill doesn't have one. W'Ill have to | eave her here."

"Up Fist-of-God Mountain," Speaker repeated. "Louis: one flycycle has not the power to drag the
Liar up that slope. You propose to burden the notor with the additional nass of a floating
bui l ding."

"No, no, no. | don't want to drag the Liar. Al | want to do is pull the shadow square wire
behind us. It should slide freely through the Liar, unless | give Prill the word to close the
airlock door."

Speaker thought about it. "That should work, Louis. If the puppeteer's flycycle has not the
power we need, we can cut away chunks of the building to nake it lighter. But why? What do you
expect to find at the top?"

"I could tell you in one word; and then you'd laugh in nmy face. Speaker, if I'mwong, | swear
you'l'l never know, " said Louis W.
And he thought: 1'lIl have to tell Prill what to do. And plug the Liar's wiring channel with

plastic. It won't stop the thread fromsliding, but it should nmake the Liar nearly airtight.

The | nprobabl e was not a spaceship. Her lifting power was el ectromagnetic, thrusting against the
Ring foundation itself. And the Ring floor sloped up toward Fist-of-God; for Fist-O-God was
hol | ow. Naturally the Inprobable tended to tilt, to slide back down agai nst the push of the
puppeteer's flycycle.
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To that problem Speaker had already found the answer.

They were living in pressure suits, before the journey had properly began. Louis sucked pap
through a tube, and thought yearningly of steak broiled with a flashlight-1laser. Speaker sucked
reconstituted bl ood, and thought his own thoughts.

They certainly didn't need the kitchen. They cut that part of the building | oose, and inproved
the tilt of the building to boot.

They cut away air conditioning and police equipnent. The generators that had ruined their
flycycles went only after they had been positively identified as separate fromthe lifting notors.
Walls went. Sone walls were needed for their shade; for heating became a problemin the direct
sunl i ght.

Day by day they neared the crater at the top of Fist-of-God, a crater that woul d have swal | owed
nmost asteroids. The lip of the crater |ooked like no inpact crater Louis had ever seen. Shards
|l i ke obsidian spearheads fornmed a jagged ring. Spearheads the size of nmountains thensel ves. There
was a gap between two such peaks ... they could enter there ..

"I take it," said Speaker, "that you wish to enter the crater itself."
"That's right."

"Then it is good that you noticed the pass. The slope above is too steep for our drive. W
shoul d reach the pass very soon."

Speaker was steering the | nprobable by nodifying the flycycle thrust. That had been necessary
since they cut away the stabilizing mechanismin a final attenpt to reduce the building s weight.
Louis had grown used to the bizarre appearance of the kzin: the five transparent concentric
bal | oons of his pressure suit, the fishbowl helnmet with its naze of tongue controls half hiding
the kzin's face, the tremendous backpack

"Calling Prill," Louis said into the intercom "Calling Halrloprillalar. Are you there, Prill?"
"I am"

"Stay there. We'll be through in twenty ninutes."

"Good. You' ve been |ong enough at it."

The Arch seened to bl aze above them A thousand niles above the Ringworld, they could see how
the Arch nerged into the rimwalls and the flat |andscape. Like the first man in space, a thousand
years ago, |ooking down on an Earth that, by Jahweh and his mighty hamer, really was round.

"We couldn't have known," said Louis Wi, not |oudly. But Speaker |ooked up from his work.

Louis didn't notice the kzin's odd |ook. "It would have saved us so nuch trouble. W could have
turned back after we found the shadow square wire. Tanj, we could have dragged the Liar straight
up Fist-of-God Muntain behind our flycycles! But then Teela woul dn't have nmet Seeker."

"The | uck of Teela Brown agai n?"
"Sure." Louis shook hinself. "Have | been talking to nyself?"
"I have been listening."

"We shoul d have known," said Louis. The gap between the sharp peaks was very near. He felt the
urge to babble. "The Engi neers woul d never have built a mountain this high here. They've got over
a billion miles of thousand-nile-high mountains, if you count both rimwalls."

"But Fist-of-God is real, Louis."

"No, no, no. It's just a shell. Look down; what do you see?"
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"Ringworl d foundation nmaterial."

"We thought it was dirty ice when we first sawit. Dirty ice, in hard vacuum But forget that
aspect. Renenber the night you explored a giant map of the Ri ngworld? You couldn't find Fist-of-
God. Wy not ?"

The kzin didn't answer.
"I't wasn't there, that's why not. It wasn't there when the nmap was made. Prill, are you there?"
"l am here. Why would | |eave you?"

"CGood. Cose the airlock doors. Repeat, close the airlock doors now. Don't cut yourself on the
thread. "

"My people invented this thread, Louis.
a mnute, then: "Both doors are cl osed."

Prill's voice was garbled with static. She was off for

The | nprobabl e was passing between the standi ng shards of nmountain. Tense as Louis was, he would
have been still nobre tense; but subconsciously he was expecting a kind of canyon or pass between
t hose peaks.

"Louis, just what do you expect to find in Fist-of-God crater?"

"Stars," said Louis Wa.

The kzin was tense too. "Do not nmock ne! In all honor --

-- And they were through. There wasn't any pass. There was only a broken eggshell of Ringworld
foundation material, stretched by terrific stresses to a few feet of thickness; and beyond that,
the crater in Fist-of-God Muntain.

They were falling. And the crater was full of stars.

* k *

Louis Wi had an excellent imagination. In his mnd s eye the event was perfectly clear

He saw the, systemof the Ringworld, sterile, tidily clean, enpty of ranships, enpty but for a
& star and a dai sy chain of shadow squares and the Ri ngworl d.

He saw a foreign body passing near, too near. He watched its hyperbolic fall frominterstellar
space, and he saw its path interrupted -- by the underside of the R ngworld.

In his vision the foreign body was about the size of the Earth's Mon

It nust have been ionized plasma in the first seconds. A neteorite can be cool ed by abl ation, by
the boiling away of its own skin. But here the vaporized gas could not expand; it had forced its
way into a deform ng pocket of the Ringworld floor. The | andscape had deforned upward, its
careful ly planned ecology and rainfall patterns shot to hell over a region greater than the
surface of the Earth. Al that desert ... and Fist-of-God itself, raised a full thousand miles
upward before the incredibly tough Ring floor ripped to let the fireball through

Fi st-O - God? Tanj, yes! Watching froma Ringworld prison cell, Louis Wi had seen it clear in his
mnd' s eye. It must have been visible clear to both rins: a ball of hellfire the size of the
Earth's Moon ripping up through the floor of the Ringworld like a strong man's fist through a
cardboard box.

The natives could be thankful that the Ring floor had deformed as nuch as it did. The hol e was
easily big enough to let all the air out of the Ringworld; but it was a thousand mles too high

* k *
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The crater was fall of stars.

And there wasnt any gravity; there wasn't anything for the lifting notors to push against. Louis
hadn't really thought this far ahead.

"Grab sonething," he bellowed, "and hang on! If you fall through the bay wi ndow, there'll be no
rescue.”

"Naturally not," said Speaker. He was wrapped around a naked netal beam Louis had found

anot her .
"Was | right? Stars!"
"Yes, Louis, but how did you know?"

There was gravity, a steady, heavy pull on the |nprobable. The skeleton of a buildiag turned on
its side, and the bay w ndow was up.

"It's holding," Louis said fiercely. He wiggled to get right side up on the beam "It better!
hope Prill strapped down; she'll have a bouncy ride, up the side of Fist-of-God Muntain, riding
at the end of ten thousand miles of shadow square wire. Up and over the lip, then --"

They | ooked up at the underside of the Ringworld. An infinity of scul ptured surface. In the
nm ddl e, a tremendous conical neteor puncture, shiny at the bottom As the |nprobable swing |like a
pl unb bob beneath the Ri ngworld, the sun flashed suddenly in the bottomof the crater

"-- Qut and down. Then we'll be tied to the Liar, and the Liar will be on its way to clear space
at 770 nmiles per second. Plenty of tine for the wire to pull us together; but if that doesn't
wor k, we've got the thruster notor in Nessus's flycycle.

"How did | know? |'ve been telling you that. Didn't | nention the | andscape?"
n ’\k). n

"That was the clincher. Al the peaks of foundation material show ng through the rock, and the
fall of civilization only fifteen hundred years old! It was because those two asteroid punctures
had fouled up the wind patterns. Do you realize that nost of the traveling we did was between
those two punctures?”

"Very indirect reasoning, Louis."

"I't worked."

"Yes. And so | will live to see another sunset,"” the kzin said softly.
Louis felt an electric thrill. "You too?"

"Yes, | watch sunsets on occasion. Let us speak of the Long Shot."

"... Wiat did you say?"

"If I could steal the Long Shot fromyou, ny kind would doni nate known space until a stronger
speci es i npinged on our expandi ng sphere. W would forget all we have | earned so painfully,
regardi ng cooperation with alien species."

"True," Louis said into the dark. The pull fromthe stol en shadow square wire was steady now.
The Liar nust be well on its way up Fist-of-God' s ten degree sl ope.

"We mght not get that far, while the luck of many Teela Browns protects Earth. Yet honor woul d
conpel ne to nake the attenpt,"” said Speaker-To-Aninmals. "How could | |ead ny species away from
t he honorabl e path of war? The kzinti gods would revile ne."

"1 warned you about playing god. It hurts."”
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"Fortunately the difficulty does not arise. You have said that | would destroy the Long Shot if
| tried to take it. The risk is too great. W will need the puppeteer hyperdrive to escape the
wave front fromthe Core explosion.”

"True enough," said Louis. The kzin would back into the nearest gravity well if he tried to take
the Long Shot into hyperdrive. Knowi ng that, Louis asked, "But suppose | were |ying?"

"I could not hope to outwit a being of your intelligence."
Sunfire flashed again in Fist-of-God crater

"Thi nk how short a way we cane," said Louis. One hundred and fifty thousand mles in five days,
the sane di stance back in two nmonths. A seventh of the short way across the R ngworld. And Teel a
and Seeker think they're going the |ong way round.”

"Fool s. "

"W never saw the rimwall. They will. | wonder what else we missed? If the Ringworld ranships
got as far as Earth, they nmay have picked up sone blue whal es and sperm whal es, before we nade
them extinct. W never got out onto the ocean

"The people they'll neet. There's no end to the ways a culture can go. And the room... the
Ringworld's so big ..."

"W can't go back, Louis."
"No, of course not."

"Not until we can deliver our secret to our respective worlds. And acquire an intact ship."

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworld.txt (202 of 202) [1/14/03 8:28:54 PM]



	Local Disk
	file:///F|/rah/larry%20niven/Ringworld.txt


