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Pr ol ogue
Di scipline
THE PLANET BELOW H M WAS HI DDEN TO ALL OF SHARLS' S

senses save for the Neutrino Screen, the Neudar. What

had been a gas giant planet a billion years ago was still a
world two and a half tinmes the size of the Earth: an egg

of rock and nickel-iron hidden in world-sized storns. The
storns spread out into a cloudy ring occupying the en-
tirety of Goldblatt's World's orbit around the neutron
star.

Sharl s watched storns spin outward fromthe gas giant.
Streans of fog and cloud and dust ran sl ow near the

Snmoke Ring's outer rim faster at the Snoke Ri ng nedi an,
faster yet as they neared Levoy's Star; and everywhere
there were flattened whorls of hurricane. The gravity gra-
di ent was savage this near the ancient neutron star. The
innernmost Iimts of the Snoke Ring circled Levoy's Star
every two hours.

The Snoke Ring was tinged with green—+t had its own

billion-year-old ecol ogy—and somewhere in that cloud
wer e men.
1
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The tenptation to go to themwas a constant |owl evel
irritant.

When novi ng between stars. Discipline burned the
near-infinite hydrogen of interstellar space; but D scipline
had been at rest for a long tinme now, and onboard fue
was |imted. Refueling could not have progressed far

when the mutiny cane. Sharls's supply of deuteriumtrit-
iummx was finite. He had no way of know ng how | ong

he must wait for the children of Discipline's crewto re-
di scover civilization, to build their own spacecraft, to
come to him He was al ways short of power. The sol ar
collectors on his two remaining CARMe didn't give him
much.

Sharls ignored the stars, nost of the tine. He watched
the Smoke Ring. Wen the boredom becane too much

for him he edited it fromhis nmenory. Boredomwas a
recurring surprise

Five hundred and thirty-two Earth years was one

hundred and ninety-two orbits of Levoy's Star round its
compani on star. But the natives of the Snoke Ring nea-
sured years fromthe passings of the neutron star (Levoy's
Star, "Voy") across the face of the yellow dwarf (T3,
"Sun"); so a Snoke Ring "year" was 1.384 Earth years.
Sharl s had been waiting in the L2 point behind Goldblatt's
World for three hundred and ei ghty-four Snoke Ri ng

years.
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Best to sit it out in a stable orbit, and watch, and wait
for men to develop civilization. Best to edit the nenory
of boredom.

Di scipline's conputer/autopilot stored its information

as a human brain did, or a hologram though Sharls could
feel differences. Menories fromhis time aboard Disci-
pline were sharp and vivid. Those he had edited were gone
completely. But nmenories fromhis time as a man, trans-
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ferred long ago froma human brain now | ong dead, were
blurred, hard to retrieve.

So: it wasn't like a relay clicking over.

But sonmewhere in the conputer there was a change of
state. Five hundred and thirty-two years, and enough is
enough. Sharls Davis Kendy was done with waiting.

Section One

Cl TI ZENS
TREE

Chapter One

The Pond

fromthe Citizens Tree cassettes, year 19 SM
PONDS

WATER DROPLETS COME I N ALL SI ZES HERE. CLOUDS

MAY HOLD EVERYTHI NG FROM FI NE M ST, TO G-OBULES
THE SI ZE OF A FI ST, TO SPHERO DS THAT HOUSE ALL
MANNER OF LI FE. THE BI GGEST "POND' WE' VE SEEN
MASSED TEN M LLION METRIC TONS OR SO, BUT THE TI DE
FROM LEVOY' S STAR HAD PULLED IT | NTO TWO LOBES
AND THE DI FFERENTI AL W NDS WERE TEARI NG | T APART.

THE ECOLOGY OF THE PONDS |'S ONE RATHER THAN
MANY. LIFE IS QUEER AND WONDERFUL, BUT | N EVERY
POND VE HAVE EXAM NED | T IS THE SAME LI FE. PONDS
ARE TEMPORARY; POND LI FE MJST OCCASI ONALLY M -
GRATE. IN THE SMKE RI NG EVEN THE FI SH CAN FLY.
—CAROL BURNES, LI FE SUPPORT

LAVRI AND JEPFER SWAM BENEATH MURKY PONDWA-

ter, trailing forty square neters of fabric stretched across
7
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the net nore commonly used to sieve harebrains fromthe
sky. They gripped its corners in strong toes and swam
with their arns.

The sheet Tesisted. The |eading edge tried to crunple.
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Tethers at the coners of the harebrain net got in their
way. We coul d have had sone hel p, Jeffer thought. Lawi
woul dn't have it. Lawi's idea. Lawn's project! She'd be
doing this by herself if she possibly coul d.

Air! He sl apped her thigh. She dropped the sheet and
they swamtoward the |ight.

Air is the sweetest taste, though one nust risk drown-
ing to appreciate it.

They were at the arc of the pond nearest Citizens Tree.
The center of the trunk was a nere three klonters east.
Seventy klonters of trunk ran out and in fromthe pond,
ending in paired curved tufts. The in tuft, hone, |ooked
greeni sh black, with Voy's blue pinpoint shining al nost
behind it. A single line ran fromthe trunk, and divided.

The sheet was a ghostly shadow deep within the pond.
Lines ran fromthe coners, up through the water and out,
to join the main cable that ran to the trunk

"Alnmost in place," Lawi said doubtfully.

"Cl ose enough."

"Al'l right. You go get the CARMready. |I'Il draft some
hands to pull it in."

Jeffer nodded. Hs | egs scissored and shot himinto the
air. He drifted toward the main cable in a spray of drop-
| ets.

It was easier than arguing. Lawi would not |eave Jeffer
to organize the final stage. Wien Lawi the Scientist got
an idea, nobody else got credit. Particularly not Ctizens
Tree's other Scientist, her husband.

Partway around the curve of the pond, M nya and
Gavving floated in the interface between air and water,
surrounded by thrashing children
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Lines ran fromeach child toward the cable fromGCit-

i zens Tree. The children were taught the backstroke first.

It kept their faces in the air. Sonme preferred the frog-kick
that let them | ook beneath the water. Swinmm ng was a

bal ance of surface tension versus the thrust of arns and

| egs.

If a child kicked hinmself entirely out of the water, an
adult nust go after him A child who went beneath the
surface coul d panic and nmust be pulled out before he
drowned. There were carnivores anong the waterbirds.

M nya and Gavvi ng wore harpoons. They had three of
their own anong the sw mers.

Gavvi ng used | azy strokes to change his attitude, nov-
ing his field of viewin a clockw se circle.

"Look at Rather," M nya said.
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The ol dest of the children were swi nmming together

Daughter of two jungle giants, golden-blond Jill had grown
to nerely nornmal height in the tide of Citizens Tree. She
was thirty ce' neters shorter than her parents ... but the
contrast between Jill and Rather was startling. At four-
teen, Mnya's dark-haired firstborn son was | ess than two
meters in height. Jill had nore than half a neter on him

Yet M nya never spoke of Rather's height. Gavving
| ooked again and said, "Right. Rather!"”

Rat her paddl ed over, reluctantly. Fine green fur,

barely visible, grewa m'nmeter long on his left cheek.
Gavving gripped the boy's armand |ifted himpartway out
of the water, against surface tension. The green could be
traced down Rat her's neck, over his shoul der, and part-
way across his chest.

"Fluff," Gavving said. "Wiy didn't you tell some-
one?"

Rat her grinned guiltily. "I've never swum before.”
M nya snapped, "You go strai ght—

"No. Finish your swim You'll pay for it. You ve seen
your last of the sun for a while. Have we raised a fool ?
It's al nost reached your eye!"
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Rat her nodded sol etmly and paddl ed away. M nya

wat ched hi m go, her nouth pursed in anger. Her husband
wiggled and was silently underwater; kicked, and was
beneath her; grasped an ankl e and dove. M nya doubl ed
back on herself and ki cked himacross the jaw. Gavving
reached through the defense of her waving arns and | egs
and had her head between his hands; pulled her to him
by main strength and ki ssed her hard. She | aughed bub-
bl es.

He kicked toward the surface with Mnya in tow. They
bl ew water fromtheir faces before they inhaled, and were
back on duty before any child could get into trouble.

Debby was some di stance from where the children

swam She stayed just under the surface, notionless,
peering, her spear poised. She expelled stale air-which
stayed before her as a bubbl e—rai sed her head, snatched
a breath, ducked again.

Debby had |ived her first nineteen years in free-fall
Fourteen years in the tree tide had put nuscle on her

wi t hout shrinking her height. Her children—and lisa's,

the children they had borne to Anthon—were no taller

than ordinary tree dwellers. But Debby was two and a

hal f neters tall. Her fingers were long and fragile; her
toes were sturdier if less agile, and the big toes neasured
six ce' meters. Her rich brown hair was beginning to show
gray, but she still wore it a neter |long. For sw nm ng she
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wore it looped in a braid around her throat.

The water was nurky. This was a new skill for Debby,
but she was | ear ning.

She struck. The ripple other thrust expanded outward
around the great gl obule, past playing children and the
Scientists working their cloth sheet.

A silver shape wiggled on Debby's spearpoint. Debby
reached above her head, tugged hard at the tether, and
gasped as her head broke the surface. The waterbird, sud-
denly thrust into air, expanded its small w ngs and
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thrashed mghtily. A blowto the head end quieted it.
Debby pushed it into a net bag to join five others.

Her chest still heaved with the need for air. She rested
qui etly on her back, her hands fluttering fromtinme to tine
to keep surface tension frompulling her under

Eastward, a thousand klonters past Citizens Tree, the
cloud patterns thickened into a flattened whirl pool. The
Smoke Ring converged beyond and bel ow the whorl in a
stream of white touched with blue-green, narrowing as it
dropped toward the dazzling point of Voy.

Things tended to collect in that special part of the
Smoke Ring, east of Gold by sixty degrees of arc. The
citizens had reason to know that the stormwhorl around
Gol d was dangerous. They assuned that the Cunp was
too. They had never taken the tree nearer than this.

They had never visited a jungle.

Human beings certainly lived el sewhere in the Snhoke
Ring, but G tizens Tree had never attenpted to contact
t hem

Citizens Tree was placid, safe. Working within the

pond was as much excitenent as Debby ever got these

days. Life in Carther States had been different. The oc-
casional raids fromLondon Tree forced the citizens to be
al ways prepared for war, until in one nagnificent raid they
had ended London Tree's power forever

Debby' s connection with the jungle warriors had ended
too. A mixed group of copsiks and warriors had stol en
London Tree's CARM The vehicle was ol d science, pow
erful and unfam liar. They and their prisoners had been
lucky to bring the CARMto any kind of safety; but
Carther States was | ost somewhere in the sky beyond

Gol d.

From westward canme a cheerful cry. "G tizens! W
need muscl e!" Debby saw Lawi the Scientist floating in
the sky with one hand on the main tether.

Debby snatched at the" net bag (six was a nice day's
catch), kicked herself into the sky, and began reeling her
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line in. She was first to reach the Scientist. C ave and
M nya and Mark the Silver Man were | eaving the pond,
reeling in lines. Gavving had stayed to gather the children

Four tethers led to the corners of the sheet-covered
net, which was now deep underwater. Lawi stationed
themalong the main tether as they arrived. "Gather it
in," she directed them "Mke |oops. Steady pull."

Debby wrapped her toes and her fingers around the
cabl e, and did her savage best to contract her body. No
| oop formed. She knew she wasn't as strong as a tree
dwel l er, but the others were having trouble too.

Lawn called, "Good! It's com ng straight out."

That was not obvious to Debby. She strained . . . and
gradual ly the pond bul ged. The sheet and its net backing
were rising, carrying tons of water. Debby pulled unti
her knees and el bows net, then shifted her grip and con-
tinued pulling.

The pond stretched, and tore. A baby pond pull ed

clear, leaving a trail of droplets the size of a man's head.
Water flowed over the edges of the cloth but was not |ost,
for surface tension held it. The main pond pul sed as sur-
face tension tried to formthe sphere again.

"Keep pulling!" Lawi shouted. "Steady . . . okay.
That should do it."

The citizens rel axed. The bud-pond continued to nove
east on its own nonentum toward the tree, with the net
and sheet now in the mddle of a pulsing sphere.

Debby coiled line that was now sl ack. d ancing toward
the trunk, she saw what the curve of the pond had hi dden

earlier.
Parallel to the trunk and nmany klonters beyond it

floated a slender dark line. A young tree, no nore than
thirty klomers long, and injured; for the in tuft was m ss-
i ng, chopped away sonehow. The vi ew was conf using,

for the mdtrunk was weathed in cloud . . . dark, dirty

cloud . . . snoke!
Debby tugged abruptly at another line. The notion set
THE SMOKE RING / 13

her drifting toward the Chairman. C ave caught her ankle
as she arrived. "Sonething?"

Debby pointed with her toes. "That tree. It's on fire!"

"... | believe you're right. Treefodder! It'll be com
ing apart. Two fires to worry about."
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Debby had never seen a tree break in half, but C ave
spoke from dreadful experience. They m ght have to nove
the tree. It would take tine to get the CARM ready—

Clave had already thought that far. Hi s voice becane
a whipcrack roar. "Citizens, it's getting toward di nner-
time, and we've got all these waterbirds. Let's break up

the swm"

Hi s voi ce dropped. "You go now, Debby. Tell Jeffer

we may need the CARM We'll get the wonmen and chil -

dren down into the tuft, if we've got tine. Your eyes are
better than m ne. Do you see anything | eaving the tree?

Li ke cl ouds of insects?"

There were bl ack specks, big enough to show detail
"Not insects. Sonething bigger . . . three, four

bi rds?"
"Doesn't matter. Get going."

It had taken Jeffer the Scientist a fifth of a day to cross
three klonters of line.

Free-fall brought back nenories. When Quinn Tribe

was | ost in the sky after Dalton-Quinn Tree came apart,
his crew woul d have given eyes and linmbs to reach a pond.
Fourteen years |l ater, the grandnother of all ponds fl oated
three klonters fromCitizens Tree; and now their nmain
problemwas to get rid of nmost of it. Jeffer wondered if
the children appreciated their wealth.

Perhaps they did. Mdst of Citizens Tree, thirty naked
adults and children, had cone to swimin that shinmmering

sphere of water.

There was no foliage on the high trunk. It was thick
rough bark, with fissures deep enough to hide a man. Jef-
fer found and donned his tunic and pants, then anchored
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his toes in a crevice and thrust to send hinself gliding out
al ong the bark, toward the CARM

The lift cable ended two hundred nmeters short of the
CARM s dock. The citizens may have feared that carel ess
use of the CARM might spray fire across a rising cage
More likely, they feared the CARMitself. They woul d

not lightly come too near that ancient scientific thing.

The CARM was ol d science. It was roughly brick-

shaped, four neters by ten by thirty-two, and nade of
starstuff: netal and glass and plastic, sheathed with
darkly lum nous stuff that took the energy from sunlight.
The bulk of it was tanks for hydrogen and oxygen and
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water. Nostrils at the aft end—four at each corner, and
a larger one in the mddl e—woul d spurt blue fire on com
mand.

They had negl ected the CARM of |ate, and Jeffer ac-

cepted sone of the blane. The CARM nade two "fl a-

vors" of fuel out of water and the power in the batteries.
The batteries held their full scientific charge—they filled
t hensel ves, sonehow, as |ong as sunlight could reach the
CARM s gl assy surface—but the hydrogen and oxygen

tanks were alnost enpty. It was high tine they filled the
wat er tank.

The CARM s bow was nmoored in a dock of wooden

beans. Double doors led into a hut with cradles for pas-
sengers, noorings for cargo, and a broad transparent w n-
dow. The wi ndow | ooked forth on nothing but bark

Ventral to the wi ndow was a gray sheet of glass and a
row of col ored buttons.

Jeffer went forward. A touch of a blue button lit the
gray gl ass panel. Blue governed what noved t he CARM

the motors, the two flavors of fuel supply, the water tank,
fuel flow Jeffer read the blue script:

H2: 0, 518
Gz: 0, 360
HzO 0, 001
POAER: 8, 872

THE SMOKE RING / 15

The batteries danced with energy. Wy not? The

CARM wasn't using power. Nobody in Ctizens Tree had
bothered to fill the water tank in seven years; so power
wasn't needed to split water into hydrogen and oxygen
The water tank was virtually dry.

And he could get sonething done while he waited for
Lawn's pond. Jeffer touched the blue button (the pane
went bl ank) and the yellow (there appeared a |ine diagram
of the CARM s bow, the hut section). He touched a yel -
low dot in the inmage, and turned his fingertip. Then he
nmoved aft.

The residual goop in pond water stayed in the tank after

the pure water was gone. Jeffer's finger notions had (rmag-
ically, scientifically) caused a spigot in the aft wall to ooze
brown nmud. He cupped the gl obule in his hands. He

tossed it at the airlock, and most of it got through. Another

gl obul e formed, and he sent it after the first. He w ped

his hands on his tunic. The nmud fl ow had stopped.

Next he pulled several |oops of hose from cargo hooks.
He rotated one end onto the spigot, then tossed the coi
through the twi n doors. Done! Wen Lawi's blob of pond
arrived, she would find the CARMready to be fuel ed

Jeffer returned to the controls. He had a surprise for
his wife.

Two sl eeps ago, while the rest of the tribe was roasting
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wat erbirds fromthe pond, Lawi had held one of the crea-

tures up for his perusal. "Have you ever really | ooked at
t hese?"
Jeffer had seen waterbirds before . . . but he'd kept

his mouth shut, and | ooked.

There were no feathers. The nodified trilateral sym

metry common to Snoke Ring life expressed itself in two
wings and a tailfin, all in snooth menbrane on coll apsibl e
ribs. The wings could be held half coll apsed for notion
within the denser mediumof water. Only one of the three
eyes |l ooked like a normal bird s eye. The others were big
and bul bous, with large pupils and thick Iids. The bodies
wer e slippery-snoot h.

16 / Larry Niven

"I've eaten them but . . . you're right. 1've seen
everything fromnobies to triunes to flashers to drillbits,
and they don't look Iike this. Earthlife doesn't either. Do
you think it's so they can nove through water?"

"I'"ve tried |l ooking themup in the cassettes,”" Lawi
had said. "I tried bird. | tried water and pond. There's
not hi ng. "

Jeffer's next sleep had ended with a dreamfading in
his mnd, |eaving a single phrase: " even the fish can

fly."
He'd had to wait until nowto try it.

He tapped yellow (the display vanished), then white

(and got a tiny white rectangle at the dorsal -port comner).
Wiite read the cassettes; white summoned Voice. "Pri-
kazyvat Voice," he said.

The voice of the CARMwas a throaty bass, as deep
as Mark the dwarf's voice. "Ready, Jeffer the Scientist."

"Pri kazyvat Read Fish. Read it aloud."

The cassette was one that Jeffer had stolen from Lon-

don Tree, but it was no different from Quinn Tribe's |ost
records of Snoke Ring life forns. As Voice spoke, print
scroll ed down the display screen: words recorded | ong
ago by one of Discipline' s abandoned crew.

Fl SH

I F THE BIRDS WTH N THE SMOKE RI NG RESEMBLE

FI SHHLEGLESS, DESI GNED TO MOVE THROUGH Al R
WEH3HTLESSLY, AS A FI SH MOVES THROUGH WATER-

THEN THE FI SH THAT LI VE WTHI N THE PONDS RESEMBLE
Bl RDS.

EVERY FI SH VE HAVE EXAM NED BREATHES Al R
THEY ARE NOT' MAMVALS, BUT LUNGFI SH. THE SI NGLE
CLASS OF EXCEPTIONS, 4 LLFISH ARE DI SCUSSED ELSE-
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WHERE.
SOVE CAN EXTRUDE A TUBE TO THE POND S SURFACE.
THE SMOKE RING / 17

A PEW CAN EXPAND THE SIZE OF THEIR PINS VI A MEM
BRANES, TO MAKE THEM SERVE AS W NGS. ONE FORM
CORE FI SH, | NFLATES | TSELF WTH AIR, DI VES TO THE
CENTER OF A POND, AND EXPELS A BUBBLE. | T CAN STAY
SUBMERCED FOR UP TO A DAY-SEVERAL SMOKE RI NG
DAYS—REBREATHI NG | TS Al R BUBBLE, MAKI NG FORAYS

TO HUNT, AND THEN RETURNI NG

THE WHALE- SI ZED MOBY USES | TS POND AS A LAIR
FROM WHI CH | T BURSTS TO SWEEP THROUGH PASSI NG
CLOUDS OF | NSECTS. MOB VIS A COVPROM SE FORM AND
THERE ARE OTHERS.

CLEARLY EVEN THE LARGEST PONDS CAN BREAK UP

OR EVAPORATE OR BE TORN APART BY STORM EVERY
CREATURE THAT LIVES IN A POND MUST BE PREPARED TO
M GRATE TO ANOTHER: TO BEHAVE LI KE A BI RD. EVEN
G LLFI SH—

"Pri kazyvat Stop," Jeffer said. This nenmory that had
surfaced from his adol escent training under Quinn Tribe's
Scientist was going to put himone up on his wife!

Back to work. He tapped white, then green, then each

of the five green rectangles now onscreen. Wthin the
great wi ndow that faced the bark, five snaller w ndows
appear ed, |ooking starboard, port, dorsal, ventral, and
aft. The ventral view had a blur and a flicker to it. The
rest were clear, like the window itself.

The aft view | ooked along the |line that led west to the
pond. Citizens were returning to the tree. Behind thema
bud of pond was already drifting toward the tree, with the
harebrai n net showi ng as a shadow within. Lawi's crazy

i dea was wor ki ng.

They swarned back al ong the cable toward the m d-

point of Citizens Tree. Gavving and M nya and Ant hon

hung back, counting heads to be sure that all children were
accounted for. A girl lost her grip and drifted; she was

18 / Larry Niven

chortling and trying to swimthrough the air when Anthon
scooped her up.

As children arrived, Cave herded the snaller ones,

with sonme difficulty, into a rectangular frane with a sl at-
ted floor: the lift cage. He stopped when twelve children
were inside. Leave roomfor a couple of adults.

The rest clung to the rough bark or floated |ike balloons
on their tethers. There were westling matches. Eight-
year-old Arth was getting good at using the recoil of his
opponent's line. He was O ave's youngest, and just be-

gi nning the tremendous growt h of adol escence.
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Debby had arrived first. Cave could see her a hundred
meters out along the bark, clinbing toward the CARM

The bud-pond continued to nove. Lawi wore a pro-

prietary snmle. Still, Citizens Tree had better have nore
line next tine they tried this. The pond was too close. If
the tree had brushed it there would have been a fl ood.

The lift now held a score of children. Whoever was in
the treadm || woul d have a probl em braking that weight.
It couldn't be hel ped. C ave | ooked about. Mark and An-
thon | ooked |l udicrous together. Mark short and wi de, An-
thon long and narrow, their heads pointing in opposite
directions—He called, "Anthon, Mark. Take the chil -
dren down and bring back any adult you can find. Be
prepared to fight a fire."

Ant hon stared in astoni shment. "Fire?"

"Burning tree. It's around the other side of the trunk
now. Go down and get sone hel p. Rather—Where on
Earth is Rather?"

Mark pointed outward. "I didn't know any reason to
stop them" he said defensively. "They won't fit in the
lift this trip—

Clave cursed silently as he watched Rather and Jil
clawing their way out along the bark. There was no tide
to hurt themhere. If they slipped, sonmeone would go get
them But he coul d have used their help.

THE SMOKE RING / 19

Jeffer couldn't guess how long it took himto realize
that the background had changed. Behind the five canera
vi ews superinposed upon it, the wi ndow no | onger

showed bark a few ce' nmeters distant. It showed a huge
face, strong, with massive bones: the brutal face of a
dwar f .

Chapter Two

Di sci pline

fromthe Citizens Tree cassettes, year 6 SM
FI RE

MAKI NG A COOKP1RE I N FREE- FALL IS AN EXCES-

SI VELY | NTERESTI NG EXPERI ENCE | F WHAT YQU REALLY
WANTED WAS DI NNER. I T'S TAKEN ME ElI GAT STATE
YEARS TO PERFECT MY TECHNI QUE

THE FI RST LESSON IS THAT A FLAME DCESN' T RISE I N
FREE- FALL. | LEARNED THAT WTH A CANDLE, VWHEN
WAS A CADET DREAM NG OF STRANGE WCORLDS. | F
THERE' S NO WND (TURN OFF THE Al R FEED), THE CAN-
DLE FLAME SEEMs TO GO QUT.

BUT IT ISN T QUT YET. THERE S WAX VAPOR, AND
THERE' S THE AIR AROCUND | T, AND AT THE | NTERFACE | S
AN ENVELOPE OF PLASMA WHERE GAS AND OXYGEN | N-
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TERACT. | T CAN STAY HOT FOR M NUTES. COVBUSTI ON
CONTI NUES AT Tfi E | NTERFACE. WAVE THE CANDLE
AND POP\ THE FLAME | S BACK

THE SMOKE RING / 21

IN THE CASE OF A COOKFI RE, THE WOCOD CONTI NUES
TO CHAR. WAI T AN HOUR, THEN BLOW ON THE COALS
WTH A BELLONS. THE FI RE JUMPS TO LI FE AND THERE
VEENT YOUR EYEBROWS.

—BENNI'S QUI NN, CAPTAI N
DI SCI PLI NE HAD BEEN DETERI ORATI NG

Caneras outside the hull showed rai nbow hued scars
frommtter that had penetrated the el ectromagnetic ram
scoop while Discipline was in flight. They al so showed

newer mcroneteorite pocks. Sharls could ward off any-

thing big enough to see com ng, by turning on those nmag-
netic shields for a few seconds, but they ate power in great

gul ps.

One day he might regret even the little power he used
to maintain the gardens and the cats.

Wthin the hull, time had discol ored netal and pl asti c.
The air was dust-free; metal was clean, but not recently
pol i shed. Many of the servomechs had worn out. All but

a few of the crew cubicles were kept cold and dark and
airless. Kitchen nmachinery was in storage, with power
shut down. Some of the bedding had decayed. Water mat-
tresses had been drai ned and st ored.

Sharls kept the control roomfree of water vapor and

al nrost col d enough to freeze carbon di oxi de. He hoped

that the conputer and its extensions would survive | onger

in the cold. But the gardens and corridors and even sone

of the cubicles were kept habitable. Sharls left the |lighting
on a day-night cycle, for the birds and cats and pl ants.

The gardens were surviving nicely. It was true that

sonme of the plants had died out conpletely; but after all
his ecosystemwas mssing its nost inportant factor
Human crew were supposed to be in that cycle, and they
had been gone for half a thousand years.

Scores of cats prowl ed the ship hunting hundreds of
22 |/ Larry N ven

rats and a | esser nunber of turkeys and pigeons. The tur-
keys nmade a form dabl e eneny. The cats had | earned to
attack themin pairs.

Sharls trained the cats to respond to his voice. He had
rel eased the experinmental rats |ong ago. The birds were
al ready | oose; they must have been rel eased during that
bl ank spot in his menory, the mutiny; but by thensel ves
they wouldn't have fed the cats. They were too agile, for
one thing. Wth all of the animal life in the system now,
the gardens had a better chance of surviving.
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By watching the cats and rats and plants and turkeys
and pigeons interact, Sharls hoped to | earn how an eco-
| ogi cal system woul d behave in a free-fall environnent

like the larger ecosystemthat flowed beneath Di s-
cipline in endless rivers of curdled cloud.

O had he sinply become lonely? In his youth Sharls

had never been a cat lover. (A sudden nmenory: his hand
swelling with white patches rinmed in red, itching hor-
ribly. Akitten had scratched himplayfully while he was
stroking it.) And now? They didn't obey orders worth a
damm ... but neither had his crew.

A conputer programwould hardly have retained al -
| ergies; but who woul d expect a conputer programto be-
conme | onely?

Di sci pline ski nmed above the curdl ed whorl of the

fourth Lagrange point. A fraction of Sharls Davis Kendy's
attention watched on various wavel engths. This cl ose, he
could confirman earlier sighting: mnor ambunts of car-
bon were being burned at sites around the edges of that
endl ess storm This was no forest fire: too small, and it
had gone on for years. It nmight indicate human industry
at a primtive |evel

Now, where was CARM #6?

Funny that the cats hadn't gone with the nuti -
neers. The crew had | oved cats. Sonewhere in the |ost
part of his nenory, there nust be a reason. Perhaps
Sharls had pulled free of the Snoke Ri ng wi thout warning.

THE SMOKE RING / 23

He mi ght have done that if the nutineers planned some-
thing really foul, like cutting the computer out and trying
to run Discipline manually.

The nutiny was a blank to Sharls.

He had edited those nenories. He even renenbered

why. The descendants of the nutineers would need Sharls
Davi s Kendy soneday. It was not good that he hold

grudges agai nst specific ancestors, against old nanmes. But
had he been too thorough?

—Fhere! CARM #6' s comuni cations system had
cone alive.

It was a thousand kil oneters behind hi mand sonet hi ng
| ess than six thousand kilonmeters in toward Voy. Kendy
did several things at once. Before his new orbit could
carry himaway, he restarted the drive. He beaned,
"Kendy for the State. Kendy for the State."

The CARM aut opil ot responded.
"Link to ne. Beamrecords."

He' d nade m st akes enough during that unexpected
contact twenty Earth years ago! At |east he'd accom
pl i shed sonething: he'd broken the programthat denied
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hi m access to the Cargo and Repair Mdul e. The drive
systens were beyond his reach. The original mnutineers
must have physically cut the fiber-optic cable. But the
CARM woul d talk to him

He'd instructed the autopilot to take photographs at
ten-minute intervals. Reentry was in progress when he
sent that message. Static might well have fuzzed himout.
But pictures were stream ng in.

Time passed at a furious rate. CARM #6 flaned as it

pl owed t hrough thickening air, veering fromplants and
ponds and creatures. It dipped into a pond to refuel, then
bedded itself in the Voy-ward tuft of the largest of a clus-
ter (grove?) of integral trees. It stayed there, with not
much of a view at all, for nost of a Snoke Ring year

Fl i ckering shapes carved cavities through the foliage and
wove snall branches into wasp's-nest structures. Ab-

24 | Larry N ven

ruptly the CARM backed into the sky, skittered outward
under inexpert handling, and docked at the m dpoint of
the tree.

Wth another part of his mnd, Kendy fiddled with Dis-
cipline's fusion notor. He could not match his orbit to
that of the CARM He nust stay well outside the Snoke

Ring to protect Discipline fromcorrosion. The best he
could do was twice the CARMs orbital period, to dip | ow
above the CARM s position once every ten hours and

eight mnutes. But he'd be in range for half an hour while
his nmotor was firing.

More of his attention went to watching the CARM s
| one occupant in real tine.

Jeffer the "Scientist" was stored in nenory. He had

aged twenty Earth years: hair and beard going gray, win-

kl es across his forehead (broken by a white Iine of scar
that was a healing pink wound in Kendy's records), and
knuckl es turning knobby. Height: 2.3 meters. Mass: 86

kil ograns. Long arnms and | egs, toes |ike stubby fingers,
fingers like a spider's legs: long, fragile, the hands of a
field surgeon.

The Snoke Ring had altered Discipline's descendants.

The tribes of London Tree and Dal ton-Quinn Tree had all

| ooked |i ke that. The jungle giants who had grown up wth-
out tidal gravity were hardly human: freakishly tall, with
long, fragile, agile fingers and toes; and one of the twelve
was a cripple, and others had |l egs of different Iength. Only
Mark the Silver Man had | ooked like a normal State cit-

i zen. They had called him"dwarf."

They were savages; but they had |l earned to use State
technology in the formof the CARM Still human. Per-
haps they could be nmade citizens again.

To Kendy, who thought with the speed of a conputer,
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the "Scientist" noved much too slowy. Now he was at
the controls, auditing a cassette; now checking the canera
views in present tine .

The incom ng CARM records showed cl ouds and
THE SMOKE RING / 25

ponds and trees and trilaterally symetric fishlike birds
swirling across the sky. Natives flickered through the
CARM cabi n: the same savages, growi ng ol der; a grow ng
handf ul of children.

At fifteen years mnus-time the CARM backed out of

its tinmber dock for a journey of exploration. It visited a
green puffball several kiloneters across, and when it
energed there was vegetation |like a houseful of green
spaghetti bound to its dorsal surface. It hovered in the
open sky while men darted anong a flock of birds—+ea

birds with real wings: turkeys—and returned to its dock
with prisoners.

At thirteen years minus-tine it left the trunk to return
with a dubious prize: several tons of black nud.

There were no nore such forays. The Cargo and Repair
Modul e had becone a notor for the tree.

It was docked when the main drive fired for severa

hours. Kendy watched side views as the integral tree
drifted across the sky. It had been circling too far from
the neutron star. Air grew thin away fromthe Snoke Ring
medi an.

The tree was | ower now, the air would be as thick as
mountain air on Earth. And now the CARM was not being
used at all; but there was plenty to watch. The Snpke

Ri ng environment was fascinating. Huge spheres of

water, storns, jungles like trenmendous puffs of green cot-
ton candy.

In present tine, the aft CARM canmera showed nearly
thirty natives maneuvering between the tree and a tre-
mendous gl obul e of water. They were using the free-fal
environnment better than any State astronaut. The State
had need of these peopl e!

Di scipline's own tel escope had found the foreshor-

tened tree, with the pond to mark it. And what was that

on the opposite side of the tree? Infrared |ight gl owed near
its center

Hal f a thousand years of sensory deprivation were
26 / Larry Niven

bei ng conmpensated in a few mnutes. After nore than five
hundred years, Sharls Kendy had |l eft the stable point be-
hind Gol dblatt's Wrld. He had burned irreplaceabl e fuel,

and it was worth it! Sharls tried to absorb it all, integrate
it all... but that could wait. The "Scientist" mght |eave

at any m nut e!
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He beaned: "Interrupt records." It was twenty Earth
years of not hing happening, and the tiny CARM aut opi | ot
couldn't handle too many tasks at once. "Activate

voi ce. "

"Voi ce on." The .04 second del ay was al nost too
short to notice.

"Send— He displayed a picture of hinself as a

human being, with m nor inprovenents. At age forty-two
Kendy had been handsone, healthy, mature, firmof jaw,
authoritative: a recruitnment-poster version of a State
checker.

These were not obedient State citizens. They hadn't
trusted himtwenty years ago. What words might give him
a handle on Jeffer the "Scientist"?

He sent, "Kendy for the State. Jeffer the Scientist,
your citizens have been idle too long."

Jeffer junped like a thief caught in the act. Two | ong
seconds passed before he found his voice. "Checker?"

" Speaki ng. How stands your tribe?"

Qut beyond the terrible whorl of stormthat surrounded
Gol d, out where water boiled and froze at the same tine
and the | egendary stars were a visible truth, Iived Kendy
the Checker. He had clained to be something |like an el ab-
orate cassette: the recording of a man. He had cl ai ned
authority over every human being in the Shmoke Ring. He
had of fered know edge and power, while they were stil

near enough to hear his ravings.

Per haps he was only a nmadman trapped sonehow
aboard the spacecraft that had brought nmen fromthe
stars. But he had know edge. He had coached them

THE SMOKE RING / 27

through that terrible fall back into the Snoke Ring, four-
teen years ago

The face in the CARM s wi ndow had not been seen

since. It was the face of a dwarf, a brutal throwback. The
jaw and orbital ridges were nore nassive even than

Mark's, the muscul ature nore prom nent.

"W lived through the reentry," Jeffer told him "lisa
and Merril are dead now. There are children."

"Jeffer, your tribe has possessed the CARM for four-
teen of your years. In that time you have noved the tree
twi ce and thenceforth done nothing at all. Wat have you
| earned of the people of the fourth Lagrange point?"

The what? "I don't understand the question."

"Si xty degrees ahead of Goldblatt's Wirld on the arc

of the Snmoke Ring and sixty degrees behind are regions
where matter grows dense. They are points of stability in
Goldblatt's Wrld's orbit. Material tends to collect
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there." The dwarf's brutal features registered inpati-
ence. "East of you by twelve hundred kil oneters, a vast,
sl uggi sh, permanent storm"

"The Cl unmp? You're saying there are people in the
c ump?”

"l sense activity there. Acivilization is growing twelve
hundred kil onmeters from where your tree has floated for
fifteen Earth years. Jeffer, where is your curiosity? Has
it been bred out of you?"

"What do you want from ne, Checker?"

Kendy said, "I can be in range to advise you every ten
hours and ei ght minutes, once every two of your days. |
want to know nore of the people of the Snoke Ring. In
particular, | want to know about you and about the C unp
civilization. | think you should Iink with them perhaps
rule them"

Jeffer's one previous experience indicated that Kendy
was harm ess. For good or ill, he could only talk. Jeffer
gathered his courage and said, "Kendy, the tales say that

28 / Larry Niven

you abandoned us here, |long ago. Now | expect you're
bored and—

"I am"

"And you want to talk to soneone. You also claim
authority 1 won't grant you. Why should | |isten?"

"Are you aware that you are being i nvaded?"
"What ?"

The face of Kendy was suddenly replaced by a dizzying

view Jeffer looked into a river of storm stream ng faster
as the eye noved inward toward a tiny, brilliant violet

pi npoi nt. Jeffer had seen this once before: the Shboke Ring
seen from outsi de

Before he could renmenber to breathe, the view
junped. He was | ooking at what had been the center of
the picture, vastly enl arged.

"Look." Scarlet arrowheads appeared, pointing—
"Here, your tree."

"Citizens Tree, fromthe out tuft? Yeah, and that nust
be the pond." Both were tiny. Opposite the pond was.
anot her tree? And dark cloud clinging to the trunk?

The view junped again. Through the blur and flicker

inthe illusion of a window, Jeffer watched a tree on fire.
Movi ng between the two trees were creatures he had

never seen before.

"Treef odder! Everybody's on the other side of the
trunk. Those bird-things will be on the tree before anyone
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knows it."

"Look in infrared." The picture changed again, to red

bl obs on black. Jeffer couldn't tell what he was | ooking
at. The scarlet arrowhead pointed again. "You are seeing
heat. This is fire in the intruder tree. Here, these five
points are just the tenperature of a man."

Jeffer shook his head. "It doesn't nean anything."

The enl arged picture returned . . . and suddenly those
tiny "creatures" junped into perspective. "Wnged
men!"

"I woul d have called those enl arged swi mm ng fins
THE SMOKE RING / 29

rat her than wi ngs. Never mnd. Have you ever heard tales
of wi nged nmen?"

"No. There's nothing in the cassettes either. 1've got

to do sonething about this. Prikazyvat Voice off." Jeffer
made for the airlock without waiting to see the face fade.
His citizens woul dn't have a chance agai nst wi nged war -
riors!

The sun was at three o' clock: dead east, just above

where the Snbke Ring began to take definite shape.

Kendy can only talk, sure, but he talks with pictures, and
he tells things nobody can know. He'll be in range every
other day at this time. Do | want to know that? But Jeffer
had ot her concerns, and the rest of that thought lay curled
unfinished in the bottomof his m nd.

Jill was | eaving Rather behind. She gl anced back once
and noved on, and there was |laughter in the sound of her

panti ng.
Jill was his elder by half a year. Wen he wanted com
pany it was generally Jill he wanted; but they did conpete.

There had been a year during which she could beat him

at westling, when she suddenly grew tall and he'd | agged
behi nd. She'd taught himthe riblock the hard way: she'd
held his floating ribs shut with her knees so that he
couldn't breathe. He could westle her now-he was a

boy and a dwarf—but her |onger arns and | egs gave her

an unbeat abl e advantage at racing. He'd never catch her

So he noved outward at his own pace, giving due care

to his handhol ds and footholds in the rough bark, follow
ing the blond girl in the scarlet tunic. Her |ong-Iinbed
nmot her had al ready reached the CARM ahead of them

At fourteen-plus. Rather was considered an adult. He

was built wi de and nuscul ar, with heavy cheek, jaw, and
orbital bones. H's fingers were short and stubby, and his
toes, though strong, were too short to be nuch use. Hi s
hair was black and curly like his nother's. H's beard was
sparse, without much curl to it yet. H s eyes were green

30 / Larry Niven
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(and green tinged his cheek, with a growth of fluff that
woul d be many days healing). He stood a nmeter and three-
quarters tall.

Dwarf. Arnms too short, |egs too short. He should have
gone around the trunk. Jill could have told the Scienti st
about the burning tree; Debby nmight already know. He
coul d have been getting a closer |ook

The CARM | ooned ahead of him It was as big ..
no, bigger than the Citizens Tree conmnons.

Debby shouted into the airlock. Soneone energed:

Jeffer. They tal ked, heads bobbi ng. Debby noved to the
front of the CARM Jeffer was about to go back inside—

Rat her heard Jill calling. "Scientist! There's a burning
tree coming toward us!" She paused to catch her breath.
"W saw it, me and Rather, we—while we were swim

m ng—

Jeffer called back. "Debby told ne. Did you see any-
thing Ii ke wi nged nen"?"

"... No."

"Ckay. Help Debby with the noorings, there at the
bow. " He noticed Rather struggling in Jill's wake. "Get
Rat her to help you."

Debby and Jill were both fighting knots, and Jill was
muttering "Treefodder, treefodder, treefodder," when

Rat her caught up. "I bent ny finger," she said.
Debby said, "I hate to cut |lines. See what you can
do."

The CARM s tethers hadn't been noved in years, and

the knots were tight. Rather's stubby fingers worked them
| oose. Dwarf. Cunsy but strong. Presently the CARM

was held by nothing but its own inertia. Jill did not |ook
pl eased. Debby and Rather grinned at each other. It was
sonmet hing, to do a thing an adult warrior could not!

Jeffer called fromthe airlock, twelve neters beyond
the bark. "Cone aboard!"

Debby junped and Jill followed. Rather hesitated unti
he saw t hem bunp against the airlock door. The junp
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| ooked dangerous. Tide was gentle, but one could fa\\ into
the sky. Rather had never been inside the CARM and he
wasn't sure he wanted to be. The starstuff box was |ike
nothing else in or on the tree.

But he had to follow. He caught the edge of the outer

door as it passed, pivoted on the strength of his arns, and
entered feet first. Can't junp right, can't reach far. Wat
if I'a mssed?
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It was weird inside the CARM There were openi ngs

in the back wall, and hard round | oops sticking out of the
dorsal and side walls. Farther toward the front were rows
of cradles alnost the size of an adult, ten in all, made of
not hing |i ke wood or cloth.

Rat her made his way forward. The others were in the

first row of cradles. "Take a seat and strap yourself in,"
Jeffer ordered. "Here, like this." He fastened two el astic
tethers across Jill's torso. "Lawi showed ne how to

wor k these, years ago."

The cradl e had a headrest that fitted nicely behind his

ears. Jill's and Debby's dug into their shoulders. It's true,
Rat her thought suddenly. The CARM was built for

dwarves! He |iked the thought.

"The wi nged nen weren't very close,"” the Scientist
said. "We've got tine." His fingers drumed agai nst the
flat panel bel ow the w ndow.

There was tide pulling Rather forward, and a whi sper-

roar like a steady wind. The bark receded; the tree backed
into the sky. Jill gripped the arnrests of her cradle. Her
mouth was w de. Debby said, "Clave didn't say take off,
Scientist. He said get ready."

"No tine. They're headed for the trunk. Al so the
CARM i s mine, Debby. W settled that once."

"Tell it to Clave."

"Cl ave knows."

The invaders ki cked themsel ves through the air,
slowy, in the | ast stages of exhaustion. Five, it |ooked
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like, until Rather realized that the older woman carried a
hal f-grown girl in her arns.

Jeffer nudged the CARMtoward them in along the
trunk.

Smoke Ring people cane long, |onger, or dwarf. These

i nvaders were of the | onger persuasion, like jungle giants,
born and raised in free-fall. They were quite human: an

ol der man and worman and four girls. The wings were ar-
tificial, bound to their shins, nade of cloth over splayed
ribs. One girl trailed behind, struggling along with only
one w ng.

They were in sorry shape. O oser now, and Rather

could see details. The man's hair was burned, and the

| oose sheet that covered himwas charred. The wi ngl ess
girl was coughing; she didn't even have the strength to
cling to the woman who carried her

Their | egs stopped punping as, one by one, they saw
t he CARM

Debby said, "I don't see anything |ike bows or har-
poons. Can we take them aboard?"
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"I thought of that, but |look at them The CARM scares
them worse than being lost in the sky. Anyway, the man's
al nost there.”

The burned man hadn't seen them Kicking steadily,

far ahead of the others, he reached the bark and cl ung.
Wthout a pause he pounded a stake into the bark, noored

a coil of line, and hurled the coil at the ol der woman. She
freed a hand and caught it, pulled herself toward the tree,
then snapped the line to send a sine wave rolling toward
the trunk. The nearer girl caught the line in her toes as it
bowed toward her.

Cl ave canme around the bul ge of the bark. He sl owed
when he saw the strangers. Gavving and M nya joi ned
him They noved toward the strangers.

There were four on the trunk now a girl, the man, and
the ol der woman wi th her coughi ng burden. Rather
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wat ched C ave take the burned man's line, hurl a sine
wave across the one-winged girl's torso, and pull her in.
"Looks okay," the Scientist murnmnured.

Cl ave | ooked up and waved. Jeffer nodded and set the
CARM noving. "It's all right," he said. "They sure don't
| ook dangerous. | wonder what happened to then? Were
are they/row?"

"l never saw strangers before,” Jill said. "I don't
know what to think."

"That burning tree is still conmng at us,"” Rather said.
Jeffer nodded. The CARM surged, turning.

Bl ack snobke weat hed the middle section of the tree.

Fl ame gl owed sluggishly fromw thin, illumnating blurred
curves and obl ongs. Debby said, "There's stuff in the fire.
Made stuff, nmachinery. It'Il burn up."”

That was know edge burning in the core of the fire.
Jeffer hated what he had to say. "W can't save it. If we
had Mark and the silver suit. . .no. That mght burn even
him™"

"You're not taking us into the fire?"

"W can push anywhere. The tide will hold the tree
straight." Jeffer had already taken them bel ow the inward
limt of the firecloud, where a black plune drifted east.
The CARM was passing north of the trunk. Jeffer tapped:

the CARMturned. "It's still dangerous. The tree could
come apart while we're on it."

He noved in on the trunk. The bow grated agai nst

bark; Jeffer's crew surged forward against their elastic
bands. "I think the CARMwas built for pushing,” he
said. He tapped a blue dash in the center of the panel,
and t he whi sper of power becane a whistling roar. Tide
surged agai nst his back
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This was what it was to be a Scientist. Know edge,
power, nmastery of a universe. This was what Kendy the
Checker had to offer. At what price? Wi but a Scientist
woul d have the strength to resist?

34 / Larry Niven

The sun passed zenith and started down its arc. Jeffer
had changed the display; he watched sets of letters and

nunbers. The roar of the nmain nmotor strummed his
bones.

Chapter Three

Ref ugees

fromthe Ctizens Tree cassettes, year 4 SM
TI ME

WE' VE BEEN TRYI NG TO KEEP TO EARTH TI ME, BUT
THAT WORD "DAY" |S ABOUT AS USEFUL AS BALLS ON
A CHECKER. THE CLOSER YOU GET TO VOY, THE
SHORTER THE DAYS GET, DOWN TO ABOUT TWD HOURS.
CLOSER THAN THAT, THE AIR S TOO THI N AND THERE' S
NO WATER TO SPEAK OF. AT A TEN-HOUR ORBI T, SAME
THI NG, THERE' S NOTHI NG TO BREATHE. WE' VE BEEN
KEEPI NG TO SHI P-TI ME. TWENTY- FOUR HOURS CONSTI -
TUTE A "SLEEP." A "DAY" IS ONE ORBI T ARCUND
VOY, WHEREVER YOU HAPPEN TO BE. GOLD S ORBIT IS
A " STANDARD DAY."

THE STATE TAKES | TS DATES FROM THE YEAR OF I TS
FOUNDI NG. WE' VE DONE THE SAME, DATI NG SMCKE

RI NG YEARS FROM FOUR YEARS AGO. OUR YEARS ARE
35
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HALF A ROTATI ON OF VOY AND I TS COVMPANI ON SUN
HALF BECAUSE | T'S MORE CONVENI ENT.

I F DI SCI PLI NE EVER DOES COVE BACK FOR US
KENDY W LL HAVE TO LEARN A VWHOLE NEW LAN-
GUAGE

—M CHELLE M CHAELS, COMMUNI CATI ONS
THE HUTS OF CI TI ZENS TREE WERE ENCLOSURES MADE BY

weavi ng |iving spine branches into a kind of w cker-work.
The Scientists' hut was |arger than nost, and nore clut-
tered too.

The Scientists were the tribe's teachers and doctors.
Any hut woul d have harpoons protruding fromthe walls
and high ceiling; but here the w cker sprouted starstuff
kni ves, pots of herbs and pastes, and tools for witing.

The hut was crowded. Lawi stepped carefully anopng
five sleeping jungle giants.
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She' d covered their wounds in undyed cloth. The
strangers noaned and twi sted in their sleep. The youngest
girl, with her hair burned down to the scalp on one side
of her head, was hol ding herself half in the air.

The noi se from outside wasn't hel ping. Lawi bent to

get through the doorway. "Could you hold it down!" she
whi sper-snarl ed. "These citizens don't need . . . oh.
Clave . . . Chairman, I'mtrying to give them sonme quiet.
Can you take the talk to the comons?"

Cl ave and Anthon were intimdated into silence. Jeffer
asked, "Can any of them answer questions?"

"They' re asl eep. They haven't said anything sensi-
ble."

Her husband nerely nodded. Lawri went back in. Rus-
tling sounds receded. For a noment she felt renorse. Jef-
fer would want to see the strangers as much as anyone.

When the burns heal ed, the strangers woul d be hand-
sonme, but in weird fashion. Only birds wore the gaudy

colors of their scorched clothing. Their skin was dark;
their Iips and noses were broad; their hair was |ike black
pillows.

The youngest girl stirred, thrashed, and opened her
eyes. "Tide," she said wonderingly. The dark eyes fo-
cused. "Who're you?"

"I"'mLawi the Scientist. You're in Ctizens Tree.
You' re safe now. "

The girl twisted to see the others. "Wend?"
"One of you died."

The girl npaned.

"Can you tell ne who you are and how you cane
her e?"

"I"'mCarlot," the girl said. Two tears were grow ng.
"We're Serjent House. Loggers. There was afire ... the
whol e tree caught fire. Wend got caught when the water
tank let go." She shook her head; teardrop globules flew

wi de.

"Al'l right, Carlot. Have sone water, then go to sleep."
Carlot's drinking technique was surprising. She took

the pottery vessel, set two fingers to nearly block the
openi ng, then jerked the pottery vessel toward her face.
The jet of water struck her lower lip. She tried again and

reached her nout h.

"Wul d you |ike sonething to eat? Foliage?"
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"What's that?"

Lawi went out to strip sone branchlets of their foli-
age. Carlot |ooked dubiously at the fluffy green stuff.
"Ch, it's greens."

"You know it?"

"I've been in a tree tuft." She tasted it. "This is sweet.
O der tree?" She continued eating.

Lawi said, "Later 1'll get you sone stew. You shoul d
sl eep now. "

Carl ot patted the wicker floor. "How can | sleep with
thi s pushing up against me? All ny blood wants to settle
on one side."

38 / Larry Niven

London Tree, Lawn's hone, had been bigger, with a

stronger tide. In Ctizens Tree you could drop a stone
fromeye |l evel and draw a slow breath and let it out before
the stone struck. But this Carlot must be used to no tide
at all.

She turned over, gingerly. Her eyes closed and she was
asl eep.

They noved through the green gl oom of the corridor,

back toward the commons. Anthon said, "I always won-
dered. Lawri doesn't take orders fromyou either, does
she?"

Jeffer | aughed. "Treefodder, no!"

Clave said, "I really wanted to ask them sone ques-
tions before we tackle the firetree."

"W can't wait," Jeffer said. "Let's go see what we
can scavenge. This is the nost interesting thing that has
happened to us in fourteen years."

"I't's bound to bring changes."”
"Li ke what ?"

Clave grinned at Jeffer. "They' ve al ready changed
your home life. You can't sleep in the Scientists' hut and
Lawi won't |eave."

"I'"ve got the children too. I'mliving in the bachelors
| onghut with my three kids and Rather. Look, | want to
go now, before that burned tree drifts too far. Anthon?"

"Ready," said the jungle giant.

Cl ave nodded, reluctantly. "Just us three? Stet. W'l
round up some kids to run the treadmll. And let's take
those wings along. | want to try them"
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The tree still burned. Fire had eaten six or seven klom
ters in fromthe mdpoint along the |ee side, progressing
al ongside the waterfall channel, where there was partia
protection fromthe wi nd. The flanes streanmed east |ike
the mane of a skyhorse. At the mdpoint there were only
red patches glowing in black char. In the center of the
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, burn was a prom nent uneven |unp. Jeffer eased the
I CARM t oward t hat.

Clave said, "I don't understand why it hasn't cone
, apart.”

Ant hon nodded uneasily. Jeffer said, " It' s a short tree.
I Wth a tuft missing it's even shorter. Tide would pul
harder on a grown tree, but that thing could still cone
apart while we're on it. | don't ever want to go through
that again."

Ant hon asked, "Wy do trees come apart?”

"They do it when they're dying," C ave said.

Jeffer said, "Wien a tree drifts too far away fromthe

Smoke Ring nmedian, it starves. It saves itself by com ng

i apart. The tide takes half of it out, half in. One half falls

; back to where the water and fertilizer are. The other half
dies, | guess.”

"I still don't see any bugs,"” Cave said. "It's the bugs
! that eat a tree apart, isn't it? The tree isn't getting fed,

so the bark lets the bugs get inside—
| "l don't know everything, O ave."
: "Pity."

They were cl ose enough now to nake out bl ack | unps

at the center of the charred region. There: a shape like a
huge seed pod split open frominside. There: a thin shel

of char, a bell shape not unlike the fire-spitting nostrils
at the CARM s aft end. A ridge of white ash joined the

. bell to the split pod. Beyond: several fragile sheets of
charred wood, the remains of an oblong hut with interior

wal | s.

Cl ave reached for the wings he'd bound to cargo hooks.

"Scientist, can you hold the CARM here? W'll go see
what there is to see. If the tree breaks in half, you'll stil

have us tethered."

i Jeffer stifled a protest. He ached to explore that ruined
| structure, but—"I can handle it. Take lines too."

i The sun woul d be dead east in a few tens of breaths.

A stick protruded fromthe butt end of each fan-shaped
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Wi ng. After some experinmentation they settled for lining
the stick along their shins and binding themwi th the
straps. The wings tended to hang up on things even when
fol ded. d ave and Anthon wiggled through the airlock
and flapped into the sky.

Jeffer tapped the white button. "Prikazyvat Voice,"
he sai d.

The CARM said, "Ready, Jeffer the Scientist."

Clave and Anthon fluttered erratically through the air.

Suddenly Ant hon noved purposefully toward the blister

of charred machi nery, noving easily, as if he had al ways
been a bird. C ave noved after him fighting a tendency
to veer left.

They swept away the white ash that |ay between the

bell and the tank. The ash enclosed themin cloud. Wen
the cl oud dispersed, they had exposed a | ength of tube
and a | oose webbing of netal strands around it.

"Kendy for the State. Hello, Jeffer."

Jeffer didn't junp. "Hello, Kendy. Wat do you make
of all this?"

"You' d know nore about the injured plant than I. |'ve

been studying the machinery." Wthin the bow w ndow

the metal strands and the enclosed pi pe began blinking,

an outline of red light. "These, the pipe and the chicken
wire, are metal. The ruptured tank— another blinking
outline "—appears to have been a | arge seed pod. The

cone is half of a sinmilar seed pod. The ash around the pipe
appears to be wood ash.

"We're | ooking at a steamrocket, Jeffer. Your invad-

ers used a wood fire to heat the pipe. They ran water
through the pipe and into the nozzle. Very inefficient, but
in your peculiar environment they could nove a tree with
that. Slowy, of course."

"Why woul d they pick an injured tree?"
"Ask them Did any survive?"

"One's dead. 'Five nore are in bad shape. My wife
won't let me near them Wait a few days and see."
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Clave and Anthon flew along the split in the great tank
They reached the cluster of black oblongs at the other

end.

The Checker said, "Their wounds won't becone in-
fected. W didn't bring di sease bacteria."

"What ?"

"I was thinking aloud. I want to talk to your invaders.
Take themon a tour, Jeffer, when they're ready. Show
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them t he CARM "

"Kendy, I'mnot sure | want themto know about

you.
"I will observe only."

Cl ave and Anthon were flappi ng back to the CARM
They carried bl ackened cargo, and they no | onger wore
tethers. "Company coming," Jeffer said.

"Jeffer, you've conceal ed your contact with ne from
the rest of your tribe, haven't you?"

"I haven't nentioned it to themyet."

"I'"l'l keep ny silence while others are aboard. Play the
game any way you like."

Clave and Anthon returned black with soot. They un-

tied the now clunsy w ngs, then wiggled in, pushing arm
fuls of blackened sal vage ahead of them C ave crowed,
"I love it! It's really flying!"

"You never did like tide, did you, Cave? How s the

| eg?"

"It never gets any better." Clave flexed his right |eg.

The misshapen |unmp on his thighbone bul ged beneath the

skin and nuscle. The conpound fracture he'd suffered in
Carther States had healed, but in the jungle there had been

no tide to tell the bone to stop growing. "It feels |ike
strained it. If | have to fly any distance I'll use just one
Wi ng."

They set to mooring their loot along the walls. Two
tremendous hooks, wood stiffened with metal. A neter's
Il ength of netal band with tiny teeth al ong one edge. A
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har dwood tube had kept its shape if not its strength; the
remants of charred plastic hose clung to one end.

"Weapons and tools,"” Cave said. 'There was wire

twi sted together like a harebrain net, but it was burned
through in too many pl aces. Nothing el se worth taking
except the pipe. W've got to have that pipe. W noored
the lines to it, Jeffer. Let's pull it |oose."

"I't nust be inportant, given that you've npored the
CARMto a tree that's about to cone apart. Wiy? Just
because it's netal ?"

"I'"ve got a vague idea what this setup is for," dave
said. "We could duplicate everything except the pipe, in
theory anyway. The pipe isn't just nmetal, it's starstuff,
sonet hing out of the old science."

"Why do you say that?"
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"W couldn't find a seam " Anthon said. "It gl eans

when you rub away the soot. Clave, |I'mnot sure | |ike

any of this. Jeffer's right, that tree could cone apart and
throw us spinning across the sky, and for what? W ngs,

sure, those are wonderful, but the rest of this is just
weird!"

Clave the Chairman said, "Pull that pipe out. Scien-
tist."

Ant hon fumed and was silent. Jeffer said, "Strap
down. Let's hope the tethers hold."

Under attitude jets the CARM shuddered and | urched.
Then six neters of netal pipe two hundred ce' neters
across pulled |oose in a cloud of ash.

When Anthon and Cl ave went out to retrieve it, Jeffer
went too. They watched, grinning, while he thrashed and
spun; and suddenly he was flying, kicking stiff-Iegged
across the sky like any swordbird.

They bound the pipe up against the hull and took the
CARM back to Citizens Tree. The burning tree continued
to drift west and in.

Lawi kept the citizens away from her hut for five days,
THE SMOKE RING / 43

a full waking-sl eeping cycle. That becane inpossible

when she sent Rather for food. Rather came back with

wat erbird stew, and O ave, Jeffer, Gavving, M nya,

Debby, Jayan, Jinny, Mark, Jill, and a host of children
She kept them outside while the strangers ate. Then she
and Jeffer pulled the hut's entrance apart. It could be re-
built later.

The nman nanmed hi nmsel f: Booce Serjent. He shaped his
words strangely. He named the others: his wife Ryllin,
and their daughters M shael, Karilly, and Carl ot.

"We've del ayed the funeral until you're strong
enough, " C ave said. "Can you nake yourself discuss
funeral practices?”

Booce shrugged painfully. "W cremate. The ashes go
into the earthlife tanks. Wat do you do here?"

"The dead go to feed the tree."

"Al'l right. Chairman C ave, what has happened to
LogbearerT

"l don't understand."

"Logbearer is our ship. You saw a burning tree? The
fire started around Logbearer, in the nmiddle."

"W went there. We brought back a metal pipe and
sone other stuff.”

"You saved the nmmin feed pipe! How?"
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"W used the CARM It's an old starstuff relic, still
working. We use it to nove the tree."

Booce smiled and sighed and seened about to drift off
to sl eep.

Lawi asked, "Wat are you? Carlot said | oggers."

"Let himalone. I'mawake." The ol der woman
sounded tired. "I'mRyllin. Yes, we're |loggers. W take
| unber back to the Clunp and sell it there.”

Chai rman Cl ave asked, "You nmean there are men in
t her e?"

Ryllin's laugh chopped off as if it had hurt her. "Mre
than a thousand. Wth children, near two thousand."”
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"Thousands. Huh. And you nove trees. Don't you
have trees in the d unp?"

"No. The tide's wong."
"How do you nove a tree?"

"You cut off one tuft. Then the wind only blows on

the other tuft. Booce generally takes us west, so of course
we want the log to go east. So we cut the in tuft. The

wi nd pushes just on the out tuft, so it pushes the tree west,
and that slows it down. The tree drops closer to Voy and
speeds up—

The children and sone adults were | ooking confused.

We taught themthis! Lawi thought angrily. West takes

you in. Pushing a tree against the Snmoke Ring's rotati on—
west —woul d drop it closer to Voy. Lower orbits were

faster orbits. The tree woul d nove east toward the C unp.

"—But of course we need the rocket too," Ryllin was
saying. "A rocket is a tank of water, and a nozzle, and

a metal pipe with a fire around it. You run water through
the pi pe. The steam sprays away from where you want

to go. Wthout the pipe there's no Log bearer. You un-
derstand reaction effects?"

The citizens | ooked at each other. Children understood
the |l aw of reaction before they coul d speak

Ryllin said, "Well, when you get to the Cunp you

sever the other tuft and work the log to a mooring with
the steamrocket. Then you have to sell it. W' ve done
it all our lives. But the pipefire got away fromus ..
Lawi? I'mtired."

Gavving said, "Sell?"

"Forget it, Ryllin. Everybody out," Lawi ordered

"Chai rman, can you nove then?"
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The citizens drifted away in clunps of heated di scus-
si on.

Four sl eeps after reaching Citizens Tree, all of the Ser-
Jents were on their feet. Various citizens volunteered to
| ead them about. They noved tentatively, slowed by heal -

i ng bums and unaccustonmed to tide. Tb
tently, and spoke in vowel -tw sting aecen
words ... but for Karilly, who huddled ck
of her famly, silent.

Booce and his fam |y cane back tired. T
was primtive, and roony, and oddly bea
i zens had nanaged well with so little.

Lawi the Scientist |ooked them over a
wel | enough to attend a funeral

Chapt er Four

The In Tuft

fromthe Citizens Tree cassettes, year 7 SM
| NTEGRAL TREES

THESE | NTEGRAL TREES GROW TO TREMENDCQUS
SI ZE. VWHEN SUCH A PLANT REACHES | TS FULL GROATH,
I T STABI LI ZES BY TI DAL EFFECT. I'T FORMS A LONG
SLENDER TRUNK TUFTED W TH GREEN AT BOTH ENDS:

TENS OF THOUSANDS OF RADI AL SPOKES Cl RCLI NG LE-
VOY' S STAR, EACH SCORES OF KILOVETERS LONG

LI KE MANY PLANTS OF THE SMOKE RING THE | N
TEGRAL TREE IS A SO L COLLECTOR THE ENDPO NTS
ARE SUBJECTTO TI DAL GRAVITY. AND WND THE TUFTS
ARE I N A PERPETUAL W ND, BLOW NG FROM THE WEST
AT THE | NNER TUFT AND FROM THE EAST AT THE QUTER
TUFT. THE TI DE- ORI ENTED TRUNK BOW5 TO THE W NDS,
CURVI NG | NTO A SI NGLE, NEARLY HORI ZONTAL BRANCH
AT EACH END, G VING I T THE APPEARANCE OF AN | N
46
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TEGRATION SIGN. THE TUFTS SI FT FERTI LI ZER FROM THE
WND: SO L, WATER, EVEN ANI MALS AND PLANTS
SMASHED BY | MPACT.

FREE- FALL CONDI TI ONS PREVAI L EVERYWHERE EX-

CEPT IN THE | NTEGRAL TREES. THE MEDI CAL DANCERS

OF LIFE I N FREE- FALL ARE VELL KNOMN. | F DI SCI PLI NE
HAS | NDEED ABANDONED US, |F WE ARE | NDEED MA-
ROONED W THIN THI S VEI RD ENVI RONMENT, WE COULD

DO WORSE THAN TO SETTLE THE TUFTS OF THE | NTEGRAL
TREES .

—CLAI RE DALTON, SOCI OLOGY/ MEDI CI NE

FOLI AGE FRAMED HALF A WORLD OF SKY.
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The treemouth faced west, at the junction between

branch and trunk. Spine branches m grated west al ong the
branch, carrying whatever their foliage had picked up
fromthe wind, to be swallowed by the conical pit. Cti-
zens came too, to feed the tree. The treenmouth was their
toilet, their garbage disposal, and their cenetery.

Lawi the Scientist had described all of this in advance.
Booce tried to tell hinself that it nade sense; it was rea-
sonable in context; it only took getting used to.

Wend had been placed at the lip of the pit. She'd had
time to ride the spine branches hal fway into the cone of
the treenouth. Booce was gl ad that he could not see her
better.

Burni ng was cl eaner. Reducing the body to ashes
burned away nenories too

How was Karilly taking it?

Karilly was the quiet one. She obeyed orders, but
rarely showed initiative. She al nost never spoke to
strangers. A good child, but Booce had never really
under st ood her.

She hadn't been burned. Al of them had wat ched
Wend die; how could it be worse for Karilly? But she
hadn't spoken a word since the fire.

48 | Larry Niven

Chai rman O ave spoke, wel coming Wend into the

tribe. Lawi spoke of a citizen's last duty, to feed the tree.
Ryllin spoke her nmenories of her |ost daughter. Karilly

cried silently; the tears sheathed her eyes in crystal

O der citizens ate first. Booce saw his daughters hang-

i ng back—they had | earned that nuch already—while a

Citizens Tree girl-child filled his bow with waterbird stew
froma large, crude ceranic pot. He lurched away across

t he woven-spi ne-branch floor of the comons, follow ng

his wife, trying to keep his bow wupright.

"You think of the tide as sonmething to fight," his wife

said softly. "Think of it as a convenience."
" Hah. "

"Tide gives you a preferred direction. Something to

push agai nst. Look." Wth the bow held in one hand,
Ryllin | eapt one-legged into the air and spun in a sl ow
circle before her feet touched the fl oor again. She hadn't
spilled a drop.

"Moving isn't unpleasant in atide, it's just different.
These, ah, citizens make us | ook clunmsy, but we can ad-
just, love. W will adjust."”

"Stet. I've clinbed trees all ny life. . . . Conpany."
They were surrounded by children. A pudgy half-
grown girl said, "How do you nove a tree wthout a
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CARM?"

Booee said, "Let's sit down and I'Il tell you."
A dozen children waited patiently while Booce and

Ryllin nested thenselves in foliage. Then they all settled
at once.

Booce thought while he ate. He said, "You need a

rocket. My rocket was Logbearer, and it was ny father's
rocket before me. To make a rocket you need a rocket."
One asked, "How did anyone build the first rocket?"
Booce smiled at the dwarf boy. "The first rocket was
given by Discipline. It had a mi nd—the Library—and the
Admralty still has that, with nore knowl edge in it than
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you'll find in your little cassettes. Anyway, you' ve got to
have a rocket so you can get to the pod groves."

A worman of Booce's own size settled within earshot.

Booce pretended not to notice. "The biggest pod you can
find in the pod grove becones your water tank. You cut
another pod in half and it's your rocket nozzle. You run
the pipe into the stemend. You wap sikenw re around

the pipe to hold the firebark. You light the firebark. You
punp water through the hot pipe and it turns to steam

and goes racing out the nozzle, and that pushes you the

ot her way."

The pudgy girl (though all the children | ooked a bit
pudgy, well fed and conpressed by tide) asked, "Where
does pi pe cone fronk"

"l don't know. Discipline, maybe, if there ever was a

Di scipline."” The children snickered. Booce didn't know
why, so he ignored it. "There's a hundred and twenty
meters of pipe in the Enpire, so they tell ne, and forty-
eight of that nakes up the pipes in eleven |ogging ships.
Wbodsman carried a spare pipe, but they're richer than

we are.

"So. A rocket is one and a half pods, and a pipe, and

some sikenwire, and the hut conplex at the other end of
the tank. You need big hooks for tow ng, saws to carve
up wood, and crossbows, because you've got to find your
own food. Atrip takes a year or two. Mst of us trave

in famlies.

"Now you find a sting jungle. The honey hornets |ive

in the sting jungles, and there's nothing so big they can't
kill it. You need to cover yourself all over to get at the
nest. Honey is sticky red stuff, sweeter than foliage.

"Now you pick a tree. If it's nore than forty klonters
long, the wood' Il be too coarse and you'll be forever com
ing home. Thirty's about right. You noor your rocket at

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt (32 of 233) [1/19/03 6:21:33 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt

the midpoint, but you don't use it yet. You paint a line
of honey down the trunk to one of the tufts. Then you
gash the bark in a circle above the tuft, and paint honey
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al ong that. You know the bugs that eat a tree apart if it
starts to die?"

Heads nodded. The Serjents had been told of the death
of Dalton-Quinn Tree. Children must hear that tale early.

Booce said, "The bugs follow the honey down. They

eat the honey above the tuft. Then they're stuck, because
they've eaten all the honey. There's nothing left to eat
but wood. After a few sleeps the tuft drops off."

There were sounds of dismay. "W don't use occupied
trees, you know," Booce said gently. "The tree would

di e anyway when it gets near the Clunp. Integral trees
want a straightforward tidal pull, straight through Voy."

The pudgy girl asked a little coldly, "How nany trees
have you killed?" Booce saw that she was al nost an

adult. Her height had fooled him the tide had stunted her
growt h

"Ten. "

The dwarf (an adult too, with beard beginning to
sprout) asked, "Wiy do you cut off the tuft?"

"To nove. You know the rule? West takes you in, in

takes you east. | want the tree to nove east, back to the
Clunp. So | cut the in tuft. Now Il've got a west w nd

bl owi ng on the out tuft, and nothing at the in stunp to

catch the wind. The tree accelerates west. It drops toward
Voy. Things nove faster when their orbits are closer to

Voy, so the tree nmoves east. After a while I'min from

the Cunmp and still noving. That's when | need the

rocket. | have to cut off the other tuft, then fire the rocket
to nove the tree into the dunp."

The dwarf boy asked, "Wat then?"

"Then | sell the log for what | can get, and hope nobody

el se brought a log in at the sanme tinme. If there are two of
us conpeting, we mght not get enough to pay us for the
wor k. "

Most of the children | ooked puzzl ed. The dwarf asked,
"What went wrong this tinme?"

Booce's throat closed up. Hs decision! Wth sone re-

r
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lief he heard Ryllin say, "W were in a hurry. W thought
we could get nore water for the rocket. So we set the
rocket going before the tuft dropped off. That started a
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fire. Wend was trying to get out of the huts when the water
tank—wel |, it got too hot and—=

Booce junped in, hastily. "The water tank split open.
Wend got caught. Cariot and | were burned pulling her

out of the steam We were steering the log for that pond
out there, and your tree noved in front of it, so it was
the closest. So we made for it. And you found six of us
clinging to the trunk like toes in hair, and—and Wend
was dead, and the rest of us were ready to die, | think."

The adults had all been served. The children drifted
toward the cookpot. Booce ate. He'd let his stew get cold.

Li kely he woul d never see the Clunp again. It was as

well. He and his fanmily would be paupers there. He had
never owned anything but Logbearer itself, and even that
was gone. But was it really beyond belief that these people
coul d build another Logbearer']

When all the adults were eating, the children drifted
into line at the cookpot. Rather was just ahead of three
tall and dark young women, and just behind his brother
Harry.

"Take Jill's place," Rather told Harry.
"Way should I ?"

"Beats me. WIIl you do it?"

"Al right."

The favor would be repaid. Rather would take Harry's

pl ace at the cookpot or in the treadnill, or show hima
westling trick; sonething. These things didn't need dis-
cussion. Harry stepped out of line and talked to Jill where
she was serving stew. Jill served herself and Harry took
her pl ace.

The blond girl joined Rather. "Wat's that for?" she
asked; but she seened pl eased.

"I've been listening to the old ones. Now | want to
52 / Larry N ven

talk to the girls. Cone along?" If they wouldn't talk to a
dwarf boy, maybe they'd talk to a girl.

They followed the Serjent girls as they made their ex-
aggeratedly careful way across the commons' w cker

floor. The refugees settled slowmy into the foliage, keeping
their eyes fixed on their bows. Stew still slopped over

the edge of Cariot's bowl. "The hole's too big," she said.

"You just need practice. +'mJill, he's Rather."
"How do you eat when you're at the m dpoint?"

Jill and Rather settled across fromthem Rather
stripped four branchlets for chopsticks. Jill said, "I'd take
a snmoked turkey along. What do you use? Bow s with
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smal | er hol es?"

"Yes, and we carry these." Carlot produced a pair of
bone sticks, ornately carved. "You're |ucky. You've al-
ways got ... spine branches?"

"These are branchlets. The spine branches are the big
ones."

The third girl, Karilly, had not spoken. She was con-
centrating fully on her bow .

M shael said, "You seemto be happy."

Rat her found the commrent disconcerting. "What do
you nean?"

"You, all of you. You've got your tree and it's all you
need. Lunmber fromthe bare end of the branch. The

cl othes you wear, the cloth cones from branchlet fibers,
doesn't it?"

"It's foliage with the sugar washed out."

"And the dye is fromberries. Water conmes running

down the trunk into that basin, and you eat foliage and
catch neat fromthe sky. And there's the CARM Wt hout
the CARM you'd have to build a rocket to nove the tree.'

"Right." Rather thought, W don't know how to do

that. The CARMis all that keeps us from bei ng savages.
Is that how they see us? "W had to | eave the tree to get
our lines. And "the adults keep tal king about earthlife
crops. They couldn't bring seeds and eggs with them"
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"You could buy themin the Market if you were rich
enough. "

Jill said, "W don't know those words. Rich? Buy?"

Carl ot said, "Rich nmeans you can have whatever you
want . "

"Li ke being Chairnman?"
" NO—"

M shael took over. "Look, suppose you want earthlife
seeds or pigeons or turkeys. Stet, you go to the Market
and you find what you want. Then you've got to buy it.
You need sonething to give the owner. Metal, nmaybe."

"We don't have nmuch netal ," Rather said. "Wat are
the people like? Like you?"

"Sonetinmes," Carlot said. "What do you nean? Tall?
Dark? We get dark and light, short and . . . well, nostly
we're about as tall as ne, and the nen are taller."

"No dwarves?"

"Ch, of course there are dwarves. In the Navy."
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"What do you think of dwarves?" He hadn't nmeant to
ask so directly; he hadn't realized how inportant the
question was to him

Carl ot asked, "Wat do you think of ny |egs?"

Rat her bl ushed. "They're fine." They were hidden
anyway; Carlot was wearing the scarlet tunic and pan-
tal oons of Citizens Tree.

"One's longer than the other. My teacher's got one |eg

| onger than m ne and one leg like yours, and it never bot h-
ers him And the Admiral's got an armlike a turkey w sh-
bone. |'ve seen him W're all kinds. Rather."

It was Mark's habit to eat near the caul dron, where
others mght find him Rarely did he get conpany. This
day he was mildly surprised when Cl ave and M nya set -

tl ed thensel ves across fromhim They plucked branchlets
and ate. Presently O ave asked, "Wat do you think of
the Serjents?"

"They're doing all right."
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"That wasn't what | neant," Cl ave said, while M nya
was saying, "What will they do to Citizens Tree?"

"Ch." Mark thought it over. "Half of you cane from

the in tuft of a broken tree. You were fromthe out tuft,
M nya. Three from Carther States. Lawi and ne from
London Tree. London Tree used to raid Carther States

for copsiks. Fourteen years we've been living here, and
nobody's killed anyone yet. W can live with the Serjents
too."

Clave said, "Oh, we can live with them—= while
M nya wonder ed, "What do they think of us?"

Clave snorted. "They think we're a little backward,
and they'd like to talk us into going to the Cunp."

Wiere was this | eading? Mark asked, "Are you think-
ing they want the CARW"

"No, not that. Not inpossible either . . . Have you
tal ked to Gavving or Debby | atel y?"

"They don't |ike ny conpany. Neither do you,
M nya. "

M nya ignored that. "They're trying to figure out how
to build a steamrocket, starting with just the nmetal tube
t hey brought back!"

"Unh-/; «A." Mark saw the point now "They can build

us a machi ne that noves trees around. They can tell us
why we should all go to the Clunp. So you're a little
nervous. Chairman? W could | ose half the tribe. Lawri
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keeps saying there aren't enough of us now "
"And what do you want. Mark?"

Mark woul d have wi shed for a wife or three, but he

saw no point intelling ave or Mnya that. "I want noth-
ing fromthe Clunp. W're here. Twelve adults, twenty
children, happy as dunmbos in Citizens Tree. W shouldn't
be announcing that all over the sky. Even if the C unp
doesn't keep copsi ks, nmaybe sonebody out there does.
Things aren't perfect here, but they're good. | wouldn't
want to wi nd up as sonebody's copsik."

Cl ave nodded. "That's what |'mafraid of."
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M nya said, "W worked so hard to nmake this our
hone. Gavvi ng knows how cl ose we cane to dying. How
can he risk what we've got?"

"W seemto be agreed,"” Cave said briskly. "Wll?
What do we do about it?"

Lawi and Jeffer were mssing dinner. Lawi had |ed
her husband east al ong the branch, beyond the regi on of
the huts. In a dark wonb of foliage and branchlets, they

wer e maki ng babi es.

Resting, relaxed for the first time in many days, Lawri
plucked foliage and put it in Jeffer's nouth. He tal ked
around it, indistinctly. "Does this rem nd you of being
young?"

She | ost her smle. "No."

He leered. "Little London Tree boys and girls never
snuck off into the foliage—="

She shook her head violently. "It isn't like that for a
girl in London Tree. Wen boys get ol d enough, they
don't need us. They go to the in tuft. Copsik wonen be-
long to any nale citizen. Jeffer, you know that much!"

"l should. That's how Mark got M nya pregnant, be-
fore we got |oose.”

She changed position to lie along his length. "If he did.
Any man can father a dwarf."

"Even Rat her doesn't believe that."

" Bot her hi n?"

"Yeah . . . But wonen had children in London Tree,
didn't they? And narried?"

"Yes, if we were willing to act |ike copsiks oursel ves.
How el se could we conpete? | woul d've been some man's
copsik if I wanted to nake babies. So | never nade ba-
bies."
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Jeffer |looked into her eyes as if seeing her for the first
time. "Are you glad | cane?"
She nodded. Perhaps he couldn't see her blushing in
t he near - darkness.
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"Way didn't you ever tell nme?"

That was a stupid question. Know ng how she needed

him he'd use his advantage to win argunents! "This
wasn't what we cane to tal k about."

"Did we cone to tal k?"

"What did you find on the burned tree?"

"We didn't keep any secrets. —fhat's right, you wer-
en't there when Booce was telling us what we had. Wl l,
we got a pot full of charred stuff-honey, he sai d—and

a nmetal thing for cutting wood, and hooks . . . mscella-
neous stuff. And the netal pipe. Everything el se that
burned—+'ve forgotten what he called it all, but it can al
be repl aced, except the-what did Booce call it? The sik-
enwire. "

"I want to go to the Clunp," Lawi said

"Me too. O ave would never let both Scientists go."
Jeffer kissed her cheek. "Let's wait till the last minute
and then fight about it."

"What about the sikenw re?"

"We'l'l think of something. Do you think Clave will et

us take the CARWR"

"... No."

She felt himshrug. "Ckay. W go as | oggers?" She

nodded (their foreheads brushed) and he said, "I'd guess
Clunmp citizens will all look like jungle giants. W should
have a few. Anthon and Debby'll conme. A couple of the
Serjents for guides. Defenses ... we wouldn't want to

risk the CARMin the Cunp, but we could take the silver
suit."

"Wong. Alot of citizens don't want anything

changed. C ave thinks we're too close to the Clunp al -
ready. He wants to take us farther west. Mark agrees with
him "

"Yeah, |'ve talked to Mark. Treefodder. Wthout him
we can't use the silver suit . . . Lawi? Cave wants to
nove us west?"

"What are you thinking?"
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"W don't know enough yet. Forget it. Look what you
m ssed when you were a little girl..."

What ever the disagreenents now roiling through Gt-
izens Tree, there was at |east this bone of consensus: they
all wanted to fly.
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The Serjent girls were willing. From branchwood

sticks and fromcloth that was nmade on the | oons bel ow
the branch, they made wings. Karilly worked quietly and
skillfully and w thout words. M shael and Carl ot ex-

pl ai ned as they went, and corrected the mistakes of the
children who enul ated them The work went fast. Cti-

zens woul d wear their old tunics and pants for half a year
| onger, for cloth was not made quickly; but twenty-four

wi ngs were ready within twelve days.

Jeffer took Mshael, Mnya, Gawi ng, and ei ght of the

ol der children to the mdpoint via the lift. Qher children
ran with zeal in the treadm ||, knowi ng that theirs woul d
be the next flight.

Jef fer had chosen with sone care. These were the chil-

dren who had not shied back fromcrossing to the pond

on the day of the firetree. Yet there had been lines to cling
to then. Today there was only bark, and sone of them

clung to that.

Rather flew, and was instantly in love with wings. Jil

| ooked |i ke she was facing death, but when wi ngs were
bound to her ankles and Rather was already in the sky,

she flew. M shael served as instructor. Jeffer |earned how
to kick, howto turn. Wien the sky was filled with w nged
adults and children, the rest gul ped hard and | oosed their
hold on the bark and fl ew.

They were in the sky for one full circle of the sun. The
adults had their hands full herding themback to the lift.
Arth made a ganme of it, fleeing across the sky until Jeffer
and Gawi ng closed in on himand pulled his w ngs off.

The sun was rising up the east before they had the children
rounded up.
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Then Jeffer sent the others down without him He told
M nya, "I want to do sone naintenance. Start the |ift
again after you're down."

"Kendy for the State. Hello, Scientist."
"Hel |l o, Kendy."
"How are your refugees?"

"Four of the Serjents recovered. One of the girls, Kar-
illy, |looks okay but she doesn't talk."

"Shock. She may recover. Wien nay | see then?"
"Kendy, | wanted to give Mshael a tour of the CARM

The Chairnman vetoed that. He's afraid they' |l try to stea
the CARM "

"Nonsense. What do the rest of your tribe think?"

"We're split down the mddle. Half of us want to go
see what's in the unp. They've got a place ... the
Market? . . . where we could get anything we want. The
Serjents told us about it."
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" And?"

"The Chairman is scared spitless of the Cunp. He

thinks we're too close now Sonme of the others feel the
same way. Jayan and Jinny, of course, but Mark and

M nya too. Even the Serjents don't all want to |eave.
Mark's asked Ryllin for permssion to marry Karilly, and
she gave it."

"Good. How do you feel about this, Jeffer?"

"1l want to see the Cunp. Booce told nme they've got
sonething they call the Library, but it sounds like a
CARM autopilot. | want to scan their cassettes. Kendy,
I'"mdoing what | can. | just took sone of them flying.
They like that. Maybe they'll start wondering what else
they're mssing."

"I remenber Clave. He leads his citizens where they
want to go. Call a council. Force your citizens to make
a decision."

"What good does that do us?"
"If you lose the vote, you'll know where you st and.
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Then make Cl ave set a date for moving the tree. Decide
what you need and who you need. Is there any chance
you can tal k Mark around?"

"None. "

"The Serjents told you how to go about setting up a
| oggi ng enterprise. Tell me."

The children slept on, exhausted by their flying. Gavv-
ing was making an early breakfast on a slice of snoked
dunmbo neat. He said, "The Admiralty has earthlife

pl ants. "

"We've lived without themfor fourteen years,
said sleepily.

M nya

"We lived without lifts and the CARM for |onger than
that. It was because we didn't know. "

"The Admralty has never touched us. W woul dn't

know it exists, except that Booce tells us so. But you want
to know nore. Aren't these matters nore properly dis-
cussed in council?"

Gavving | ooked closely at his wife. "You | ooked like

this fourteen years ago, when you were trying to kill ne.
The whole tuft is like that. There hasn't been fighting |like
this since the War of London Tree!"

"I haven't forgotten London Tree. W nmade a hone
here. Any change is for the worse."

"Dear, are you sorry they came?"

"No!" Mnya said with some force. She was fully
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awake now. "There aren't enough of us. W all feel that."
"Lawri the Scientist tal ks about the gene pool being
too smal | =

"W don't need that gibberish. W can feel we're too
few. Now we have three nore wonen, even if Ryllinis
too old to host a guest, and they're different fromus—

"They are indeed!"
"Well, that's good!"

"Suppose they want to go hone?"

"They can't," Mnya said flatly.
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A child stirred: Qaen. Gavving |l owered his voice
"Suppose we built them another rocket. Suppose sone
of us wanted to go with them"

M nya stopped to sort words through her head. Gavv-

ing waited patiently. Presently she said, "They'd have to
be crazy. We'd have to be crazy to let themgo. Gav, have
you forgotten London Tree?"

"No. | haven't forgotten Quinn Tuft, either, or Carther
States. They didn't nake citizens into copsi ks, and neither
did your people.”

No. But we attacked you the instant we saw

"True."

"Do you remenber being lost in the sky, clinging to a
sheet of bark and dying of thirst? W faced dangers we
can't even describe to our children, because they were
too strange! We fought hard for Citizens Tree! And now
both Scientists want to cross a thousand klonters to the
Clunmp shouting 'Here we are!' Wiy do you want to risk
what we' ve got ?"

"They' ve got things to trade. They've got w ngs—
"W've got wings."

"W picked jet pods, when we could find them All

this tinme. And it's so sinple'. Mnya, what would you have
given for a pair of w ngs, when we were stranded in the
sky? Everything in the Snmoke Ring can fly except men,

and all it takes is spine branches and cloth! They've got
a rocket that noves a tree, and it isn't stolen starstuff,
it's made nostly fromthings they find in the Snoke Ring.

What have they got in the dunp? Wiat haven't we seen
yet ?"

She put bitterness in her laughter. "A thousand peopl e
and a drastic need for copsiks, maybe."

Gavvi ng sighed. "Stet, you don't want anything
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changed. What should we do? They're here."
"Make them wel cone," said Mnya. "Teach them
THE SMOKE RING / 61

how to live in a tree. Get the girls married. Make them
part of us. Gavving, Mark intends to marry Karilly."
"Karilly's sick in the mnd. She isn't getting over it.
"Sure, and Mark's a dwarf. He's needed a wife, and
none of us would touch him 1 never did feel sorry for the
copsi k runner, but... but he's willing to take care other
And | think you ought to marry one of the other girls."
Bang! Gavving stared. This was a wonan afraid of

changes? "I ammarried."
"Clave has two wives. Anthon did, until lisa died. |'m

getting too old to nake babies, dear."
"You don't mean—
"No!" She hugged him "But it won't give nme a guest

to carry."

"You' re serious? Ckay, who?"

She hesitated. Then, bravely (he thought): "I would
have t hought M shael. She's the ol dest. Gavving, she
showed me how to fly. I like her."

"Have you nentioned any of —=

"No, you fool! A woman doesn't ask a woman to be

her wife!" And when he | aughed she smiled, weakly.
Gavving saw how difficult this was for her. M nya nust
have t hought | ong and hard about this.

"There's roomto extend the hut," she said. "W'd
have anot her pair of hands, adult hands. The children are
growi ng up, they're not as nuch fun any nore—

And if some of us marry Serjent wonen, we'll have

their loyalty when the Admiralty comes to us! Logbearer
can't be the only ship in the sky. Gavving wondered if his
brain was working in the service of his seeds. Mnya had
not referred to Mshael's alien beauty.

And if we do visit the Clunp, his brain ran on, we'll
need gui des. Booce or Ryllin would have to go. Wth their
daughters anong us, we'd have their |oyalty—

Chapter Fwe
The Silver Suit
fromthe Admiralty cassettes, year 3 SM

VE WERE CHOSEN FOR THI'S. NO CI TI ZEN LEAVES
EARTH ORBI T UNTIL THE STATE HAS LEARNED H' S TOL-
ERANCE FOR FREE- FALL. ONE IN TEN THOUSAND HAVE
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THE GENETI C QUI RKS TO SURVI VE MONTHS OR YEARS OF
FREE- FALL W THOUT SOFTENI NG OF THE BONES, W TH
OUT FAI LURE OF THE DI GESTI VE SYSTEM W THOUT THE
TERROR OF FALLI NG

WE SERVED THE STATE BY FLYI NG TO THE STARS
WHEN THE DRI VE WAS OFF WE PLAYED AT FLYI NG

VWH LE CRAMPED I N A SEEDER RAMSH P W TH BARELY
ROOM TO FLAP OUR ARMS. HERE |'S REAL FLIGHT. OF
COURSE THE SMOKE RI NG SEEM5 AN | NCREDI BLE
DREAM COMVE TRUE—O US

—SHARON LEVOY, ASTROGATI ON

"KENDY FOR THE STATE. HELLO JEFFER. |IT S BEEN
more than thirty days.”

62
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"I was busy. We got our council. It's over."
"How did it go?"

"W lost."

"Who sided agai nst you?"

"Clave. Jayan and Jinny. Mnya. Mrk."

"Five out of ten. If you count the Serjents, twelve."

"Thirteen. Mshael's old enough, and married too, but

she acts like a junior wife. She won't make M nya or
Gavvi ng angry. Gavving doesn't want to fight with M nya

The Serjents don't think like citizens yet. Anthon won't
get into the argunents. I'mnot really sure where he
stands. The rest of us want to see what's out there, but

we don't all want it enough. Debby | oves arguing, but

she's not very good at it. W didn't give Cave any trouble
at all."

"You' re disappointed. Don't be. Did you think that
flying would bring them around? People tend to side with
authority, and authority tends to protect its own power.
Clave is the key. Cave has everything he wants in CGti-
zens Tree."

"Kendy, do you see us as savages?"

"Yes. Don't take that too seriously, Scientist. | would
probably see the Admiralty as savages too. | want to ed-
ucate you all."

"Then educate ne, Kendy. | can't just take Booce and
Ryllin and go off into the sky. W=

"You must go, Jeffer. The wealth of the L4 point is
alnost irrelevant. It takes many people to hold a civili-
zation together. There are too few of you here to be nore
t han savages!"”
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Jeffer didn't react to the insult, barring an increase in
infrared radiation from his cheeks, neck, and ears. "W'd
need things Ctizens Tree can't spare. Lawi's on ny side,
but we can't both go. The tree needs a Scientist. W'd
have to take the CARM too. We—

"Take it."

"You're not serious. Dalton-Quinn Tree died because
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we couldn't nove it. | won't see it happen to Citizens
Tree."

"Bring the CARM back when you're through with it."
Jeffer paused to think. (Kendy never did that. It was

anot her reason to distrust Kendy: he seened to | eap at
his answers, without forethought.) "W night |ose the
CARM "

"You can build a steamrocket. Jeffer, I'mdrifting out
of range."

"W've got one pipe, and we need that to be | oggers.
Wthout the pipe, Citizens Tree couldn't build a steam

rocket. | wouldn't have believed that so nuch could
change in twenty sleeps. Kendy?" The signal dissolved
i n noise.

Kendy returned to his records.

For twenty State years CARM #6 had been taking pic-
tures, not just through the CARM caneras but through
the fisheye lens on the pressure suit too.

Here: the squirrel cage that ran a nuscle-powered lift,
and the lines | eading up. Far too rmuch footage of that.

Here: fire burned in a great bow of soft clay. The silver
suit nmoved around the edges of the fire, poking it, or ad-
justing sheets of bark that had been set as vanes to channe
the wind into the burning wood. The | ook of the clay began
to change

Here: less fire than snoke. Wat | ooked |ike enough
spaghetti to feed Sol systenmis entire State governnent
had been spread | eeward of snol dering wood. The pres-
sure suit nmoved around and within the mass, turning it
and | oosening the strands—vines—ith the handl e of a
har poon so that the snoke would cure them These were
the lines that now served Citizens Tree.

I ngenious. A poor way to treat State property; but they
wer e maki ng use of |ocal resources too.

The platform around the cookpot was of boards tied
with line. It had always been flinsy, and that didn't matter
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much in Citizens Tree's low tide; but over the years the
Iines had | oosened. Jayan and Ji nny conpl ai ned about the
way the platformlurched while they tried to nmake di nner.
So Rat her and Carl ot had been sent to repair the platform

Rat her enjoyed the work. It called for nuscle rather
than dexterity. He lifted one end of a new branchwood
plant into place. He called, "Hold this," and waited unti
Carl ot was set. Then he bounded down to the other end
and hoi sted that.

Carl ot gi ggl ed.

Rat her began to tie the planks. One loop of line to hold
it, then he could work on a nore el aborate nooring. He
asked, "What's funny?"

"Never mnd," Carlot said. "Are you going to tie this
for me?"

"I thought 1'd just |eave you there. You nake a good
nmooring, and decorative too."

"Ch." She held the planks in place with one armwhile
she reached out. Her right leg was twenty ce' neters

| onger than the left, and she usually reached with that.
Her long toes grasped a coil of line and pulled it to her
hands. She tied a tenporary binding.

In the twenty-two sl eeps since their arrival, all of the
Serient fam |y had becone dextrous in Citizens Tree tide.

Rat her wrapped a dozen | oops of |ine around the plank
ends, then began tightening them Heave on a | oop, pul
the sl ack around; again. Fromthe opening beyond the
treempbuth the wind blew steadily, drying sweat as fast as
it fornmed.

Carlot called fromher corner. "That's as tight as | can
get it."

Rat her was finished at his end. He jogged down to Car-
lot's end (ripe copter plants buzzed up around his feet)
and began pulling in slack. She'd left a good deal, of
course. Carlot was agile, but not strong. He asked, "What

got you giggling?"
"Just the way you scurry."
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Rat her's hands paused for |ess than a second, then con-
tinued.

"You did ask," she said defensively. "You have to
go runni ng back and forth because you can't reach as far
as—

"l know that."

"Did you nake this caul dron yourselves? | wouldn't
have thought you could do that here. It's big enough to
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boil two people at once."

"Hey, Carlot, you don't really eat people in the Em
pire, do you?"

She | aughed at him "No! There's a happyfeet tribe
that's supposed to do that. But how did you make it?"

"The grownups found a gl ob of gray nud west of the

tree. Maybe it was the middle of a pond that cane apart.

They brought some back. W took all the rocks in Citizens
Tree and piled themin a bow -shape, out on the branch

where we couldn't do any danage. | was just a kid, but

they let ne help with the rocks. W plastered the nud

over the rocks. W got firebark from another tree and

piled it in the bow -shape and fired it. It took a dozen days
to cool off, and then it was like that. W did it tw ce—=

"You're cute," she said solemmly.

Carl ot was a year older than Rather. An exotic beauty

was growing in her. Half her hair had been burned off,

and she had cut the rest to match. Now it was |like a skull-
cap of black wire. She was two and a half neters tall

with long fingers and long, agile toes, and arns and | egs
that could reach out forever

Carlot affected Rather in ways he wasn't quite ready
to accept. He said, "Put it in the treenouth. Wen do
get to be overwhel mi ngly handsonme?"

"Cute is good. If | weren't your aunt—=
"Tr eef odder. "
"Are you not ny nephew?"

Rat her studied his work. "I think we're done. —t's
an Enpire thing, is it? You don't make babies even with
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relatives of relatives? Fine, but you' ve got a thousand
people in the Enpire! At |least that's what your parents
say. We had ten adults and twenty chil dren when you
cane. | won't get nuch choice about who | marry."

"Who, then?"

He shrugged. "Jill's a half year older than ne. Al the
other girls are younger. 1'd have to wait." The subject
made hi munconfortable. He | ooked up past the treadml|
and along the trunk, to where a handful of citizens were
trying their wings. "I wish | was up there. You've been
flying all your life, haven't you?"

"l should be there, showi ng you people howto fly.

This damm fluff," Carlot said. Long sleeves were sewn

| cosely to her tuftberry-scarlet tunic. She pulled one
away. The green fur along her armhad turned brown; the
patch had shrunk. "How s yours?" She touched his

cheek. The patch felt half nunb and raspy; it ran from
his face down his neck and across part of his chest. "It's
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drying up. Ten days, it'll be cleared up."
"Too treefeeding slow"
"We just have to stay in the shade for a while. Fluff

needs sunlight."
"Yeah."
From eastward, his first nother's voice called above

the wind-roar. "Rather!"

Rat her bounded toward M nya across the fl oor of

brai ded, live-spine branches. Carlot gave hima good head
start, then bounded after him Her asymmetric | egs gave
her an odd run, a pleasure to watch: boundBOUND,
boundBOUND, |owflying flight. Soon she'd be faster

than Jill. She reached M nya a good six neters ahead of
Rat her, turned and flashed a grin at him She lost it im
medi at el y.

"—Crawl ed too far toward the treenputh, and now he
can't— M nya stopped and began again. "Rather! It's
the children. Harry and Qaen and Gorey went crawing
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around in the old west roons. Gorey went too far, and
Harry and Qwven can't reach him and he can't get out."

"You can't get to hin®P"

"I didn't try. Rather, we don't know how long it was
before Harry cane to get us."

"Ch." Harry would have tried to rescue Gorey him
self, then spent nore tine working up the nerve to tel
his nmother. And Gorey was only five! "I'I|l need sone
kind of knife," he said.

n \Mat ?Il
"I"'mno narrower than you are, First Mther. |I'mjust
shorter. | may have to cut through sone spine branches.”

The wind didn't reach Mark's long hair and beard.

They held the sweat |ike two sponges. The slab of hard
branchwood strapped to his back massed as nmuch as he

did. He scranbled up the slope of the treadnm ||, panting,
trying to stay higher than Karilly and seven children. Wth
a weight on his back, Mark was the equal of any two

adul ts.

The treadmi|l| was six neters across and four wide, a
fragil e wheel of branchwood sticks. Water runni ng down
the trunk helped to spin it, but runners were still needed.

It was getting easier; the treadm || was spinning faster.
The cages must be al nost passing each other. "Qut!"

Mark panted. "Runners, out!" Seven |aughing children
junped fromboth sides of the treadmlIl, until only Mrk
and Karilly were left.
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Above was a sudden glare as the sun passed into view.
Karilly's dark skin shone with sweat; she breathed

deeply as she bounded uphill al ongside him He knew she

coul d understand him "Karilly. Wen the up cage is at

the top it ... doesn't weight anything. It takes all of us
to lift the down cage. Right now ... the cages are

next to each other. | can run by nyself. In alittle while
.the down cage will be falling. I'll have to get out. Use
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the brake. Slow it down." She watched himas if she were
listening. "So you junp out now. "

Then he saw that she was afraid.

"Ckay." He let the cage carry himaround. Inverted,
he scranbl ed down the other side. "I'mslowing it. Can
you get out now?"

Karilly scranbl ed out.

Twenty klonters over his head, Lawi and her student
flyers nmust be wondering what had gone wong. Mark
started the cage spinning again, letting his body do its
accustomed work while his mnd drifted.

Long ago and far away, there had been civilization

London Tree had had stationary bicycles to run the

el evators to the tree mdpoint, and copsiks to run the bi-
cycles. Citizens Tree was primtive. They had London
Tree's CARM of course: a thing of science dating from
the day nen canme fromthe stars. Ot herw se they nust

buil d everything.

Mar k had shown the refugees howto build a lift. Mrk

had wanted to nmake bicycles, but the Scientists had built
the treadm || instead. They kept the silver suit next to the
treadm Il with its helmet open. Citizens at the CARM

could call for the lift through the radio in the suit.

Bel ow hi m he coul d see the holl ow space of the com

mons, and two chil dren bounding east. The tall, dark girl
was far ahead of the smaller boy, who moved in slower,
shorter steps, as if tide were heavier for him

Hs son. His size proved it. Mark woul d not have

wi shed that on him yet Rather would be the next Silver

Man. Mark wondered if the citizens would appreciate

their fortune. In the short lifetime of Citizens Tree there
had been no need for an invulnerable fighter, and the sil-
ver suit had becone a mere communications device

Had it not been for one stupid, stubborn act, Mark

would still be a citizen of London Tree. But he woul d
never have seen the stars, and he woul d never have seen
hi s son.
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The treadni ||l was spinning by itself. Mark junped out.
He set the branchwood sl ab down. He | ooked up al ong
the trunk, but he couldn't see the down cage yet. "We'l
let it run for a bit."

If Karilly could talk, would she still smle at himlike
this? He took her hand. "Lawi wanted you with them

You were afraid to go up, weren't you?" He had known

a London Tree citizen who was afraid of falling. It was
instinct gone wong. If such a wonan were born in a place
like Carther States, would she be afraid all the tinme? Unti
the added terror of a fire pushed her over the edge.

"Lawi wanted ne up there too. | wonder what it's
like. Flying."

But the silver suit caught his eye. No.

H s business in London Tree had been war. Wre there
copsik runners in the Cunp? Karilly would know. "I

wi sh you could talk. The Scientists can't marry us till you
can say the words. The key word is yes. WIIl you try?

Yes. "

" Mar k! "

He junped. " Debby?"
She called frombelow. "Yeah. Shall we relieve you?"

Mark swal lowed his irritation. "The enpty's com ng
down. You want to brake when the sun's at about
el even. "

"We'll do it." Debby and Jeffer clinbed up to join
them "Hello, Karilly."

Jeffer said, "You didn't go flying? You should try it."

"Not ne. I"'mthe Silver Man. | fly with the silver suit.
Cone on, Karilly." Maybe sonmebody woul d need nuscl e
at the cookpot platform

The tunnels ran through the tuft Iike wornmholes in an
appl e. Unused tunnels tended to cl ose up; but passersby
ate fromthe foliage as they passed, so the tunnels in nor-
mal use stayed open. One such tunnel ran past Rather's
hone.

At its west end Rather could have circled the hut with
his legs. This was the ol dest section. As the spine
branches m grated west along the branch, eventually to
be swal | owed by the treenouth, encl osures tended to
shrink. The newest sections were the |argest.

Thi s di sappearing section had been small when new.

It had housed only Gavving and M nya and the baby

Rat her. Qther children had cone, and Gavvi ng wove new
roons eastward, faster than the treemouth coul d swal | ow
them By now there were seven children, and a new wife
for Gavving, and a far bigger conmmon roonm for the Ct-
i zens Tree popul ace was growi ng too. The original roons
had di sappeared into the treenouth. These that he was
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passi ng now, w cker cages al ongside the tunnel, were stil
| ess than Rather's height. The children tended to claim
these for their own.

Rat her found a deforned door. As he craw ed inside

he heard M nya saying, "Keep going, Carlot. Go to the
common room and get ny old matchet off the wall and
bring it back. Hurry."

Harry, eight years old and Rather's height, was crying
into Mshael's chest. Rather nodded to M shael. "Second
Mot her. Wiich way did he go? Strai ght west?"

M shael , seven years older than Carlot, had Carlot's

dark, exotic beauty in fully devel oped form and | egs that
caused even Rather to stare: |long and sl ender and per-
fectly matched. She'd cut her trousers into | oose shorts,
odd-looking in Citizens Tree. The | ow roof cost her sone
dignity. She had to crouch. She | ooked unconfortable and
annoyed. "Straight on in. And he's stopped tal king. |
think he's mad at us."

Rat her said, "You know this is no big deal, don't you?
It happens all the tine."

"I don't know. Rather, | still get the shivers in your
crawl i ng huts! Your parents just don't understand that.
And poor Gorey, he is frightened."

"Sure. Carlot's conming with Mother's matchet. Send

72 | Larry N ven

her after ne. | need it to cut ny way through.” It didn't
feel odd to be speaking thus perenptorily to his second
nmot her. M shael wasn't that nuch ol der than Rather; she
was new to all this, and it showed.

Rat her crawl ed west.

Menories tried to surface around him Hi s parents'

bedroom he'd lived in a basket, in a corner too small for
a baby now The private dining area, and ghosts of won-
derful snells: were they in his nose, or in his mnd? The
common room and too many strangers: he'd cried and

had to be taken away. The spaces were distorted and tiny,

a green-black wonb. The spine branches were still grow
ing. He tore themaway with his fists; tore through an old
partition.

He didn't like this. Hs past was too small to hold him
"CGorey!"

From west by north, Gorey yelled piercingly. He
sounded nore angry than frightened. How had he gotten
t hereat What had been a kitchen wall had crunpl ed and
grown half a meter thick! He must have found sone way
around—

"Rat her ?"
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Carlot, behind him He reached far back and took what

was pushed into his hand. "Thanks." He pulled it to the

| evel of his face, turned it with sonme difficulty and pushed
the bl ade further.

"Can you get to hinP"
"One way or another."

For years the matchet had been no nore than a part

of the wall. He'd never really | ooked at it. The handl e

was long and a bit too wide for his short fingers. The bl ade
was sixty ce' neters of black netal, tinged red by tine.

Time and use had serrated the edge. It had once bel onged

to a Navy man of London Tree.

In this restricted space he nust use it as a saw. He
didn't try to cut the wall. He cut branchlets west of him
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He turned starboard, still saw ng through nmi scell aneous
branchl ets. "Gorey?"

Cautiously, doubtfully: "Rath?"
"Here. G ve ne your hand. Can you reach ne?"
"l can't nove!"

Rat her saw a thrashing foot. He pulled on it experi-
mental ly. Gorey was pi nned between a spine branch and

a smooth dark wall: the main branch itself. He nust have
tried to cram between them Rather wiggled forward.

He sawed the spine branch half through, reached farther
and broke it with his hands. Gorey wiggled out and

wr apped hinmsel f around his brother and clung. Presently
he asked, "Are they mad?"

"Sure they're nad. How did you get here? H de and
seek?"

"Yeah. Harry said he was gonna catch ne and feed
me to the triunes, so | kept going. Then | was afraid the
treemputh would get ne and | got really scared.”

"Harry woul dn't get that close to a triune famly. You
know t hat . "

"Yeah, but | was mad."

"You'd starve to death before you reached the tree-
mouth. Here, grab nmy foot and follow ne."

The boy's fingers were | ong enough to overlap Rather's
ankle. He was already taller than Rather. They craw ed
out, with easier going at every neter.

In the cormon room Rather's nothers greeted him as

a hero, while Gorey was scol ded and petted. Rather took
it with what grace he could. He wondered if Carl ot was
| aughing at him but in fact she seened to think he had
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done sonet hi ng actively dangerous.

It made hi munconfortable. He was vastly relieved

when Gavvi ng poked his head through the door. "Tread-
mll runners!” he called. "Rather?" And Rather was res-
cued.

Harry and Carlot came with them As they neared the
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treemouth Gavving said, "Harry, Carlot, why don't you
see if they need help with the laundry pot?"

They split off. Harry grunbling.

Rat her followed his father up through the tunnels to-

ward the treadnmill. Hi s nerves were prickling. Sonething
odd was going on. "Father? Do they really need treadnill
runners?"

"No," Gavving said w thout |ooking down.

The treadmi || was at rest. Debby and Jeffer lay in the
foliage nearby, eating and tal king. They sat up when
Gavvi ng appeared. "Got him" Gavving said.

Thi s nmust have sonething to do with the Serjent fam

ily; and the conference before the I ast sleep, fromwhich
children were barred; and the argunents that divided half
the fanilies in the tree. Do ny nothers know about this?
Woul d t hey approve? Rather asked instead, "Should we

have brought Carl ot ?"

"No need. Rather, we have to find out sonething.”
Gavvi ng pointed at a short, faceless fat nan nmade of sil-
very nmetal. "Try that on."

"The silver suit?"
"Yeah. See if you can get into it."

Rat her |1 ooked it over. This thing had a fearsonme, quasi-
scientific reputation. It was a flying fighting nmachine,
stronger than crossbow bolts, stronger than the airl ess-
ness beyond all that was known. Rather had never before
seen it with its head cl osed.

Jeffer instructed him "Lift this latch. Take the head
and turn it. Pull up. Turn it the other way."

The head came up on a hinge.

"This latch too. Now pull this down . . . now pull it
apart . . . good."

The suit was open down the front, and enptv.
"Can you get in?"
"WWhere's Mark?"

" Debby?"
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"No problem W relieved himand he took Karilly to
the kitchen."

"Father . . . wait. Listen. I'mthe only boy in the tree
with two nothers and two fathers." Rather plunged on
despite the sudden hurt in Gavving' s face. "We' ve never

tal ked about this, but I always knew . . . sooner or |ater
I"d ... does Mark know what you're doing with the silver
sui t?"

"No. "

"What's it all about?" Four big adults could make him
do whatever they wanted; and it didn't matter. They
needed his cooperation, and he didn't know enough to
give it.

Jeffer the Scientist said, "lIt's about seeing what's out-
side Citizens Tree. It's |earning about the Snoke Ring,
what we can use, what we need to be afraid of. O else
it's about staying savages until soneone cones out of the
sky to teach us the hard way."

"We're going to the Clunp," Gavving said. "W'Il be
safer if we can take the Silver Mn."

"Uh- huh. Mark doesn't want to go?"
"Right."

They wat ched as Rather tried to get into the suit. He

had to get his legs in first, then duck under the neck ring.
He closed the sliding catches, the headpi ece, the | atches.
The suit was | oose around his belly, snug everywhere

else. "It fits."

Jeffer closed the helmet on him He rotated it left unti
it dropped two m'neters, then right.

Rat her was | ocked in a box his own size and shape.

The suit snelled faintly of former occupants, of exertion
and fear. He noved his arns, then his | egs, against faint
resi stance. He turned and reached and pl ucked a handfu

of foliage . . . good. He could nove. He could nove like
a nornal man.

The air was getting stale ... but Jeffer was already
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turning the helnet, lifting it. The adults were smling at
each other. Gavving said, "Okay. Get out of it."

Getting out of the silver suit was as difficult as getting
in. Rather said, "Now tell ne."

"Some of us are going to visit the Clunp. Do you want
to cone with us?"

"Who's going? How long will it take?"

"Me," said Jeffer. "Gavving. Booce and Ryllin. An-
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thon and Debby. The Clunmp is all jungle giants. W need
peopl e that size."

"How does the Chairman—
"He'll try to stop us."

"Father, | don't really like the thought of not ever com
i ng horne."

Gavvi ng shook his head. "They'|ll want the CARM

back. They'll want us back too. Citizens Tree isn't so
crowded that they can afford to | ose anyone who
breathes. They'll want to know what we | earned. They'l

want what we bring back. Half the citizens are on our side
anyway; they just don't want to buck the Chairman."

"You' re taking the carnil”

"W are." Gavving clapped himon the shoul der

"Think about it. We've got two sleeps to get ready. Wat-
ever you decide, don't nention this to anyone, parti cu-
larly your nothers."

"Father, you'd better tell it all." Rather didn't con-
sider whether he had the right to ask. Cave wouldn't |ike
this; Mnya wouldn't like it; and if he agreed to this—t
was only just comng to hi m+4f Rather agreed, then he

was the Silver Man.

Jeffer said, "It isn't just the wealth of the C unp Ad-
mralty. It's—=

"Tell me what you're going to do."

They told him

Chapter Six

The Appear ance of
Mut i ny

fromDisciplined | og, year 1893 State = 370 SM

MEDI CAL READQUTS SHOWED THAT THE | NHABI T-

ANTS OF CARM #6 LIED TO ME. THEY REACTED
STRONGLY TO ACCUSATI ON OF MJTI NY. | LOST WY
CHANCE TO QUESTI ON THEM | N DETAI L. THEY MAY
HAVE MUTI NI ED AGAI NST LEG TI MATE HOLDERS OF THE
CARM HEREDI TY WLL TELL.

ITS ABAD HABIT. | WLL BREAK THEM OF IT.
—SHARLS DAVI S KENDY, CHECKER
CLAVE PULLED H MSELF OQUT OF THE ELEVATOR FI RST.

Wngs were tethered next to the cage, and he pulled one
free and tied it in place along his left shin. "This was a
good idea, Gavving. Wngs aren't nuch use in the tuft."
"Ch, we'll keep sone there too. Hunters used to carry
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jet pods. Wngs are better. But there's no point porting
77

78 | Larry N ven

them up and down every tinme soneone wants to fly. Wat
are you doi ng?"
"Fixing this." He chopped with his nmatchet at his
other wing. Wen ten ce' neters were gone, he tied the
wing to his right shin. He felt distinctly | opsided.

letter and Gavving were al so wi nged now. The three

fl apped out toward the CARM spurning the convenient
handhol ds the bark afforded. Clave's flight wavered, then
steadied. He'd been right. This was easier on the warped
muscl es in his thigh.

Jeffer was first through the airlock. "Prikazyvat
Voi ce. "

The CARM s deep voice said, "Ready, Jeffer the Sci-
entist—

A wonman's voi ce broke in. "Jeffer, it's Lawi. | think
I want to join you."

"Conme on up. Bring sonething to eat. W'll be running
the main nmotor for naybe two days."

"WIIl do. Lawi out."
"What was that about?" O ave asked.

"Lawi doesn't trust ne with the CARM" Jeffer
| aughed. "Now we refuel the beast."

Cl ave sighed. "Pump?"

"Right. You punp while 1 do a checklist. Oherw se
we'll lose the pondl et when we go under thrust."

Sone punpi ng had been done, but negatons of water

still nestled against the trunk. Clave ran the hose from
the CARMto the pondlet. The punp was a wheel and a

tube and piston, all carved from hard branchwood. C ave
braced his back and arns agai nst the bark and ki cked the
wheel around with his feet on the spokes. "Help woul d

be appreciated," he grunted.

Gavving joined him

The punp | eaked. The pond didn't dwi ndle fast, but it
dwi ndl ed. They broke to drink thirstily, then resumed
punpi ng. The sun had dropped fromzenith to nadir—

whi ch at the m dyear was not behind Voy, but north by
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three full degrees—when Jeffer poked his head through
the airlock. "Stop! The tank's full!"

Cl ave tossed his head to shake some of the sweat out
of his hair.
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"Cone inside." Jeffer ushered themforward to the
front row of seats. "Strap down."

He tapped, and vertical blue dashes appeared in the

panel bel ow the wi ndow. Four clusters of four each at the
corners of a square, and a |arger dash in the center. He
tapped the central dash.

The sound within the cabin was |ike the roaring of w nd
at the treemouth. Cave felt a featherweight of tide and
knew the tree was in notion.

Jeffer told them "W're already placed right, with the
nmot or ai med west. We thrust eastward. That puts Citizens
Tree in a wider orbit, so we slow down and drift west,
away fromthe d unp."

Cl ave wondered if he wanted to watch from out si de.
"I's it dangerous out there?"

"Coul d be. You don't want to fall into the flane. Any-
way, the view s better in here." Jeffer's fingers danced,
and t he CARM wi ndow sprouted five snaller w ndows.

"The ventral view got ruined when we fell back into the
Snoke Ri ng—

"Jeffer, you don't lecture this nuch unless you're ner-
vous. What's wong? We've noved the tree before.™

Gavvi ng | aughed. It appeared that he had a touch of
nerves too. "Renenber how twitchy we were then? Mer-
ril was sure we'd break the tree apart and kill ourselves."

Cl ave shrugged. He went aft and braced hinself in the
ai rl ock.

VWhat remnai ned of the pondlet stretched itself out from

the trunk, then broke into one big drop and a line of little
ones. The not her pond they'd robbed twenty-two sl eeps

ago drifted west. The sun passed Voy and began to clinb.

A fat triple-finned bird, dead west by a klonter or three,
suddenly went into an epileptic seizure, split into three

80 / Larry Niven

sl ender birds, and scattered. Clave was late in under-
standi ng what he'd seen: a triune famly suddenly washed
by the invisible heat of the CARM s exhaust.

Clave went in and strapped down agai n.

He had been anticipating Lawm's arrival for sone tineg,
but the CARM s roar covered her entry. He turned to see
her halfway up the aisle ... and Debby behind her. And
Ryllin. And Booce and Carlot. Cave funbled to rel ease
t he buckl e that bound himto the chair.

It took too long. He was between Jeffer and Gavving,
with Lawi behind him He sighed. "Wat's it all about?"

Jeffer's fingers danced. The board went bl ank. He said,
"W can fight or we can talk. O we can talk and then
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fight, but there's only one»of you. Clave. Cripple nme and
Lawi flies the CARM"

Call for help? If he could get past Jeffer to use Voi ce,

the elevator would still take a day to get up ... forget it.
Voi ce connected to the silver suit, which Rather was now
pul I'i ng headfirst through the airlock

It would have felt good to hit sonebody. C ave said,
"I'"l'l be good. Now what's it all about?"

"We're going to visit the Admralty," Jeffer said.

Rat her and Booce were noving things inside: two
snoked turkeys, a huge amount of foliage, water pods.

"All of us?"

"Not you. C ave. Lawn's staying too. Citizens Tree
needs a Chairman and a Scientist."

"How did you deci de—=

There was a bit of an edge in Lawi's voice. "W knew
one of us would have to stay. Now |'ve missed ny tine

of blood. I'mhosting a guest. | wondered why the copsik
was being so affectionate.”

"You should all be staying. You're taking the

CARM?"

"The CARM the silver suit, and the pipe from Log-
bearer."

They all | ooked very serious. The background roar
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pronpted C ave to ask, "Are you planning to set the tree
moving first? O was that a lie too?"

"We'll give you a day's thrust," Jeffer said. "No
more. | won't be here to decelerate you, and | want to
be able to find you again."

"Wth what? Wul d London Tree have |l et you keep
the CARM? The Adnmiralty won't either!"

Patiently Gavving said, "W've tal ked that over. W

won't take the CARMinto the Cunp. They'll never know

it exists. Jeffer will hide the CARM sonewhere. The rest

of us will go in as loggers, with Booce and Ryllin to show
us how. "

Clave's mind was racing. "Now listen to ne. WII you
|isten?"

"Yes, Chairman."

"First, are you all volunteers? Rather, how did they
suck you into this?"

"They can't go without the silver suit," the boy said.
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"Ch, they'd go. Wuldn't you, Jeffer?"
"Yes."
"1'"'m goi ng anyway, " Rather said.

He didn't look like he'd change his mnd. Rather didn't
even bother to argue, though the boy was good at that.

Cl ave knew how he woul d enlist a fourteen-year-old boy.
Put himin the silver suit, call himthe Silver Man, offer
hi m status and adventure . . . "Carlot?"

"I'"mgoing home," the girl said defiantly.

"Debby?" But aglance told Cave he'd |ost that battle.
Debby was fiercely happy. He hadn't seen her like this
since the War of London Tree. "Wat about Anthon?"

Debby said, "I never told him Jeffer, |I did get him
talking. He likes Citizens Tree just fine and he doesn't
want any changes. Have you noticed how fat he's get-
ting?"

"Too bad," Jeffer said.

Clave said, "Stet. | accept that you're going to do this.
I'"ve heard your speeches, and you've heard mine, and the
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treemout h can have them both. But don't you see that

this will tear Citizens Tree apart? It's mutiny. Hold it! |
mean it's nmutiny the way you've planned it. If we don't
fix that. Citizens Tree will never recover. It's got to | ook

better than it does."

The nutineers | ooked at each other.

"Here's howit's got to be," said Clave. "First, I'm
going. Gawing isn't. You said it and you're right. The
tree needs a Chairman and it's Gaw ng."

Gawi ng said, "That's silly. You re—=

"I'"'mthe treefeeding Chairman, and if 1 go the expe-

dition is official. Besides that, |'ve got to see to it that
you return the CARM and the silver suit. The citizens

woul d be crazy to settle for less. | hereby appoint you

my Chairman Pro Tern until | return.”

Cool |y Gawi ng asked, "Anything el se?"

"Yes. You don't get both Booce and Ryllin. One of
them stays. There has to be some reason for the Serjents
to bring us home."

"W can't do that," Ryllin said. "Booce takes care of
Logbearer. | take care of business. | do all the buying
and selling. Anyone who sees one of us in the Clunmp wll
expect to see us both."
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Clave was nmassaging the lunp on his thigh. Sonetines

that hel ped himthink. Think! "The citizens you deal with,
the ... nerchants? If they deal with Booce, what wll
happen?"

Ryllin said, "My husband is very good with machinery,
not so good at trading. He did nmuch better after he had
the good sense to marry ne. But Logbearer understands
him he—=

"Wthout you they'll get a better trade?"

"Dam right they will," Booce said bitterly. Then

"Yes, they will."

"They' |l like that? They won't be too curious about
where their luck cones fronP"
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It was Ryllin who nodded. "It's all right, love. Think
of a story. They'll want to believe it."

"But we're mssing three daughters too!"

"The house. They must have finished buil ding our

house by now. The girls and | are with Logbearer or we're
at the house, wherever you're not. Maybe |I'm sonmewhere

in the Market buying furniture. That was the whol e point
of this last trip, we were going to—we were— She

turned away suddenly.

Enoti onal displays weren't needed here! C ave said,
"We're not hiding anything but the silver suit and the
CARM O herwise we can tell any story we want. Wat's
next? Gawi ng, Lawi, Ryllin, you back each other up

when you go back to the tuft. Woever's asking, the
Chairman had to be talked into this, but |I did agree, and
I put the fine details in."

Rather called fromaft. "Jeffer, the pipe's noored to

the hull. W' ve got everything else, but it all has to be
noor ed. "

"CGo ahead. 1'Il check you later. Gawing, are you will-

i ng?"

"Treefbdder. Well, it'll probably keep Mnyafromkill -
ing ne ... Clave, will this work? Is it enough?"

"Only if we cone back. We come back with the CARM
and sonething else too. It alnost doesn't matter what."

"Stet. |'"'mthe Chairman Pro Tern."

Jeffer killed the main nmotor. "Sonmebody go out and
get our lines untied."

Rat her went. Debby joi ned Booce aft. They began
nmoori ng what renained of the cargo: two big hooks, spare
cl ot hing, sacks of undyed cloth, harpoons, crossbows.

Lawi said, "Jeffer, let me show you sonething." She
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eased up next to himand tapped at the controls, whis-
pering. Her shoul der bl ocked Cave's view Cave's mnd

still raced, seeking flaws ... he was looking for holes in
a harebrain net! There was no way to make nmutiny snell
sweet .

84 /| Larry N ven

"Are we bringing the spitgun? No, of course not." The
weapon Mark had been carrying when he was captured

was now in custody of the Chairman. "Gavving, it's in

the ol der part of nmy hut, what used to be the common

room |f you don't have the spitgun, you' re not the Chair-
man. Get it before anyone notices."

Rat her scranbl ed back through the airlock. Gavving,
Ryllin, and Lawi left. Jeffer let themget well clear before
he pulled away on the little jets.

The tree receded. Three tiny citizens fluttered toward
the el evator dock, A cage had nearly reached the dock
One of the occupants was shrieking and waving its fists.

"Somebody must have found Mark," Debby said.
"Rel ax, Cave, we only tied himup."

"Yeah. But if I'd known a rescue party was com ng

skip it. You' d have closed the airlock in their faces.
1 hope you treefeeders can find sonething worthwhile in
the Clunp. It's ny reputation on the |ine now"

Section Two

THE
LOGGERS

Chapter Seven

The Honey Hornets

fromthe G tizens Tree cassettes:

YEAR 384, DAY 1590. JEFFER, SCI ENTI ST. WE HAVE

DEPARTED CI TI ZENS TREE TO EXPLORE THE FOURTH LA-
GRANGE PO NT, W TH ATTENTI ON TO RESOURCES AND
POPULATI ON. THE M SSI ON AS QUTLI NED IS REVI SED AS
FOLLOAG: CHAI RMAN CLAVE NOW LEADS. THI S EX-

PEDI TI ON HAS BECOVE AN APPROVED ACTIVITY OF CI T-

I ZENS TREE. | NOW TURN THE LOG OVER TO CHAlI RVAN
CLAVE.

CLAVE, CHAI RMAN. CREW CONSI STS OF JEFFER AS

SCI ENTI ST AND CAPTAI N, C TI ZENS DEBBY AND

RATHER, BOOCE AND CARLOT SERJENT AS GUI DES

AND MYSELF. PRICRITY AT ALL TIMES WLL GO TO PRO-
TECTI NG THE CARM AND OTHER VI TAL PROPERTY OF CI T-
I ZENS TREE. NO KNOALEDGE |'S WORTH GAI NI NG

UNLESS | T CAN BE REPCRTED TO Cl TI ZENS TREE.

| 87
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CARLOT WAS WATCHI NG OVER THEI R SHOULDERS
"You use—

"Prikazyvat End log," said Jeffer.

"—the same dates we do?"

"Why not ?"

"Wl I, how do you know?" Carl ot demanded. "Years,

you just watch for the sun to go behind Voy, but what
about days? We sleep a couple of days out of five, right?
But maybe you | ose count—=

"Who cares?" O ave said. "Wio knows how nmany
days there are in a year? It depends on where you are."

Jeffer summoned up nunbers on the panel. "The

CARM | ogs a standard day, about four and a half per

sl eep. We used to keep marks on sticks in the Scientist's
hut. How do you keep tine?"

Carlot said, "The Admralty posts the tinme."

Booce | aughed. "They nust get it the sane way! The
Library looks a lot like this panel, Jeffer. Like sonebody
ripped out this part of the CARM"

"Keys like this too?"

"I wasn't close enough to see. They don't let ordinary
crew near it. Let's see ... in the crossyear cerenony
Radyo Mattson did the tal king, but there was a Navy
officer standing in front of the Library, and his hands
nmoved ..."

And Kendy wat ched them al |

The CARM autopil ot heard everything. Every ten
hours and a little, it squirted its records at Discipline.
Kendy sorted the conversations for what he coul d use.

Two CARM autopil ots, separated for five hundred and
thirty-two years and el even nonths, were both keeping
Smoke Ring time, with Discipline's arrival set at zero
Interesting. The mutineers nmust have adjusted them after
it was certain that they would never return. They had
severed relations with the past, with Kendy, with Earth,
with the State itself.

Yet they used nutiny as an obscenity. Puzzling.
THE SMOKE RING / 89

The CARM fl ew east, airspeed seventy-one kph, par-

tially fueled, carrying water that woul d becone fuel. Solar
collector efficiency was running at fifty-two percent, the
collectors partially shadowed by the old pipe noored to

the hul|.
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It was a liquid oxygen pipe ripped froma CARM Many

CARMs rmust have been di smantl ed when they stopped

wor ki ng. The Admiralty "Library" was certainly the con-

trol panel froma ruined CARM but was it still functional?

The cabin interior was offensively dirty. Kendy de-

tected traces of old neals eaten aboard; feathers and bird
shit fromthe turkey roundup ten years back; the bl ack
clay that had returned the sanme trip; and nud repeatedly
expelled fromthe water tank. Dirt was not dangerous,

only aesthetically distressing. Kendy foresaw no prob-

| ens other than those of m crosociol ogy.

He was on course.

Humanki nd was scattered. No telling how far they had
spread through the Snmoke Ring. They had settled cotton-
candy jungles and the tufts of integral trees; he knew of
four tiny civilizations outside the L4 point. But the Ad-
mralty seemed to be the densest gathering, the nost nu-
merous, the best organized: the political entity nopst
suited to becone the heart of an expandi ng enpire.

It would not resenble the State at first. Conditions
were fantastically different. Never mind. Gve themcom
muni cations, gather theminto one political group. Then

shape it.

He must know nore. Hearsay froma famly of wan-

dering | oggers wasn't good enough. The Admiralty "Li-
brary," that would tell himhow to proceed next. . . but
he al ready knew that he must eventually contact the of-
ficers thensel ves.

Sonehow t he CARM nust be noved into the d unp.

Jeffer had seened to have matters well in hand. The

effects of nutiny on Citizens Tree did not concern Kendy
but C ave had ended a nutiny by joining it! Now he
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nmust persuade Jeffer and C ave both. But Kendy coul dn't
talk to O ave. Exposing Jeffer's secret would | ose Jeffer's
trust.

It was precisely the kind of problema Checker enjoyed
nost .

For now Kendy wat ched six savages in a recording
made over the past ten hours. They had much to teach
hi m

Booce speaki ng: "W own—ewned our own ship. |

suppose that made us richer than nost. | inherited Log-
bearer fromny father, and | nmade ny first trips with him
Ryl lin was another |ogger's daughter, and she was used
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tothe life. W had four daughters and a few | ost ones out

of maybe twenty pregnancies, all while hauling logs. |I've
becone a good maternity doctor ..." The cassette
ended.

Men had changed in the Snoke Ring.

Pregnancy was easy in low gravity. Wnmen becane
pregnant many tines during their lifetines.

Infant nortality ("lost ones") was high, perhaps

around sixty percent; the natives seened to take it for
granted. Discipline had carried no di seases. Yet the

growt h of bones and organs was altered by altered gravity.
Some children could not digest food. Sone grew

strangely, until their kidneys or livers or hearts or intes-
tines would no | onger work because of their shape.

The environnment was user-friendly for those who sur-

vived chil dhood. Kendy's citizens canme in odd shapes.

Kendy caught a reference to Merril Quinn and | earned

that she had died six years ago, in early mddle age. Merri
had had no | egs. She had fought agai nst London Tree, and
not as a cripple.

Distorted children had wandered through the CARM

to be photographed. Ryllin Serjent had an awesonely | ong
neck, quite lovely and graceful and fragile |ooking. Car-
lot's legs . . . Kendy wi shed he could see her wal k or run

They matured nmore slowy. Carlot claimed fourteen

and a half years; she would be twenty by Earth's reck-
oni ng. But she | ooked no nore than fifteen

Men had not evol ved for the Snoke Ring. Infant nor-

tality nust have been ghastly anpbng the original crew
Five hundred years of natural selection was taking care

of that. As with the cats a few generations back: the near
future should see an inpressive popul ati on expl osi on

Kendy woul d guide the civilization that resulted. He
had been right to nove now.

The CARM was com ng back into range. Kendy's tel-
scope array picked it up falling east and out, sl ow ng.

In present tine, Booce and Carl ot and Rather were on
wat ch while the others slept. The CARM noved t hrough

a patch of thin fog. Fog didn't block the CARM s senses.
Kendy noticed the anonaly sone tinme before the crew

di d.

He saw birds of unfamliar type. They had lungs (the

CARM s sonar could see the triple cavity), but they had
retained part of what nust once have been an exoskel e-

ton: an oval of hard sky-blue shell covered one side. Four-
teen of these birds, each about the nass of a boar pig,
were strung in a line across the sky. They were fol ded
into thenselves, fins and wi ngs and heads fol ded agai nst
that oval of shell. Sky-blue blobs, cool in infrared, com
at ose or dead.
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Booce had noti ced now. He shook Jeffer awake. "A
whol e fl ock of dead birds. Wat killed thenP"

"Not hing that can touch us with the airlock closed."
Jeffer's fingers danced. "Qutside air's okay, nothing poi-
sonous. Well, treefodder!”

"What ?"
"The tenperature. It's cold out there."
Kendy had al ready found the source of the col d.

The present-tine transm ssion showed Jeffer easing
the CARM al ongsi de one of the big birds. The other crew
were in and around the airlock. Debby sent a tethered
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crossbow bolt into the bird. It twitched. She | oosed an-
ot her

. whil e Kendy set a blinking Iight around the inage
of the pond.

Only Jeffer was there to see it. He said softly, "Stet."

They had pulled the bird aboard. C ave said, "Well,
it's dead now. "

"I'"ve got something," Jeffer said. "Clave, there's a

pond in that dense cloud. Do you see anything odd about
it?"

"No life around it. That cloud's awfully thick for being
so small. VWhat does it mean?"

"l don't know. "

Ice. The pond was a core of foany ice within a shel

of nmeltwater. Ice was rare within the Snoke R ng. The
pond was huge now, several hundred thousand tons, but
Kendy guessed that it had been bigger yet. A trenmendous
pond must have been flung out of the Snoke Ring by a
gravity-assist fromGold. In the near-vacuum of the gas
torus it would have boiled and frozen at the sane tine,
and later fallen back, reduced by evaporation, reduced
further by reentry heat. Now it cooled the sky around it
as it nelted. Kendy could hear the pings as bubbl es of
near -vacuum crunpled within the ice core.

"I don't like it here," Booce said. "It's too strange."

"Your wish is granted. Strap the bird down and take
your seats." Jeffer waited while they did that, then fired
the aft attitude jets. The CARM surged away.

Cariot pointed into the aft view "Look!"

The shieldbirds tunbled in the CARM s hot wake. One
by one they fluttered, then spread a rai nbow of w ngs and
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tails and fluffy feathers. They basked in the heat, catching
as much of it as they could. Now their shells were no

bi gger in proportion than a warrior's shield. As Discipline
nmoved out of range, the birds were lining up and flying
west, putting distance between thensel ves and the nelt-

ing glacier.
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"There's no point picking out a tree till you've got
honey, " Booce said. "You can find a tree a hundred
klonters fromthe Clunp and still go half a thousand

klonters to find your sting jungle."

Their catch was nmoored by cargo hooks, divested of

skin and guts and sonme of the scarlet neat. Booce was

hol ding raw bird flesh sliced thin and rolled around a stalk
of lenon fern. He used it to point into the dorsal view
"And that is a sting jungle. The green dot, straight out."

"Stet." Jeffer tapped attitude jets to life. The CARM
turned. Cariot squeaked and grabbed Rather, startling him
awake. Booce dropped his neal to snatch at a seat back.

Jeffer hid a grin. These sophisticated Admralty folk
found the CARM as unsettling as Jeffer's own citizens

di d.

He ai ned the CARM east of Booce's green dot. East
takes you out. . . "Half a day and we'll have honey. What
el se do we need?"

"Some way to collect it," Booce answered.

"We'll put Rather in the silver suit. No treefeeding
insect will sting himthrough that!"

"Right. Better than arnor."

"Tell us about the Admiralty," O ave said.

Booce closed his eyes to think. Then: "You' re |onely

out here. There's too nuch space. Everything is dense in
the Cunp. Think of a seed pod, and think of the Ad-
mralty as the shell. There are nore people in the Market
al one, any tinme of day or night, than you've ever seen

"W pull the logs back to the Clunp over the course

of a year or two, and we arrange an auction in the Market.
Twi ce we' ve been attacked by happyfeet bandits. Once

we got back just as another |og was bei ng docked, and

we got half what we expected for the wood. But over the
years we put enough noney together to buy ny retailer's
license. This was going to be our last trip. W were going
to settle in the Cunp, and I'd work the wood nysel f and
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sell finished planks and burl, while Ryllin set about finding
good husbands for our daughters. That was the point:

they're reaching that age ..
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Cl ave asked, "Can we really nake the Admralty be-
lieve we're | oggers?"

"We' Il be Il oggers," Booce said. "Rebuilding Log-
bearer's no problem W should have nbre weapons in

case happyfeet cone by, and it all has to | ook |ike Ad-
mralty gear . . . and we still won't look like a typica
|l ogging fam|ly. But we don't have to, because |'ve got
my retailer's license."

"What does that nean?"

"I't neans we don't have to sell the log straight off.
The Navy ships will escort us in and give us a berth.
can set up shop in the Market and sell wood, and hire
anyone | like; which nmeans that the rest of you can be
workers hired off a happyfeet jungle, or bought as cop-
si ks. Sonme of the happyfeet keep copsiks. The Adniralty
doesn't, so you'd be free if | bought you."

"Free, but not citizens."

"Ri ght."

"Why can't you have hired us off a tree?”

Booce thought about it, and smled. "You have a gift,
Clave. Tell as nuch of the truth as possible. Debby,
you're from Carther States, directly. You were stranded
in the sky, you nmade your way to a tree, and now you
want to live in a jungle again. Okay, Debby?"

Debby's Iips were noving as she silently repeated the
details. "Stet."

"We'll have to say Ctizens Tree is close to the O unp.
O herwi se we got hone too fast, and we'd have to explain

about the CARM"

Cl ave nodded. "So then we sell the |og. How?"
"Set up in the Market and announce an auction. Buy

your earthlife seeds with the money and go hone. The

Admralty' 11 take half in taxes—
Cl ave excl ai ned, "Half?"
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Jeffer said, "Taxes?"

"Taxes," Booce said, "is the noney the Admralty

takes to run itself. Everybody pays, but the rich pay nore.
A good log is wealth. For the price of the CARM you

could be very rich indeed."

"The CARM i s what nmakes us what we are. W won't
risk that," d ave said

"Then don't take it into the Cunp. The Navy won't
want somnething that powerful floating around. They'll pay
well, but they'll buy it whether or not you're selling.”

Jeffer tapped the forward jets awake. They were pull -
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ing near the sting jungle.

Certain mooring loops fit the silver suit too perfectly,
as if it were their specific purpose. Four sets. For four
suits?

Jeffer pulled it |oose. "The silver suit is yours, Rather
I"mgoing to teach you everything about it."

Rat her had seen the silver suit as a mark of rank. He
hadn't thought of it as an obligation. "Did Mark show
you how to work it?"

"I'"ve watched him Lift this latch. Take the head and

turn it till it stops. Pull up. Turn it the other way. Lift.
Now this latch. Now pull this dowmn . . . pull it apart
good. "

The suit | ooked like the flayed skin of a dwarf.

Legs first, then arms. Duck under the neck ring. Rather
closed the sliding catches, the latches. "Do | have to close
t he head?"

"Cover yourself. You don't want to be stung," Booce
said. "Those little mutineers can sting a noby to death."

Rat her cl osed the headpi ece. He said, "The air's get-
ting stale."

They couldn't hear him He couldn't really suffocate
this fast, could he?

Jeffer lifted the headpiece. "Listen first. Put your hand
here." He guided Rather's fingers to a row of square but-
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tons on the outside of the neck ring. He pushed one (col -
ored lights Iit below Rather's chin), and another (air jetted
inward fromall around the neck ring). He used Rather's
fingertip to roll a small wheel back and forth (the air jets
grew weaker, then stronger). "Cl ose the helnet."

Rat her did as Jeffer had shown him Air fromthe neck
ring hissed around his head.

Cl ave was sayi ng sonething inaudible. Jeffer guided
Rather's fingertip to another tiny wheel, and suddenly
Clave's voice was a roar. "—dse up the air? Does that
thing have to be closed? W' re not going back out of the
Smoke Ring again, are we?"

"Let's hope not. Rather, you're |eaking. C ose that
flap at your chest. The way Booce tal ks about honey hor -
nets, you don't want anything open."

Rather felt it out, then used finger pressure to close a
snap he'd m ssed.

Now he was being shown little wheels on his chest.
He noved the left one experinentally. His left foot kicked
upward and he was wheeling in the air, banging his head
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and el bow, snatching for a mooring | oop while his other
hand roll ed the wheel back to zero. He banged both knees
before he could stop his spin.

Cl ave and Debbie were helpless with [aughter. Jeffer

had junped clear. "Leave those al one while you're in-

side! You fly with those. Now |I'm going to wal k you out

the airlock. Play around with the jets. If you get in trouble
we'll cone after you."

Rat her braced hinself in the airlock, feeling inpris-

oned. The sting jungle was a fat, fluffy ring half a klonter
across, dark green around the outside, slowy rotating.

The inner rimflaned in orange and scarlet. Rather, |ook-
ing out through the airlock, saw notion there like jittery

f og.

Cl ave and Booce eased himinto the sky.
They coul dn't have any idea what the boy was going
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t hr ough, Kendy thought. How woul d they? None coul d
fly the ancient pressure suit. Rather would have to be an
agoraphil e and an acrophil e both.

Kendy had expl ained the pressure suit with diagrans
and pointers; but had he shown Jeffer how to repl enish
the suit's oxygen and fuel ? Replay that nenory ... no.
Do that soon, if it wasn't already too |ate. Wat Kend
was wat chi ng was al ready two hours past.

But the CARMwas in range again, and in present tine
the boy was aboard, and out of the suit, and still alive.
Kendy kept the tape running:

Debby and C ave hovered a safe distance away. The

boy floundered. He was all over the sky, spinning, faster
slower, tilting hinself back and sideways to slow the

spin. . . learning to nmove arns and | egs to change his

attitude. He found the throttle dials and turned both jets

to minimnum He circled the CARM then arced off toward

the green doughnut that Booce had nade his target.

Jeffer spoke through the suit radio. "Not yet. Rather.
Cone back. You don't have anything to carry the, the,
Booce?"

"Honey. "
"The honey. Booce, what does he need?"
"That's what the sacks are for."

Rat her oriented toward the CARM increased the

thrust, doubled on hinself for two seconds, then arched
backward as he fell toward the airlock. Fir sprayed from
his ankles, arcing forward. N ce, Kendy thought. O
course he wasn't a conplete novice. He'd flown with
those giant swimfin fans.

The boy left his helmet open (but didn't turn off the

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt (68 of 233) [1/19/03 6:21:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt

air jets!). Debby began strapping twelve coarse sacks to
his back, got yelled at, and strapped themto his chest

i nstead, where he could reach them She used severa

| oops of line. The savages were never wi thout |ine, Kendy
recal l ed. Good practice in a free-fall environnent.
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In present tine Rather was |eaving the airlock again,
and the signal was fading. Kendy waited.

The great green torus becane | andscape as Rather

cane near. It was darker than integral tree foliage, and
fluffy, finely divided to catch as nuch sunlight as possible.
Scarl et and orange peeked over the curve, becom ng

clearer. Orange hom shapes, rocket-nostril shapes, quite
pretty. Thousands of them

The jittering m st cleared too: not steamroiled by w nd,
but nyriads of particles swirling round the bl ossoms, dip-
ping in and out. Now the notes abandoned the horn

shapes and streaned toward Rather.

They were all around him a hunm ng bl ack cloud of
rage.

"Scientist? I'min the center. | can hardly see. The
honey hornets are—

"Look for red," said Booce's voice.

Orange and scarlet. Orange horns the size of drinking
gourds, and scarlet of another shape. Rather jetted cl oser

The honey hornets came with him Thousands of

t hunb-si zed birds: tiny harpoon for a nose, invisible blur
of wing behind. He could hear the angry buzz through his
helmet. "1've got ared thing . . . Booce, it's a kind of a
sl oppy pol yhedron half a neter through, covered with |ots
of little triangle holes. It's growi ng between these horn
shapes. "

"Those are flowers. It didn't growthere, it's attached.
Did you take a knife?"

"No. Wait a breath, there's a natchet on nv leg. It
must be Mark's."

"Cut the honeypod | ocose and put the sack around it.
Tie the neck shut."

Rat her swung t he mat chet behind the scarlet pol yhed-
ron. The silver suit made all novements stiff. Presently
the honeypod was floating | oose. Rather pulled a sack
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free, opened the nmouth, and swept it around the honey-
pod.

"CGot it? Tie the bag shut. Done?"

"Done. There's sticky red stuff all over nmy gl oves."
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"Stet. Now keep doing that till you run out of sacks.
Don't lick the honey."

"Wth ny hel met cl osed?"

"Don't ever lick honey. It's suicide."

Chapt er Ei ght

The Honey Track

fromthe Citizens Tree cassettes, year 1426 State:
GOLDBLATT' S WORLD

GOLDBLATT' S WORLD MAY HAVE BEGUN LI FE AS A
NEPTUNE- LI KE BCDY I N THE COVET CLOUD AROCUND
THE PAI RED STARS. | N GOLDBLATT' S SCENARI O, THE
BODY WAS CAPTURED SOVE M LLI ONS OF YEARS AFTER
THE SUPERNOVA EVENT. THE CCOLLAPSI NG CORE OF THE
SUPERNOVA, SPEW NG | TS QUTER ENVELOPE ASYM
METRI CALLY DUE TO A TRAPPED MAGNETI C FI ELD, MAY
HAVE PI CKED UP A SKEW VELOCI TY THAT NEARLY
MATCHED THE VELOCI TY OF THE PROTO- NEPTUNE.
ROBBED OF I TS ORBI TAL VELOCI TY, GOLDBLATT' S
WORLD WOULD FALL ALONG A DRASTI CALLY ECCEN-

TRI C ORBI T, PASSI NG VERY NEAR LEVOY'S STAR EX-
TREME ROCHE TI DES WOULD WARP THE ORBI T | NTO A
CIRCLE WTHI N A FEW SCORES COF PASSES.

100
THE SMOKE RI NG / 101

I T SEEMS LI KELY THAT GOLDBLATT' S WORLD S

ORBI T AND THE ASSOCI ATED GAS TORUS HAVE BEEN
CONTRACTI NG FOR ALL OF THEIR BI LLI ON YEARS.
MEANVHI LE LEVOY' S STAR HAS BEEN COOLI NG—

SI NCE NEUTRON STARS NO LONGER UNDERGO FUSI ON\-
MAI NTAI NI NG A RELATI VELY STABLE BALANCE OF TEM
PERATURE | N THE SMOKE RI NG

NOTE THAT THE ROCHE LIMT IS NEVER AN ABSO-
LUTE. I T VARIES AS THE DENSI TY OF THE ORBI Tl NG
BODY. A GASBALL WORLD MAY BE WTHI N I TS ROCHE
LIMT, AND THI S ONE PROBABLY WAS. BUT THE ROCK-
AND- METAL CORE | S DENSE. GOLDBLATT' S WORLD
WOULD HAVE BEEN WELL OUTSIDE ITS ROCHE LIMT
AFTER THE GASBALL LOST SOVE COF I TS GAS AND THE
ECCENTRI C ORBI T BECAME MORE Cl RCULAR.

THE PLANET |'S NOW NO MORE THAN TWO AND A HALF
TI MES THE MASS OF EARTH .

—SAM GOLDBLATT, PLANETOLOGE ST
"YOU SEE THE PROBLEM? TOO MUCH OF IT IS G BBER-

ish,” Jeffer told the children. Rather and Carl ot were nod-
ding, but their eyes were glassy. "You can | ook up sone

of the words. You can guess a little. Goldblatt's World is
Gold. There's a file on Earth and Neptune and the rest
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of the solar system but it's hard going. Roche tides,
Roche Linit—that seens to be a bal ance point between
tide and sone other force, naybe the sane force that
changes your orbit if you pass too close to Gold. Fusion
is power: it rmakes the Sun bum and Discipline ran on
fusion. Oort cloud, magnetic field, supernova—tawi

and | never figured those out."

He turned to Booce. "The kids need this, but | hate
to nmake you sit through it again at your age—

Booce's eyes were glassy too. "No, no, no. This is al
new to me."
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"Didn't you have classes? There's the Library—

"For officer's kids only," Booce said brusquely. "Go
on with this. Wat's eccentric?"

"That's a round path that isn't a circle. It goes out and
in. Booce, am| committing a crinme if | teach you and
Carl ot these things?"

"But | want to |earn!"

"Shush, Carlot. It's never cone up before," Booce
said. "You're not showing us the Library, after all."

Carl ot demanded, "Scientist, what's the point in stop-
pi ng nowT'

Jeffer |laughed. He tapped, and the w ndow was re-

stored. The Clunmp was nearer now, and a score of parallel
dashes lay across the CARMs path. "You're right. Car-
lot, but the I esson's over anyway. W're getting too

cl ose. ™

Debby answered with a raspberry.
"Booce?" Jeffer said. "Any special favorites?"

"The smallest, 1'd think, but let's have a better |ook."
Booce di sengaged his seat tethers and noved aft. "Jeffer,
woul d you open those doors?"

"WIIl do." He did. "Booce, don't you trust the wn-
dows?"

"I prefer nmy eyes. Swing us around, wll you?" He
braced hinself in the airlock. Ohers of the crew had fol -
| owed him

Jeffer began the maneuver. In the forward view, now
moving into the port view, one of the trees had begun
bl i nking: a green halo going on, off, on, off.

Nobody was near. Jeffer whispered, "Wy?"

Now a point far in along the trunk was doing the blink-
ing. Then that stopped—

An arm st abbed past Jeffer's ear, and he had to repress
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a shriek. "There," Booce said, pointing at one of the
trees. "Thirty klonters, and it seens healthy."

"WWhat about this one, Booce?" Jeffer tapped the tree
that had blinked at him
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"Nothing wong with it. It's bigger, tw ce the mass.
Take us longer to get it to the Market, but of course
there'd be nore wood too, and there's the CARM.

Wiy that one?"

"A hunch. You've got no objection?"

Now Cl ave was behind himtoo. "Jeffer, are you play-
i ng dom nance ganes?"

"y

"I'"'mthe Chairman, you captain the CARM Booce is
the | ogger. Booce chooses the tree."

Jeffer repressed a sigh. "Yes, Chairman. Booce?"
Booce pointed to Jeffer's selection. "That one."

Ten klonters above the tuft, the wood of the trunk had
grown to enclose a node of foreign natter. Jeffer saw
Booce catch his daughter's eye as Carl ot was about to
speak. She held her silence.

At the tree midpoint Jeffer nosed the CARM agai nst

the trunk. He ran the attitude jets while his crew pounded
spikes into the bark to mark a rectangle the size of the
CARM s bow. The CARM drifted while they chopped out

a dock with matchets.

Even on this younger tree, the bark was a neter thick.
They nmade life easier for thensel ves by chopping al ong
cracks. The five of themlifting together could rip great
mattresses of bark away fromthe wood beneath, then saw
of f sections. Booce and Carlot used the saw, then let oth-
ers take over until they got the hang of it.

Booce and Carlot rejoined Jeffer in the CARM Booce
said, "They seemto be doing all right."

"But it's scarred," Carlot objected.

"And how nuch wood will that cost us?"

She shrugged. "Five percent? And weren't we in a
hurry to get honme?"

Booce was smiling. "Exactly. Jeffer, why this tree?"
"You'll be painting a |ine of honey down the trunk,
stet? Have a | ook at that scar."
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"Can you tell ne what |'m supposed to find?"
"No, | can't."

"Jeffer the Scientist, Ctizens Tree gave us shelter and
a place anbng you. We're grateful. | will not quarrel wth
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any deci sion you nake. You won't need to test it again."

Jeffer could feel his ears and cheeks burning. "If that
scar isn't nore interesting than you expect, you can count
onit that I won't nmake a fool of nyself twi ce. Stet?"

"Stet. | won't raise this subject with the Chairnan,
ever."

"You are kind. Wat's next?"
"The honey line."

In the cabin the roar of the main drive was |like a great
beast heard far away; but outside the airlock the roar was
deafening. A translucent blue flame reached out fromthe
CARM s nmain rocket nostril. Warnth backwashed

agai nst the bark.

Carlot's eyes were big with fear. Rather pulled at her
armto set her kicking toward the in tuft, and foll owed,
wi th Booce followi ng him

They stopped where the noi se had decreased sone-
what. The rough bark itself absorbed sound. Booce
screanmed, "That noise is beyond belief! What is that
damm CARM a ship fromthe stars?"

"Jeffer says it rode here on the starship. My father
never saw Discipline." What Rather said would be true
whoever his father was. "But he's seen the stars. They're
real ."

"I"'mafraid of it. | adnmit it. Look, the noise is scaring
the bugs out of the bark! Let's get to work."

Booce used a branchwood matchet to open a hole in

one of the honeypots. The interior was partitioned; the
cells held red, sticky honey. Booce used the blade to paint
it on the bark.

"You'll| find .a few hornets still in there," he told
Rather. "They try to sting through the sack if you give
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thema few days to get restless, and then they die. But
don't count on it. Don't let one get at you. Now you paint
dabs a couple of neters apart. C oser, you waste honey.
Fart her apart, the bugs |ose their way."

Rat her had thought he was a clinber, but this was dif-
ferent. He had probl ens keeping up. He was al nost | ost
anong the sacks he was carrying. Booce and Carl ot
clinmbed head down; they would have left himbehind if
Booce had not been stopping to paint the trunk

They took a breather when the sun was at nadir and
t he shadows had beconme confusing. The sun was passing
closer to Voy as the year waned.

A day later they took a |longer rest. "This is the part
I like best," Booce said. "We're usually in too much of
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a hurry. This time your CARMis already pushing us
home. We can take our tine, do what we |ike!"

"Li ke what ?"

"I''"ll show you as we go." Booce began tearing up

sheets of bark greater than a nan, nooring them edgew se
agai nst the bare wood. Wien he had them arrayed he set
them al i ght.

The snoke tended to stay where it formed. Booce

moored a four-kigramslab of shellbird nmeat in the cloud.
They broiled smaller steaks on their matchets, closer to
the fire, and ate themstill hot.

"The snoked neat will keep till we're down," Booce
said. "But there are other things on the trunk. You' ve
never clinbed?"

"When we were children we did a little clinbing, but

just on the lower trunk. W weren't supposed to go nore
than a klomter up. If you fell, the foliage would catch you
Any hi gher, we rode the el evator."

They slept carefully tethered in cracks in the bark
Sonetinmes, for nonents, the roar of the CARM coul d be
heard above the wind. A dark cloud had forned above
them and was gradually drifting down.

The bugs of the tree had found the honey.
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They breakfasted on snoked bird. Then Carlot did the
pai nting while Booce carried the food.

The sun circled them once and again. Al ways they

st opped when the shadows were pointing straight out.
Water was beginning to flow sluggishly in alongside their
path. "Bugs like it danp," Booce said. "The bark's wet
enough for them around the m dpoint, but not | ower

down. You have to paint down the east side, alongside
the waterfall, or they won't come. Also the trunk bl ocks
the wi nd. You don't want the bugs bl own away."

There was fan fungus like so many pallid hands reach-
ing fromthe bark. Carlot showed Rather how to tear the
red fringe off before eating the white interior. It was
bl and, al nost tastel ess, but went well enough with the
strongly flavored snoked neat.

Wth lunch cane entertainment: a gust of roses on the

wi nd. The stens were four neters |ong. Dark-red bl os-

sons fragile as tissue paper pointed straight toward Voy,
soaki ng up blue Voy-light. Rather had never seen the |ike.
He and Carl ot watched the roses bl owi ng east until they
were out of sight.

Rat her took his turn painting. Booce kept a cl ose
wat ch, but it seemed sinple enough. A dab the size of a
baby's hand; the next dab two neters | ower.

A dark cloud flowed after them down the trunk
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The wi nd grew stronger, though the trunk bl ocked

most of it. The growing tide made clinbing easier for
Rat her. The water flowed nore strongly. It was cl eaner
than pond water, cleaner than the water that reached the
basin in the conmons. It tasted wonderful, and painting
was hard, thirsty work.

In two days. Rather's armwas one | ong cranp.

He was too tired to help with dinner. Booce nanaged

al one. He found shelled things hiding in the bark and
pul l ed them | oose. Roasted, their white flesh made a fine
meal .
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Agai n they wedged thensel ves along a wide crack in
the bark, with Carl ot between the men. There were dan-
gers on the trunk

Rat her's aches kept hi mawake. He presently noticed
Carlot's feet stirring restlessly. "Carlot?"

He woul d not have spoken tw ce, but she answered at
once. "Can't sl eep?"

"No. My father told ne about clinmbing up a tree. Wen
they got to the top the tree cane apart."

"That's one reason we don't just chop off the tuft or

burn it loose. This is easier, but it also gets the bugs away
fromthe mdpoint. Wien the tree dies, they' re not there

to eat it apart.”

"How do you get rid of the out tuft?"

"Ch, sonme of the bugs won't follow the honey. They'l
be breeding while we travel. Wien we get close to the
Clunmp we'll paint another trail out."

"Wy are you awake?"

"Tide. | have trouble sleeping in tide." But her voice
trailed off raggedly. He stopped tal king, and presently
sl ept .

After breakfast Booce said, "There's sonething | want
to see on the west side of the trunk. Leave the gear here."

Clinmbing was easy if you didn't have to paint too. In
|l ess than a day they had half circled the trunk. Above
them by a quarter klonter, the bark bul ged Iike a wave
surgi ng across a pond. They clinbed toward that.

"Jeffer wanted us to | ook at this," Booce told them
"Somet hi ng nmust have hit the trunk while it was younger.
The wood' sgrown around it."

The wood bulged to hide it |ike sone secret treasure.
Rat her was al nost inside the crater before he could see
anything. Carlot, ahead of him had stopped. Booce was
at his shoul der. Rather heard hi m gasp
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Carl ot said, "Metal!"

"l must apol ogi ze to Jeffer," Booce said. "Metal in-
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deed! The tree may consider it poisonous; see how re-
luctant the wood is to touch it! But the Admiralty won't
think so."

Rat her asked, "W want this?"

"W do. Secret auction, | think." Booce was deep into
the crater, running his hands over the reddi sh-bl ack sur-
face of the metal. "Six or eight thousand kilos. No point
intrying to nove it. W' Ill have to show it to the Navy
anyway, unless . . . hnm"

Carl ot | ooked at her father. "W don't want to attract
attention."

"Exactly. | have to think about this. Well, nmy nerry
crew, | think we've earned a holiday."

They clinbed back around the trunk, taking their tine.
Booce knew just where to find the shelled burrowers.

After lunch they spent a day tethered in the now strongly
running waterfall, first washing each other and squeezing
honey out of their clothing, then westling. They still got
sonme painting in before sleeptine.

In twenty days they had reached the wild tuft.

Rat her had never appreciated foliage before. It had sur-
rounded himall his |ife. He gorged, savoring the taste and
texture. "You love it too," he observed. "Carlot, Booce,
why don't you live in a tree?"

"Ch, there's foliage in the Clunp too," Carlot said
"Al'l kinds. Rather, | can't wait to show you!"

They slept in foliage. Rather slept |like a dead nan,
from exhaustion and the fam liar sensation of sleeping
under tide, in a wonb of soft foliage. He woke early,
feel i ng wonder f ul

Carlot lay not far fromher father. Her face was grief-
stricken. She thrashed in slow notion, unconsciously
trying to hold herself against the tide.

Rat her took her hand, gently. "Hey. N ghtnare?"

Her eyes opened. '"Oh. Rather. | was trying to get to
Wend. She was screanming and trying to fly with just her
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bare feet— She shook her head violently and sat up
"Something | have to tell you."

"Ckay. "

"When we were swi nming. Father noticed you were
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up.
"Up? Oh, up. You're very pretty,"” Rather said a little
awkwar dl y.

"W can't nake babies."

"W can't? Hey, the jungle giants and the Lon-

don Tree citizens didn't have any trouble. I'ma dwarf,
but =

Carl ot | aughed. "Father says we can't. He wants me

to marry another logger. | think he wants it to be Raff

Bel my, from Wodsman, but definitely another |ogger. |
thought 1'd better say something before . . . well, before

you got to thinking."
"Thinking. Well, it's too late, then."
"It's all right, then?"

"Sure. CGo back to sleep.” The truth was that Rather
was al nost relieved. Carlot with her clothes off nade his
head swi m and his bl ood boil: an unconfortable feeling.

And Booce didn't want his daughter to | ove a dwarf
savage. Should he resent that? Somehow he didn't.

Breakfast was nore foliage. Then Booce gave Rather
the matchet. "Pry the bark off. W want a conplete ring
of bare wood half a neter across. W'll paint al ong behind

you.

Three and a hal f days | ater he was hal fway around.

The bark was soft, easy to pry |oose, but the trunk nust
have been a good two klonters in circunference. They
returned to the wild tuft to sleep and eat. Rather was one

vast ache, but it still felt good to be sleeping in tide, in
fol i age.
After breakfast Rather was still on the matchet. The

Serjents seened to share Citizens Tree's faith in a dwarf's
superior strength. He finished the job before they slept
again. They were ahead of schedule. Jeffer would not
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bring the CARM down for them for another six or seven

days.
Fromthe base of the trunk they watched a noby attack

t he bugs descendi ng al ong the honey track. Mobies nor-
mal Iy ski mmed cl ouds of bugs fromthe sky for their food.
This was a trenendous creature, nostly nouth and fins,
riding the wind toward the trunk and the bug-swarmat a
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hundred neters per breath. It realized its mistake just in
time. It thrashed madly, gaping, irresistibly comcal, as
the wind hurled it toward the tree. Its flank snashed | oose

a shower of bark as it passed.
The bugs descended |ike a cloud of charcoal dust. They

reached the ring of painted bare wood and spread to north
and south. The cl oud condensed, grow ng darker, swarm
ing-a few ce' nmeters out fromthe bark.

"Carlot. Do you like it on the tree?"

She nodded, watching the bugs.

"Booce? |'ve watched you. You like it here."

"I love it."

"Then how can you kill trees?"

Booce shrugged. "There are plenty of trees."

Chapter N ne

The Rocket

from Logbearer's | og. Captain Booce Serjent speaking:

YEAR 384, DAY 1280. TEN DECREES WEST OF THE
CLUWMP. WE' VE FOUND A GROVE AND CHOSEN A SHORT

ONE, 30 KLOMTERS

DAY 1300. REFUELED I N A RAI NCLOUD. EVERY-
THI NG S WET.

DAY 1310. ANCHORED AT M DPO NT OF TREE

DAY 1330. RYLLIN AND KARI LLY MJST HAVE LAI D

THE HONEY TRACK BY NOW BUGS ARE FOLLOW NG

THEM DOMWN TO THE TUFT. |'LL TAKE LOGBEARER IN TO
Pl CK THEM UP. WE' RE ALL EAGER TO RETURN TO THE
ADM RALTY, BUT THERE' S NO WAY TO HURRY THE

BUGS.
DAY 1335. RYLLIN AND KARI LLY ARE ABQARD.

FROM THE I N TUFT THEY SPOTTED A POND 50 KLOMTERS
VWEST AND A LI TTLE IN. THE WOMEN ARGUE THAT WE
CAN FI RE UP THE ROCKET AND START OUR RETURN W TH-
OUT WAI TING FOR THE BUGS. THE POND W LL LET US
111
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REFI LL THE WATER TANK. I T WOULD GAI N US TVENTY
TO THI RTY DAYS

NOWIT S MY CHO CE. THERE'S A RI SK, BUT I'VE

NEVER YET HELD OUT AGAI NST THE WOMEN. |'LL G VE
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UP EARLY, SAVE TI ME
DAY 1360. THE BUGS HAVE REACHED THE HONEY

BAND AROCUND THE I N TUFT. ORDINARILY | WOULD BE
DOMN THERE SUPERVI SING, BUT | CAN T DO THAT

VWH LE WE' RE UNDER ACCELERATI ON.

VE MAI NTAI N STAGGERED WATCHES AGAI NST HAP-
PYFEET. | F THEY FI ND US WE CAN READY LOGBEARER
FOR | NDEPENDENT FLI GHT I N HALF A DAY. THE ROCKET

I'S HOT AND RUNNI NG
DAY 1370. |'LL STOP FEEDI NG THE PI PEFI RE SOON.

LET I T BURN QUT BEFORE THE BUGS CUT THE TUFT
LOOSE. | CAN GUIDE US | NTO THE POND ON THE LAST OF

OUR STEAM
I F THE ROCKET RUNS DRY I T LL TEACH THE G RLS

CAUTION. WE' LL STILL FILL THE TANK BEFORE WE
REACH THE CLUMP . YQOU ALWAYS BUMP A POND OR TWO

WHEN YOU RE MOVI NG
DAY 1380. A MATURE TREE | S DRI FTI NG TO BLOCK

OUR PATH. DAWM T. MAYBE | T' LL MOVE PAST.
NO FURTHER ENTRI ES.

THE CARM PI CKED THEM UP ON THE BRANCH AND RE-

turned to its dock with the cabin half filled with foliage.
Rat her suspected that they woul d not eat foliage again,

nor sleep in decent tide, for a long tine.

He heard the argument when Cl ave wanted to restart
the nmotor. "There's no point," Jeffer told him "W'd
be using fuel to fight wind. We're doing fine."

Booce added his voice to Jeffer's. "We'll sail even
further in after the tuft severs. Leave us sonething to

br eat he! "
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Had anyone el se seen C ave glance aft? C ave had
taken less than a breath to read the faces of his crew, but
Rat her had caught it.

Not so long ago, far away in Citizens Tree, Gavving

had spoken thus to his el dest son: "You're a citizen now.
Watch Clave during a neeting. He | eads where we'll go.

He al ways has. You don't have to go C ave's way just
because C ave says so ..."

The notor stayed off.

The tree noved ponderously west and in. Its westward
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moti on sl owed over several days. The days were shorter,

and Voy had cone nearer. The snallest children | earned
never to look directly at Voy; but Rather could tell. In
the corner of his eye the violet-white pinpoint was nore

i ntense, closer and smaller, with I ess sky to blur and dis-
tort it.

It took six days to make a sl eep; then seven. Tine
whirled around themuntil they stopped caring. The jour-
ney had becone nore inmportant than their destination.

The crew lived on the bark, all but Jeffer. They found
the CARMtoo strange. Even Rather |eft the CARM after
a few sl eeps. He had learned that he |iked strangeness;

but he sensed that Jeffer saw himas an intruder. The Sci-
enti st captains the CARM

Debby and Booce di sappeared down the trunk to non-

itor the progress of the bugs. They returned with snoked
dunmbo neat and two cured skins, which Booce shaped

into arnor that |ooked remarkably like the silver suit.
"W won't use it this trip, but it's standard gear. The
Navy will expect us to have it."

A grove of integral tree sproutlings passed Voy-ward

of the tree, the first the citizens had ever seen. They were
a few scores of neters long, tufted only at the out end.
"The seeds drop away, out and in," Booce told them

"After they sprout, they have to sail back to the nedian
They' Il grow the other tuft when there's enough to feed
them "
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The day came when Carlot called her father and
poi nted outward. "lIsn't that a pod grove?"

Backlit by the sun, the cluster m ght al nbst have been
a mniature tree grove hundreds of klonters out. "Snall
yes. Too far, though.”

"Why?" Debby asked.

"Well, it'd take too long to ... 1'd forgotten the
CARM Let's ask Jeffer.™

Jeffer summoned up his w ndows-wi t hi n-w ndows.
"Sure, we can get there. Clave, want to take a trip?"

"Can we find our way back? The tree | ooks big
when you're tied to it, but from six hundred klonters
anay—

"Trust ne."

Forty plants grewin a |oose cluster, all nuch alike.

Froma fibrous cup that faced west, a long, linp |eaf
trailed eastward, waving sluggishly in the wind. A thick
vi ne reached a hundred neters out fromthe boll, ending
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in a kind of collar. Each collar held a brown egg-shape.

"Those are jet pods," Debby realized suddenly. "W
used to ride themin Carther States."

Booce directed Rather to one of the largest plants. Car-

| ot and Debby hung back. Rather the Silver Man circled
the pod, cautious in the face of a new thing: a fibrous
brown egg as big as the common roomin his father's hut.
There was tide enough to pull the vine taut. Smaller pods
grew in a spiral around the stemend, ranging fromfist-
sized to nan-sized. Repl acenents, he surm sed, that

woul d grow after the ripe one dropped away.

Satisfied, Rather wapped his | egs around the stem for
| everage and swung his natchet.

The sound bl asted his whol e body. The sky spun round
him Tide was pulling himapart. Hs fingers and toes felt
like they were inflating as spin pulled blood into them

Against the tide that was pulling himrigid, Rather
forced his legs vertical to his torso, pulled an arm agai nst

his chest, and fired the ankle jets. The spinning sky
sl owed. He ained his feet against the spin and brought it
to a stop.

Battered and deafened, he pulled his helmet open to
hear what Booce was shouting at him

"That one was ripe! Try another plant!"

Rather jetted toward the grove. Booce gui ded him from
a distance. "No, that one's stunted. W want a big one."

"Aren't the big ones likely to be riper?”
"That's why we use arnor! Try there—=

The pod expl oded, bl owi ng hi mwest and away, while

seeds sponged off the silver suit. The spin was less this
time; the blow had been nore direct. Rather opened his
helmet. "I think | had nore fun on the tree!"

"It's too wet here. The pods like to spread their seeds
when there's water around. Try that one. C ose your hel-
nmet!"

Rat her seriously considered telling the alien merchant

to go feed hinself to the tree. But he was al ready noving
toward a third vine. There isn't any other Silver Man, he
t hought. He swung viciously at the base of the pod. And
what aml, if I'"'mnot the Silver Man?

The pod dropped out and away. Carlot and Debby
flapped after it.

The next one didn't expl ode either. Rather chased the
seed pod down, with Booce chasing him They braced
their shoul ders against the pod and started back. They
were near the CARM when Rather's jets died.
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He fiddled with the throttle wheels. Nothing.
"Booce! Don't |eave me!"
"What's wong?"
"The suit won't nove!"

Booce | aughed. "Are we going to have to put w ngs
on that thing?"

"Can you push nme—=

"Can and will. Here cones Debby. I'Il push you and
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the | adi es can have the pods." Booce seened indecently
cheerful, and Rather was a |ong tinme understandi ng why.
Booce had found a flawin Citizens Tree's intimdating
sci ence.

"You ran out of fuel, that's all," Jeffer told him "See
that little red light bel ow your chin?"

"I't was on when | started out. | don't know what it
means. "

"Means you're out of hydrogen. There nust be a way

to refuel the suit. I'll search the cassettes. If | can't find
anything we'll have to ask Mark, after this is all over.

Calm now W' ve got pods and we' ve got honey. Maybe

we won't need the silver suit again."

A forty-klonter-long tree is hard to | ose from six
hundred kl omters away. Jeffer had no trouble bringing
t hem hone.

Booce attacked the first pod gingerly, hacking at the
stemw th the matchet, flinching back at each bl ow. At
the sixth blow the pod suddenly spewed foggy air under
terrific pressure. Booce threw hinmself into the sky. He
fl apped back, staying well clear.

He opened the other pod in the sane cautious fashion

Then he and Carlot sawed it in half. The inside was |ined
with fist-sized puffballs, each with a dangling tendril.
Booce scraped these away.

He sawed the stemoff the first pod, |leaving a snall
hol e. He shaved the edges until the hole was just smaller
than the nmetal pipe, and quit for dinner

They resuned work after breakfast. It took four of
themto shove the ends of the pipe into the holes in both
pods.

Cl ave asked, "Now how do you get water in there?"

"Punch a little hole in the other end of the tank. Put
the pipe in a pond and suck. You need good lungs to be
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a | ogger."
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"We're too far in to find many ponds."

"I know. Usually we fuel Logbearer before we go to

work on the tree. But, dammit, we've got the CARM and
there'll be a pond sonewhere, and Logbearer is whole
agai n! Except for the lines. And cabins. W'Ill|l need wood
to build cabins.”

"We'll go for wood after the next sleep," Jeffer said.
"The out branch, | think. The in branch may be about to
fall off."

"No. Another thirty days at |east."
Carl ot said, "Father—=

"Don't trust that," Booce said instantly. "We'Ill use
the out branch.”

"You're the | ogger. Wat changed your m nd?"

Booce sighed. "I was guessing. | don't really know

when the in branch will fall off. Jeffer, there's likely to
be a shock when the branch tears | oose. Stay aboard the
CARM Stay strapped in when you sl eep. Leave the

motor of f."

"Stet. WII the rest of you be okay on the trunk?"

"As long as we keep our wi ngs handy. Al ways have
your wings in reach . . . always. But you should be in the
CARM i n case we need rescue."

The steamrocket still required attention. Booce and

Carl ot festooned the water tank with |lines and wove a
braid of |ines around the bow end. "We'Il|l npor the cabins
here. O her than that ... | still don't know what we're
going to use for sikenwire. There has to be sone way to
hold the coals in place."

Clave had a suggestion. "W could arrive crippled. GCet

a push fromthe CARMto drift the log into range, then
signal for help somehow. Tell the Navy we |ost our sik-
enwi re, got hone by luck."

"Mm . . . maybe. 1'd look |ike a fool, but maybe.
just don't want to be in too much of a hurry." He stopped
abruptly. Then he said, "Ryllin and the girls, they-—we
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were in a hurry to get back to the Admiralty. W started
the rocket running before the tuft dropped off."

"What ' s—=2"
"Did | tell you you're rich?"

"l don't know what it neans," C ave said.
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"That wart on the trunk is thousands of kilos of netal.
Wth nmetal you can buy anything that's for sale in the
Market. It also nmakes us a target. Sonmeone might try to
steal it."

"CGood news and bad news."

"Right. W'll set up shop to sell the wood, and take
our tinme selling the nmetal. No hurry."

Food had grown short again. Debby and Clave flewin

along the trunk until they found a covey of flashers. Wth
the trunk as a backstop they fired their full conpl enent

of arrows and shot half a dozen of the small birds. It took
t hem si x days.

They built a fire on the trunk to cook the birds. Log-
bearer's crew was ready for a feast.

Booce was the exception. He ate little. He was un-
characteristically silent, his eyes on the fire, until Carl ot
said, "Dad? Twenty, twenty-five days?"

"About that," Booce said. Then: "l guessed |ast tine.
| should be in the tuft watching the bugs."

"Dad, you couldn't warn us from down there any-
way. "

"I could start clinbing ten or fifteen days early ..
" Dad—

"I"'mglad we don't have the rocket running. W were
runni ng the rocket when it happened."

The silence stretched. Debby asked, "What hap-
pened?"

Booce told it.

Booce was fast asleep when the cabin's yielding
wooden wall slammed into his face and chest. H s grunt
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of surprise was |ost anobng fem nine shrieks. He was
reaching for his wings before his eyes were fully open.

The wonen were a flurry of action around him snatch-

ing for their wings, moving out. Ryllin reached the door,
| ooked about her, then i mediately turned toward a vi -
olet-white glare that hadn't been there when they'd gone
to sleep. Carlot and Karilly foll owed. Wend hadn't found
her wi ngs. She was near tears as she searched.

Booce left her. Nothing terrible could happen to Wend
aboard Logbearer, and this would teach her always to
know where her w ngs were.

He saw it all at a gl ance:
Logbearer was noored agai nst a vast wall of bark, the

east side of the trunk. Coals in their retaining net burned
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bright orange along the nmiddle | ength of the pipe. The
nozzl e cone pointed east toward the Cunp. Sonme neters
fromthe cone, live steam condensed into a white stream
kl onters | ong.

The Clunmp was a distant whori of white-and-gray

storm with the misty white tube of the Smoke Ri ng con-
vergi ng beyond and below it. The eye m ght foll ow that
white Iine down the sky . . . and where the tree converged
to a point, there was Voy.

The gl are-white pinpoint had been masked by the in

tuft when Booce went to sleep. The in tuft was gone. It
had torn | oose days before Booce expected it. Freed from
its weight, the tree had |urched outward. Booce had
guessed as nuch; now he could see it.

In toward Voy, a fluttering black silhouette was hal oed
in blue light.

M shael had been outside on watch. The lurch had torn

her | oose. She was far in along the trunk, flapping out-
and-east to bring her out, just as she'd been taught. But
he' d never taught her to | ose one of her wi ngs!

Ryllin and the girls flew toward her: foreshortened
bl ack sil houettes. They nmde sl ow progress. |n-and-west
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woul d have taken them straight in, but the west was a
wal | of bl ack bark.

Booce followed slowy. Mshael seened to have it
under control

Wth the in tuft gone the center of mass was hi gher on
the tree. Tide was pulling Booce away fromthe tree, and
in. A new breeze announced that the tree was under sail
accel erated by the wind on the out tuft. He kick-flapped
to adjust. Ryllin and the girls had nearly reached M shael
Karilly | ooked up and flapped to turn. She was shouting
at him The wind tore her voice away. He tried to hear
She kicked toward him screani ng—

Booce turned toward Logbearer, too late.

The lurch and the breeze and Booce's inattention,

these had caused the disaster. A flurry of coals had been
jarred |l oose fromthe sikenwire cage. Irradiated by the
pi pefire, the bark had been drying and warm ng for tens
of days. It had been ready to ignite.

Under normal circunstances an integral tree is in equi-
libriumwith the wind. A steady gale blows at each tuft,
and no wind blows at its center. Air nust nove past a
fire to keep it burning. But a tree under sail is noving,
and there is wind. Coals reached the bark and bl azed up.

Booce fl apped hard toward a Logbearer already
enbedded in flane.

He hadn't panicked then. There was a hose, and pres-
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sure in the water tank, for the fire would be heating it.
He woul d use the hose to spray water and steam on the
fire. Booce breathed deeply as he flew, hyperoxygenat-
ing. He'd hold his breath while he worked. The danger
was that he might breathe flane.

Wend crawl ed gingerly through the cabin door. Her

feet were wi ngless, her eyes and mouth wide in terror.
She saw Booce, gathered herself, and | eapt toward him
into the sky.

The water tank ruptured.
Booce saw Wend bl own outward in a wind of |ive
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steam |l aced with boiling water. He flapped to catch her,
hearing his own howl. She was flying past him He
stretched i npossi bly and caught her bare ankle, and felt
the scal ded skin slide | oose beneath his hand.

There were conforting hands on Booce, on his shoul -

ders and arm and ankl e, for touching was the way of Ct-

i zens Tree. Rather hung back, uncertain, reluctant to take
such liberties. Booce was a mature adult.

Where was Carl ot ?
Booce was hoarse, for he had been shouting, how ing;

but he sounded al nost cal mnow. "Everything's blurred

after that. . . Lawi the Scientist was feeding ne foliage
and | couldn't renenber anything. It all cane back a bit
at atime."

Rat her eased away fromthe cookfire and flew toward
Voy. Behi nd hi m Booce was speaki ng mostly to Debby,
who was rubbing his tenples.

"I't never happened before . . . not to us. Sonetines

a | ogging concern just disappears. W wonder why. W

never find out. For Ryllin, for the girls, |I should give it
up. But logging's all | know ..."

The nenories nmust have been too nuch for Carlot. |f

she wanted to hide ... a crack in the bark? Bark walls
woul d nuffle the agony in her father's voice. She night
have gone in any direction . . . but the cracks ran out and
in. Try in.

Rat her coasted above the bark. He didn't m nd being
seen. She'd have kept going until she couldn't hear the
wor ds.

"Go away."

He sonersaulted and kicked air to stop hinself. "Car-
| ot ?"

No answer. It had come fromhis left, fromthe north.

There: scarlet showed in a crack. He said, "I wouldn't
have found you if you'd kept your nouth shut."”
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She was pulled into herself, like the shellbirds around
the ice pond. Her wings were on her back. He fluttered
into the crack beside her but didn't touch her. "It mnust

have been bad."

"It was bad."

He tried again. "Want a hug?”

"l want Wend back."

"You have to leamto think of her as a | ost one."
"She was fifteen!"

("She wasn't even two!" Jill had wailed after a sister

si ckened and died. |isa had hugged her daughter fre-
quently. Wen lisa died at thirty-one, it had been no better
for Jill.

(Age didn't matter. Touching hel ped.) Rather worked

his fingers into her hair and began a scal p nassage. She
didn't nmove. He said, "l've had brothers and sisters die.
We all have. You forget."

She'd removed her sleeves after the fluff died. The skin
of her arns was snooth and richly dark, and she suddenly
wriggl ed about and had himin a deathgrip.

Rotating, they drifted in the sky. Rather still wore his
wings; his instincts told himto return to the tree. He held
her .

She wasn't sobbing. Presently she pulled her chin off
hi s shoul der and ki ssed hi m

He asked, "Better?"
"Yes. | don't want to go back."

"WIIl you be all right here? Shall | stay?" Half a dozen
finger cacti drifted east, less than a klonter distant. A
wi ndborne finger cactus could be lethal. These were only
drifting, and drifting away at that . . . but you never

st opped | ooki ng for danger

Carl ot hadn't answered. He said, "Your father m ght
get upset if we stay here too | ong—

"Fat her's made m st akes before."”

"He tells you who to nmake babies with, though. M s-
hael had to ask, and she's older than you."
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"Do you want to go?"
"... No."

"I thought hard before | took ny clothes off in front
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of you."
He renenbered swiming in the waterfall, and
| aughed. "1 noticed. But Booce was there."

She freed him and all the nuscles in his body junped.
Loose in the sky! But he had wings. Carlot drifted, ro-
tating away fromhim. . . donning her wi ngs? No: she
pul l ed her tunic over her head, then rolled her pants off
and ball ed them up together.

He | ooked. Now she was tying her wings to her ankles.

Her clothes too. Nudity was not strange to him but this
was different. Carlot was |long, one and a half tinmes his
own height. Her breasts were perfect cones, an abrupt
break in the | ong snmooth stretch of her torso. Rather re-
sisted the urge to touch her. He spoke hurriedly, before
he could | ose that fight. "Now, what would happen if we
really did nake a baby? Could you still marry anyone you
want to?"

She said, "It's all right. W just have to watch what
time we do this.”

"Yeah?" Rather had never heard anythi ng about how
not to nake a baby. "Wen can you do it?"

" Now. "
"I've never done this before.” He swamtoward her.
"I''"l'l show you. Take these off."

Chapter Ten

Secrets

fromthe Citizens Tree cassettes, year 31 SM

FI SHER PLANT is BOLL- SHAPED, 100-300 M-

TERS I N DI AMETER. | T CAN EXTEND A LONG WATER- | N-
FLATED ROOT | NTO A PASSI NG POND, FOR FERTI LI ZER AS
VELL AS WATER

FI SHER JUNGLE MAY BE CONSI DERED A LARGE

(400-700 METERS) FI SHER PLANT WTH A STING MAY
ATTACK BI G BIRDS AS WELL AS PONDS. PREY ARE
BROUGHT | NTO THE JUNGLE TO ROT.

FI NGER CACTUS—HE NEWY BUDDED FORM

LOOKS A LI TTLE LI KE A GREEN POTATO, W TH EYES

FI NGERS SPROUT FROM THE EYES, AND BRANCH AND RE-
BRANCH, UNTIL AN ADULT IN FLOAER MAY BEAR 20-30

FI NGERS. EACH FINCER IS TIPPED WTH A SPI NE. ANY
CREATURE THAT COMES TCO NEAR MAY BE SPEARED;

AND THEN ROOTS GROW I NTO THE VICTIM LATER I N
LI FE, FINGERS BUD NEW FI NGER CACTI . DANGEROUS
124
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RATHER WOKE BECAUSE HI S EYES BURNED.

They were filled with tears. Blinking did no good. The
tears were under his eyelids, filling them The pain had
hi m whi npering. He tried lifting his eyelids with his fin-
gertips to let the water out. That hurt. Mopping his eyes
with his tunic brought agony. He couldn't see!

"Carlot?" He remenbered that she wasn't w th him

They had not returned to the cookfire until all were asleep
except Debby, on watch. She had wi nked at them.

they had separated

Sl eep, then daggers in the eyes. He would not have
wanted Carlot to see himlike this. But he was al one, and
bl i nd!

"Cl ave? Debby? Anyone?"

Rat her coul d feel bark surrounding him Yell again?

He' d yell ed when the silver suit's jets gave out. The nmem
ory enbarrassed him He'd had gritty eyes before, when

he was tired ... but not like this! "Soneone help ne! |
can't see!"

"Rat her ?"

"Debby? My eyes are on fire and | don't know why!"
Her hands were cool and rough on his cheeks. "Qpen
them ™"

"I can't..." He got themopen, just a slit for just a
monent. The |ight was agony.

"They're bright red. I'U get Cave. Don't |oose your
tether."

"No way!"

The pain grew no worse and no better. It was a | ong
time before he heard voi ces.

" Rat her ?"
"Clave! What's wong with ne?"

Long fingers held his head still; thunbs lifted his eye-
lids. "You're not blind. You' re not dying either. It's an
all ergy attack. Your father used to get this way when Dal -
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ton-Qui nn Tree was dying of the drought. W were too
far in toward Voy. Dry, thin air and not enough sleep."

"What do | do?"

"Gavving nostly suffered. In half a day he'd be over
it. Don't rub your eyes. Let ne think."

It seemed to hurt |less now that he knew it would go
away. It hadn't killed Gavving. And if they both had the
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sane allergy, then—He's really nmy father! | should tel
him Mther too . . . and Mark? But the pain was nore
urgent. "Clave, if this happens when | don't sl eep, and
I can't sleep because it hurts too much . . . Cdave?"

H's line went slack. "I've thought of something. Just
relax. 1'll tow you."

"Kendy for the State—
"Kendy? Treefodder! It's been a long tine."

"That's not ny fault, Jeffer. Every tine our orbits
have matched, there has been soneone else in the CARM
VWere are they now? | don't find them outside either."

"They're asleep. | was too. Everyone but me sl eeps
on the bark. Kendy, how do |I refuel the silver suit?"

Di agranms appeared: CARM and silver suit, side by

side. Parts of the schematics blinked blue as Kendy

tal ked. Jeffer saw that tanks along the cal ves of the silver
suit were what made the |legs so bul ky. "Hydrogen here,
oxygen here. There's hose under these little panels. The
spigots are recessed, here and here, under these covers

on the hull. You open themfromthe control panel. Bring

up the schematic, then tw st above these dots, this way."

An arrowhead circl ed.

" CGood. "

"Renmenber. Oxygen line fromhere to here. Hydrogen
fromhere to here. Getting it wong nmay cause an expl o-
sion."

"What keeps the gases col d?"

"In a pressure suit? No, the gases are just under pres-
sure. That's why the tanks go dry so fast." Kendy's face
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was back in the bow window "Did you find six nmetric
tons of metal ore?"

"Yes. Thanks. Booce says it mmkes us rich."

"Good. | see you've been building a steamrocket. Is
it finished?"

"Booce still has to build cabins. W'll go to the out
branch for the wood. He still doesn't know how to hold
the pipefire—=

"Here's the CARM" a voice said. "Feel the airiock
wal | s? Treef odder F

Clave was in the airiock with Rather behind him The
di splay went blank, a breath too |ate.

Clave got his nmouth closed. "First things first. Sci-
entist, Rather's having an allergy attack. You renenber
how Gavvi ng was during the drought? Rather, you need

thick wet air. So, we'll close the airiock and turn up the
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pressure and humi . . . um wetness. Do it, Jeffer."

Jeffer let his fingers dance. C ose both doors, hunmidity
up, pressure up. Pressure in his ears. He worked his jaw
He untethered hinself and noved aft.

Rather's eyelids were puffy; the eyes were scarlet. Jef-
fer said, "It goes away after a while no matter what you
do. This might help. O not. Wrk your jaw to pop your
ears.” He turned to Cave. "Well?"

"How | ong has the Checker been back?"
"Since the Serjents reached the trunk."
"Why didn't you tell someone? Me!™
"Let's go outside."

He opened the inner airiock door and gestured C ave
in. Fromthe | ook of him Cd ave m ght expl ode any ninute;

but he cane. They were nose to nose while the inner door
cl osed and the outer opened.

"Keeps the pressure in," Jeffer said. "That's why it's
called airiock." He kicked out into the sky.

Clave foll owed on m smatched wings. "You're stall-
ing."

"No. Kendy can't reach us except when the sun is
128 / Larry Niven

dead east, but anything that goes on in the CARM Kendy
hears it later. He can't hear us now. "

"He woul dn't have heard us in the Ctizens Tree com
nmons! "

"Yeah. Clave, the truth is that | didn't trust anyone
else to talk to Kendy. | don't trust Kendy, and he's very

persuasi ve. "
"Am 1 too fluff-brained to say no?"

"Clave ... all right, so | was arrogant and w ong-
headed. Now let's go tell the Serjents."

" Uh—t

"Hey, citizunf!"™ It wasn't really a shout, but Cave's
long fingers closed over Jeffer's face. After a noment the
palmlifted to expose an evil grin.

Cl ave said, "You still should have told ne. Rather
didn't see anything. Did you tell Lawi?"

"What does Kendy want ?"
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"He wants the C unp. He wants to know everything
about the dunmp."

"This trip was his idea, wasn't it?"

"I told you he's persuasive. Cave, we have to tel
Rat her about this before he talks to anyone. He already
knows too nmuch. Nobody el se, right?"

"Right. Then | want to talk to Kendy."

"He cones in range every four days lately. Four days
fromnow, when the sun is dead east."

Jeffer found Rather in the Scientist's seat, hands poised
above the controls. "Freeze," he said. "Now nove
away. "

Rat her obeyed. "I was trying to open the airlock."

"Use the little lights on the doors. Rather, any citizen
knows better than to fiddle with the controls. Once

nearly killed us all with one ill-considered tap of one fin-
ger. But | don't have to explain that to you. | only have
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to say, Jeffer captains the CARM keep your tree-feeding
hands off the controls. Stet?"

"Stet. Sorry, Jeffer. 1've seen you open the doors, and
| was feeling shut in."

"How are your eyes?"
"Ckay. "

He held still while Jeffer |ooked. Rather's eyes were
pink and the lids were puffy, but he didn't blink. "From
now on you sleep in the CARMwith ne. | should have
sonmeone here anyway in case we get shaken up when the
tuft tears | oose."

Rat her had al ready sunmoned the bl ue di agram of the
CARM s cabin. Jeffer opened his fingers over the |ines
that represented the airlock. The doors opened behind
him He said, "Help me get the hose |inked up. Then take

it outside."

Booce net themat the door. "I'l|l take that, Rather.
We're filling the rocket. How are you doi ng?"
"Better."

Debby, dave, and Carlot waited at the rocket. Booce

and Rather crawl ed al ong the bark, dragging the hose after
them Booce spoke quietly. "Did you know that Carl ot

was a crossyear child?"

"No. What's it nmean? The crossyear i s when Voy
crosses the sun—=

"Children born at the crossyear are unpredictable.
They can go any way at all. Rather, I'mtrying to tell you
that you and Carlot are not to marry. She'll marry a | og-
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ger.

Rat her didn't answer. Carlot's expression was un-
readabl e until the nonment Booce's back was turned. Then
she wi nked. Rather felt his face gl ow ng.

To work. Booce forced the hose into the rocket nozzle.

"Jeffer says he can fill it w thout anyone sucking on the
end. O ave, give us a hand here. Now push. Jeffer
Ready r
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The three were braced to hold the hose in place. C ave
said, "There's a signal Jeffer uses that tells the CARM
to push what's in the water tank back out. It gets rid of

mud—

The hose writhed. Water sprayed out around the join.
Rat her could feel the power of the water trying to tear
the hose out of his hands.

They held it, held it... and suddenly the hose bucked

| oose and thrashed like a live thing. Rather dodged and
was flailing in the sky. Booce bell owed, "Enough! Jeffer,
it's full!"

They were soaked before the hose went linp. Jeffer
called cheerily fromthe airlock. "Wen do we see a
test?"

Booce | ooked enbarrassed. "l still don't know how to
substitute for the sikenwire. W' ve got time—=

"Yeah. Well, we've used up too nuch water, one way
and another. | want to refuel the CARM d ave, Rather,
come along. W won't be |ong, Booce. The rest of you
can start dinner."

The three of themreturned to the CARM C ave asked,
"What do we do for a punmp?"

Jeffer was smiling. "I've thought of something.
There's a pond thirty klonters out and a little east...'

The sun wasn't much past zenith. A pinpoint dianond
bl azed next to it, out and a bit west: sunlight focused
through a pond. Jeffer set the CARM novi ng straight out.

The out tuft ran at them and past them The pond

wasn't far beyond, and not nuch bi gger than the CARM
Jeffer set the forward jets firing when they were close.
They came to a stop just in fromthe water gl obule.

Jeffer opened the airlock. He told Rather, "Get into
your wings and follow us. Bring the silver suit. W'll re-
fuel the jets."

Jeffer |l ed them outside and around to the CARM s dor -
sal surface. Rather followed, tugging the silver suit by its
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linp wist. There Jeffer took the suit fromhim He
wat ched as Jeffer produced narrow hoses from under a
hat ch .

Clave said, "Forget the suit for a while. Let Jeffer do
it. Rather, you missed sonething during the allergy at-
tack. What do you think happened then?"

"Al'l I knowis, you caught Jeffer at something."

Jeffer grunted. He had the hoses hooked to holes in
the suit's | egs.

Clave said, "You m ssed your chance to see Sharls
Davis Kendy. You'll get it again in, what, half a day?"

Jeffer |ooked at the sun: past two o' clock, a few de-
grees out fromwest. "Alittle nore than that. The thing
is, this is a secret, Rather."

"Everybody's got secrets. . . . Kendy? The
Checker ?"

"Tell him Jeffer."

Jeffer said, " Kendy's back. He pointed out the Wart

for us. He talked to ne the day we rescued the Serjents.
We' ve tal ked since. | gather it costs hi m sonething,
maybe shortens his life, and he still can't reach us nore
than once every two days."

Rat her said, "The tales Mark and Gavving tell, Kendy
woul d have killed you all if he'd known you stole the
CARM "

"I don't think he could have done that," Jeffer said,
"but he might have wanted to. W stole the CARMto
get away from London Tree. W had Lawi tied to her
seat, and Mark the Silver Man too. Kendy mi ght have
called it mutiny. You know sone of this."

Rat her said, "You were copsiks. They owned you. |
never understood how you could live with Lawi and
Mark after that."

Clave said, "What were we supposed to do, throw
theminto the sky? They earned their citizenship. Rather
When the air was | eaking out of the CARM Lawi found
the way to plug the | eak. When Kendy was aski ng ques-
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tions, Mark covered for us. W could have told Kendy |
we were escaped copsi ks, but I'mnot sure how he woul d |
have felt about that. Maybe Kendy's peopl e kept cop- ;

si ks. "
" Kendy. "

"Yeah. He—Scientist, you understand this better than
| do."
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Jeffer said, "Gve nme a ninute." He was noving the
hoses. "Need to refuel the legs one at a tine .

"Stet. Now, Sharls Davis Kendy clains to be the re-
cording of a man. | don't understand that. Neither does
Lawi. We don't even know how cassettes work, really.

I wondered if he was just sone nadman who reached the
old starship, like we alnost did, and was living aboard.
But it's been fourteen years, and he doesn't sound any
ol der. He wanted to know all about us. Wether we were
mutineers. Well, treefodder, we did steal the CARM we
were nutineers, nuch as | hate the word."

"That's all in the past," Cave said

"Yeah. Now he wants to see the Cunp. Cave, re-

menber how he tal ked fourteen years ago? | think he stil
wants everyone in the Snmoke Ring to be one big happy
tribe taking orders from Sharls Davis Kendy."

The dark pond bl azed at its eastern edge. Rather won-
dered if there would be tine for a swm He was not com
fortable in this maze of secrets. "Kendy isn't the
Chairman. W don't have to do what he says."

"Well, we want to see the Clunp too. And if he can't
touch us—Wy not tell the Serjents?"

"Boy's got a point," Cave said
"You didn't tell themeither."
"Maybe that was just reflex."

"Just talk to Kendy, Chairman, and then I'll point out
somet hi ng. "

Clave nmerely nodded. To Rather, he said, "One nore
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thing. Kendy hears everything anyone says aboard the
CARM "

Rat her | aughed.

Jeffer asked, "Anything else to discuss? | think I'm
finished here. Now let's refuel the CARM Go back in
and strap down."

"W still don't have a punp."

The Scientist's answering grin was a little mad. C ave
si ghed.

Jets grunbled, then died. Rather watched a wind-rif-
fled wall of water nove toward the bow wi ndow.

Cl ave asked, "Shouldn't you cl ose the doors?"

Jeffer grinned and shook his head.
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Clave said, "I wish to point out. Captain, that we're
going to hit that pond."

"Yeah."

The pondl et struck. Rather sagged in his straps. C ave
grunted. He asked, "Do you honestly know what you're
doi ng?"

"l honestly do."

Through the great window the interior of the pondl et
was open to view. A flock of tiny silver torpedoes sped
away through the nurk and di sappeared through the shiv-
ering silver surface.

"The CARM s hundreds of years old and nothing's

hurt it yet. Now | reduce the interior pressure." Jeffer's
fingers noved; the air system hissed; water entered the
airlock in an expanding silver bubble.

The doors closed. Water renained inside, flow ng over

the aft walls, the curve of it becom ng nore and nore

concave. Waves curled and sl oshed as Jeffer turned the
CARM away from the pond

He grinned at them "Now | set the pressure back to
normal and turn down the humdity. That tells the CARM
to make the air dry by taking water out of it. The water
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goes to the tank. See? We can't run out of fuel now It's
somet hing Lawri never thought of."

"It's treefeeding wet in here, Scientist!"

"But you don't have to punp. Next on the agenda is
Kendy. Checker, when you hear this, please introduce
yoursel f."

Cl ave asked, "What if he's not there?"
"He'll hear it when he runs the record—
There was a face in the bow w ndow.

Kendy was a dwarf. Rather had expected that, but he

was still taken aback. Deepset eyes exam ned him judged
him within a face |like carved rock. A giant's gravelly
voi ce said, "Kendy for the State. Hello, Chairman C ave.
Hel l o, Rather the Silver Man. Scientist, your manner of
refueling the CARMis likely to destroy it. If the inpact
had torn away the solar cell arrays, how would you break
up water? A CARM doesn't fly on water."

Jeffer | ooked nettled. Cl ave said, "Wl cone back,
Kendy. "

"Thank you, Chairnman."
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"Why did you hide from me?"

"I felt that Jeffer was better equipped to judge his po-
litical situation than I."

Cl ave bridled. "And |' m not ?"

"If Jeffer had told you, he would surely have had to
tell his wife. Do you trust Lawi's judgnent?"

"l give up. Between you, you . . . stet."

"l watched your nonmutiny with some interest. You're
a natural |eader, Cave. You should be ruling nany nore
than your thirteen citizens."

"Thank you, Checker. Where do you propose | find
anot her thousand citizens, all of whomare inclined to
trust a tree-living outsider?"

The | anguage was cold and stiff. Jeffer and Clave did
not trust Kendy, and Kendy clearly knew it. He said,
"You need not turn a conplinent into a policy statenent,
Clave. | can't force you to obey ny orders. You can't

THE SMOKE RING / 135

stop me from observing through the CARM s instru-
ments. You know that | know things you do not. Can't
we wor k together?"

"Maybe. Thanks for showi ng us the Wart."
"You're wel conme. Has Booce found a way to confine
the pipefire?”

"Not yet."

"BEven with sikenwire, the pipefire is dangerous. You
do have a source of nmetal. You can make a firebox from
the Wart."

Clave grinned. "Wat a good idea."

"You probably don't have the facilities to make a
smel ter—=

"What ?"

"Asnelter refines metal. It nelts metal ore and buns
away inpurities. You shape the netal by pouring the lig-
uid into forns. Gravity is needed, or tide, or spin. The
Admralty may have such technol ogy, but | gather you

do not."

"We do not. You'd set the tree on fire for sure!"”

"But you do have a saw. It was noored in the cargo
section. Use it to cut slices fromthe Wart."

"Kendy, you'd ruin the teeth.”

"No. That saw was taken from Di scipline. Mst of the
tool s aboard Discipline were nade to last. Even with triv-
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ial itens, the najor cost was transportation. The chicken
Wi re nmust have been nade in the Admiralty, but your hose
is reinforced with hullnetal alloy. The pipe is hullnetal.
So is the saw. You won't damage it by sawing slices from
a mass of soft iron. Here—=*

Kendy' s angul ar vi sage was replaced by a |line draw ng

of the steamrocket, then another line drawi ng: a rectangle
with tabs at its edges. "Cut three of these. Use the first
as a tenpl ate—

"How do we hold the parts together? Tethers would
bum "

"Set the plates in place and pound on the tabs unti
136 / Larry Niven

they bend down. They'|ll fold over each other." Three
rectangul ar plates forned a triangular prism The tabs
al ong the edges blinked green, then bent thensel ves over
to interlock. Logbearer reappeared, and the three-sided
box now encl osed the pipe and pipefire.

Clave said, "I'lIl ask Booce. You won't get nuch air
flowto the coals."

"Mount the rocket two or three kiloneters in or out

fromthe center of nass. The wind will keep the coals
alight. You couldn't rmake a conpletely cl osed box any-
way. It will |eak."

"Mm . . . yeah. You've been thinking hard about
this."

"l can solve sinple mechanical problens. What will
you do with the CARM when you reach the C unmp?"

Clave was still studying the diagram "We'll hide it
before we get there. Take the log in with the steam rocket.
Take our tine selling it."

"You'll want to keep the CARM safe, but near enough

for rescue if sonething goes wong. Now, the Clunp is
nore crowded than the Snoke Ring in general, but one

may still think of it as nostly enpty space. Two thousand
people won't crowd a region the volune of the Earth's
Moon! You'll find plenty of hiding space.”

"Kendy, we can't steer the CARMinto the Cunp and
just | ook around! W'd be seen!”

"l have a better view of the Clunp than you do, even
if it's not a good view. If you approached from north or
south of the O ump—

"What we'll do is take the log in, then | ook around
while we're selling the wood. If we find a safe way in,
we'll take it."

"Anot her thing you m ght consider," Kendy said.
"The CARMis power. There may cone a time when we'll
want to use that power " Kendy's voice and picture
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f aded.
"Well, thafs that." Jeffer left his seat. He stretched
THE SMOKE RI NG / 137

el aborately. "Let's go out. Take some spears. W'll get
us sone waterbirds before we turn back."

They noved out. C ave said, "Well?"

"Ww do you see what | nean? He wants the CARM
inside the unp. He wants it bad. If he can get sone
Admralty citizens into the CARM he could | ook them
over and question them"

"He didn't say anything unreasonable,” O ave said.

"Persuasive, isn't he? All right, think about this. There
occurred an accident that allowed Chairman Cl ave to see
the Checker talking to the Scientist. That happened after
Kendy was sure he couldn't talk me into this."

Clave smled. "An interesting coincidence. The
CARM has outside caneras, doesn't it?"

"Yeah. And Booce would like to be rich so that he can
give up logging. Do you think Kendy coul d persuade
Booce to trade the CARMto the Navy for netal ?"

The smile slipped. "We'll do it your way. Rather, this
stops with us. Al of it. Now shall we get us sone wa-
terbirds?"

"l said that to get us outside," Jeffer said.
"Let's do it anyway."
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Chapter El even

Happyf eet

fromthe Admiralty Library, year 131 SM day 160

VO CE HAS SET US THE TASK OF | NTEGRATI NG THE
DESERTERS—EXCUSE ME, WANDERERS—HNTO THE AD-

M RALTY. I T WLL CERTAI NLY TAKE GENERATI ONS
EXEC W LLOUGHBY ADM TS THAT I T MAY BE | MPGSSI -
BLE, AND |'VE COVE TO AGREE.

HALF A DOZEN COTTON- CANDY JUNGLES NOW TRADE
REGULARLY IN THE CLUMP, MEETI NG AT THE CROSS-
YEAR THEY OBEY ADM RALTY LAW WHERE ADM -

RALTY NAVY | S PRESENT TO ENFORCE I T. OUTSI DE THE
CLUMP THERE IS PI RACY AND SLAVE- TAKI NG WE BE-

LI EVE THAT THE SEEKERS AND THE LUPOPF FAM LY
VWERE | NVOLVED I N SUCH | NCI DENTS, THOUGH THEY
WERE THE FI RST TO TRADE | N THE MARKET.

VE CANNCT BRI NG LAW TO THI RTY EARTH- VOLUMES
OF | NHABI TABLE TERRI TORY. THE SMOKE RING IS TCO
HUGE, AND WE ARE TOO FEW AND TOO SLOW
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—| EUTENANT RAND CARSTER
138
BRI LLI ANT AS I T WAS, THE NEUTRON STAR WAS TQOO

small to give nuch illum nation. Yet the sky was never
dark, even at crossyear, when the sun at nadir had to shine
through the full thickness of the Snmoke Ring's farther arc.
One nust seek darkness in a cloud or a jungle or a tree
tuft, or in the unoccupi ed depths of the O unp.

Now t he sun was dead east, somewhere behind the

slowy roiling blotch that was their destination. It was
gl oony in the shadow of the Cl unp. Masses near the
white-fringed black nmass seened to blaze in contrast.

"We're better than hal fway hone," Booce said.

"Debby, |'ve been |ooking for nore pod plants. The | ast
thing I ever wanted was to cone hone with a pod for ny
cabin, but we don't have tine to build real cabins."

"The rocket's finished ot herw se?"
"Yes."

"Good." Debby had been working hard. Her tunic was
of f and her pale skin glistened with sweat. "Now, how
do we nake it work?"

"Trade secret."”

Debby regarded Booce angrily. "W built the tree-
feeding thing. You won't tell us howto nmake it go?"

"Cl assified, Debby."

"WIIl you tell us howto make it stop? In an emergency,
if you and Carlot aren't in reach, howdo | stop it from
just burning up?"

"We'll get an extra pod and fill it with water to pour
on the pipefire—

"Very good! Now, suppose you and Carlot both fal

off the tree and | ose your wings and we've got to cone
after you. Suppose you |left the rocket going. Wat do
want to do?"

Booce found her persistence disturbing. "Use the
CARM | suppose—

"TheCARM sgone. "
"They're only refueling it."

"It could be gone again!"

140 / Larry Niven

"Then use your wings. Don't try to use the rocket.

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt (100 of 233) [1/19/03 6:21:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt

That's dangerous. "

Debby gl ared and was silent. She was Booce's hei ght

and al nost Booce's age, marked by a dangerous and ex-

otic beauty. Pale-brown skin, pale straight hair, fiery blue
eyes; a face all planes and angles, with a nose |ike an axe
head. She was the type of wonan who woul d renake a

man, who would run his life for him As Ryllin was. And
Ryllin was far away . . . and ifBooce carried that thought
further, Ryllin would know sonehow, and Booce woul d

regret it greatly. Booce | ooked at the sky to escape Deb-
by's eyes.

He' d been watching the sky for days now. They were

closing on the Clunp. Matter woul d be thicker here, even
this far in: nore ponds, plant life, animals, predators, per-
haps Navy craft or wandering happyfeet.

West of out, alnost behind the log's remaining tuft, he
found paired bright and dark dots: the pond and the
CARM No sign of pod plants. Wuld they have to cut
wood fromthe out branch after all? Branchwood was bet -

ter ... but it was hard work, and the cabins woul d be
crude.
Debby was still funming. "You know, arguing isn't the

thing I do best. But Clave is going to have this out of
you, because it's stupid not to tell us howto use the
basic logger's tool. Wn't the Admralty expect us to
know—=2"

"No. You're hired | abor."
"Right. |I forgot."

The days went fast this close to Voy: nine days be-

tween waki ng and waki ng. North and west, the reddish
fringe of the Cunp's shadow was sliding rapidy down a
tremendous wall of cloud. Stormand |ightning inside, and

ponds fornming. . . The line of sunlight picked out a green
dot, a drifting jungle enmerging fromthe fringes of the
storm
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Carl ot suddenly asked, "Debby, should we know how
to use the CARW?"

"Yes. Yes, we should know how to run the CARM
Treefeeding fools they are, Lawi and Jeffer both."

Booce was jolted. "Debby? You can't fly the
CARM?"

"Nobody knows but the Scientists. Cassified. Lawi
I can understand. But Jeffer, he stole the thing hinself,
and now he acts just like her! Fifteen years, alnost!"”

"Dad? She's right. W should all of us know all of that,
and we have to start sonmewhere."

Booce sighed. Crossyear child! Playing around with a
dwarf tree dweller ... but the women al ways won the
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argunents. "Debby, as far as any Adniralty citizen is
concerned, you know not hi ng about how a rocket works.
Under st and?"

"Yes, Logger Booce. Now, what is it you | oggers have
been concealing fromus |aborers?”

"Go ahead, Carlot."

Carl ot considered before she spoke. "All right. Just

the way you taught ne. Debby, you'll have to inagine

the sikenwire in a tube around the pipe. | stuff firebark
inside and light it."

Debby nodded.

"The coals are just along the mddle of the pipe, not

too close to the ends. | wait. | want the netal to get hot.
It should glowred. Hotter than that, the nozzle starts to
char. That's bad. So | run water through the pipe. The
metal stays dark red, and steam cones out the nozzle.

You can't see it where it conmes out, but it can flay the

fl esh fromyour bones, so stay clear."

Her father smiled, nodding approval. He'd taught her
wel | .

"Now, how do | move the water into the pipe?"

Debby nulled it. "No tide—=

"How do | keep outsiders fromwatching me do it?"
Debby bri ght ened. She ki cked herself to the fore end
142 / Larry Niven

of the water tank. "I'mhere, right? There's a cabin, and
I"'minit. And here's the plug ..."

"Just so!" Cariot joined her. "You pull the plug. You
blowin it. Wien the water spurts back at you, you sl am
the plug in quick."

"I could get a lungful of water that way."

"Sure you could. We've all done our share of choking.
Fat her taught us this so he wouldn't have to do it him
sel f."

"Wy does it bl ow back?"
"1 ... Dad?"

Booce said, "The steam pushes both ways. Qut the

nozzl e, and backward too. That churns the water so nore

wat er cones down the pipe. After the rocket settles down,
it's thrust that pulls the water through. The back-pressure
holds it fromgoing in too fast. You can let the rocket run
till the water's al nost gone."

Cariot said, "You ve got to let the pipefire die before
the tank's enpty. Qtherw se you'll char the nozzle and
the tank both. It's a mess if you have to throw water on
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a pipefire."”

The stormwas definitely reaching out to enfold the tree
and the jungle was cl oser too. Booce pointed. "Car-
| ot =

Cari ot | ooked. "Happyfeet?"
"Maybe. Debby, what have we got for weapons?"
"Har poons. The rocket, | guess."

"Not enough. Al right, ladies. Maybe it's just a | oose
jungle, and even if it's happyfeet they may not have no-
ticed anything, but | think we should hide."

"H de?" Debby was outraged. "Booce, that's not
much of a jungle. Carther States was twenty tines that
size."

The jungl e was cl oser now, a fuzzy green ellipsoid with
a shadowy slit init, as if foliage had been shorn away to
forma window into the interior. Booce said, "A jungle
that size can hold a famly of twenty or thirty. Debby, a
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tree is big. W can vanish into cracks in the bark and
never be seen. | ... think we've got tine. Help me take
the rocket apart."

"Booce, it was tough enough putting it together!"

"You think I like this?" But Booce and Cariot were
al ready tuggi ng at pipe and nozzle, and Debby perforce
j oi ned them

"The pipe is ... priceless. W ... can't let happyfeet

get it." Booce gasped in the thin air. The nozzle
jerked | oose and tunbl ed al ong the bark with Booce
wrapped around it. Hs voice drifted back. "The rest they
can have. We'll hide the pipe in sone crack and guard it.
Now we really won't have time to nmake cabins."

They pulled | oose the pipe and water tank. The green
puffball was closer yet, and a |line of vapor trailed behind
it. The vapor trail becanme a curve

Debby said, "It's dropped five nen. Wnged. Now it's
goi ng away."

Nozzl e and tank floated, slowy rotating. Now Booce
was free to | ook. "They're nmaking for the Wart."

"W can't let themhave it!" Debby cried.

"Well, the truth is, we can," Booce said. He was push-
ing the pipe ahead of him kicking hard. Cariot and Debby
flewto help. "Maybe the CARM can take it back for us.

If not ... we don't need the Wart to reach the C unp.
Those five that were dropped are after us."

The log was far east, drifting in the fringe of a storm
conmpl ex. Rather found it before Jeffer did: shadow backlit
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by the sun.

Jeffer chased it down. The CARM arced over the top

of the out tuft, noved in along the east side of the trunk
The dock cane into view a rectangle of bare wood, rag-
ged around the edges. Rather felt the pull of the forward
jets and heard pondwater slosh toward him WAter had
spread along the CARMs walls and was creeping for-

war d.

144 |/ Larry Niven
He wasn't actually getting used to this, was he?
"Where's the rocket?" d ave sounded nerely puzzl ed.

VWhere they had built the rocket, there was not hing.
Wait . . . there, drifting | oose, a pal e-brown bell shape:

the nozzle. There, sone distance away, a brown ellipsoid
trailing lines. Were was Carlot? Were was anyone?

"What happened here?" C ave denanded. "An ex-
pl osi on?"

Had there been a fire? Rather found only the smal
bl ack scar of the cookfire. The arrangements around it
wer e undi st ur bed.

Jeffer said, "We can't search the whole tree. Were's
the sun?'' Straight east.' 'W won't get Kendy for another
day. "

"Take us in," Rather said.

Jeffer |ooked at him "Wy?"

"Just a guess." Carlot had gone in, |ast sleep

Jeffer swng the CARMtoward Voy and fired the jets.
They ski med above the bark. The fog was around them
now.

Jeffer played with the controls. "There," he said sud-
denly. "Five nmen." But what showed in the w ndow was
an abstraction, orange bl obs on red-and- bl ack.

"We're seeing by heat," Jeffer said. For an instant the
normal view returned: fog sliding along black bark. Then
the red-and-bl ack was back. "Di dn't Booce say sone-
thi ng about happyfeet ?"

"Find our people," said d ave.

"Mm . . . there." Three orange blobs in a line. By
normal |ight they becanme three human shapes |ined al ong
a crack. "And the rocket pipe, | think. Rather?"

Rat her qui ckly disengaged his seat belt and noved aft.

He pulled the silver suit out of the water and slid his |egs
inside. Clave said, "Good. Get the rest of it on and go

join the others. Take some harpoons. They won't have
weapons. Jeffer, how did they get here?"
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"Good question. | don't see anything that could have
THE SMOKE RING / 145

brought them Sonething could be around the other side
of the bark."

Rat her waited while O ave bound six harpoons agai nst
the silver suit's chest. Air on; voice on. "Can you hear
me?"

His voice blurted fromthe control panel, and Jeffer
junped. "I hear you fine."

"Let ne out."

The bark was half a klonter distant. Rather used his

jets. He thrilled to the pull of thrust along his body: bl ood
| eavi ng hi s head, abdonmen settling toward his feet. Not

quite a confortable sensation, but one few others could

shar e.

Behi nd him the CARM accel erated south around the
curve of the trunk and was gone.

Carl ot and the others had seen the CARM they waved.

Two klonters toward the blue blur of Voy, a hundred
meters out fromthe tree, green-clad nmen enmerged from
the fog. They flew along the bark, peering into cracks as
they passed. At this distance Rather could see only that
they were five jungle giants, and arned.

They saw him Their | egs stopped noving, though their
notion continued. C oser now. One was a wonan .

Then they were kicking again, turning back toward the
stormthat was reaching to engulf the tree

He could catch them They couldn't know about the
silver suit. Hs tanks were full. Rather fired his boot jets;

hi s course becane an arc.

He could catch them Then what? Kill then? Rather's
parents had both killed. They didn't like talking about it.
When they did, old anger distorted their faces. Yet this
was the Silver Man's duty: fromtine to tine, he killed.

One of the intruders | ooked back, and then all five were
ki cki ng madly, doubling their speed.

H's arns were full of harpoons, hanpered, while
Debby and Carl ot and Booce had no weapons at all.
Rat her swung back toward his crew.
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He thumped into the bark not far from Booce. Carl ot

was | ooking at him oddly. He opened his hel net and said,
"It's ne. Five of them al nbost found you. What hap-
pened?"
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"Happyfeet," Booce said. "A small jungle, steam
powered. Lupoff family, fromthe | ook of them They
want the Wart."

Rat her thunbed his personal Voice on. "Silver Mn
calling the Scientist. Jeffer, they want the Wart. Go for

that."
Not hi ng.
"They can't hear ne. Booce, |'ll guard you on the

surface, but | don't think they'll be back. They | ooked
i ke they were running."

Booce grinned. "They thought you were Navy."
"What ?"
"Skipit."

Rat her settled hinmself on the bark above their heads.
Hel met cl osed. The invul nerable warrior (and Carl ot had
| ooked at himas at some alien bird). But the happyfeet
warriors were gone from sight.

The stormenclosed the tree. The fringe of it was a fine
m st, just beginning to obscure vision. / wish | could use
those other kinds of |ight Kendy sees by. And the ventra
canera's alnost blind . . . hydrogen | ow, oxygen | ow,

wat er volunme | ow but increasing. W should have built a
punp by now. Hey—"What's that?"

Cl ave | ooked. "Jungle. Small. Just opposite the
Vart. "

Now Jeffer spotted green dots around the puckered
bark. Men, and one was pointing toward the CARM

The voice of Kendy startled him "I'mscanning in in-
frared. | can't see anything human outside of the Wart
area. Take the CARM closer. Gve nme a view"

Jeffer accelerated in. He asked, "Did you just cone
into range?"
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"Yes. I'mrunning the record of your approach. You
shoul d have killed the invaders on the east side. They
could attack your people."

As the CARM approached, the jungle jetted away on

a trail of steam north into the storm then around the
trunk, steamspraying in a wide curve. It was hidden be-
fore the CARM arrived.

Jeffer brought the CARMto rest a quarter Kklonter
fromthe wooden crater. The happyfeet had been digging
around one side of the Wart. El ongated nmen hovered
around the block of black netal

"Ten," said Kendy. Rings of red |light blinked scien-
tifically on the bark, haloing nmen Jeffer had al ready spot-
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ted, pointing out others. Three interlocked rings circled
bare wood. "Four in the open, three between the bark
and the Wart, three nore in a crack outside the crater."

"We'd better follow the jungle," C ave said. "They
could find the rest of us while we're busy here."

Jeffer turned in his seat, but Kendy spoke first.
"There's tinme."

"They're too many to fight anyway," C ave said.

"Nonsense. Spray themw th rocket exhaust. Jeffer
have you been shown the throttle for the main drive?"

"Yes." Jeffer didn't know the word throttle, but Lawi
had shown himhow to control the push of the rockets.
Hi s fingers danced.

The CARM noved toward the Wart. The happyf eet

wai ted, blurred by fog, spears ready. "Brace yourself,
Clave." The CARM swung around, still approaching the
puckered bark, but stem forenost.

Men left the Wart, swimm ng hard. Qthers appeared
fromthe bark beyond. Spears flew The dorsal canera
wat ched a bul bous- headed spear strike the hull and ex-
plode in a puff of snoky flanme. Authoritative thunps
could be heard through the hull.

Jeffer tapped the nmain drive on.

It felt Iike suicide. He'd nearly died the last time he

148 / Larry Niven

did that. The CARM surged forward. Jeffer felt his chest
sag, his cheeks pull backward in a dead man's grin. But
his armwas rigid above his face, fingers al nost touching
the control panel

It worked! Mwving his fingertip down along the green
bar reduced the main drive's thrust to something he could
handl e. Throttle.

A nearly invisible blue washed across ten happyfeet
warriors. The invaders burst into vivid yellow fl ane.
They were conets, the flanme stream ng back fromthem
Expl osi ons sent bits of nmen flying—

Clave cried, "Treefodder, Jeffer! Stop!"

Jeffer tapped the drive off. (Hydrogen, oxygen: both
quite low. The Wart receded.) "Cd ave, they attacked us
They' ve got expl odi ng harpoons."

"They couldn't have noved the Wart with us on then-
tails! We only had to take it away fromthem™

"Al'l right. Chairman." Jeffer turned to | ook at C ave.
"Now tell nme what they're doing to Booce and Debby
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and Carlot."

"It's time to leamthat,” Kendy said. "Time to nove,
Jeffer. I've lost sight of the jungle from Di scipline' s po-
sition. It circled half around the trunk and was approach-
ing the point where you dropped Rather. W'Ill have to

get there fast, before |I'mout of range. The invaders here
are harm ess enough now. "

They were. Sonme were still withing, sone were no-
tionless, but all were burned black. Jeffer set the CARM
moving. It was too early to feel guilt

They were in the cloud now a thick, swirling fog,
growi ng thicker. Jeffer could see the tree only as a wall
of shadow. Kendy said, "Turn starboard. You need not
steer so wide of the trunk, Jeffer. | have infrared."

The CARM noved around the trunk in a great curve.
Lightning fl ared suddenly aft.
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"I have the jungle in view, straight out by five point
six kilonmeters. Straight out, Jeffer."

"I can't see."

"Ventral. Two degrees nore. Good. Accelerate. Cut!
Rat her has the jungle in view Silver Man, cone in."

Rat her's tinny voice spoke fromthe control board. "I
see a big shadow, but no detail. They can't see us either."

"They' ve found you sonmehow, " Jeffer said.

"You' re near,'
grees."”

sai d Kendy. "Swi ng one-ei ghty de-

"I won't—"

"Citizen, | don't know where the nen are! \Wat else
can we do but attack the jungle itself? Swing around.”
There was sonet hing strange in Kendy's voice

Jeffer turned the CARM He hal f hoped C ave woul d
countermand the order, but O ave said nothing.

"Main drive." Kendy shoul d have sounded excited.
He only sounded I oud.

Jeffer tapped the button. The CARM surged. Hi s face

tried to cram around to the back of his head. A yell ow
l'ight bloonmed in the m st behind him and he heard Rath-
er's gasp. He killed the drive, but the yellow light re-

mai ned.
The harsh bass said, "Done. |I'mlosing range—
Clave said, "You kill too easily, Kendy."

Kendy' s voi ce was becoming blurry. "Ctizens, you're
m ssing the point. This was a nobile jungle. These hap-
pyfeet may have contacts in the Admiralty. They've seen
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the CARM and the silver suit."
"Men aren't honey hornets, Kendy!"
There was no answer.

Rain drifted across the CARM s nain wi ndow in drops

the size of fists, carried by eddies in the wind. The wood
outside was black with water. Inside the cabin it was
soggy enough. Jeffer's segnment of pond had spread a film
of water across all the walls and the cradles.

150 / Larry Niven
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Warm dry air blew fromvents fore and aft, thrusting
the water away fromit. The citizens clustered around the

aft jet.

Next time I'lIl punp the water, Jeffer thought. Got to

build a punp.

Carl ot said, "W saw that huge shadow cone out of

the fog. It was scary enough. Then five . . . well, they
coul d have been birds for all | could see, except that they
were flying toward the jungle and thrashing at both ends.
Waving their arnms, | guess. It was the bandits who ran

away from Rather. The jungle stopped to pick themup."

"They were Lupoffs," Booce said. "I know their

clothing. I've met themin the Market. A big famly, three
jungles, and they'd colonize if they could buy another
firepi pe. They're crowded."

Cl ave said, "So?"

"If the Lupoffs find out what happened here, you'l
have two jungl es hunting you."

"They won't find out." There was no triunph in
Cl ave' s voice. Jeffer shuddered.

They were warm enough, dry enough, if they stayed

inthe air jet. But the storm splashed rain across the bow
wi ndow, and through the rain came the yell ow gl ow of

the burning jungle.

"I wouldn't mnd killing a bandit or two," Booce said.

"I'"ve been robbed once or twice. It's the scale of the thing
that bothers ne. There nust have been forty citizens in

that jungle, not counting children."

Clave jumped toward the fore end of the cabin. After
a monent, Jeffer followed. The fore air jet was as dry as
the aft.

Clave said, "I'd had enough of that."

"Forty people," Jeffer said. "There just isn't any way
to nmake them stop tal king about it."

Clave's voice was' a hoarse whisper. "Persuasive, is
he? Nobody but you can be trusted to talk to Kendy,
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right? You burned themwhile they were trying to rescue
their citizens!"

"They attacked us."
"Wth spears. So?"

"What was | supposed to do? They were threatening
our citizens!"

Clave sighed. "I"'mnot blamng you. And if | am |
shoul dn't be. But Kendy— By the flick of his eyes,

Cl ave had renenbered that Kendy woul d hear this. He
began pronouncing his words with nore care. "Tree-
feeding Kendy killed themlike a hive of honey hornets,
because they were in his way. Because they m ght talk
to the wong people!"”

Si |l ence and disconfort. Debby came to join them
"Wet," she said. "What did you do to get it so wet?"

Jeffer didn't answer. To Clave he said, "I felt nuch
worse when | killed Klance the Scientist to steal the
CARM He wasn't expecting it. These citizens were.
They were naking war."

"Right!" Debby said enthusiastically. "Wen London

Tree raided us, | used to wish we could capture this thing
and set their whole tree burning. The bandits aren't the
same, but by the State, we finally did it!"

"Don't do it again," Cave said. Jeffer nodded.

Section Three

Cl VI LI ZATI ON

Chapter Twel ve

Cust ons

Year 384, day 1992, by heliograph:

STATI ON TWO TO GYRFALCON. SWALLOW REPORTS
LARGE | NCOM NG LOG EAST OF ADM RALTY. MASTER
UNI DENTI FI ED.  YOU W LL RENDEZVOUS FCR CUSTOMVS
DUTY | F CONVEN ENT. LOCATI ON OF LOG AT DAY 1990
WAS TWO- NI NE- OH DEGREES FLAT, FI VE DEGREES
NORTH, TWO- El GHT- OH KLOMITERS RADI AL. ACKNOW.-
EDGE

"RICE, DID TH S JUST COME | N?"

"Yes, sir. | was scraping the hull when | saw the |ight
bl i nki ng near the Market. Took the message and cane
straight in, but | don't know how | ong the helio was blink-

ing."

Petty Mart Weel er thought it through. Gyr fal con car-
ried six crew, Swallow, twd. The Navy preferred that ci-

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt (110 of 233) [1/19/03 6:21:34 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%%20Smoke%20Ring.txt
155
156 / Larry Niven

vilians notice the big arned ships. In the act of paying
custons they should renenber what they were buying
So.

"Where are we?"

"I'"Il find out, sir.
strunent cl oset.

Spacer Rice turned toward the in-

"No, not you. Bosun Murphy, take our position."” This
was not an urgent mission. He'd use it as a training ex-
erci se.

The dwarf nodded cheerfully; her flame-red hair

swirled around her. Her short but powerful |egs shot her
across the cabin to the instrunent closet. She chose what
she needed and went out.

The [ ong hair would have to go when she reached
hi gher rank. Pity. But dwarves were rare, and Bosun Sec-
try Murphy nust be trained quickly .

Thr ough the hatch Wheel er could see a blue light, tiny

and i ntense: a Navy heliograph, reflected Voy-Iight blink-
ing near the east linb of the whorl. Red hair and a squarish
fem nine face suddenly bl ocked the view. "Petty, we're

at two-sixty-five flat, six south, two-forty klonters."

"And we've got better than half a tank, right?" Mir-
phy nodded. "Get on the heliograph. W'll rendezvous
with the log. Jinson, Rice, get us ready for a bum"

The thick, disordered sky made Rather dizzy. If he fel
into that he would be nore than ordinarily lost. He
climbed with care. O ave and Debby trailed him

There had been hard work followed by a long clinb.

They were all tired. Rather's fingers and toes were start-
ing to cranp. But the rocket was in sight, a hundred me-
ters out ... if that direction was still out.

The og was rising through the dunp's eastern fringes.

W nd sl apped at Rather from anbush, here, there, every-
where, as if he were enbedded in a flock of terrified tur-
keys. Clouds ran in peculiar directions, not east-west, not
flattened spirals, but shallow in-out curves. Aline of small
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green puff jungles flowed in an arc that was not tidelike
at all. Confronted by such strangeness, Rather's bew | -
dered eyes sought the one unchangi ng reference point.

Voy burned blue-white and steady . . . twenty-five de-
grees east of the stunp of the in tuft! Choppy clouds
blurred the sun. Shadows pul sed, blurring and shar pen-
ing. Overlaid on those, Voy's faint, sharp bl ue shadows
lay in skew directions. Children | earned not to see Voy-
shadows. Voy-shadows told nothing, for they never
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nmoved, never changed, never distracted the eye.
The tree had turned; the trunk was pointing w ong.

Booce and Carlot waited at the rocket. Debby called,
"Booce! How can you stand it?"

"The tide? | grewup init. You'll get used to it. The
happyf eet do."

"The shadows are nmaking me sick to ny stomach,”
Debby sai d.

Rat her's own stomach was queasy. "Carl ot—

"We're al nbst hone." There was no m staking her
joy. She liked it here. "Look, we've got the pipefire

goi ng. "

"I"ll start the water." A smaller pod had been carved
into Logbearer's new cabin. Booce craw ed inside.
"Tet her yoursel ves."

The rocket cone pointed east. Rather poked his nose
into the small hatch. "Booce, are you sl ow ng us agai n?"

Booce's voice echoed. "What? No, tide's different in
the Cunp. W'lIl push west, straight toward the Dark."
He pull ed a wooden plug fromthe water tank. He inhal ed,
put his lips to the hole, and bl ew,

Rat her withdrew his head to watch the conpl et ed

rocket in action. Yellowwhite coals glowed within the
iron firebox that had given them so nuch trouble. The
iron glowed dull red. A fourth pod nearby was filled with
water in case the plates didn't hold together.

At the nozzle end of the rocket—"Nothing's happen-
ing."
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H s answer was the sound of Booce inflating his |ungs.
Then the rocket went Chuff! and sprayed steam

"It's going, Booce," Rather said, and | ooked in.

Booce's face dripped with water. He was coughi ng and
choki ng whil e he pounded the plug in with the heel of his
hand. H s gl are was nurderous.

CHUFF, CHUFF, Chuff chuffchuffchuff ... The

rocket settled down. A row of cloud-puffs becane a
steady stream jogged by the play of capricious w nd.

Rat her felt no acceleration. It would be gentle, with so
great a mass to be noved

Carl ot cane up behind him her long fingers found his
hand and enclosed it. "Father? Shouldn't we—

Booce sounded like his throat was still full of water.
"Yes, go play |ookout on the west face, you two. Watch
for Navy and anything we mght hit."
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The nael stromrevealed itself to themas they circled

the trunk. Flying was a continuing wonder to Rather, but
Carlot did it better. She kept darting ahead, then circled
to urge himon. At a vantage point on the west face they
doffed their w ngs and rested.

The Cunmp was a whorl |ike a trenmendous fingerprint.
Inward, matter thickened. There were puzzle trees, dis-
torted cotton-candy jungles, the nmuch smaller puffballs
that Carlot had pointed out for him("fisher jungles"),

and greenery that was totally unfamliar. Ponds took odd
shapes in the distorted tide. The sky was thick with birds:

skyhorses, triunes, and a thousand tiny red and yell ow
darts converging on a puff jungle. Everything noved in
arcs, tighter near the center of the whorl, and darker. The
center itself was al nost black, but notion could still be
seen there.

The triune famlies were hard to spot, but two had

turned to observe the passing | og. They were fat sky-blue
cigar-shapes with wide triple fins: nmale and fermal e and
child, linked along their bellies. Three slender blue shapes
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flashed viol ent-orange bellies as they converged on the
red-and-yel l ow bird-swarm another triune famly, sepa-
rated to hunt.

A thin stream of cloud cut across other patterns of
cloud-flow Rather spotted it in the nonent before Carl ot
poi nted. "There. Navy."

"How do you know?" Rather saw only a dark point
at the end of the line of cloud.

"It's coming toward us. Custons. They'll make a bum
and intercept us in a day. Ch, treefodder."

Rat her | aughed. She'd borrowed his curse. "Wat?"
She showed him

Far in toward the Cunp's dark center, in the thick of

nmoving matter, was a broad, flat ring-shape with a pebbly
inner surface . . . angular structures in pastel colors
blatantly artificial. Could it really be as big as it |ooked?

He judged its size by an even |arger natural object
nearby: a tree with one tuft missing. The | og was snaller
than their own, Rather thought. At its m dpoint he could
make out a rocket-shape, cone and tank and angul ar

cabi n.

Carlot said, "I know that rocket. Wodsnman. Dad

won't like this. They could just as easily have been out
anot her damm year." She | ooked into his eyes. "W won't
have nmuch time together. The Belmy fam |y owns Wods-
man. Dad wants to marry nme to Raff Belny."

"WIIl you do it?"
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"Shut up." She pulled himagai nst her by the slack of

his tunic. "I don't want to think about it. Just don't talk,"
she breathed into his ear, and he obeyed. It crossed his

m nd that Booce should be told of these things. But there
woul d be tine ...

Gyr falcon found the I og easily: bigger than average,
with both tufts severed. It was making its burn: a wavery
line of cloud behind it was beginning to arc over. The
rocket woul d be behind the trunk
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"Instruments," Weeler instructed. "Rice, get us a
rendezvous track. Murphy, the neudar. That dark bl em sh
in the wood—=

"| see it, sir.

He waited and watched. Hi s crew noved well, Bosun
Murphy in particular. She hadn't yet used the neudar
under field circunstances. She noved slowy, but without
m stakes. That would reflect well on Weeler.

"The bl enish is dense. Metal," she said. "Kilotons."
"Now t he rocket."

"l can't see anythi ng—

"Behind the nmidpoint."

"Ch! | can |l ook through the wood!" She tried it.
"Mm . . . something . . . netal, not nuch. Qur own
iron rocket nozzle would show a mark like that."

"Ri ce?"

"W need a bum Petty. Fifty degrees planar, zero
axial, a hundred breaths of bumand we'll go just past."

"G ve us the bum then all hands suit up. Spacer Rice,
you're in the cabin, on instruments. Mirphy, on the

punp. "

Gyrfal con carried a glass al cohol tank and a pair of

water tanks. Its valve systemhad been rifled fromthe
hul k of an ancient Cargo and Repair Mdule. On | ong
voyages, standard practice was to spray water into the

al cohol flane as working mass. Water coul d be replaced

in domai ns beyond the Admralty's reach. Al cohol gen-
erally could not, though sone of the happyfeet tribes car-
ried al cohol distilleries for trade with the Admralty.

Weel er and Jinson tethered thensel ves carefully at

the steering platformabove the notor. Mirphy began to

pedal . Pedal s coul d be extended, but a dwarf on the bi-

cycl e al ways delivered nore power. \Weeler put his hand
inthe airflowto test it, then started the al cohol flane. He
checked his crew s handhol ds before he increased the

flow.

Thrust pulled at his skin and his bones. He ran water
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into the flane. Thrust rose again, and heat bathed the
i nner surfaces of his straining |egs.

Rice called dowmn fromthe cabin. "Cut it!"
Petty Weel er reached below his feet for the al coho

valve. The roar died to a hiss: water on a hot surface.
Next, the water valve. Gyrfalcon fell free

The | og was nearer; the plune of accel eration was

gone. Using the binoculars, Weeler found a pair of
human shapes on the near side.

"They're not giving us rmuch attention," he said.
Mur phy took the binoculars. Presently she said,

"They' || have tinme." She | ooked until he took them away.

The Navy ship was bigger and nore el aborate than
Logbearer. It arrived in a wave of warm steam and paused
a hundred neters fromthe center of the nidtrunk. Four
men energed and flew toward them

Logbearer's crew wai ted outside the cabin.
"They're fast," Debby said.

Booce chuckled .."Never try to outfly the Navy. Navy
wings are different, and the nen are picked for their legs."

They were cl oser now. Rather suddenly gripped
Booce's arm "Booce, they're wearing silver suits!"

"Ai/ Rather—

Rat her eased his grip. "Sorry."

"Well, watch that. It's only Navy arnor."
"But it |ooks—

"Just arnor. There are three vac suits in the Adm -
ralty, and we aren't inportant enough to see one. Inci-
dentally, they'd love to nake it four."

Cl oser yet. The arnmor didn't cover them All wore hel -
met s: head- and- shoul der pieces with an opening for the
face. Sone wore additional plates. And one was a dwarf.

Their wings! They pointed a little forward, as the foot
did; they folded on the forward kick and snapped open
on the back-kick. The Scientist should see this. Rather
t hought .

162 / Larry Niven

They left their wings on even after they touched bark
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The dwarf was a worman. Red hair showed around the

hel met before she lifted it. Pale skin, pointed nose, and
pointed chin; hair like flane streaming froma tree afire
Her chest plate stood several ce'neters out from her
chest. She was five or six years older than Rather, quite
| ovely, and Rather's height.

She caught him |l ooking and smled at him He forgot
that he could nove. Her eyes were blue, and they danced.

He was bl ushing, and Carl ot had caught it, and Rather
| ooked away in haste. And watched a long, |ong man ki ck-
ing toward them

The gl obe hel met was much larger than his head, with

an opening for his face . . . like the silver suit's hel net
with the faceplate nissing. Separate curved pieces pro-
tected his thighs, back, upper arnms, and hips. Those were
wood painted in silver; but the head-and-shoul der piece
was of hammered netal. Wde nose, dark skin, black

cushion of hair: he nmight have been part of Booce's fam

ily.

He recogni zed Booce (and ignored his crew). "Booce
Serjent? You may renmenber me: Petty \Weeler. Wl -
cone hone."

"Good to see you again, Petty. You'll renenber Car-
| ot —=

She smled brilliantly. "Good day, Petty \Weeler."
"Ch, yes. You' ve grown, Carlot."

Booce said, "These others are C ave and Rather Cit-
izen, fromCtizens Tree, a few hundred kl onters west of
us. Debby Carther we hired before we left."

Meeting strangers was outside Rather's experience.
Booce had told himwhat to do. He said, "A pleasure to
meet you, sir," and held out his hand.

"Pl eased." The Navy man's handshake was strong for

a jungle giant. "1'll speak to you later. Rather. C ave,
Debby, a pleasure. Booce, do you have anything to de-
cl are?"
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"Yes. One log, forty klonmters or thereabouts. If you
want to neasure it yourselves—

"No, we'll just take half the manifests as you sell it
of f."

"And the Wart," Booce said conplacently. "Qur one
bit of luck, and a happyfeet tribe al nost nmade off with
it."

"That nucking great chunk of netal hal fway in?"

"Heh. You've found it already? W haven't measured
that either, but it's thousands of tons. Petty, we'd |like the
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Wart classified. W won't get so nany thieves that way."
"Al'l right, but if happyfeet attacked you—

"I don't want to file charges. They got away, but we
hurt them and | don't want themto know who. They
m ght want to cone after us with friends."

"That attitude makes life difficult for the Navy, Booce.

W' d rather chase them down. You're sure?... Al right.

W' [l want our taxes in netal."”

"Fine. I want to keep that nakeshift firebox until | can

buy nore sikenwire. It's not pretty, but it works. Barring
that, 1'll sell the entire lode to the Navy right now, if you

can tear it out and tow it home. Take it off my hands,"
Booce sai d.

Rat her couldn't help hinself: he stared. But what if he
takes you up on it?

Petty Weel er |laughed. "I don't have al cohol to tow
it, and | can't authorize that kind of expenditure. But we'll
inspect it now, and I'll send a teamto cut our share | oose

after you're noored.'

Petty Weel er's crew began searching Log bearer in-
side and out. Rather's monentary inmpul se was to stop
them But Booce showed no surprise . . . and of course
there was not hing aboard Logbearer to be found. Mean-
while the Navy officer turned to Rather and said,
"Rather, wasn't it? You shoul d consider joining the
Navy. "

" \My?ll
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The man sniled. "The pay is good, particularly for a

tree dweller, if you can get in. W'll shape you up and
teach you things you should know, |ike howto win a fight.
You' Il be holding civilization together. The personal ad-

vantage is, you' re the right shape. You noticed Bosun
Sectry Miurphy? Short, with red hair—=

"Yes?"

"She'll be wearing a vac suit within six years. Quard-
ian is the highest rank there is, unless you were born an
of ficer. You could do the sane."

"I'"I'l have to think about it."

"Talk to her yourself. Ask Booce, for that matter
Booce, we'll fly down and inspect your Wart. Wbuld you
like to ride with us?"

"I'"d be delighted." Booce | ooked around at his crew
and added, "We'd all be delighted."

Gyifalcon's hull sported handhol ds everywhere. The

Navy nen spaced Logbearer's peopl e high al ong one
flank. There were shelves for feet and straps to circle a
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wai st (or just under the arnpits on Rather). "Fighting
vessel ," Clave whi spered to Debby. "They can cover the
hull with archers.”

Three Navy worked aft, around the nmotor. They ig-
nored the civilians.

Sonet hing green was trying to grow on the wooden
hul . Fluff, naybe. The wood had been scraped recently.
Rat her noticed that nuch before the rocket fired.

I f Wheel er was trying to inpress a barbarian dwarf, he
succeeded. The rocket roared and spat flame. Rather felt

his blood settling into his legs. The log's rough bark surged
past, accelerating. Aft, \Weel er and Murphy used toothed
gears to point the nozzle. In a way it was nore inpressive
than the CARM You could see how it all worked.

The roar of the nmotor would cover his voice (and the
fear in it). Rather asked, "Wy don't they let us inside?"

"Cl assified. Nobody knows what's in a Navy ship,"
THE SMOKE RING / 165

Cariot said. "W haven't seen the whole crew, |'m sure
of that. Rather, | noticed you staring at the, um red-
hai red woman?"

Rather told a half-truth. "She | ooks short. | nean, it's
surprising, because she's the sane size | am Mark never
| ooked short."

Cariot seenmed to relax. "Well, no. He was bigger than
you when you were grow ng up."

Wheel er noved the nozzle ten degrees to port. The

ship sl ewed around, spraying flane. He sw veled the noz-
zl e starboard; the rotation slowed and stopped, and Gyr-
fal con decelerated. It eased to a stop |l ess than a hundred
meters fromthe blister in the trunk.

"The bandits alnost had it torn | oose,” Weel er ob-

served.
Booce nodded.

The sane four Navy personnel acconpanied themto

the Wart. Three set to examining the blister that had
grown up around the netal and the matchet-chewed wood
that extended far back behind it. The fourth sought out
Rather. "Petty Wheel er said you m ght have questions to
ask nme," said Bosun Mirphy.

Rat her was not really thinking of joining the Navy. He
didn't say so. "I don't know enough to ask good ques-
tions."

She sm | ed enchantingly. "Ask bad ones. | don't
m nd. "

"VWhat are the vac suits? Wiy are they inportant?”
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"They're old science, as old as the Library. They're

i nvul nerabl e," she said. "The highest fighting rank is
Guardi an, and that's the rank that wears the vac suits.
There are supposed to be nine Guardi ans. We've got

ei ght. This— She rapped her helnet, then the plates on
her thighs. "—+t looks like this, but all over. You'll get
as high as Petty just because you're the right shape, and
then you find out if you actually fit into a vac suit."

"Do you?"

166 / Larry Niven

"I don't know. | haven't got that far yet." She | ooked
down at her protrudi ng chestpl ate unhappily. "Maybe
won't fit. 1'd still keep ny rank as Petty. Understand, you

have to be qualified, you have to be trained. It's just easier
if you're the right size."
"Training. What's it |ike?"

"They' || put you through exercises. You nmay think

you're strong—you're a tree dweller? | can see the nus-
cles. But Petty Wheeler could tie you in knots. After

you' ve been through training you could tie himin knots.

I could, | think, and you're stronger. Your people, do they
use pol ar coordinates to find thensel ves?"

"No. "
"They' || teach you howto find yourself in the sky.
You'll learn howto count, if you don't know—

"l can count."

"You'll learn howto work a rocket, not a steam rocket

but a Navy rocket. They teach you how to obey too. You
want to go in braced for that, Rather. A superior officer
tells you to fly, you fly, wings or no."

It sounded unpl easant. "Were do the Navy ships
go?"

"Mm . . . Where do you come fronP"
"Citizens Tree. Alittle west of the dunp."

"You're not likely to visit your famly. We don't see
many tree dwellers. W send ships outside the d unp,

but not often, and never nore than a few t housand kl om
ters. Mostly we cruise the Clunp itself. W collect taxes,
of course—=

"Yeah."

"We fight the wildlife. Dark sharks and ot her things.
Citizens find a drillbit nest, or honey hornets, they cal
us and we burn it out."

"Triunes too?"

"Ch, no, the triunes got the idea fast. They never at-
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tack us. Sone of themlike us. There's a guy, Exec Mar-
THE SMOKE RING / 167

tin, he hunts swordbirds with triunes. Nobody knows how
bright they really are, but they can be trained."

"Why do you bum honey hornets? Booce says they're
val uabl e. "

Her expression soured. "Honey is contraband. Put just
atip of afingernail's worth on your tongue, you dream
wonder ful dreanms. Then you can't stop. Use a little nore
and you die in ecstasy. Sone people will pay a lot for
that."

Honey is suicide. Rather hadn't realized that Booce
meant it literally. He thought it over, then said, "But it's
their choice—

She shook her head. "Not ny decision. Then there's

detective work, and riot control, and rescue work. W

don't specialize nuch. You learn to do all of that, but first
you learn howto fly a ship."

"What happens to cadets who fail? Mirphy, what hap-
pens to dwarves who fail ?"

"Nothing. | nean, they're out of the Navy, of course.

They hire out or they build a business, maybe they go
diving in the Dark for nmushroons and fan fungus, or they

go logging. Hell, what does a logger do if he fails at some-
thing?" She | ooked closely at him "Wat's the matter?"

"I'"'mhaving trouble with this. There're nore people
here, so there's nore places for people, right? If you can't
hunt or do earthlife farmng, you just try sonething el se?"

Mur phy nodded brightly. "Next question?"

Wul d we see each other if | joined up? May | call you
Sectry? "Thank you, Bosun."

"Any time," she said, and Sprang away. She coasted
parallel to the bark, toward Weel er as he emerged from
behind the Wart.

"It's big," Weeler called. "Booce Serjent, you've
made your fortune."

"Recouped it, anyway. The first thing I'll do is rebuild
Logbearer."
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"Yes.. . . Well, 1've seen enough. Eight thousand tons
or so. Those scars on the netal =

"W used the saw to get the slabs that make up the
firebox. It worked better than I'd hoped. It's a good sub-
stitute for sikenwire, and the saw s not damaged."

Wheel er nodded, satisfied. "Can we lift you back to
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your ship?"
"No, we need to cover this somehow before we reach
the Market."

"I think you re worryi ng over nothing. How coul d any-
one steal anything this big7"

"Wth saws. . . . Well, you may be right."

They wat ched Gyrfal con steamtoward the Clunp in-

terior. Something bright twinkled at the bow. "He's call -
ing horme," Booce said. "They use mrrors to bounce
Voy-1ight where they want it."

"What happens now?" C ave asked

"VWheel er thinks | sawed off nmore netal than just those

plates for the firebox. He'll watch to see if |I sell it on the
bl ack market. He coul d have bought the Wart on the spot,

but he thinks I'Il give hima better price if he waits. A

few days after we dock I'Il get an offer. It'll be too little,
and 1'll boost thema bit and then take it so | can stop

guardi ng the netal —

"What do we do now, Booce? Jeffer nust be going
crazy waiting for us to call in."

"We're still being watched."

Gyrfalcon was tiny now. Its steamtrail was dissipating.
Cl ave asked, "Can they still see? Have they got sorme-
thing Ii ke the CARM wi ndows?"

"A box they hold to their eyes. Cave, we'd |like sonme
way to disguise this nucking great chunk of netal."

So Logbearer's five crew swarmed over the Wart, tak-

ing their tine, just looking at it fromall angles, as if there
were some way to hide a conspi cuous pucker in the honest

wood of a tree. The sun crept fromzenith to pass north
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of Voy. And presently Debby said, "Booce, you've seen
nmore trees than any of us. Wat kind of a thing causes
this kind of scar?"

"Somet hing hits the tree . . . could be stony, it doesn't
have to be nmetal. I've seen this kind of gap with nothing
init at all, just chewed wood healing over. | never did

figure it out."
Debby wondered, "lce?"

Booce's face went . . . stupid? Muth agape, eyes
drifting. He said, "Heh. Yes! A chunk of ice could smash
atree, then nelt."

"Still doesn't do anything for us. \Wat el se? D sease?
Is there something that builds nests? Or the tree bugs
could chew just in one place—=
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"Sure, a honey pod could hit a tree, and the bugs would
chew a huge hole . . . give me a breath, Debby." Stupid
again: thinking. "W can do it. Twenty days to reach the
Market. Okay. We need a fisher jungle that's got termtes,
and we need to | ook Iike we've been through a disaster,
but we've got that already. | never thought |1'd come home
with a pod for Logbearer's cabin!"

"What do you need fromus?" C ave asked.

"Stay here, talk to Jefifer. The rest of us will fly up the
trunk. This is nice. If Weeler wonders why we're still
hovering around the Wart, he'll see us hiding it!"

Rat her swal | owed his protest, because C ave was say-
ing, "You don't need Rather. | want him"

"Stet." Booce had his wings on. "Cone, children.”
THE SMOKE RING / 171

Chapter Thirteen

The Termte Nest

CUMULATED MATTER BECOMES THI CK ENOUGH TO

BLOCK SUNLI GHT. TI DE- STABI LI ZED PLANTS DON T
THRI VE HERE. WE' VE FOUND FAM LI AR LI FE FORMS—
TRI UNES AND COTTON- CANDY JUNGLES—BUT ALSO

SOVE SPECI ALI ZED LI FE FORMS NOT SEEN ELSEWHERE.

DEEP RADAR | NDI CATES SCLI D MASSES W THI N THE
DARK | NNER REG ON. NONE ARE LARGE.

VE HAVE WONDERED VWHY THE CLUMPS NEVER CON-
DENSED | NTO ONE LARGE BODY. PERHAPS LI FE | TSELF
ACTS TO REMOVE MATTER FROM THE | NNER REGQ ONS.
THE FI SHER JUNGLES' ROOTS DI SRUPT LARGE PONDS.
SAPROPHYTES PEED I N THE DENSE CORE, THEN FI RE
SPORE PACKAGES AVAY | NTO THE SMOKE RI NG Bl RDS
ARE FORCED QUT BY FAM NE OR POPULATI ON PRES-
SURE .

/row the Citizens Tree cassettes, year 5 SM
THE LAGRANGE PO NTS

MATTER TENDS TO CCLLECT I N THE FOURTH AND

FI FTH LAGRANGE PO NTS (L4 AND L5) OF GOLD-
BLATT' S WORLD. THESE REG ONS APPEAR LESS TUR-
BULENT THAN THE STORMS AROCUND GOLDBLATT' S
WORLD | TSELF, BUT WE HAVE POSTPONED EXPLORI NG
THEM | N DEPTH.

VE | NSPECTED ONLY L4. THE MORE OR LESS STABLE
REG ON IS 600 KM ACRCSS. MAPPI NG THE EQUI POTEN-
TIAL TI DE CURVES CGETS US NESTED CRESCENTS. WHAT
SHOAS TO THE EYE | S A M SSHAPEN WHORL DW NDLI NG
EAST AND WEST | NTO THE ARC OF THE SMKE RI NG
PROPER.

THE WHORL |'S GREEN AROUND THE PERI PHERY,
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DARKER AND BROWNER NEAR THE CENTER, WHERE AC-
170

I T MADE H S HEAD HURT.

Jeffer ate as he read. When he reached the end he
doggedly scrolled back to the beginning. H's students had
found it bewildering. So did Jeffer, but he had an advan-
tage over his students. He had Kendy.

| f Kendy woul d cal I'!

Today he had hunted the sky. He'd returned to the

dead fisher jungle trailing a sizable shieldbird. A small fire
near the CARM had cooked his catch. He was getting

good at it. Sandw ching the meat between two of the

shi el dbi rds' bone pl ates cooked it tender without scorch-

ing it.

He al nost choked when the CARM suddenly spoke.
"Jeffer? This is Cave. Jeffer, can you hear nme?"

Jeffer swall owed hard and said, "Prikazyvat Send to
pressure suit. And about treefeeding time too! Are you
alive?"

"Jeffer, we couldn't get to the helnet. The Navy
searched Logbearer. Even after they left they were
wat chi ng us. \Where are you? Are you hi dden?"
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"Clave, | found sonething good. Do you renenber

Booce's description of a fisher jungle? A green puffball a
kl omter across, with a long coiled root. It reaches out

to put the root in a pond, but there's poison on it and it
can attack life forns and kill themand draw themin to
rot—

"Right. They're not supposed to live outside the
cump. "

"Maybe so. This one's fifty klonters fromthe C unp
fringes, and it's dead. The axis trunk is hollow. There's
a Navy ship coming this way. It's not likely they'll want
to sniff around a fisher jungle, but 1've got the CARM
nmoor ed i nside the holl ow anyway. Wen it goes away |'|
tether it above the root so the CARM can get sone sun-
light. Were are you? | can't see anything."

"I'min the dark. I'min that channel we chopped past
the Wart. We haven't noved the silver suit yet."

Jeffer remenbered extending the work done by the
happyfeet. H s back and shoul ders still ached. "W
shoul d have |l et the happyfeet do nore of the carving.”

"It was worth it. Booce was right. The Navy knows
if you're carrying nmetal. This Petty Weeler citizen knew
about the Wart, but he didn't ook for anything behind
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it."
"VWhat's the Cump |ike?"

"Crowded. We'll have the log nmoored in twenty

days. Booce has a way to hide the Wart. He's afraid of
thieves, and we can't use the silver suit to win a fight,
because—~

"No, of course not."

"—Because they'd recognize it. Jeffer, they've got

three silver suits. It's a mark of high rank. Dwarves are
in good shape if they join the Navy, and Rather's had an
of fer."

An offer? "Rather, you there?"

Jeffer heard Cave's distant yell. Presently Rather said,
"Here."

"You had an offer to join the Navy? What was sai d?
VWhat did you tell then?"

"I didn't take the Petty seriously. The idea is to | eam
sonet hing about the Admiralty, buy sone earthlife seeds,
and get back to Citizens Tree!"

"W want to know about the Navy too."
"I learned a little—=

Clave interrupted. "How serious are we? Booce, what

has the Navy got that we want to see? |'mnot so eager
to see the inside of a Navy rocket that 1'd feed one of
n'yJ

"The Library! The cassettes! What's on the Adnmiralty
cassettes?"

"All right, Jeffer. Wat nakes you think Rather could
get to any of that? Booce might know, but he isn't here
to ask."

Jeffer finished the shieldbird nmeat while he thought.
"Ask hi mwhen you get the chance. Now, |'mgetting
termnally bored here. Are you free to nove the silver
suit into the rocket?"

""No. It's too easily recogni zed," d ave said.
"How about just the hel met?"

"We'll have to ask Booce, but ... | think not. Let's
get Kendy in on this. Are you in contact?"

"He said he was changing orbit. He'll be back in an-
other day. Cave, | wish you could give ne sone kind of
a view "

"Il think of sonething. Jeffer, Rather's waving at
me. "

"Scientist out."
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"Clave? You'd better see this," Rather said.
"What? | was talking to Jeffer." Clave crawl ed out of
the cavity behind the Wart. "Ch."

From out of the crowded sky cane a shapel ess thing
col ored a dead yellow sh brow. Its outline was fuzzed
with a jittering notion that caused the optic nerves to
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twitch. It was coming straight at them and Logbearer
was behind it.

"Get out of its way, Rather, it's going to hit! Got your
Wi ngs?"

They fled. The thing fell toward the Wart with a faint,
frightening buzzing sound. Myriads of black flecks
swarned around it, insects nuch smaller than honey hor-
nets.

It struck the crater around the Wart and defornmed |i ke
soft nud.

Logbearer bunped the trunk nore softly. Debby

energed fromthe hatch in the forward pod. She stared
hard at the intrusionary mass. She called, "It's going to
stick."

Booce answered frominside. "Stet. Spread the
honey. "

Debby waved at Booce and Rather, but that was al
the attention she gave them She began spreading red
sticky honey around the rimof the crater.

The swarm of insects foll owed her. Wen she cl osed
the circle, nost of the insects had migrated to the honey.

"Done! "

"Good. Get aboard. C ave, Rather, |'ve got to moor
this thing. Want a ride?"

Cl ave bel |l owed, "Booce, you get out here and answer
sonme questions!"”

Booce' s head popped out. He thought it over, then
flapped to join them He |ooked indecently self-satisfied.

"It's a termite nest,” he said before dave could ask
"We'll say we didn't have any choice, it was the only tree
around and we had to get back to the Cd unp because

I"1l think of sonething."

"Uh- huh. The honey?"

"Encour agenent. Wen the ternites run out of honey
they'll eat wood. They'll bond the nest to the Wart."
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"What about the silver suit? Wre you just going to
| eave it?"

THE SMXE RING / 175
"Where would it be safer?"
"Jeffer's all alone in the sky. He'd go crazy!"

Booce's grimace told it all. Clave said, "He's the Ct-
izens Tree Scientist, and he is not a crazy nurderer. He
was in a fight with our lives at stake, Booce, and he used
what he had. It was nore powerful than he thought it

was—

"He used it twice."

"Booce, if you've ever been a happyfeet bandit your-
self, tell nme now "

Booce was astoni shed, then amused. "Ch, really! No,

I"mnot protecting my own kind. |I'm not defendi ng ban-
dits that prey on loggers. Ganted they' d generally rather
attack sone tribe of hel pl ess savages. Your suspicions are
right there, Clave, but it doesn't mean | like bandits. I
woul dn't have burned a whole damm tribe either!"

"Uh- huh. You woul d have sent them away w t hout
hurting them so nmuch. How? Describe the procedure in
detail ."

"I can't do that. Jeffer hasn't told any of us howto fly
the CARM C ave, the Scientist is not to burn any tribe,
ever again. I'mtelling you, not him You are to stop him"

"I'"Il tell him Now what?"

"Ch . . . we'll leave everything but the hel net where

it is. Jeffer's scientific eyes are in the helnet, right? Those
little windows in the forehead? W'll noor it in the nest.

He'll have a view. We'll be spendi ng enough tinme around

the wart; we'll talk to himthen."

The CARMwith its caneras was hidden in a dark

pl ace, the pressure suit was in another, the inconing re-
cordings were days old, and in present time Jeffer wasn't
present. Kendy skimed the recordings. He was | earning
nmore through Disciplined own senses.

Logbearer was easy to follow forty kilometers of tree
with tufts missing and a metal mass off-center, now round-
ing the starward |inmb of the L4 whorl. Maintaining contact
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wasn't going to be easy here. Discipline's new orbit had
twice the period of Goldblatt's World, with periVoy fall -

ing north of the L4 point. Tilting his orbit out of the Snpke
Ring allowed his instrunents to penetrate | ess of the gar-
bage in the Cunp; but the log and the CARM and all of
Kendy's citizens would be circling that center on | ong
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ki dney- shaped pat hs.

At |east he wouldn't have to burn nore fuel. If he could
establish relations with the Admiralty, his present orbit
m ght suffice for hundreds of years.

Savages in a thriving civilization would find trouble
sooner or later. Patience. Some energency would force
Jeffer to bring the CARMinto the L4 point. Then he nust
open the airlock to the Navy .

One problemat a tinme. Wait. Leam

Jeffer entered the cabin before Kendy passed out of
range. There was fresh pink blood on his tunic and nore
on hi s hands.

"Kendy for the State—

"Hel | o, Kendy. How can we—"

"Jeffer, if Rather has an offer fromthe Navy, | want
himto accept."

"You woul d. Rather didn't sound too enthusiastic.
Neither am 1. How can we get away with not hiding the
silver suit?"

"An excel l ent question."” Kendy was using |ight am
plification, but it only showed himiron ore and chewed
wood. Clave and Rat her had departed the hiding place.

"If the Navy has pressure suits, they' Il recognize yours.
I thought of disassenbling it, but they'd know t he hel net
too. W would ruin the canera if we tried to dismount it,
and the electrical source is in the helnmet."

n So?ll
"Patience."
"Feed your patience to the tree, Kendy. |'ve got a

cryptic entry under 'Lagrange Points'—

"I'"ve had three hundred and ei ghty-four years to | eam
r
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pati ence. You are al nbst out of range. Can you feed your-
sel f there?"

"Sure. There's hand fungus, and flashers living on the
bugs, and sone other things. In a way it's like |learning
to hunt all over again ..." The link was |ost.

A chance to examne the Admiralty's mlitary armfrom

i nside! But Rather wasn't enthusiastic. And Kendy woul d
have to tal k Jeffer around before his argunments could even
reach the boy.

Pati ence .
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Chapt er Fourteen
Docki ng
THE SMOKE RING / 179

BUT W LL SUFFI CE. WE VE PAI NTED THE HONEY HOR-
NET LOGO ACROSS LOGBEARER S CABIN. NOW WE' LL
SEE WHAT CAN BE DONE ABOUT MY CREW S W NGS.

DAY 1996. ENTERED ADM RALTY SPACE. GYR-
FALCON HAS REG STERED LOG AND METAL FOR CUS-
TOVB. ASSESSMENT TO FOLLOW

DAY 2000. LOG NEARI NG MARKET. METAL
CONCEALED FROM ALL BUT NAVY. CONDI TI ONS OPTI -
MAL.

DAY 2015. DOCKED. SENT THE CREW OFF W TH

CARLOT. WOULD HAVE GONE WTH THEM I F | COULD.

I NEVER DEALT WTH TREE DWELLERS BEFORE. | CAN T
GUESS HOW THEY' LL REACT.

I MSS RYLLIN. I NEVER IN MY LI FE HAD TO WEAVE
SO MANY THREADS AT ONCE.

from Logbearer',? |l og. Captain Booce Serjent speaking:

YEAR 384, DAY 1700. THI S TRI P WE NEED NOT
FEAR HAPPYFEET.

| FEAR JEFFER THE SCI ENTI ST. | FEAR THE SECRETS
VWE H DE FROM THE ADM RALTY AND THE SECRETS THE
SCI ENTI ST KEEPS FROM ME. BUT | OWE A MAJOR DEBT
TO Cl TI ZENS TREE.

DAY1710. WE' VE FOUND A SI MPLE WAY TO HI DE

OUR EMPTY CREWMVEMBER. MAY | NEVER HAVE THE
CHANCE TO THANK THE HAPPYFEET FOR MAKING I T PCS-
SI BLE.

DAY 1780. WE' VE GONE FOR MORE PODS. ONE

HAS BECOVE OUR CABI N, ONE STORES EXTRA WATER I N
CASE A FI RE SPREADS. RETURNING WTH A POD FOR LOG
BEARER S CABI N GRATES I N My SOUL, BUT I T WLL
SURELY HI DE THE WEALTH WE CARRY.

DAY 1810. MAKI NG PAI NTS GAVE MORE TROU-
BLE THAN | EXPECTED. THE COLORS ARE STILL POOR,
178

A FAT, BABY-BLUE TORPEDO CRU SED SLOALY ALONG

the Serjent |1og, noving closer to where Rather and Carl ot
stood watch. Suddenly it split along its |l ength, and four
sl ender bl ue-and-orange triunes dived on sone tree-dwell -
ing life form

Rat her pointed. "Four?"
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"Sonetimes triunes have twins."
"l've never heard of that."

"You never saw one of those either." She pointed out

a triangul ar shadow. "That's a Dark shark. They don't
usual ly come this far skyward. They're dangerous. Al

teeth, no brain."

" Skywar d?"

"Dark, skyward, spin, and antispin. W use all the
nornmal directions too."

"How do you keep it all straight?" Rather reached to
wap his legs lightly around her waist. She did not re-
spond.

A ball of green fluff stretched a quarter klonter of curly
tail toward a passing sphere of water.
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Booce, Debby, and C ave were around the | og' s ho-

rizon, ready to use the rocket if anything canme near. Car-
| ot and Rat her kept watch fromthe east. "W can stil

keep our eyes on the sky," Rather pointed out.

Cari ot pounded his kneecaps with her fists, briskly.
"Who' s wat chi ng us7"

"I don't mind triunes watching. Maybe | even like it."
"What about the houses?"

"Houses?"

"You'd say huts. Look—

Beyond the Market, beyond Carlot's pointing chin, six
cubes were strung along a spire of wood with a rocket
tank and nozzle at one end. "That's Captain-CGuardi an
Wayne M ckl's household,"” Cariot said. "He's one of the
richest officers.”

"It isn't close."
"That one is."

A structure floated agai nst the Dark, a cube festooned
with platforms, extrusions for tethers, water pods, and
other things for which he had no nane.

"That's the Hillards, | think. And that puff jungle is
the Kerians."

The sky was full of puffballs. The one Cariot pointed
out bore a big Kwith other letters within, too small to
read. Cariot said, "Crewlive in those if they're too poor

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt (129 of 233) [1/19/03 6:21:34 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%%20Smoke%20Ring.txt
to buy wood. Usually they clip a logo in the foliage."

Rat her | aughed. "Okay, |'m convinced." Another puff
jungle was marked with a slender figure-eight. "If you're
rich, you build with wood?"

"Yes. "
"Your famly has a house."

"W find our own wood! 1'Il show you if it cones
around. It wasn't finished when we left, but | know the

design. "

"We're poor; aren't we? Citizens Tree is poor."
"You live poor. The CARM nmakes you rich, except
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that you can't use it ... and there's your share of the
Wart, once Father sells it. Rather?"

" Speaki ng. "
"I think I"'mgoing to marry Raff."

Rat her turned to | ook at her. The sudden bl ack enp-

tiness in his belly was entirely newto him yet he couldn't
feel any surprise. He got his lips working. "Wuld you

be better off if | went sonewhere el se?"

She was having trouble neeting his eyes. "I haven't
seen Raff in three years. Rather, | think he'd be happier
if he didn't know we've been ..."

"Maki ng babies. | won't announce it."

"Al right. But | wouldn't push you into the Navy just

to get rid of you! Don't ever think that! |I don't knowif
it's a good idea or not. |I don't think for Ctizens Tree,
and | don't do your thinking either. Don't give up the idea
just to stay near ne."

"I have no intention of joining the Navy." Rather
turned back to the sky. He was still on watch

Now t hat he knew what to | ook for, the sky danced

with structures. Puff jungles were everywhere, nore of
them toward the Dark, and sone were nmarked. There

wer e wooden cubes and clusters of cubes, el aborately col -
ored in bright primaries. He could pick out w nd-curdl ed
I'ines of steam crossing the Dark.

He said, "People change in three years."

Cariot said, "Sure. Maybe we won't |ike each other
W'll see. I'mtelling you. Rather, if we get along I'I
marry him Belnmy was the first of the |oggi ng concerns,
and it's the nost powerful."

The hel met had been in place in the ternmte nest for
some twenty hours. Kendy ran the record through his
m nd, classifying, deducing, making notes. \Wen he
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reached present time he went back to the begi nning.

H s mental nodel of the Admiralty was shaping up
ni cely.

182 / Larry Niven

There were nore new plants than new aninmals. Ani-

mal s showed the sanme nodified trilateral symretry here
as they did in the Snoke Ring proper. There was a cl ear
absence of tide-stabilized plants: hardly surprising.

The buil dings were interesting. Everything less prim -

tive than a carved-out cotton-candy plant was built in rec-

tangul ar solids. It was as if they still built to resist gravity
but not quite, for addenda sprouted at any angle, and

openi ngs m ght appear in any of the six walls. They | ooked

i ke Escher had designed them

Sone houses had a big square fin sticking out from one
corner. The Clunp was turbulent. In infrared Kendy

could see little whirlw nds, "dust devils" with no dust in
them A house woul d tunble and keep tunbling wi thout

that fin.

Unless it was attached to sone | arger structure.

Wy was there only one Market? It didn't |ook difficult
to construct. Houses were scattered through the outer

Cl unp. Most woul d have no neighbors at all nost of the
time. There was no need for such isolation. It was inef-
ficient and | onely.

The tree's attitude changed continually. The view
through the hel met canera wavered with it. Kendy was
getting only glinpses of the Market, but he could integrate

t hem

Many of the structures were noored by concrete to the

Mar ket frane. Too bad. Kendy woul d have liked to offer
them concrete. If he ever got their attention he'd have to
have sonething to offer, some bit of know edge to make
their lives better. He knew the pattern that would make
thema thriving. Smoke Ring-girdling State in a hundred
years; but there had to be sonething quicker.

El ectricity? The O unp never had true night either
How did they light their houses?

He recogni zed a glass tank fromone of Discipline's
seeding missiles,' emtting a sharp spike in the Iight spec-
trum chlorophyll. They'd made it into a hydroponics
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tank. The faceted hem sphere nearby was an old surviva
tent sheathed with wood, with transparent facets |left

open. Other structures on the ring were nmade from Snoke
Ring materials: nostly wood, but one was a cotton-candy
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jungle tethered to a nast.

A bui |l di ng beyond the Market sported a broad picture
wi ndow. the windscreen froma CARM O herw se, no
gl ass anywhere. No sand?

Crew drifted anong the buildings |ike | eaves in an au-
tum wind. Half-grown children flew in groups tended by
one or two adults

I'"ve got to know nmore. Can | find a way to nove the
hel met into the Market?

Booce was in position at the rocket, with hot coals

ready, and Debby and Clave to watch and to steer. The

sky was thick with debris. One m ght hope that Carl ot

and Rather would keep to their watching . . . but at |east
they'd have their chance to talk.

A Navy ship had themin clear view Supervising, to

make sure that the log cane to rest a safe distance from
the Market. A larger rocket pulled free of Belny's | og and
steaned toward Logbearer

Booce and his damaged tree would arrive in a blaze of
publicity.

He was returning |like a beggar.

But of course there was the Wart . . . and the silver

suit behind it. He would have liked to | ose that. The worst
the Admralty could charge himwi th was "conceal nent

of vital resources," but that was a heavy charge. Was it
worth the risk, to be able to talk to Jeffer the Scientist?

Not that he had a choice

He was al nost honme. The Bel nmy | og was ahead of
them eclipsing the Market. The tuftless end | ooked
chewed. Bel ny had sold sone of his wood

Wbodsman was prom nent in the sky, arriving nozzle-
forenpst. There was no m staking that el aborate super-
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structure, four cubes surrounding the water pod, each

pai nted a different color, each bearing the small black B
| ogo. Handhol ds everywhere, and a steering platform
around the nozzle, with a carved rail. The nozzle was
mounted a little out fromthe rest so that repl acenent

wat er pods could be inserted easily. Hlar Bel my was

comng to greet him

"Alnmost tinme," he said, and saw O ave and Debby nod
acknow edgnent. Booce pushed his coals into the fire-

box. The fire would need tinme to catch. "Bel my docked

his | og behind the Market, of course. W're going to have
to dock behind him Then it gets unpl easant."”

Debby asked, "Wy not dock just ahead of the Mar-
ket ?"
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"Because that's where the Admiralty docks its ships."

"Booce, if you're expecting a fight, you' d better tel
us now. Al so, what weapons—

"Bl oodt hirsty worman. No weapons, no fight. It's just

I"mcoming in behind Hlar Belny with a fuel pod
for my cabin and a | og danmaged in two places. Checker
only knows what Hilar will think. He'll change his mnd
when he finds out about the Wart, but... That log stil
has one tuft."

" goo"
"Why on Earth would Hilar Bel ny | eave one tuft on

a | og?"
Cl ave asked, "Wy didn't we?"

"Wnd. You can bring a log to its nmooring with one
tuft on, but it's tricky. It usually neans you ran out of
honey or bugs . . . hmP"

"What ?"

"Just a passing thought. Hello, Hilar!" H's crew
stared. They had never heard so cheerful a sound from
Booce Serjent.

Whodsman' vent ed steam decel erating. Two men rode
the pl atform above the nozzle. They were tall: taller than
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Booce. Their necks were long, like Ryllin's; there was a
great-grandnmot her in comon. Bl ack hair, gray hair,
ot herwi se nearly identical

The bl ack-haired man waved joyfully. Booce coul dn't
tell Belny's sons apart, but that nust be Raff, and Carl ot
woul d be wavi ng back

Gray hair was Hilar. He | ooked good: sturdy, pros-

perous, a few kilos nore nmassive than his son. "Booce!

I thought I'd offer you a tug. How . . Did you have sone
troubl e?"

"That we did!" Booce's shout becane less effortful as
Bel my' s rocket drew closer. "Hilar, thanks for the offer,
but 1'lIl bring her in nyself."

"Stet," Hilar Belny shouted back. Wodsman sl owed
and stopped fifty meters fromthe trunk. "Join us after!
I want to tal k business."

"Stet." Booce dropped his voice. "Now let's do this

right. Debby, stand by the water pod. Cave, |I'll need you
to help nme turn the rocket.'' Logbearer | ooked ready. The
firebox was dull red; white |light gl owed through the
cracks. The plates had never fit exactly, but they didn't
seemto be comng apart. Logbearer was tilted nearly par-
allel to the bark
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Booce entered the cabin. He blewinto the flow port
(CHUFF CHUFF chuff chuffchuff . . . ) and energed
panting. "Clave, not quite yet ... now."

They heaved agai nst Logbearer''s fuel pod, tilting the
rocket in its bark nest to keep it pointed straight toward
the Market. Condensing live steamdrew a |line across the
sky. Wodsnman stood well clear. The log turned as it
approached Belny's log; and the rocket turned in coun-
terposition, and the log's sluggish notion slowed, slowed,
st opped.

Booce dove into the cabin. He knocked the plug | oose
fromthe flow port and junped away. Varm water gl ob-
ules followed himout. "I've spilled the water. Debby,
hose down the firebox. W're in place."
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The firebox hissed. @ obed in invisible water vapor,
the coals went out i mediately. The gap between the two
| ogs renmai ned constant.

"And that was a nominal docking," Booce said in sat-

i sfaction.

Carl ot and Rather came around the curve of bark

Booce called to them "Well done, ny crew |'m crossing
to Wodsnman to see what Hilar wants. Carlot, why don't
you show t hese peopl e the Market?"

Carl ot reached hi mwell ahead of Rather. "Speak to
you in private?"

They flew clear of the others. Booce asked, "Have you
been maki ng deci si ons?"

She nodded, jerkily. "Raff probably expects to see
me. "

"Then you deci de whether to take himalong. WII
Rat her behave hinsel f ?"

She hesitated. "It's not a good idea."

"Il make your excuses to Raff. Blame everything on
me. "

Cl ave and Debby followed Carlot. Rather hung back
alittle. Flying too close to Carlot would be unconfortable
now.

They passed close to Wodsnman. It was Rather's first

good | ook at Raff Belny. He was dark-haired and tall

three meters or close to it, with long arns, long sym
metrical legs, stiff black hair, and a short beard. H s neck
was |like his father's: long and graceful, but the lines of
muscl e showed strongly. If you liked tall. Raff was a good-

| ooki ng man. He waved energetically as they flew past,

then ducked into a cabin. There nust have been hasty
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conversation in there. Wien Raff Belny energed he did
not follow them

"I'd have liked to talk to Jeffer first," Clave said
softly.

THE SMOKE RI NG / 187

"Let hi mwonder," Debby answered. "W'I| have
plenty to tell himwhen we get the chance."

They passed the Belny |og, and the Market was huge
in their sight.

The wheel was ten to twelve klonters in dianmeter, and

a hundred meters broad. The inner surface was partly
covered with . . . houses? They surely weren't proper
huts. They glowed with color. Mst were cubes and ob-

| ongs, but there were other, stranger shapes: a faceted
hem sphere, a wooden cylinder, a larger cylinder as trans-
parent as the CARM s bow wi ndow.

Carl ot shouted back at themas they flew. "W |eam

al |l about the Market in school. It started out as a beam
carved along the entire length of a log, three hundred
years ago. The Admralty ran it through a pond to soak
it. Then they used tethers to bend it in a circle. Before
that, the Market was only shops tethered together."

This tremendous made thing . . . this was wealth.
Rather felt the fear and the awe of any savage approaching
a civilized city.

People were flying to nmeet them

"The ol der shops are funny shapes. Balls and geodes-

ies. That glass cylinder is the Vivarium Vance Linted
grows earthlife there." Carlot noticed that all three of her
charges were dropping behind. She turned in a half circle
and rejoined them "Are you all right? Tired?"

Rat her answered for the others. "It's a little fright-
eni ng. Who are those peopl e?"

"Friends. Traders. I'll introduce you. Raym Crew,
this is Raym W1 by—=

He was an older man, a jungle giant with pale skin and
dark, curly hair and beard. He shouted at the sight of
Carl ot, bounced into her alittle too hard, and w apped
her in his arns. As he exam ned her conpani ons the w de,
goofy smle was lost to a | ook of com cal anmazenent.
"Carlot? Shorts?"

She rebuked him "Raym these are sone of the citi-

188 / Larry Niven
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zens who saved our |ives when our tree caught fire. Hey,

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt (135 of 233) [1/19/03 6:21:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt

John, hey. Nurse!" Others were arriving. Carlot squirned

| oose; clasped hands or toes; chattered introductions.
John and Nurse Lockheed were brother and sister, and

| ooked it, with angul ar faces (shaved, in John's case) and
whi te-bl ond hair. Long-headed Grag Maglicco was in the
Navy as a Spacer First. Adjeness Swart was snmall for a
jungle giant. Her hair was black and strai ght, her nose
curved and sharp. She worked in the Vivarium Carl ot

sai d.

Hal f a dozen others reached them and Rat her started
to lose track. Raymwould be thirty to forty years ol d;

Grag would be a little younger. The rest were around Car-
lot's age. Jungle giants all, and expert flyers.

Carlot told her tale as they flew toward t he Market.

O her strangers joined themand she had to start over.

Now there were a dozen jungle giants anong them and

all were strangers to all but Carlot. She stuck to her fa-
ther's story, and made no nention of Wart or CARM or
silver suit.

The citizens were uncharacteristically quiet. There
was too nuch to see, and they were surrounded by as
many strangers as there were adults in Ctizens Tree.

Debby was finally ready to admt that it had been a
m st ake. She wanted to go hone.

She hadn't been with Anthon in hundreds of days.

Booce was afraid of his wife, Jeffer seened to be nmarried
to the CARM and C ave... the best she could tell, d ave

was vastly enjoying his vacation fromhis wi ves. She was

in a sexual desert.

She had ot her reasons for being on edge. The Market
covered a quarter of the sky. No bigger than a snall tree,
it was obtrusively a nmade thing, nade by the ancestors

of this crew

They didn't ook that powerful. They flew a little closer
toget her than Debby found confortable. Easy to guess

why: they'd been flying all their lives. Raym WI by was
chattering to Rather. "The bugeyes, they get whistling
drunk when the fringe bl oons. You just reach out and

pop 'emin a bag— Debby tried to followit, but she
couldn't. The Lockheeds stayed together, off to one side.

Maybe they were shy?

Adj eness Swart flew al ongsi de Debby. Cheerfully she
called, "How do you |like the Market?"

"I mpressive."
"Your first visit to civilization?"

"We like to think we've got a civilization too," Debby
said. W nust be gawking l|ike fools.

Adj eness | aughed and waved around her. They had
passed the rimof the Market and were crossing the centra
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gap. "If you' ve got anything like this, the Admralty
would like to know it." And as Debby was throttling the
urge to tell this smug C unp dwel | er about the CARM

Adj eness asked, "How nmuch can you see of the Adm -
ralty fromyour tree? Wiy haven't any of you cone here
bef ore?"

"Some didn't want us to cone at all. W didn't know
what we'd find. Maybe things we wouldn't |ike. Excuse
me." Debby kicked hard to reach Carl ot.

Chattering conpani ons surrounded Carl ot. Debby

tried to ease inconspicuously anong them just to listen
but she hadn't counted on Adniralty manners. The

|l ocals drifted away from Debby and Carlot and |eft them

to talk.

Carl ot | ooked at her questioningly. Debby said, "I'm
afraid 1'll say too much."

" Adj eness?"

"Yeah. It isn't just the questions, it's her treefeeding
superior attitude. Carlot, | feel so small."

"Can't help you there, but ... go fly next to Raym

He won't let you talk at all." Carlot held her voice | ow.
"Raym Wlby is an old Dark diver. It's gotten to his
brain."
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"What's he doing with us?"

"He's an old friend of Mdther's. |1'd hate to have her

see himnow | could get rid of him but it's nore trouble
than it's worth. Either 1'd hurt his feelings or it'd take
forever."

"Stet. What's a Dark diver?"
"Ask him O just listen."

Debby dropped back. Raymwas telling Rather, "It

isn't the dark that bothers you, it's the thick. Your eyes
get used to the light in there. It's kind of gray, and the
colors bleach out. | never heard of a diver getting wecked
unl ess he was a damm fool, because things don't nove

fast in there. But you can't nove fast either. You drift.
Sonetimes you get lost, you forget which way is out. You
cone out never knowi ng how many days you were in."

Rat her asked, "Wy do you—=2"

"Credit. On a bad trip you only conme out wth nud,

but Zakry pays high for nmud. A good trip, you can cone
out with your hull covered with blackbrain or wal nut-
cushion or fringe." Raym grinned, and Debby realized
what it was that bot hered her about Adjeness's toothy
sm | e.
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Rat her said, "This makes you—
“No. You never hold onto it."
"—Ri ch?"

Teeth. Raym was an ol der man, yet he still had half

his teeth. Adjeness nust be Debby's age, but her smle

was all teeth, with only three or four gaps. The rest were
youths: no teeth missing at all.

Angul ar huts surrounded her. Debby fought verti go.

Down in all directions; no tide. The Admralty crew were
forming aline as Carlot led themtoward a huge trans-
parent cylinder. They had flown all their lives. Their grace
made Debby feel clunsy.

Debby eased into |ine behind Rather. The starstuff cyl-
i nder had an opening at one end. Debby brushed it with
her wi ngs as she went through. None of the others did.

Chapter Fifteen
Hal f Hand's
fromthe Citizens Tree cassettes, year 80 SM

VWE' VE FOUND A FUNGUS W TH | MPORTANT MEDI Cl -
NAL PROPERTI ES .

WOCDSVAN' S DOOR HAD BEEN BRACED HCSPI TABLY

open. A guest need only grip the rounded edge as he flew
past, set his wings in the racks, and swing hinself in.
Booce entered an atnosphere rich with bl ackbrain tea.

Jonveev Belny was a snmall woman, not nuch nore

than O ave's height. Booce had watched her auburn hair
turn gray over the years, but it was still long and thick
She was busy at a turning cookgl obe. She stretched a foot
to nmeet Booce's hand.

Her grip was strong. "Booce, |'mso sorry about
wend. Is Ryllin all right?"

"She's fine, Jonveev. W're doing business with Gt-
191
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izens Tree, and that's where she is now. " He wondered
what Jonveev was thinking. Her concern was real, of
course; but she had never dealt with Booce hinself. In
busi ness matters Ryllin and Jonveev did the talking.

Jonveev swung the big globular teapot round her head

to settle the water, then quickly opened the spigot. Steam
puffed. Hilar wapped the teapot in cloth and passed it to
Booce. "l never saw a |log cone hone |ike that. Do you

want to tal k about it?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt (138 of 233) [1/19/03 6:21:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt

Booce sipped and swal l owed. He |liked his tea hot, and

this was just off the boil. He savored old menories
as much as the powerful, bitter taste. He said, "Not a
| ot =

Hlar waved it off. "Ch, then we'l|—

"I have no wish to drive you crazy at this tinme."

"Tell us a story," Jonveev said.

He told it | ong. Carel essness and bad luck; the fire;

Wend dead, Karilly nmute with shock. "There was a tuft
tribe waiting to rescue us. They hel ped rebuild Logbearer
We found a tree." Booce hesitated. "W were only half

a thousand klonters fromthe Clunp, Hlar, and we

m ght've had to go halfway to Gold to find a better choice.
It was big and it was close and we wanted to go hone."

"l never saw termtes on a tree before."

"A new breed, nmaybe. They're dying now. They hav-
en't done that nmuch danage, and it's a | ot of wood."

"That it is. W have a problem" Jonveev said.

The tea had cone round agai n. Booce sipped and
passed it on. "l notice you nanaged to sell sone of your
wood. "

"Sonme. Then the whol e Market saw you com ng and
the orders dried up. | could have sold at a |oss, but Jon-
veev t hought —

"I thought we m ght reach an agreenent," she said.
"The merchants can't whiplash us if one of us announces
that his wood isn't '{or sale.”

Booce smiled. Such things had been done. "W'd have
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to give themtinme to believe we nean it. Thirty sleeps or
so. That'll cost one of us."

"We're willing," Jonveev said. "W'Ill want sone-
thing in return, of course."

"Speak further." He sipped. The bitter taste of bl ack-
brain fungus was the taste of civilization and hospitality
and honeconming. He wished with all his heart that Ryllin
were here. If Hlar was tiptoeing round the edges of a
risky venture, Ryllin would have known at once.

Jonveev said, "Booce, we'll agree not to sell our tree
until the next mdyear. What | want is a | oan at reasonable
interest. O I'll offer you the sanme deal ."

Booce was sil ent.

"The | oan would be, say, ten-to-fourth chits. Enough
to keep one of us going for nearly a year." She affected
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not to notice Booce's sudden mrthless snile.

"l don't have that nuch on hand. And you, | suspect,
don't need that nuch—=

"We'd need it if we don't want to short-change sone

of our other concerns. But we can float such a | oan and
recoup it by selling our wood. On the other hand, what-
ever you're doing with ... what was it. Ctizens Tree?

It's bound to bring you noney, but not soon, stet? But

you have a house that's never been lived in."

The tea caught in his throat. Booce swal | owed care-
fully, managed not to sputter. He said, "Ryllin would
wring ny neck."

"Well, then, you can't do it," Jonveev said instantly.

On second thought... he could put the house up for

sale, to buy tinme. If he set the price high, buyers would
hang back and wait, because the Serjents were supposed

to be broke. If the Navy bought the Wart netal soon
enough . . . he'd have to take a |l ower price, but he'd be
abl e to keep the house.

But what did the Bel nys have in mnd? Wat woul d
a loan do for then? It would be eating interest—"W°*
i nterest?"

194 / Larry Niven
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"We'd pay fifteen percent until the next mdyear, or
take the sane."

That was hi gh but not out of line. Hs first niggling
suspi cion began to look like the truth. "I'll sleep onit,"”
he sai d.

W ckerwork ran around the inside of the glass bottle

and across the center; w ckerwork everywhere, but you
had to look twice to see it beneath the plants and nud.
The nud was at the interstices, held in place by nets.
Plants grew fromthe nud, bearing red and yell ow spheres
and cylinders. Leafy vines strangled the w ckerwork, the
mud, and everything else in sight.

It was a jungle with curving corridors through it. Debby
felt a sudden terrible honmesickness for Carther States
but the jungle other chil dhood was drab conpared to the

Vi vari um

The ol d man who watched fromw thin one of the open-

ings was an elderly, undersized jungle giant. In the humd
warnth he wore only a | oose pair of short pants. H's knees
and el bows were knobby; his skin was yell ow brown, and
there was sonet hing funny about his eyes. He watched

the growing crowd in sone surprise. He said, "Late,
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Adj eness. "

"Zakry, these are custoners,"” Adjeness Swart said
firmy. "They' ve been living without earthlife since
Checker knows when."

"Have they." The yell ow nman brightened. "Well, we
can't have that. Carlot Serjent, how good to see you
Adj eness, why don't you show the crew what they've
been ni ssing?"

Carl ot and the yell ow man di sappeared into the green-
ery. Adjeness Swart said, "Clave told ne that. No earth-
life crops. Is it true?"

"Al nost," Debby said. "W've got turkeys."

Raym W by guffawed. Adjeness was suppressing a
| augh. "Turkeys, stet. Try this." She reached into a jun-

gle of vines and plucked forth a red sphere. She sliced it
apart with her knife and of fered wedges around.

It was juicy. Its taste was strong. Debby chewed and
swal  owed, trying to decide if she liked it.

Rat her plucked a sl ender yell ow spi ke fromthe nuck

Adj eness intervened. "Not that. Rather. You have to

cook that. Try this. Don't eat the skin." The sphere Adje-
ness sliced up for himwas orange outside and in. Rather
bit into a wedge, and his eyes got big.

Bei ng back on Earth would be Iike this, Debby thought.
Al'ien. She recogni zed al nost not hi ng.

There were peopl e darting anong the plants. They

gl anced incuriously at the intruders, then went back to
what they were doing. Sone sprayed water at the mnud

gl obul es or the plants thensel ves. One was pushing a

pl ant ahead of him nuddy pal e appendages waved naked
at one end. An older man floated slowy along an aisle,
turning as he flew, to see in all directions.

Debby tried a slice of the orange sphere. The sweet -
ness, the wonder of it alnost paral yzed her. "Treefod-
der!"

"That's an orange. This—

"l can see that." Debby reached at random "Wat's
this, a yellow?"

"Plum Not quite ripe."

It was bitter, sour. Adjeness gave her a dark-red sphe-
roid fromanother part of the plant cluster. "This should
be better."

It was.
"You woul dn't want to spend all your funds on fruit,"

Adj eness said. "You'll want |egunes too, but they have
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to be cooked. Let Carlot take you to Half Hand's Steak
House before you nmake any final decisions. Unless you're
really rich? Then you can buy everything."

Cl ave said, "I'mnot sure what we can afford. | haven't
heard any prices."
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Adj eness nodded. "Here. Eat everything but the cen-
ter, and you can eat that if you want to. Apple."

Rat her asked, "C ave, did you eat like this in Quinn
Tuf t 2"

"No. Hey, corn! W had corn before the drought.

Here. Strip off the leaves. Now the silk too." He snil ed,
wat ching Rather bite into it. "Just the outside, and it's
supposed to be cooked."

"It's okay this way. Leave the white stuff?"
"Stet."

Raym s hand sneaked into a bush as if without Raynm s
know edge. Three red objects each the size of his thunb
went into his nouth all at once. Debby was nearly sure
Adj eness had caught it. She only smled

Cariot and the slant-eyed man energed froma |eafy

wall. Carlot's voice was just slightly ragged. "Crew,
Zakry Bowl es is our host here. We'll go look at the prices
after we know sone of what we want. How are you

doi ng?"

"Cariot, it's wonderful!" Rather burst out. "Oranges,
plums, | think we want everything in sight. Zakry, can
you eat everything here?"

"Al nost. Every plant has sonething you can eat grow

ing on it sone of the tine. These potatoes, you can't eat
what you see. The root's down there in the nud. You

don't eat the inside of an ear of corn—=

"Clave told nme."
"Or the pit of a plum™
" Oop. "

"What did you do, swallowit? It'lIl cone out all right
in the end. Let nme show you what el se we've got—

Bean vines grew nixed with the corn. They seened to

want to take over everything. "W stopped grow ng to-
bacco |l ong ago," Adjeness said. "Only the officers had
fire handy, and <hey weren't buying enough. This is let-
tuce." Lettuce was leaves. It wasn't as sweet as foliage.

Strawberries were as startlingly good as oranges. Squash
| ooked |ike jet pods. Zakry was enjoying hinself.
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They went back to the entrance to examine a |list of
prices. Cave nenorized the nunbers he was interested
in. "Why so nuch for strawberries and bananas?"

"Strawberries keep dying. | don't have bananas.

Can't grow them here at all. They need tide. The Navy
buys them off sone tree dwellers east of here, when

they get the chance. O ave, you haven't established credit
yet-"

"Credit?"

Zakry Bow es spoke slowly, enunciating. "You hav-

en't shown that you can pay. But you can pick out what
you want now, then cone back |ater, pay ne and coll ect
it."

"What we want is stuff we can growin a tree."

They di scussed that at |length. Rather joined in; there
were things he would not go home w thout. Debby eased
over to Cariot. "Wat's got you upset?"

"He won't give me credit. W canme in with a pod

for our cabin and the Belmy |og already in dock. Wll,
Dave Kon owes me noney. 1'll go see him Excuse

me. "

Zakry was urging sonething el se on them a greenish-
yellow fruit with an obscene shape. He showed Debby

how to renove the peel. C ave | aughed when Debby bit
intoit, but it was good. Cariot was talking to the Lock-
heeds, and they were noddi ng.

She canme back. "lI have to talk to Dave Kon. You'd
be bored—

"You' re | eaving us?"

"Stet. Stay with the Lockheeds. I'l|l neet you at Half
Hand's Steak House."

Hal f Hand's was across the Mrket.
They flew through rain. Droplets flew fromthe edges
of their wi ngs. Rather breathed through his nose; from
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time to time he snorted out water. Debby and C ave were
doi ng the sane. The | ocal s had donned nasks of gauzy
fabric, except for Raym who breathed in the rain as if he
cared not at all.

Hal f Hand's was a faceted done adjoining a snaller,

| ess symmetrical structure. You could see through some

of the facets on the big done: they were starstuff fabric.
The rest was gray concrete. One six-sided facet had been
cut away, and a wooden door hinged into the opening.

Grag Maglicco, the Navy man, suddenly asked, "Have
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we all got sticks?" He assessed the bl ank | ooks correctly.

"Go onin. I'lIl join you, couple of breaths." He swerved
asi de, headed for an angular hut twenty neters along the
wheel

The inside was concrete too: concrete trowel ed over

a structure of starstuff, outside and in. The concrete bore
pai ntings of intriguing conplexity and a variety of styles,
but Rat her caught only glinpses of these through a wall

of citizens.

Hal f Hand's was full. Men, women, and children nmade

a hem spherical shell around the newconers, their toes
clinging to two-neter poles protruding fromthe concrete.
There were no foothold poles in the windows, so those
stayed cl ear.

From an open hexagon on the far side drifted snoke
and cooki ng odors. Nurse Lockheed | ed themthat way.
She cal | ed through the opening. "Half Hand?"

A man cane out of the crowd behind her. "H, Nurse.
You got noney?"

"No. Put it on the Serjents' tab. | have a party of
eight."

There was nothing wong with Half Hand's hands.

He was a jungle giant, nostly bald, and his arns and

| egs were corded with nmuscle. He said, "Serjents?
heard— Pull stop. "Sure, I'lIl give the Serjents credit.
What do you want ?"

"Let's see the kitchen."
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"Nobody sees the kitchen." Half Hand was peering
past Nurse Lockheed. "Shorts?"

"Tree dwell ers. They've never seen anything |like your
kitchen."

"Nobody sees the kitchen."
"I did," Nurse said.

Debby pushed her way forward. "Half Hand? |'m
Debby Citizen—=

"Pl easure,"” he said gravely.

"I wonder if you' d be interested in a description of a
kitchen in a tuft.”

Hal f Hand studi ed her; nodded. "Just you. Nurse, the
speci al's noby."

" How ol d?"

"Ei ght days ago, shipful of Dark divers took a noby.
Special is noby till we run out. Sausage cost you three
times as nuch. No turkey today."
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"W want vegetables, lots, all kinds. Couple of Kki-
grams of noby too, not too rare."

"Moby' s ready now. Vegetabl es soon. You, Debby,
you cooked in that tree?"

"Sonme. "
Hal f Hand beckoned her in.

Rat her could feel the eyes. Wth a conscious effort he

| ooked. O the forty or so diners, only a dozen or so were
wat chi ng what was happening at the kitchen entrance.

Even those concentrated nmore on eating; their right hands
kept pal e wooden sticks in constant notion. The eye-pres-
sure still made himflinch

Grag Maglicco rejoined them He passed out pairs of
sticks of pale wood, no bigger than the branchlets a tree
dwel | er was used to.

A woman brought them a two-kigram slab of neat,

bl ack on one side, pink on the other. John Lockheed t ook
it on his knife. He flapped toward the wall, pushing the
meat ahead of him Diners edged aside to give himroom
or to avoid getting grease on their clothing.

200 / Larry Niven THE SMXE RI NG/ 201

Nurse had to urge them "Cone on."

There were too many peopl e.

But C ave foll owed Nurse, and Rather followed him

There was room Nurse talked to sone of the locals
around them John carved chunks fromthe neat and
passed them knife to sticks. Mby neat was good. Ten-
derer than swordbird, richer than turkey.

Grag's own sticks—+tike every Clunp citizen' s—were
ornately carved. Some were wood, nore were bone. Gag
caught Rather | ooking. He showed Rather his own bone
sticks. "You carve themyourself. Circle would mean |'m
married. Spiral means |'m | ooking. A bird would say who
I work for. Qutline around the bird would nmean | own
the conpany. What |'ve got is the rocket, 'cause |I'm
Navy. You'd want a honey hornet, for Serjent Logging.
Change life style, start new sticks."

John Lockheed pointed out a clunmp of custoners to

Clave. Tall men and wonmen, a dozen or so, and a few

infants; isolated, clustered close as if for protection. Pe-
culiar footgear, thick-heeled sandals with toes protruding.
"They' re happyfeet. Half Hand shoul d make t hem check

those shoes at the door," John said. "They're for fighting,
for kicking."

"Lupof fs?"
"Yes. \Wy?"

"No reason," C ave said
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CGourds of red liquid passed anong the diners. One
cane within reach, and John took it. He drank, then
passed it to Clave. "Fringe tea. Don't take too much."

It went fromC ave to Rather. Its taste was bitter and
sweet, not unpl easant. John stopped Rather from passing
the gourd to Raym "Too nuch in his blood already."
Raym gri nned and nodded.

Debby and Hal f Hand joi ned them they made room

Debby said, "He's got four citizens doing the cooking,
all wonen. There''s a najor fire against the back wall,
held in by sikenwire. The kitchen's got maybe twenty

wi ndows in it, and Half Hand cl oses sone of themto get
the breeze he wants, keep the fire going and the snoke
out. He's.roasting a slab of noby the size of two nen.
It's black on one side and raw on the other, and he slices
of f the charred side

"There's al so . She waved a hand and a foot as if
trying to describe without words. "I thought it was a bal
of hard stuff like the Vivarium Inside, a froth of water
and live steam and cut-up plants."”

"It's a bag," Half Hand said. "Keep it turning, the
veget abl es cook even. Draining the water is the tricky
part."

"l saw them do that. They open the bag and throw the
whol e gl ob of cookwater at the | ee wi ndows and catch
the vegetables in a net."

"Ho! Vegetables are ready then." In fact three jungle-
gi ant worren were already flying around the donme's cur-
vature, passing out what they carried.

"W use an open pot," Debby told Half Hand. "Tide

keeps it in, whatever you're cooking. W cook neat and
veget abl es together. If you don't keep stirring it, it all
bubbl es out."

"M shell!" Half Hand waved one | ong-toed foot in a

half circle, and the nearest of the kitchen wonen cane
toward them She served red and yell ow and green veg-
etables into snmall-nmouthed bow s. Half Hand said, "W
only serve earthlife plants. A man wants foliage, he gets
it at home. Meat's different. We take what we get. Noth-
ing turns up, Sanchiss has a turkey farm Darkward."

The veget abl es: sone were good and sone were not,

and sone you couldn't decide right away. C ave was nak-
ing notes as he ate. Food that wasn't eaten went into a
wooden barrel. Fromtime to time one of the woman re-

pl aced t he barrel

Grag Maglicco was aski ng Debby, "Has Booce been
wonderi ng where his house is?"

"He hasn't done anything about it yet."
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"Well, we saw Serjent House a few days ago. It was
twenty degrees spinward of the Market and maybe fifteen
kl onters skyward. Doesn't | ook |ike anyone's disturbed
it. Can you renenber to tell hin®"

"Stet. Tell me sonething el se?"
"Sure."

Debby waved around her. "I1'm surrounded by teeth.
How can so many of you keep nobst of your teeth?"

Grag fished in his tunic and produced a stick like a
third eating stick, carved in the same way, with a tuft of
bristly vegetable matter at the end. "Scrape your teeth
after you eat," he said, and grinned at the tree dwellers'
dubi ous | ooks.

Anot her gourd of fringe tea cane past. Rather was
thirsty; but nobody was taking nore than a nouthful, and
he didn't either. He passed it to Grag, who drank deeply
and sent it on.

"Whay do they call you Hal f Hand?" Debby asked.

"My great-square grandfather was Half Hand. Stuff
that nmoved the old CARM sprang a | eak, froze his hand
G andf at her was Half Hand too. Got bit while he was

Dark hunting. Now ne. Soon or late, | lose it." The idea
didn't seemto bother him "Raym sell me some wal nut -
cushi on?"

"Not this trip. Next time."

"I need it. Goes good with potatoes. G een beans
too. "

"Next time for sure,"” Raym pronised.

Nur se Lockheed | aughed and said, "He can't. He
doesn't have a ship."

Carl ot was shocked. "Rayn®? You |ost your shipT
Raym nodded wi t hout | ooking at her.

Hal f Hand quietly noved off toward the kitchen. Nurse
reached out and lifted Rayms chin. "Tell themthe story,
Raym "

It was the last thing Raym WI by wanted. Sorme of the
| ocal s were | ooking enbarrassed. C ave was qui ck enough

to catch it. "If it's story time, I'lIl tell you about the
breakup of Dalton-Quinn Tree."

Raym s ship was forgotten as Cl ave tal ked.

Rat her knew the tale too well. \Wat he noticed was
the rise in the noise level. Half Hand's was turning bois-
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terous. Cave's words were just perceptibly slurred, as if
he were sl eepy; yet he was aninmated, frenetic, as he re-
Iived what had been the end of the world for himand for
Rather's parents. Rather hinmself was feeling strange.

Hal f Hand was back. "Look out the w ndow or go
outside," he said. "See sonething."

"Water," Rather said clearly.
"What ?"
"Water, not fringe tea. Does sonmething to ny head."

"Ch. Get you water, stet. Mshell! I'Il fix it. Tree
dwel l ers shouldn't drink too nuch fringe. Get to a w n-
dow, boy. Thank nme later."

The nearest w ndow was crowded, but Rather nan-

aged to get his head into the grouping. He watched three
ki tchen wonen carry garbage barrels outside and fling
their contents across the sky. Nothing happened for a
time. Rather continued to watch. He felt as if he were
dreani ng. Fringe?

He dreaned that triunes abruptly converged from al
directions, splitting into individuals as they came. Rather
shout ed: not a warning, just an incoherent yell

The wonen heard. They | ooked at himin the w ndow

and | aughed. Sl ender bl ue-and-orange torpedos dove
anong them The wind of their passage sent themtum
bling. In twenty breaths it was over. The triunes noved
away, regathering their famlies. The garbage had van-

i shed. The women kicked to stop their spinning—and not
one had been touched by the predator birds.

Al'l the strangers around Rat her were | aughing at him

The only good thing about it (he decided as he returned
to his pole) was that nobody el se had gone to a w ndow.
Grag and Debby seemed nostly interested in each other,
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but the rest were held spellbound by O ave's storytelling.
He spoke of the foray into the Carther States jungle—

He was on the verge of describing the London Tree
CARM "d ave?"

"Me, | didn't notice nost of this, what with ny broken
| eg. Yeah?"

"Drink some water. This fringe is strong."

John Lockheed said, "Yes, you're not used to it," and
passed C ave the water gourd. C ave drank, and drank
agai n. Rather was given a gourd, and he coul dn't under-
stand how he had become so thirsty.
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Then Carlot was there and it was all right, and Rather
was free to go to sleep

Kendy saw them streami ng toward the log |like a covey

of brightly colored birds: young men and wonen stretched
like taffy. Wngs patterned in primary colors flapped be-
hi nd, maki ng them seem even | onger. Each pattern was
different. Birds nust find each other in the sky.

The hel met m crophone picked up giggling and

snatches of talk. Sonme flew with skewed cl unsi ness,

drunk on al cohol or other recreational chemicals. Kendy
ran the record again, but the noise factor was too great;

the words woul dn't come clear.

They passed out of the helnet's view and were gone.
Chapter Si xteen

H gh Fi nance

fromthe Citizens Tree cassettes, year 926 State
CHECKER

OFFI CER RESPONSI BLE FOR THE ATTI TUDES AND
EMOTI ONAL WVEELL- BEI NG OF THE CI TI ZENRY, AND FOR
THEI R BENI GN RELATI ONSHI P TO THE STATE.

BOOCE STARTED TEA WHEN HE SAW THEM COM NG HE
| ooked them over as they entered. Nurse Lockheed had

the giggles. Her brother was furious.

Booce smiled at them "Half Hand' s?"

"Right. Fringe tea." Carlot wasn't happy.

"It was strange," Debby said. "W ate ... well, we

tried everything. Cave nade a |ist—

"I hope we can afford it all," Cave said. "Were'll
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we growit? We'll have to plant the out tuft and make the
lift cables twice as long."

The teapot went anong the hal f-dozen dunpers who
had returned with Logbearer's crew. In a dozen breaths
it was enpty.

"Jonveev was kind enough to I end ne sone stuff,"”
Booce said. "The teapot, sone bl ackbrain, sone cook-
ware. Carlot. . ."He frowned. She shoul d have brought
supplies fromthe Vivarium and the Market shops.

She handed hima translucent bl anket-|eaf fol ded
| engt hwi se. There was food within: vegetables, a slab of
col d noby meat, and a baked sweet potato. "Half Hand
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gave us credit."
"That' ||l be breakfast. Jonveev fed nme."

John Lockheed sensed what was happeni ng. "Many
t hanks, Booce, and we'd best be going."

Raym showed hi s astoni shnent. "W just got here!"

"Raym now. Cone on, Nurse. Booce, we're sorry

about your trouble, but it didn't ruin a good evening. It's
good to see you-back safe. Carlot— He stretched his

toes to clasp hers. Then the whol e covey of dumnpers

moved out into the rain, shooing Raym and Nurse ahead

of them

"Now why did they do that?"  ave asked.

"They know we have to tal k about noney. You don't
do that in front of strangers," Booce said. "A'l right,

Carlot."
"Zakry won't give me credit. W'll have to forage the
trunk for food. | went to Dave Kon. He still owes for a

kl omter of wood fromour last trip. He wouldn't pay ne.
He offered full payment if we'd sell hima klomer off the
new | og at two tines ten-square. | turned himdown."

"Right. That nmutineer thinks we can't afford to hire a
judgrment! See, Cave, the Admralty won't convene a

civil court unless both sides can prove that they can pay
court costs. Loser pays. But the Navy knows we have

the Wart! One way or another, we'll get noney or credit.
Carlot, | think I know what H lar has in mnd. Burl."

Carl ot thought it over. The tree dwellers watched with
no sign of conprehension. She said, "R sky. Nobody
knows how. "

"Hlar can afford to take the chance. He brought his

tree in with the tuft still on. He asked for a | oan and of-
fered decent ternms. Usually the tree dies, but sone-

ti mes—

Debby suddenly said, "I renenber. The idea is to |et

a tree grow without tide. The wood's supposed to twi st
into knots?"

"Right. But trees aren't really built for that. | wonder
if Hilar knows sonething? If he can get noney to live on,
he can grow his burl while we sell our wood. He'd |ike
to get the noney fromus, if we had it."

"W shoul d be asking Jeffer about this."

Booce grinmaced. Then: "Sorry. Debby, you're tree
dwel l ers, you should know a | ot about them but you've
never seen a tree growi ng outside of tide."

"You woul dn't grow burl yourself, stet? Belny's not
a fool or he wouldn't be richer than you, stet?" Booce
bridl ed, but Debby went on. "He knows something you
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don't, sonething about burl. Jeffer the Scientist knows a
ot we don't. Let's ask."

"Burl," Jeffer said nmusingly, watching the faces in the
bow wi ndow. Debby was hi ding anxi ety. Booce had asked
his question with sone belligerence. This had been her

i dea, not his. Are you any good at all? Prove yourself,
Sci enti st!

Blue lines of print scrolled across the faces.

| NTEGRAL TREES GROWVELL I N A W DE RANCGE OF
TI DES. LOW ATMOSPHERI C PRESSURE Kl LLS THEM
PASTER THAN LOW OR HI GH TIDE. | N DENSE Al R AND
VERY LOW TI DE THEY M GHT SURVI VE. | N FREE- FALL
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THEY DI E. OTHERW SE VWE WOULD FI ND TREES GROW NG
NATURALLY IN THE CLUW

Booce was talking. "Hilar thinks he's got ne by the
seeds. He offered ne a loan if | withdraw ny tree from
sale, but he's not serious. It'd break me. 1'd be paying
interest, and no way to get it back. O course he doesn't
know about the Wart metal ."

"Do you really need to know if he can grow burl ?"

Jeffer said. "Booce, you're satisfied that he's trying it.
You only need a short-termloan till you can sell your
metal . The Bel nys aren't your enenies, are they?"

"No, they're friends. Who would | talk to if I couldn't
talk to other loggers? But Hilar would | ove to have ne
carving the dunbo on ny sticks, and all the | oggers want
to be richer than, say, the architects. Jonveev won't | oan
me noney unless she thinks | can pay it back. O if |'ve
got sone kind of collateral . . . hell."

A TREE SHOULD CONTINUE TO GROW I F THERE IS SUF-

FI CI ENT TI DE TO PULL WATER AND NUTRI MENT | NTO THE
TREEMOUTH AND TO WORK THE | NTERNAL VEINS W THI N
THE TRUNK. SPIN THE LOG JEFFER

"Tell them about the Wart," Carl ot was sayi ng.

"I didn't want to. | guess . . . I've got to. It'd be better
if I knew exactly what Hilar's planning."

"He'll spin the log," Jeffer said.

"What ? What for?"

"Spin tide. Clave. It's a scientific thing. Here, pick up
that pot or whatever and throw it round and round your

head. Ann's length . . . like that, stet. Feel the pull? Like
tide, isn't it? Belny'll use his steamrocket to start the

| og spinning, not enough to tear it apart, just enough to
keep sone pull inside the tuft. The tree needs tide to nove
its food around—=
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"By the State, | believe you're right."

"But the, uh, growth patterns would still be screwed

up, with Voy going round and round and weird C unp

tides going every which way. |'ve never seen burl, but
isn't that what you want, Booce? Grain that doesn't grow
in straight lines? He'll spin it just enough to keep water
and fertilizer in the treenouth."”

"Yes. Ckay."
LOSI NG CONTACT.

Hi | ar and Jonveev waited, wearing polite sniles, unti
Booce had finished talking. "Burl," Hlar said. "It
sounds interesting but risky."

"Hardly cost-effective,"” Jonveev said.

Booce said, "There are other values. It would be in-
decently lucrative if it worked. You' d have done sone-
thi ng nobody el se could." They did not comment, and he
went on. "Let's assune, just for tal king purposes, that
you' ve been considering a burl tree. Wwo el se would you
let in on the secret?"

The Bel nmys | ooked at each ot her

"You'd need masses of tree food. Mud, say, from deep
in the Dark. Whuld you buy it from Zakry? O haul it
your sel ves, wth WodsmanT

Jonveev sighed. "All right, Booce. Wat have you got
in mnd?"

"Logbearer could haul the nmud to feed the tree. The
whol e Market knows that ny last trip failed. They won't
be surprised when Logbearer becones a Dark diver. Let
themthink I'm1looking for fringe and bl ackbrain while
haul mud for Zakry."

"Mmm " said Jonveev.

"One thing nore. 1've got eight kiltons of netal buried
under the termtes."

Their faces were quite blank. After a nonment Jonveev
210 / Larry Niven
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said, "That's not portable noney. You still can't offer us
a loan, not until you sell it."

"An excellent point. Hilar, Jonveev, what | want is
this. First, you do your danmdest to turn that half tree
into burl. Second, | need a | oan—=

Hi | ar was | aughi ng.

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt (152 of 233) [1/19/03 6:21:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt

"A short-termloan to | et nme spend noney |like an old
Dark diver while | wait for the Navy to buy ny netal.
1"l pay twenty percent to the crossyear, and | need ten-

to-third chits. I'll pay part of it back in nmud at the sane
price Zakry pays. The rest at the crossyear, and I'll hand
you another five tinmes ten-to-third. That'l|l save any

project you had to shortchange. It's not a |oan, though
It buys nme half the burl."

"Hal f!" Jonveev excl ai ned.
ngo "

Caught! Jonveev Bel ny | aughed and said, "W hadn't

t hought of spinning the tree. But can you really afford to
risk that many chits? You' re noderately rich now. Wy

not stay that way?"

"I like the odds. |'ve got some crew who think it m ght
work, and they're tree dwellers. | think you think it'll|
wor k, and that hel ps.”

"Two-fifths of any burl, and we want five tines ten-

to-third chits. W'Ill get you your loan, but at forty percent
to the crossyear. Mm. . . |'ll hand you our cash on hand
and give you the rest in ten days."

Booce said, "I'lIl pay thirty percent to ... to ten sleeps
past the crossyear. The Navy might just hold nme up for
that long. And classify this. If the Navy knows | took a
|l oan, they'Il know I'mstill under pressure. | want them
to nove."

Hi | ar | aughed. "Were el se could it have come fronP"

"I'"ll visit the house before | start throw ng noney
around. They'll think | had it in the house."

And all of this was reported in garbled form through

Clave and then Jeffer, who had never dealt with finance,

to Kendy, who never had either. But Kendy had sketchy
records of the capitalistic societies that had died with the
formation of the State, hundreds of years ago.

It was a hell of a way to run a civilization. These peopl e
needed him

Jeffer, seated before the CARM canera, asked, "Do
you understand any of this?"

"Yes, but it would be difficult to explain. What matters
is that your citizens will have their earthlife seeds."

"Yeah." Jeffer stretched unsel f-consciously. "That's

good. W'll have to talk fast when we get back to Citizens
Tree. The seeds'||l help, and we'll carry fresh food too,
sonet hing they can eat right then. Are you getting what
you want ed?"

What Kendy wanted was still beyond his reach. He
said, "l've |learned sone things."
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"Tell ne.

"The Admiralty is self-sufficient. They' re a successfu
culture, but the crime rate must be high. O herw se they
woul d need fewer Navy ships, and the houses woul d have
nmore openi ngs." Kendy displayed the picture the pres-
sure-suit canera was sending fromthe C unp. Snal

green outlines flickered as Kendy pointed out ships, then
the few but massive doors on nearby houses. "They've
settled the outer shell of the Cunp, but they only venture
gingerly into the dark center. Their infant nortality rate
must be as bad as yours. \Wen they add up their popu-
lation they don't count children, any nore than you do."

"l never noticed that. Hm . . . London Tree didn't
either. Is it because so many children die?"

"Yes. Wait a thousand years and the death rate wll
have di mi ni shed. There's nothing else to be done."

"l never thought there was. Wiile |'ve got your at-
tention, Kendy, | found a listing on the O unp. Lagrange
points, it's called. Wiat do these words nean? Equi po-
tential, saprophyte—Somnething' s happening."
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A steamrocket energed fromthe fog and rain. It came
to a halt fifty neters fromthe hel met canmera. "Navy,"
Jeffer said unnecessarily. "I wonder . . . that's Booce.
And a silver suit!"

"l see them An equipotential is the curve on which

some force or energy level is everywhere equal. It night
be gravity or tidal force or magnetic force. A -saprophyte
is afamly of plants that don't use light. W'll see sone

if Clave can take the helnet into the Dark."

Four nmen flew toward the canmera: two in Navy arnor,

one standard-issue pressure suit, and Booce Serjent. The
pressure suit was better kept, cleaner and shinier, than
the Citizens Tree suit. There were big Navy-style fins at
the ankl es. The design painted on the back was repeated
on one shoul der and on the fins: a broad green ring with
a blue dot at the center.

Kendy tried to make contact with the suit radio. He
found nothing. Either it wasn't on, or the frequency had
wandered over the centuries.

The hel met was thrown back on its hinge despite the

rain. The face inside was a rounded angl o face, without
the soft elfin | ook of nmost Snobke Ring citizens: a "dwarf"
face, shaved, sprouting an Earth day's worth of dark
shadow.

The "dwarf" | ooked around him '"This was cl ever,
Booce. Do you have torches?"

"I'"'msorry, Captain-Cuardian. W can nake sone
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up. "
"No need. How do | get through this muck?" The
dwarf had no accent.

Kendy gl oated. No accent! He spoke exactly as a State
citizen would have. The officers nmust learn their speech
fromthe Admralty Library!

They were drifting out of view Kendy switched to the
fisheye lens. He and Jeffer watched the Captain-Cuardian
take his wings off and tether themto lines on his chest,
shi n-sticks uppernost. The two | ower-rank Navy mnen

pull ed up an edge of the ternmite nest. The "dwarf"
squirmed in. Sudden yellow |ight flashed through the hole.

Jeffer asked, "Does that light come fromthe pressure
sui t?"

"“I''l'l show you how to work the helnet light. Later."

The "dwarf" popped out of the hole. "There's a re-
spectabl e store of netal here. We'll have to wait for the
Council to convene before we make an offer per kilton
delivered. Unless you' re prepared to accept an inmedi ate
offer of, say, two times ten-to-fifth chits for the whole
chunk?"

"I can get two or three tinmes that on the Market."

"Perhaps. If we cone to an agreenent | can give you
paynment within ten days."

"No, thank you, Captain-CGuardian. |I'll wait. Mybe
I can earn sone noney Dark diving. Can | offer you tea?"

"You woul dn't want to have to sell your new house
Two and a half."

"No. | should point out that you've been seen com ng
here. There's a happyfeet jungle in dock, and they night
guess what that nmeans. Also |'Il be expected to hire an
exterminator. | can't hide the metal nuch |onger."

The Capt ai n- Guardi an snorted and waved to his escort.
They depart ed.

Booce waited until they were well away. Then he
noved face-on to the canera. "Jeffer?"

"Here."

"That was Captai n- Guardi an Wayne M ckl. O ficer by
birth, but his effective rank is Guardi an. Keeping him
happy is a good idea."

"He didn't | ook happy."

"If he's too happy, we got robbed. Jeffer, how sure
are you that spinning a tree will make burl ?"

Jeffer laughed. "I never tried it nyself."
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"Yeah. Are you all right?"

"It isn't too bad. Something like being young again,

214 / Larry Niven

just old enough to hunt alone. |'ve got the cassettes when
| get bored. | mss Lawi."
"Well, 1'"'mgoing to nove the silver suit. W can't

| eave it here."
"Where, then?"

"My house. I'Il set it up so you can see the comons
room W can talk any tinme, and when | have guests you'l
see themtoo."

"That's good," said Jeffer.

VERY GOCD. LOSI NG CONTACT.

Chapt er Sevent een

Serj ent House

fromthe Citizens Tree cassettes, year 6 SM

SHARON LEVOY SPEAKS OF THE ARCHETYPAL RE-
BELLI QUS COWPUTER, HAL 9000, FROM G LLESPIE S

OPERA 2001. CAROL BURNES CLAI M5 FRANKENSTEI N
AND FAUST TO BE OLDER AND MORE APPROPRI ATE | M
AGES. ONE- UPMANSHI P | S ALI VE AND VELL I N THE
SMOKE RING. ONE AND ALL, THEY EXPECT ME TO TELL
THEM HOW | T HAPPENED.

FOR THE RECORD: | DON T KNOW WHAT' S VRONG
W TH KENDY.

—CAPABI LI TY JASPER GRAY
CYBERNETI ClI ST, DI SCI PLI NE

DEBBY WAS I N A HURRY THE NEXT MORNI NG | T SEEMED

she'd arranged sonething at Half Hand's: she was to neet
Grag Maglicco for flying | essons. Booce drilled her to
215
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make sure she wouldn't get lost in the sky, then sent her
on her way.

The rest shared out the nmeal fromHalf Hand's for their
breakfast, then got to work. They fueled and fired Log-
bearer and set it steaming along the trunk. A half turn
brought the rocket to a halt opposite the Wart.
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Clave, Carlot, and Rather swarmed out and attacked

the ternmite nest with matchets. Wen Logbearer bl ocked

the Market, and floating chaff and chips of bark and wood

bl ocked nost of the sky. O ave and Rather ducked into

the nest. Clave retrieved the body of the silver suit. Rather
the hel met. Booce had kept the rocket hot. He jetted

water into it, and away they went.

Secrets. Rather was starting to get the knack of it.

Hal f the termite nest had been scraped away, not by

a hired team but by amateurs. What woul d the Market

t hi nk? Booce nust be hurting for noney. His crew has
exposed danmage to the |og: a gaping, ugly hole behind
the termte nest. They've quit in disgust. Unlikely that
anyone el se would pry into that bug-infested darkness.

The house had drifted about the sky since its conple-

tion a year and a half since. Debby had relayed Gag's
message: it was fifteen klonters skyward and sone de-

grees to spin fromthe Market. The house was cl oser than

it had been when Grag spotted it, but it was still a three-
day trip.

The house was five cubes arrayed around a concrete

core. A small puff jungle grew on the roof. The main door
was a huge slab of wood five neters |long by four w de,
hal f a meter thick. Booce set massive triangular braces
to lock it vertical to the doorway. Muntings covered the
i nner surface: tethers for wings and cl oaks, and coils of
line, and big knobs to serve as noorings for w nches and
pul | eys.

They tethered Logbearer to the door. In its shadow
they noved the silver suit and hel net inside.

THE SMOKE RI NG / 217

Secrets. What has been seen? Logbearer flies to Ser-

jent House. The crew stays for sone hours whil e Booce

i nspects his new home and shows it off to visitors. Pres-
ently Booce will be spending noney.

Navy: Booce has retrieved funds from sone hiding
pl ace. He can outwait the Navy to sell his netal.

Bel my House: Booce canme as misdirection

The Market: Any hiding place in Booce's house nust
be enpty now.

"Where do we put it?" Rather held the helnmet like a
sever ed head.

"Look around," Booce said. "Sonething will occur
to you."

The citizens smled at each other. They began to tour
t he house.

Doorways | ed fromone section to another through the
star-shaped concrete core. There were only two ways to
nmove. Rather had to squeeze past Cave circling the other
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way.

The house was roony: as big as a Citizens Tree hut,

t hough rmuch harder to build. The public roomwas |ined
wi t h handhol ds and wi th hooks for outer garments and
weapons, and a rack for a teapot.

The outer wall of the kitchen had long slots init for
ventilation, a concrete fireplace with a bellows attached,
and racks for wood and cookware. Rather found Carl ot
maki ng tea. He asked, "You al ready know?"

She nodded brightly.

The sl eeproom tethers and sonme wiry foliage padding
four of the walls.

What was this next roon? Curtains fixed across both
interior doors, handholds and tethers nounted next to
smal | wi ndows with hatches over them.

Ah. This was the treenouth. And the fifth was a stor-
age room w th another oversized door and noorings for
tethers, but nothing stored yet.

Rat her returned to the public room

218 / Larry Niven

Debby was noving slowy around the perineter. She
seenmed nmore cheerful than she had been lately. "Hi

Rat her. Grag brought ne back. | gather we're | ooking for
sone secret hiding place. Any |uck?"

"Not yet. Booce, how do you get rid of the treefodder
after you feed the tree?”

Booce stared. "What? —©h. The wind floats it away

and fisher jungles gather it in. Now you know why every-
one doesn't just tether his house to the Market. Find any-
t hi ng?"

"I didn't see any hiding places. |'ve never seen a house
before. ™

"You were all sonewhere else, so | searched here,"
Debby said. "Nothing. Booce, are there holes in the con-

crete?"
Booce | aughed. "I could have done that. Access
through the walls? Well, any burglar could tear the core

apart and all he'd find is concrete and two chunks of spor-
ing fringe buried along the hub. Meanwhile, what do you
think of my door?"

" '"Thick. Like you're afraid someone might kick his way
t hr ough. "

"W tend to nmake them nmassive. Not just for burglars.
It has to stand up to rough treatnment when you' re noving
heavy stuff."
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Cl ave shook his head in disgust. "We'd know who our
thief is. W'd kick himinto the sky. Booce, your trouble
is, you' ve got too many people in the dunp."

Booce was taken aback. "I never thought of it that
way. Anyway, |et me show you what | did—

When the door was fully open, one could slide aside

a panel in the edge that faced the hinges. The hal f-neter
t hi ckness of the wood had been hol |l owed out. The silver
suit went in easily. The helmet was barely small enough

"Now we need a hole," Booce said.
"Kendy for the State. Jeffer, would you rather sleep?”
THE SMOKE RING / 219

"Mpf? No. Hello, Kendy." Jeffer stretched. "If I
didn't want you waking me up |'d sleep outside." He
| ooked at the view in the bow wi ndow. "Cho!"

It was dark, but Jeffer could nmake out C ave's anxi ous
face. H s voice sounded faint, distant. "Jeffer? Talk to
me, Jeffer."

"Pri kazyvat Relay to pressure suit. Scientist here."
"What do you see?"
"You. And a ragged border. Wat did you do?"

"You' re | ooking through a hole in a door. Booce ripped
a hook out. Fromhere it |ooks like he just put too nmuch
tension on it."

"Good enough. | take it we can tal k. Rather, you
t here?"

Rat her floated into view, sniled, and waved. O hers
joined, until five citizens floated in a star with their heads
i nwar d.

Booce said, "l've nmade a deal with the Bel nys. Jeffer
woul d you like to | earn somethi ng about the Dark?"

"You nmean the Clunp interior? Sure."

"That's good, because |'ve agreed to bring back sone
mud for Belny's burl tree.™

"You're going? Al of you? LogbearerT

"Ah ... no. | think I'd better stay here. |'ve been
weavi ng financial threads into one very conplicated net.
Carlot, you can handl e Logbearer al one, stet? And

gather Raym W lby is at liberty. He can guide you." Car-
| ot was noddi ng eagerly. "Oh, and Hilar hadn't thought
of spinning the burl log, but he's going to try it."

"Sounds good. Carlot, will you take the hel net so
can see these narvel s?"
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Carl ot | ooked to her father, who said, "Wy not?"

"Good. Rather, tell me about the Navy. Take your
time."

Rat her tal ked. Kendy guessed that the boy wasn't hid-
i ng anyt hing, but he kept junping back and forth. Kendy
printed questions across the bow wi ndow, Jeffer solicited
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descriptions of Petty \Weel er, Bosun Mirphy, Navy
armor, the Navy ship, Mirphy's description of Navy life,
Wheel er's offer

"I's this standard, Booce? Anyone can join the Navy?"

"Not just anyone. They woul dn't have Carl ot because

of her legs. Oherwise . . . well, any savage could join,
but he m ght not get beyond Spacer First until they've
wat ched him for years. The Navy wants | oyalty. They

take nore men than wonen, and they won't take you if
you're too old to be trained."

"Loyal ty?"

"If you're loyal to your tribe, you're not loyal to the
Navy. Navy above all, even famly."

"The question is, if Rather goes in, can he get out?
Booce?"

Booce mulled it. "Up to a point. It would be ... con-
venient if Rather let Petty Weel er make his pitch.

Rat her, the Navy could put certain kinds of pressure on
me until | talk $ou into doing that. They want the Vart,
but they can slow things down for me, and we don't want
the Navy taking a hard | ook at us."

"No, " C ave said.

"But when Weel er interviews you, he mght | eamthat
you're sinply not suited to Navy life. | can help you to
hel p hi mreach that conclusion."

Carlot said, "He could get out later than that. Rather,

my cousin Grag says they treat you like a copsik in Basic,
but after that you're supposed to think you' re better than
the citizens. They do think they're better than us, and
they don't take just anyone. Wen you' re ready to | eave,
just do sonething wong. Or get sick and stay sick. Tree
dwel l ers do get sick in the Cunmp. They'll bounce you
out."

"You think | should do this?"
She shrugged unhappily. "Watever you want."

Jeffer said, dreally like to get himinto the Library."

Booce shook his head. "No dwarf gets beyond Guard-

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt (160 of 233) [1/19/03 6:21:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt

THE SMOKE RI NG / 221

ian unl ess he was born an officer, and even then . . . well,
Wayne M ckl is officer and dwarf. They need himas a
Guardi an, so he'll never use his higher rank. Quardian is

the | owest rank that can reach the Library, but they can't
use it because they aren't taught to read. And you
woul dn't be a Guardian for years, Rather."

Jeffer junped on it. "But he could reach the Library.
And Rat her can read, and | can teach himhow to use a
CARM keyboard!"

Rat her was feeling trapped. He knew howto talk to
Jeffer the Scientist, but how could you argue with a door?

"I hate to pass up the chance," d ave said. "Rather,
you're reluctant. How do the rest of you feel ? Debby?"

"It feels like we're selling himas a copsik. |I'm against
it."
Thank you, Debby!

Cl ave stared at her. Then: "Rather, does it feel |ike
that? I wouldn't do that. W're just tal king now—

"They want his loyalty, stet, Booce? They've been
doing this for going on four hundred years," Debby said.
"Maybe they can get his loyalty—

Cl ave snapped, "Treefodder, Debby. London Tree
was keeping copsi ks for about that [ong. Wen the chance
came to bust |oose, they did it!"

"Not all of them d ave!"
". . . Uh-huh. Booce?"

Booce said, "W're tal ki ng about power. Navy power,

and it cuts two ways. If Rather was Navy, the Serjents
woul d see a certain friendliness energe. 1'd love to put a
son in the Navy."

"Carlot?"

She spoke to Rather, not Clave. "If you can stand it.
Renenber what | said about Basic. They worked Grag's
tail off... hey. You're stronger than Grag. You lived in

a tree. You just might give thema shock."

222 | Larry Niven

"We know you can fit a silver suit," Booce added.
"Even Bosun Murphy doesn't know that."

"I'"m scared."

Cl ave just nodded, but Jeffer snarled |like static. "On,
Rather! We're here already! Back in GCtizens Tree, that
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was the tinme to be scared." Pause. "Wat are you scared
of ?"

"It's all too strange." Rather was suddenly, unbear-
ably homesi ck. This wooden house, all angl es—

"I't'I'l keep being strange. Nobody fool ed you on that."
"Scientist, | came here | ooking for strange. | wouldn't
be here if it was going to be just like Citizens Tree—

"Then—

But Rather had the words straight in his mnd now "I

foll owed you here, but the idea was to face the Admiralty
in the conpany of ny friends and ny elders! And ny
father. Are we all going to join the Navy now? |s that
what we're tal ki ng about ?"

Cl ave said, "Jeffer?"
The door said, "I'mfor it, of course, but the boy's got
a point. It's his risk, not ours."

Rat her wasn't finished. "You' re asking ne to swear
to sonething that isn't true. I amnot |loyal to the Navy.
If you thought | was, you wouldn't like it."

Nobody wanted to answer.

"You can feed your secrets to the tree. | will not join
the Navy. But | can go talk to Weeler, if you think it'll

help. I'll do that."
"I go with him" Debby said firmy

"And Booce, you tell me how to | ook unsuitable." A

bl ack depression was settling over him He felt rejected
by all of his conpani ons save Debby; but Carl ot wanted
hi m out of the way. For Raff Bel ny.

Chapt er Ei ghteen
Headquarters
fromthe Citizens Tree cassettes, year 384, day 2050:

JEFFER THE SCI ENTI ST SPEAKI NG CANDI DATES ARE
CONSI DERED UNSUI TABLE FOR THE NAVY | F THEY ARE
SI CKLY, OR UNDEFENDABLE, OR EASILY LOST OR DI S-
TRACTED, OR LOYAL TO SOME ENTITY OTHER THAN THE
NAVY. THEY MAY HAVE UNACCEPTABLE MOTI VES FOR
JONNG |IF A FAMLY MEMBER ACCOVPANI ES, CANDI -
DATE MAY BE RELUCTANT OR MAY NEED SUPERVI SI ON.

ACCEPTABLE CANDI DATES WOULD PRESUVABLY
HAVE OPPOSI TE TRAITS. DATA ARE AS ACQUI RED FROM
BOOCE AND CARLOT SERJENT.

HEADQUARTERS WAS A PILLBOX: A SHORT, W DE CYL-

inder, blurred to Rather's weeping eyes. The rimwas dark
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wood. The nearer flat face was concrete covered with a
variety of doors, platfornms, wi nches, coils of line. . . and
223
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a broad strip of glittering stuff very like the hull of the
CARM Two rockets were noored near the hub. A third,
| arger, was being winched in nozzl e-forenost.

Debby | ooked back. Rather was far behind. Wen she
stopped flapping, a gust of w nd caught her w ngs and
turned her on a random axis. She sighed and fl apped back
torejoin him "I wish | could help," she said.

Rat her made hinself laugh. "I did it to myself. Debby,
you fly better than nme."

"I watched the crew when we went to Market. Keep

up a steady kick. Don't try too hard. If you kick with al
your mght the wings just bend and don't take you any-
where. "

"What | need is longer legs."

"Longer wings mght do it. Try the Navy w ngs too.
Now, what door did Carlot say?"

"I can't tell. Pick one."
"No, |-

"Debby, pick one at random | don't mind if Weeler
thinks I got lost."

"Ch. The one in the mddle, with the guards. W'l
ask them™"

It was big and round and rimed in scarlet paint. The
four guards wore helnmets and torso and | eg arnor and
carried harpoons. Debby backpedaled to stop within a
met er of the harpoon points. She said, "Looking to join

up.

One smled and said, "I hope they take you, beauti -
ful." Hi s harpoon pointed. "That one, just next to the
rim"

"Thanks." She rejoined Rather. Half blind, he'd been
afraid to fly close to sharp spears. "It's over there. —
Lovely beard on that one. Like goldenwire plant, and
clean. The .crew keep thensel ves cl eaner than Carther

St ates people ever did. Maybe I'lI|l see himagain."

"Jeffer'd like that."
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"He woul d, wouldn't he. He probably |ikes ny seeing
Grag too. | wonder what they're guardi ng?"
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The door they sought was a rectangle with curved
sides, marked in print along one edge: RECRU TMENT

The roomwi thin was sizable, but of the sane odd

shape. A man nmade marks on thin white sheets fixed to

a slab of sanded wood. Hi s pants and tunic were blue with
Navy markings. No arnmor. He ignored themfor a bit,

then | ooked around. "Yes?"

Rat her pointed to the wooden rectangle. There were
clips along the edge, and stacks of paper |leaves in the
clips. "Wiat would you call that?"

The man frowned. "You never saw a desk before?
What do you want ?"

"Petty Mart Wheel er wants to interview nme for re-
cruitment. |'m Rather Citizen."

"I"ll see if he's available."” The man ki cked agai nst the
tabl e and di sappeared down a corridor. Lack of wi ngs
didn't hanper him he touched the wall and di sappeared
into a doorway in one snooth flow.

Debby smiled at Rather. "Easily distracted?"

"That's why | did it, but |look at how the grain of the
wood curls around! | think it must be burl. How did they
get it?"

"There had to be burl sonmewhere or Booce woul dn't
know it was possible."

When the desk man reappeared, Rather was nopping
at his eyes with his tunic. The man said, "Cone with ne."

Debby said, "May | cone too?"
"I"'mafraid not. Wuld you be his nother?"
"Stepnother. | really think I ought to be with him"

"That's not permtted.”

The office was small, a cube with two curved walls.

Petty Wheeler was at a desk, lightly gripping the rimwhile
he talked to another man . . . and that one was Rather's
hei ght .
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Their tal k stopped. Weel er said, "Rather, good to see
you. This is Captain-CGuardi an Wayne M ckl."

M ckl nodded but said nothing. He seened rel axed and
di sinterested. Weeler said, "W want to ask you a few
questions. You probably have questions too—

"A hundred. Urn, whereabouts is Bosun Muirphy?"

"Mpf? Last | saw of her she was on her way to the
Purser's office. After that she'll be on leave. . . . VWhy?"

"I thought | mght see her before | go."
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(Booce had told him "Try to talk to Bosun Mirphy.
Your interest in the Navy comes strai ght from your seeds

If you see her, make a pass."”

("What's a pass? Do you nean propose narriage?"
("No . . . yes. That's got just the right touch. Al seeds

and no judgnent.")

Weel er asked, "Rather, is there sonething wong
with your eyes?"

"They get this way sonetines.”

"When?"
"Lack of sleep. Dry air.'

H s eyes were clearing up

now, but they still hurt. To Weel er they nust appear
pi nk and weeping. He was sniffling too.

Wheel er took witing inplenent in hand. "Were were
you born?"
"Citizens Tree, year 370. It's a tree sixty klonters

I ong, six or seven hundred klonters west of the Cunp."
"What ' s your hei ght and nass?"

"One point nine neters. | don't know ny mass."

" "We'll weigh you on the centrifuge. How did you know

the year?"
"The Scientist keeps track. Was | off? This is 384, isn't
it?"

"That's right. Put your arns straight forward, finger-
ti ps touching. Now your |egs, big toes touching."
Wheel er nade a note. "Synmetrical. How nuch do you
know about the Admiralty?"

"Not nmuch. We tasted sone of the food you grow and
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had a wild dinner at Half Hand's Steak House." Wheel er

| aughed at that. Rather went on, "The Serjents told us a
lot. I've seen houses and the Market. The ride on the
steam rocket was—well, |'ve never been through any-
thing like it."

" Scary?"

"No, not that." He knew instantly that he should have
said yes

"Wy do you want to join the Navy?"

"I canme to find out if that was true. Petty. And you
asked if | had questions."

Petty Weeler stiffened a little. "Well?"
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"I've seen the ships. They're all over the sky. | think
| ought to ask, if |I become a Navy man, will | in fact be
riding one of those ships?"

"More than one, | expect. Over the years you'll fly
every style."

"WIIl | be flying them or just riding thenP"
"You've given this a lot of thought."

"Yes sir. Once | thought 1'd be a hunter for G tizens
Tree." No need to nmention the silver suit. "Wen | joined
Booce and went |ogging, that was a big junp. | didn't
know what 1'd find here. The Market, it's frightening to
think such a thing could be built. So many people!"

Wheel er was smiling, nodding. (In the corner of Rath-
er's eye, Wayne Mckl was clinging to a wall tether,
merely observing.) "Daunting, is it?"

Rat her nodded.

"The ships, the Market, Headquarters, we built them

all. And nore. We built a civilization," Weeler said
gently. "Now that you' ve seen it, how can you not be a
part of it? Yes, you'll fly a ship before you' re nuch
ol der."

"I want to know whether |1'Il be able to visit Citizens
Tree."

"Mph. The answer's yes, but | don't know how often
We'll want to contact Citizens Tree at once. Set up sone
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formof trade. There'll be visits, and you'll be useful as
an internediate.”

It was the right answer, Rather thought, except for two
things. The tree was in the wong place; and if the Navy
did find it, the citizens would have to hide the CARM
every time the Navy cane visiting.

So Rather only said, "That's good. I'd hate to be cut
off fromny famly." (Booce had said, "They want your
|l oyalty. They won't like it if you're loyal to your famly

your tribe, me—)

"How often do you get these allergy attacks?"

"Usually just when the air's too thin. I had themwhile
we were noving the log; we were too far in. It's like
knives in nmy eyes. | haven't been getting enough sl eep
|ately. It happens then too."

"Wbul d you describe yourself as sickly?"

Rat her told hinself that nobody would come to a re-
cruitnent office if he considered hinself sickly, and said,
"No. It's just sonething that happens. A day later I'm

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt (166 of 233) [1/19/03 6:21:35 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%%20Smoke%20Ring.txt
fine. It's al nost over now. "

"I see. Al right, Rather. Go ask Able Jacks to put you
on the centrifuge. W'll get in touch with you through
Booce Serjent."

Debby and the desk nman were ignoring each other
Debby seened nervous.

"Rather! How d it go?"
"Fine. Are you Able Jacks?"
"That's right."

"You're to take nme to the centrifuge. Wat's a cen-
trifuge?"

"Il show you."

The w cker structure resenbled the treadm || that ran

the elevator in Ctizens Tree. It was wider: twenty neters
across. Rather was instructed to cling to the rimand wait.
Two ratings spun it up, timng it with a hand-held devi ce.

The wheel rolled eccentrically with his mass to throw it
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off. A rating neasured the divergence of the hub. " Your

mass i s eighty-one kil grans," he said.
They | ocked the centrifuge in place and nade hi mrun

Pushing hinself round the rimgave himthe sensation

of tide. They had himrun as fast as he could. It rmade him
dizzy; the tide becane fiercely strong. Then they nade

hi m sl ow down and run at a neasured rate, until his |egs
burned and his eyes blurred. He would have stopped then

i f he had not noticed Bosun Murphy watchi ng hi m

He waved. The notion al nost sent himtunbling. She
didn't respond. But she watched, and he ran.

It cane to himthat he was rolling around the cen-
trifuge. He'd blacked out.

A rating snatched at his ankle and pulled himout.
"Take a rest. Here." He handed Rather a towel, and

Rat her, gasping for air, nopped a sheath of water from
hi s body.

Mur phy said, "That was quite a performance. | could
win bets on you."

"I grewup in atree."
"1 know. "

There was no animation in her voice, her face, her body
| anguage. Navy thinks they're superior, Carlot had said;

but that wasn't it. "Bosun, are you all right?"

"I'malittle down," she said. "Call nme Sectry, Rather
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I"mnot on duty."

"Does down nean sonething |ike mserable®, "

"Yeah. @uys, are you finished with hinP"

"He's all yours, Bosun. No need to be careful, he ain't
fragile."

Sectry Murphy flashed thema fleeting snmle. To Rather
she said, "I can't picture the Petty rejecting you after he
hears about that perfornmance."

Tree/ odder. Booce hadn't thought to tell himto hold
back on a stanina test. "Wuat's got you down?"

"Not here, stet? | need sonmeone to talk to, not Navy.
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| just came fromthe Purser's and |'mready to tie one on
Wwant to join me?"

"I"'mw th Debby. My stepnother."”
"Stet. Let's go get her. How does Half Hand's

sound?"
Rat her was com ng down the corridor. There was a
wonman w th him

Once upon a tinme Debby had seen Rather and Mark

talking in the Citizens Tree commopns. Both dwarves, but
they hadn't | ooked at all alike: Mark's face nearly square,
Rather's nearly triangular . . . She renenbered it now,
because Rat her and the dwarf wonan | ooked right to-

gether, though they were clearly fromdifferent branches

of hunmanki nd.
And both, in different fashions, | ooked worn out.
Debby asked, "Wat happened to you?"

Rat her said, "Centrifuge. They ran me to death. |
could have lifted an elevator all the way to Discipline.
Debby, you renenber Sectry Mirphy—=

Clasping toes felt odd: Sectry's reach was so short, her
toes so stubby and strong. "Hello, Sectry. 1 take it you're

of f duty."

"Right. On our way to Half Hand's. Join us?"

"Sure."

Sectry led themin. "The place is nearly enpty," she
sai d.

It wasn't. There were a good dozen people scattered
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around Hal f Hand's. But wi ndows were clear, and Sectry
led themto one. "It's nice to have a view," she said over

her shoul der.

Rat her flinched. Debby grinned; she'd seen Rather
wat chi ng Sectry's kicking | egs.

"Grab a pole, sonmeone will come. You hungry?"
When one of the wonen fromthe kitchen appeared, Sec-
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try said, "Fringe tea and sausages for three, Belind. You
two should try the sausage."

"Stet," Rather said. "Wuat's got you down?"

The fal se gaiety ran out of her, and Debby saw pain.
"I've been trying on pressure suits. | don't fit."

Debby sai d not hing. Rather said not hing.

"They don't let you try the suit till you qualify for
Guardian in all other respects. So they got me into the
small one and | couldn't breathe." Mirphy wasn't wear-

ing armor now. Her breasts stretched her tunic tight.

Debby had never had troubl e feeding her children, but her
own breasts didn't have that vulnerable |ook. "I could

have faked it, but the suits aren't all quite the sane size.
So | tried the bigger suit. My feet wouldn't reach the toes.
There are controls in the boots. My fingers don't quite
reach either."

"That | eaves one," Debby sai d.

"The large? It's in use. It won't fit. If nmy dam toes
were longer! I"'mout. | can't be a Guardian.”

Bel i nd was back.

Sausage was a tube seared around the outside, deli-

cious inside: ground nmeat with bits of plants added. Fringe
tea Debby knew fromlast night. She still had a trace of

t he morni ng headache.

The situation felt unconfortable, and Debby was re-
hear si ng excuses to | eave. She asked, "Are you going to
stay in the Navy?"

"I think so. I'Il never get further than Bosun, though."

"You'll be flying. Mdre exciting than guarding the Li-
brary.”

"As a Quardian | could spend sone tine nmaking a
honme! Get married, carry sonme guests!”

"Don't they mind Navy peopl e making babi es?"

"You go to half pay when you're show ng, but you've

got a mate working . . . and even if you don't, Navy pay
is good." Sectry drank deep. She hadn't touched her sau-
sage.
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Rat her asked, "Sectry? Wy woul d soneone |ike the
Capt ai n-Guardi an be interested in a recruit?"

"Wayne? That's easy. |f he can get enough dwarves

at Guardi an rank, he can nove up to Captain. He's got

the rank but not the duties. Hm he'd be better off if he
couldn't fit a pressure suit."

Debby took the rest of her tea in two gulps. "I've got

to be going. Thanks, Sectry. | shouldn't have cone in.

I'"' m supposed to be buying stuff at the Vivarium now that
we' ve got noney."

"Wel |, renenber you're on fringe," the redhead said.

"Watch the prices."
“I''l'l be careful.”
Qut si de, Debby let herself snile.

How woul d Rather handle it? Let Sectry believe that
he'd cone to the Navy only to get close to a |lovely dwarf
wonman?

It might even be true.

A sheet of rainwater clung to the wi ndow. A blurred
puff jungle drifted past.

Rat her had finished his sausage. Sectry passed him half
others. Wen Belind cane past she ordered nore fringe
tea. She asked, "How do you like the d unp?"

"It's nostly strange. Too wet, for one thing. | think
could get tired of boxes. Huts in a tree aren't |ike that.
Sectry, why did they build Headquarters round?"

"It was built to spin."
" Spi n?"

"The early officers, they thought we'd need tide to stay
heal thy. They gave that up early. They couldn't dock a
ship while Headquarters was spinning, and it tended to
wobbl e. So they stopped the spin and they built the ex-
erci se room centrifuge included. Those early Navy nen
must have been nonstrously strong. But it turns out we
don't get sick. We still use the exercise room though."

The fringe tea was fizzing in his blood. Sectry Mirphy
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seemed to glow. H's nmind was trying to foll ow a dozen

pat hs at once. It suddenly seened very natural that the

early nmen would nove a tree into the Cunp, spinit, try

to settle the tufts, get the benefit of tide and the clustered
resources of the Cunp. . . and produce the burl that |ater
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generations hadn't been able to duplicate.

At the same tinme there was a strangeness in what Sec-
try had said . . . and then he had it. "How do you know
all that? Booce told us about the Library. He said only
officers' children are taught there."

"Wayne told ne."

" G.]. "
"W were together for a while. | never thought he'd
marry me, |'mnot an officer, but when he ... \Wat |

was saying, he told me a lot of history. The Library used
to be part of a starstuff rocket. W' ve never built anything
like it."

"What does it | ook |ike? Where—

She shook her head; her hair spread around her like a
flaming halo. "I never saw it nyself. 1'd like to. | wonder
if I could talk my way past the guards ..."

Quards. That door.
Voi ces and vision were turning strange. Sectry gl owed;

she was the Snoke Ring's nost beautiful living thing.
Rat her took a firmgrip on his equilibrium Ofering to
make babi es with a high-ranking Navy officer now seened
presunpt uous beyond insanity. Carlot had warned him

she nmight be badly offended. Yet he'd never seen a
woman |ike her.

"Then he narried a woman three neters tall and thin

as a feathersnake. She's got a face that woul d scare away
a drillbit, and when she carries a guest she |looks |like a
line with a knot init. But she's an officer."

"Money. "
"MmP? No. Rank."

"Money," Rather said distinctly, "is why Carlot is
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going to marry Raff Belmy." He was |osing control of his
nout h.

"Ch. The dark girl, Serjent's daughter?" A smile flick-
ered and vani shed, but Rather caught it. "That's rank

too."
"You saw us."

"Yeah." The sm| e was back

"Do you have rank?"
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"I'"'ma Bosun. Crew. "

"Do | have rank?"

"No. What's this all about? If you want rank you join
the Navy. Then you're crew. "

"Wul d you marry ne then?" H's nouth was running

away with him Fringe.

She | aughed. She was trying to stop, and ultimately
she succeeded. "W just net. How old are you?"

"Fifteen."
"I"'mtwenty-eight. Were do you want to |ive?"

"Citizens Tree. Any tree."

"Carl ot probably wants to live in the Admralty."
"To the treemouth with Carlot."
"l do too."

"Make babies with nme," his nouth said.
She thought it over, while Rather tried to think hinself
invisible. She said, "Right."

A score or so of puff jungles were in view. Sonme bore
| ogos. They chose one that didn't, and circled it to be
sure. "Quietly now," Sectry said.

"Nobody here but us flashers."

"If we scare flashers out, sone neat eater m ght cone
after them"

He wiggl ed through the foliage in her wake. Nice to

have a view. The puff jungle was hollow in the niddle.
A thousand flashers edged warily away, flashing blue and
yel |l ow wi ngs at them

THE SMOKE RI NG / 235

They balled their clothes and threw themat the flash-
ers, causing great excitenent.

The birds perched in a shell around the holl ow, watch-
ing them She was just his size. She knew nore than Car-
lot: delightful things. There were nonments in which

Rat her resented that know edge. Others in which he was
shocked. Hi s body knew things his mnd hadn't dreaned.

They rested . . . running hands and toes across the
sweat -slick contours of stranger's flesh, |earning each
other. Smooth nuscle. Hair red everywhere. Fingers and
toes stubby like his own. Either of Sectry's breasts fit
nicely into his two hands.

"W could go back and forth," she said. "Live sone
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in the dunp, sonme in your tree."

"Do you nmean that?'' As the fringe died out of his brain
he began to wonder what he had committed hinmself to.

"Who knows? Don't ever nmke decisions when you're

on fringe." Suddenly Sectry wiggled out of his arns. She
snatched up her wings and eel ed through the foliage and
out. Rather followed, curious and horny.

Only her head poked into the sky. Flashers wheel ed
there, and sonething nmuch larger circled thirty nmeters
away. Sectry asked, "Want to see something funny?"

A wedge with teeth. "Get back." He pulled at her
ankl e. She had donned her wings. "That's a Dark shark
Carl ot showed ne."

"W try to keep them out of the Market region." She
thrust herself into the sky, naked; waved her arns and
yel l ed. The Dark shark froze. A wi ndow cane open in a
near by cluster of cubes. The beast charged.

Rat her didn't have his wings. He called, "Sectry! Dark
sharks aren't funny!"

The long |inber torso whipped back and forth too fast

to see. The narrow triangular wing was a rippling blur.
Sectry turned and kicked hard. She dived into the foliage,
whoopi ng, pulling Rather after her.

They were in the holl ow center
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"Are you nuts?" he bell owed, and she | aughed. Then
the Dark shark burst through in a shower of |eaves and

splintered wood.

Al Rather could see was teeth. Hi s own w ngs were

out of reach. He set his feet against a branch and watched
the predator. Wich way to junp? Flattened head and the
forepart of a thrashing torso, three big crescent eyes, a
t housand pointed teeth . . . the eyes beginning to show
pani c. Sectry couldn't stop | aughing.

The beast was st uck.
Rat her asked, "You do this a | ot?"

"Sure. We don't like Dark sharks." She w apped her
arns and | egs around him and | aughed into his face.

The predator snapped its teeth at them raging and im
potent. Sectry nmurnmured in his ear. "Gves it a kick,
doesn't it?"

Debby was tired. She was flying blind, pushing bags
of about her own nass, with no nore than the strength
of her legs. Fromtime to time she stopped to | ook past
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her burden. The Serjent |og grew | arger.

Logbearer had dropped Debby and Rat her near Navy
Headquarters on its way to the Serjent |og. Now Debby
found the rocket noored near what had been the out tuft.

Two days' tinme had wought wonderful changes.

A skel etal cylinder perched atop the fuel pod. Men

were all over it, placing planks, driving pegs into wood.
Booce fl oated nearby, watching contentedly. Wen he

saw Debby coni ng he donned wi ngs and kicked to join

her .
"No probl ens?"

"No problens," she said. "Zakry wanted noney. |

just went down the list and paid himwhat | had. Here,
there's some left. | don't think | got cheated. |'ve only
got half the seeds here. W' re supposed to get the rest
within five days. Where do we store all this?"

"Not in Logbearer. There'll be paint funes."
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They lined the seed bags along a crack in the bark and
ran tethers across them

More nen approached, pushing a cylinder of wooden
beans. Debby wat ched as they maneuvered the | unber
toward Logbearer. She called, "Ho, C ave! Learning a
new trade?"

Clave joined them He snelled of hard work. "I'm
learning it, but I don't like it. Too nitpicking. Every board
has to be just the right size, just the sanme thickness."

"l got the seeds."

"Good. Booce, isn't this a bit of a luxury? Don't we
have ot her concerns?"

"Like selling ny wood? This'll show off its quality!

I"lI'l paint my logo, but 1'Il |eave nost of the wood bare.
I"lI'l cruise past the Market and anyone can see |'ve got a
good tree."

The hired crew were fixing panels on the long cylinder.
Clave, rested, resunmed work. Sone of the panels were
on swivels: windows. The sun swung behi nd the Dark;

the day turned gl oony. When the sun reappeared, passing
within a degree of Voy, one whole flank of Logbearer
was finished.

A shadow fl apped out of the sun and becanme Carl ot

with her arns full of gear. Debby flew to help her. Carl ot
was pushing cooking utensils and a slab of snoke-bl ack-
ened noby neat. She asked, "Were's Rather?"

"I left himin Half Hand's with Sectry Muirphy."
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They stored the gear near the bags of seeds. "W'd
better do our cooking here tonight," Carlot told her fa-
ther. "That paint's awful stuff." Booce agreed.

Carl ot asked, "How did Rather do? | keep forgetting
we want himto fail."

"Yeah. The way Sectry Mirphy was acting, he nmade
sonme kind of endurance record on a big wheel. Sonebody
shoul d have t hought of that."

"Me," Booce nuttered.

238 / Larry Niven

"M ght not matter. They seemto want him bad."

The cabin formed with remarkabl e speed. Now nen

wer e peggi ng crossbars across the bow ... for pushing
against a | og? Two nen produced gourds; w nd brought

a noxi ous chemical reek. Booce excused hinself and went
to supervise while they painted the finished flank of Log-

bearer.
Cari ot asked, "Wat was he doing with Mrphy?"

"You remenber your father said—=
"Yes, and | said she might be seriously offended. He

didn't actually make a pass, did he?"

"Not while | was there. She's in a rotten nood. They
put her in a pressure suit and she didn't fit."

"That's bad."
"She wanted to bl ow her nind out on fringe tea, and

she wanted conpany. | left them al one. Treefodder, Car-
lot, if he does get Murphy mad at him what'll she do?

Keep hi mout of the Navy!"

"... Yeah.'' Cariot began setting her gear up for cook-
ing. She worked with furious energy.

Debby wat ched. Presently she asked, "Cariot, are you

going to marry Raff Bel my?"

"I don't know. | just spent a couple of days with Raff
aboard Wodsnman. He seens—he takes it for granted
we'll be married. He's so sure, he hardly nentioned it."

"So? It's what you told Rather."
"I know. Where is he?"

There were beans | eft over fromthe maki ng of Log-
bearer. O ave brought them an arm oad. Cariot arrayed
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them and started a fire.

Booce paid off the hired crew and they departed. Hi s
own crew went to inspect the altered rocket. Booce was
exuberant. C ave was proud. Debby made appropriate

noi ses. Logbearer had been repaired in just four days.

The paint was well done, she thought. She wasn't qual -
ified to judge' woodwork. The cabin was as big as the pod,
roony for half a dozen. Booce and C ave began the fin-
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i shing touches: setting knobs and moorings into the hull
outside and in. Booce wanted particul ar patterns

The fire was going well: a dimglobe of heat, nearly
invisible while both Voy and the sun bathed this side of
the log. Cariot sliced the noby neat into two slabs. She
set sliced vegetabl es between the slabs, |ocked themto-
gether with wooden pegs, and tethered it all within the
fringe of the flame.

A distorted blue-fringed bl ack man- shape swam acr oss
Voy.

"Rat her! \Where have you beenT' Cariot shouted.
He reached the bark. "lI'min deep trouble," he said.
"Where's the Chairnman?"

"Working on the rocket. What kind of trouble?"

"Cariot, naybe you can tell ne." Rather |ooked be-
wildered, alittle frightened. "I'mafraid |'ve gotten ny-
self in deeper than | wanted."

Secti on Four

THE DARK
AND
THE LI GHT

Chapter N neteen
The Dark
fromthe Citizens Tree cassettes, year 54 SM

WE' VE HAD SERI QUS ARGUMENTS ABOUT WHY

KENDY CUT CONTACT. MAYBE SOVETHI NG JUST

BURNED QUT SOVE Cl RCUI TS. MASS DOES CONSTANTLY
RAIN QUT OF ORBIT ONTO VOY—MAKE THAT LEVOY' S
STAR, MY APCLOG ES TO SHARON. A BI G I NFALL
WOULD CAUSE BI G MAGNETI C STORMS5, MAYBE BI G
ENOUGH TO BURN QUT DI SCI PLI NE' S COVPUTER, AND
THE TH CK SMOKE RI NG ATMOSPHERE WOULD STI LL
SH ELD US. | HATE TO THINK SO | LI KED KENDY.

THAT SOUNDS CRAZY. A COVPUTER PROCGRAM . . .

I CAN T HELP I T. KENDY HAD LESS | MAG NATI ON THAN
THE TURKEYS. | TRIED TELLING HM A JOKE, ONCE AND
NEVERMORE. BUT | ADM RE DEDI CATI ON, AND KENDY
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HAD AS MJUCH DEDI CATION AS A MAN CAN STAND. |'M
GO NG TO LEAVE TH S I N.

—BENNI'S QUI NN, CAPTAI N
243

244 | Larry Niven
BOOCE HAD BOUGHT A SMALL PUWMP. RATHER WAS

working it to fill Logbearer's fuel tank. A Navy ship was
doi ng nuch the same on the other side of the pond. Water
had to be shared, this close to the Market. G eetings had
been exchanged, and now the two crews were ignoring

each ot her.

Cariot said, "Raym s been runni ng nmessages for Dave
Kon and Mand Curts. They'll know where he is. You'l
have to track hi mdown, though."

"No problem" Booce said. "How did he | ose his
rocket ?"

"I didn't want to ask. He's far gone on fringe spores,
Dad. W want him but | don't want himin charge of

anyt hing."
"Fine. Rather, stop, it's full."

Rat her began packing up the punp and hose. "That
was quick," he said, remenbering howlong it took to fil

t he CARM

"A pretty good punp for something that's all hard-
wood. Let's get going. Cariot, you drop me and C ave at
the Market and then go on to the house. C ave, you get
the rest of the seeds. | want to buy us sone cl ot hes.
You're all still wearing tree-dweller pajanas.”

"You'll bring Rayn®"

"I''"l'l send himto the house. If he's too fringey to find
it, I don't want himaboard any ship of nine."

Rat her had not found the chance to confide in anyone
but Debby and Cariot. Mybe that was good. Booce
seenmed to take it for granted that he would stay where
the Navy could find him Rather's plans were quite dif-
ferent.

Woul d Cariot help hin? He wasn't sure. The way she
was acting—

The Market swarmed |ike a hive. Wen the rocket
came near, a dozen citizens separated fromthe pattern
and flew to | ook. Booce delayed his exit for dramatic rea-
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sons. Wen he enmerged he was surrounded. He stayed
to talk, and Cariot joined him C ave grew bored and
flapped off toward the Vivariumat the far rim Booce took
an order for a thousand square neters of wooden pl anks

and the sun crossed half the sky and was behind the
Dar k before Logbearer noved on

Serjent House continued to drift. It was now radially

out fromthe Market. The Dark eclipsed the sun; Voy
shone fromthe side. Half violet, half black, the cluster
of cubes nade an eerie sight.

"We'll have to tell Cave," Debby said. "First chance
we get."

Cariot said, "I'mstill not sure about this."

Rat her said, "Booce was right, wasn't he? | want to
| ook undependabl e. So—

"They' |l think you had Dad's perm ssion!"

"The Navy doesn't own ne. Booce doesn't own ne.

Even you don't own nme, Cariot, and if you're holding ne
as a copsik I want to knowit so | can think about es-
capi ng!"

"No, | don't own you." The ship was turning, dece-

|l erating. Cariot was very busy tending the rocket, too
busy to look himin the face. Her voice was al nbst in-
audi ble. "But it was a fool stunt, running off to make
babies with that Navy woman."

"You're going to narry Raff Belnmy."

"l said probably. Skip it. It was a fool stunt. So tel
me this. Does C ave own you? Your Chairman?"

". . . Maybe."

"So ask hi m whether you're going."

"I want to talk to Jeffer too. And one other."
"You keep hinting—=

"You'll see for yourself. You too, Debby. | amtree-
feeding tired of keeping secrets.”

A random conet had i npacted Levoy's Star. It had
reached the surface as a stream of gas noving at thou-
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sands of niles per second. The neutron star had rung |ike
a bell. There were two hot spots on the rapidly spinning
body, at the inpact point and the point opposite, where
the shock waves had converged. The violet ion streans
that normally rose fromthe magnetic pol es of Voy, which
natives called the Blue Giost and Ghost Child, were
brighter than Kendy had ever seen them Radiation was
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beginning to sleet against Discipline's hull.
But Kendy spared instrunents for the CARM
He ran the record as it canme in. Jeffer had been idle:

not nuch there. The house had been enpty nobst of the
time. Ah, here was sonething—

The notley collection of nmetal and plant tissue the sav-
ages call ed Logbearer bunped the wall nozzle-first.

Rat her, Debby, and Carl ot enmerged. They tethered the
steam rocket to the door, close enough to block the sky.
Rat her said, "Jeffer. Cone in, Jeffer."

Jeffer had been review ng records fromthe cassettes.
He set up the link. "I'mhere. Hello, Debby, Carlot,
Rat her . "

"I"min trouble," Rather said.

"Tel | rme.
"Petty Wheeler interviewed ne for the Navy."
"How did it go?"

The depth of Snopke Ring at nmosphere was bl ocking

most of the radiation and X-rays, and Kendy's instru-
ments too. He could still watch events on the star itself
via neudar. A plasma cloud hovered over the inpact site,
several centimeters high and spreading at terrific speed
along lines of magnetic force—

Rat her said, "Scientist, | did everything right except
only two things. | did what Booce told ne. | slept in the
silver suit with the humdity turned | ow, and got there
sniffling and crying. Debby canme with me, and | really
did need supervision. | could hardly see where | was
flying. | asked for Sectry Miurphy: all seeds and no brain,
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stet? But Booce didn't tell me not to show off mny nuscl es,
so | did."

"You're strong but sickly."

"And |'ma dwarf. |If enough dwarves get into the

Navy, a certain Captain-Guardian Mckl gets to act like
an officer. I'mquoting Sectry. Mckl was there to watch
the interview"

"Two m stakes. Did you suggest marriage to Bosun
Mur phy ?"

Laughter, chopped off. "W got high on fringe tea.

Then we dived into a puff jungle and— Quick sidew se

gl ance at Carlot, whose face was |i ke stone. "Jeffer, none
of us ever thought she mght take nme up on it. Now she
thinks I'mjoining the Navy and naking plans to marry

her. Maybe she can hold me to it!"

"This is not to your taste?"
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"Sectry ... | don't know. | don't want to join the
treefeeding Navy and | don't know how to tell her that!"

"Ckay, |I'mthinking. . . . Rather, they already know
you're allergic. Let themtrain you. Carlot said they
don't give you much sleep in training. Stay awake

even when you don't have to. Get sick a lot. They'l
give up."

"1 thought of sonmething better."
"Li sten—

"No, you listen. | went running to Carlot and Debby.
Help, | said. I'min trouble, | said. The Navy wants ne.
What do | do? And we talked it over, and what | want to
do nowis talk to Kendy."

Jeffer's nedical readings showed his shock. Kendy
st opped paying attention to the inpact on Levoy's Star
Paydirt!

"Rat her? You told thenP"

"I'mletting you tell them You and Kendy."
"Kendy isn't in range yet. Wen he gets the
record—

Carl ot said, "Kendy the Checker”"
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"The same," Jeffer said. "Kendy nade contact with

us fourteen years ago . . . fifteen now | nmade a nistake
with the CARM Kendy told us how to get hone. W

didn't hear fromhimagain till... well, it was just before

you showed up, Carlot. He wanted this expedition."

Debby was seething. "Jeffer, you treefeeding nuti-
neer! What game did you think you were playing, hiding

a thing like this?"
Carl ot exclained, "You can't deal with the Checker
We know al |l about —

The record was finished. He'd reached present tine.
Kendy printed |I'LL HANDLE I T across the bow wi ndow in
front of Jeffer. He sent, "W told O ave. Rather was
there, so we told himtoo. Hell o again, Debby. Carlot,
it's a pleasure to neet you at last. Rather, you did the

right thing."

"And | suppose you'll try to talk me into joining the
treefeeding Navy! But | won't do that, Kendy. | want out

of this."

Rat her wasn't aboard the CARM Kendy coul dn't get

medi cal readings; but he sensed truth here. Never give
an order that won't be obeyed! Try sonething el se

whil e Discipline noves steadily out of range. Wap it up
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fast, but wap it tight—
Kendy asked, "Rather, what are you pl anni ng?"

"Remenber Booce telling me to | ook undependabl e?

The Navy expects ne to stay in touch. |'m going Dark
diving. Carlot and Debby and Cl ave are taking Logbearer
to get mud for Belny's burl tree. I"'mgoing with them?"

"Just to | ook undependabl e?"

"It's not a crime. Sectry'll hate nme, and | don't like
that, but it'lIl get me off the harpoon."

Kendy finished putting details on his own plans. The
speed of his thoughts was one powerful advantage to
being a conputer. It helped win argunents too. He said,
"That's good, but it's not enough. Not if this Wayne
M ckl wants you so badly. W need to get you out of the

THE SMOKE RING / 249

Clunmp entirely. Mm. . . Rather, | think | nmay have
somet hi ng. Booce was planning to take the helnmet with
himso that Jeffer and | can see the Dark. Still true?
Carl ot ?"

"Stet. Dad wants it out of the house."

"Good. Take the whole suit. Take Rather too. Go into
the Dark. Rather, the suit's fully fuel ed. Wen you're out
of sight of the Market ..."

They heard himout, |ooking at each other. The silence
that followed lasted only five or six seconds, but Kendy
found it excruciating. Then Jeffer asked, "How | ong have
you been pl anning this?"

"About thirty seconds . . . twelve to fifteen breaths.
I think faster than you do, Jeffer."

Carlot's voice held doubt, not anger. "It's nutiny—

"W steal nothing," Kendy said. "W won't harm

the Admiralty at all. The information doesn't disap-

pear, but | can read it, and then it becones available to
Jeffer the Scientist. Rather, Debby, don't you see?

W cane to learn. Clave and Jeffer won't |eave unti

they know what to tell Citizens Tree about the Admr-

alty. This way we'll learn everything we want in half

a day."

Rat her said slowy, "You say you can tell ne howto

do this."

"I've taken neudar readings. | can see the gross struc-
ture of Headquarters. It's nobst of a CARM surrounded
by a concrete shell." The neudar shadow of the CARM

was splayed around its aft end, and the back third

was m ssing. The expl osion nust have pul ped any pas-
sengers. It had ripped away the outer door of the airlock
too. "The Library nust be the control room |[|'l|

guide you. W'll tine it so I'min contact the whole
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time. Even if soneone sees sonething funny, it'll be too
funny. He won't believe it. Afterward you take Log-
bearer hone."

Carl ot | ooked at Rather. "I don't owe you this.
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"Losing contact," Kendy said. There mi ght have been
time for three words nore, but what would they have
been? He'd sinply have to wait.

The redhead found Booce as he was returning from

Mar ket . She | ooked funny, flying. Her |egs chugged faster
than a normal woman's and made shorter strokes. She

woul dn't have caught up if Booce hadn't been pushing
baggage

She wasn't breathing hard, though. She had a charm ng
smle. "Booce Serjent, do you renenber nme?"

"Bosun Sectry Murphy. W net when Gyrfal con cane
to collect custons. How do you do. Bosun?"

"l do okay. Rather's been accepted for training. 1'd
like to tell him"

Rather wouldn't like that. "He'll be at the house."”
“I''I'l come. Shall | help with those?"

They ki cked slowy al ong. Behind themthe Dark
moved in uneasy turgid patterns, out and east; the sun
crept toward Voy; western rain clouds crawed in | ong

curves. To fill the silence Booce said, "W ve finished
repairing Logbearer. After breakfast we cruised past the
Mar ket —

"Moving slow. | sawit."

"Clave went for the rest of his seeds, and | picked up
sone cl othing and toothbrushes. Can't have ny crew
| ooki ng |i ke savages."

"My superiors may be wondering where you found the
nmoney. "

"I't's not easy. The Navy's taking its own sweet tine
to bid a decent price for our nmetal. But |'ve got sone
orders for wood, and nmy crew is going Dark diving."

"Did Rather say anything about . . . yesterday?"

"Not to me. He didn't seemto want to talk. It rnust
have been a strange experience."

She | aug' hed, then grew pensive. Presently she said,
"I'sn't that Serjent House?"
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"Yes, but . . ." Logbearer wasn't there.

Booce invited her in. The Navy woman waited while

he made the circuit of the roons. He found nobody. There
were no seeds: Clave hadn't arrived yet.

"They nust have left already," he told her. "I stayed
to bargain for wood. O ave should have come back well
ahead of ne." It was puzzling.

"WAs Rat her going with then"

"No. He shoul d be back soon, wherever he is."

She accompani ed himto the kitchen and watched while

he made tea. They returned to the comon room and

passed the pot between them all in near-silence. Booce
wondered if Jeffer had noticed the Navy wonan. What

they really needed right now was a nmetallic voice bell ow
ing out of the door.

"You'd think he'd | eave a nessage," she said.

Booce nodded. But they'd have left it with Jeffer

Mur phy was frowning. "lIs it normal for Rather to do
sonet hing |ike this?"

Booce was quick on the uptake. "He's never done this
before. Well, he's been worried about whether the
Navy' 11 take him Maybe he got terninally antsy. Atrip
to the Dark— And Booce knew he was right. |If they
think you're undependabl e—Rat her had gone into the

Dar k.

"—eould be just what he needs," he finished.
"I't's not what we need." Mirphy rejected the offered
teapot. "How |l ong do you expect themto be gone?"

They weren't seriously hunting treasures such as fringe
or blackbrain. Al they wanted this trip was nud, so—
"Thirty, forty days." But they wouldn't have |eft without
Cl ave, so they nust have taken the seeds he was carrying

too. Wy?
"Tel | Rather we're unhappy. Booce, |'ve got to be
| eavi ng. "

Booce hovered at the door to watch Mirphy depart.
He whi spered, "Jeffer?"

252 / Larry Niven
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Not hi ng.

O course, they took the hel net too. He waited unti
Sectry was no nore than a speck before he opened the
conpartment in the door.

The whol e damm illegal pressure suit was gone.

For one magi cal nmonent he was nothing but relieved.
But somet hing was goi ng on here, and Booce didn't |ike
it at all.
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Carl ot nade her burn with the bow pointed straight

into the Dark. East takes you out, out takes you west.
That a rocket m ght go where it was pointed was contrary
to Rather's experience; but he didn't want to argue with
Carl ot .

The Market passed them at inpressive speed. A few
citizens turned to watch, and were gone.

Raym W by had never kept silence in his life. "This

first part of atrip is fun, but you can still get hurt. Carlot,
the tank's near dry, stet? Turn us. Cut the water flow

Go in facing sideways."

Carl ot | ooked at him

"See, if sonething conmes at us, you run the |ast of the
water in. Doesn't matter what way you're facing, long as
it isn't forward. Sonething's ready to hit us, you change
course. If it's gonna mss, you don't."

"Ch." She and Cave tilted the nozzle. Log bearer
started its turn as she cut off the water flow The sl ow
turn continued as the sky began to darken

"Birds are the worst. A pond, a glob of nud, a jungle,
they don't follow you if you dodge. Everybody got har-
poons? Stet. Hey, snell that. First whiff of the Dark.
State, it's good to be back!"

Logbearer fell straight in. It was |like entering a huge
stormcloud ... a granular-looking stormcloud. The air
snel l ed of wet and rot and musti ness.

They strung'line, using beans on the nose as nooring
poi nts. Raym wat ched and frowned and told themto put

the lines closer together. "It's got to hold the rmud while
you make the burn.” Wen they finished, Logbearer's
nose was the center of a great web. "I always string ny

extra clothes across the nmiddle of the web. That way you
know the nmud won't go through and all over the cabin.
You bring any extra cl othes, Carlot?"

She spoke through gritted teeth. "You didn't tell ne
to. But yes, | brought extra clothes, and | don't nuch |ike
getting themcovered with nud."

"So wash them after. You do it when you're ready to
| eave. Then you use what's dirty. Look there, aft of cen-
ter. Kerchiefs!"

Kerchi efs | ooked |like a score of scraps of pink and
green cloth afloat on the wind. "Those' re flowers," Raym
said. "Not fungus. They'll—=

"Coul d you spread those to hold the nud?"

"Carlot, they're not strong enough. Touch them and
they shred. Hey, you don't mind dirty cl othes when
you' re Dark diving!"
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They took turns sleeping. The sky thickened and dark-
ened over five or six days. Then Voy and the sun were

hi dden and it was inpossible to know day. Rather's eyes
adj usted. He saw colors energing fromthe dark: blue
tinges, green, orange. Behind themthe nurky sky was a
bl aze of light, suddenly bluer as Voy passed, too bright
to | ook at.

Raym was forward, inspecting the web again. O
maybe he only liked the view

Clave said, "It isn't the risk that bothers me. It's the
fact that I'mnot taking it. Feels like this should be ny
job."

Rat her didn't answer, but Carlot did. "Ch, you're tak-
ing a risk. If Rather gets caught, the Navy' 11 want us all.
Clave, it's not too |ate to change our mninds!"

"Yeah. | know how persuasive Kendy is. And | think
I shoul d have been consulted." Rather started to speak

254 / Larry Niven
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Cl ave snapped, "Yes, Rather, it couldn't be done. Be-
sides, Kendy's right. It gets us everything we came for.
Rather, if you don't cone back in a decent time, we're

| eaving. |'ve got the seeds. We'll just bum straight out
and let Jeffer find us in the sky."

"Stet," said Rather

"And what about Dad?" Carl ot demanded. "Wy
shoul d the Navy believe himwhen he tells themhe didn't
know?"

"I won't get caught. One big risk and we go home."

"l don't owe you this," Carlot said, as she had said
before. This tine nobody answered. (But Jeffer had said,
"You owe Citizens Tree for your life," and it was true.)

"I think we've gone far enough," C ave said. "No-
body's going to see us fromthe Market."

Rat her nodded. "But there's still Raym"™
"He's easily distracted.”

The rocket had sl owed considerably. They were drift-

ing, not flying. The murky sky was busy with soft, shad-
owy shapes. Once there was a jagged rock the size of
Logbearer, half covered by ... Rather stared. That had

to be a fungus. But it was convoluted |ike the noby's brain
Hal f Hand had tried to serve them

Raym poi nted t hrough the net of lines. "You can eat
that."
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Clave said, "Treefodder! | nmean literally. That's a tuft
off an integral tree!"

It could have been, Rather thought. There was the

curved bl ade of the branch. But where foliage should have
been, now there was a great misshapen |lunmp of soft gray
curves. "l pushed one of those hone once," Raym said.
"Had to. My nets were torn up. It was all the food | had
left, and | barely made a dent in it getting home. Half
Hand served slices of it for the next twenty days, but he
didn't pay much . .'."

Rat her tuned hi m out.

The orange tinge ahead grew gradual | y stronger

Orange |ight shining through shadows. Rather had grown
used to the wet, nusty smell, but something else was in
it now "Raym what's that?"

"I'"ve been living with Exec ever since the accident.
My son, Exec WIlby. He only went into the Dark but
once— VWhat ?"

"That . "
"That's the fire. Carlot, we have to turn."
Carl ot jerked around. "Fire?"

Now Rat her knew that snell. Fire burning in some-
thing wet and rotten.

"I't's been burning down here since ... | don't know
when. Al ny life, anyway. Never gets much bigger, never
gets much smaller. Now, don't hurry. Look around and
find a pond and steer for that. W need nore water any-
way. "

They | ooked. There was no mi staking the shape of a
pond, of course, even in darkness. Rather found no sphe-

roids in evidence. Carlot said, "I don't see anything!"
"There."

"But that's . . . oh." Raymwas pointing to a fungus
jungle, a maze of thick white threads . . . and the orange

light glinted off sonething reflective inside. The nass, in
fact, was nostly pond, but it was |aced with fungus.

Cl ave used the bellows. The pipefire that had been es-
tivating in the w ndl ess murk now bl azed up. Carlot blew
the last of their water into the pipe while Rather and d ave
tilted the rocket.

The fungus jungle drifted across the orange light. Log-
bearer inpacted softly against resilient fungus fingers,
and recoil ed.

"What ki nd of punp you got? Good. Boy . . . Rather
you want to pump?”

"You punp, Raym" Carlot said. "Debby, you go
with him Keep your harpoon handy."
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"Stet, that's good thinking, Carlot. No guessing what's

256 / Larry Niven
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lurking in there." The imaginary horrors didn't dimnish
Raym s ent husi asm as he fl apped away with the punp.

The hose sl owed him Debby kissed Rather's cheek be-
fore she picked up a | oop of hose and flew after him

Raym di sappeared anong interl ocked white strands
that broke where he touched them

Cl ave said, "Now, Rather."

They entered the cabin together. The bags of seeds
nearly filled one conpartnent. Rather pulled them out,
reached further, and had the silver suit.

Debby saw only ki cking wi ngs anong finger-thick

white pillars of fungus. "Nothing dangerous yet," Raym
called cheerfully. "Watch for stinkbirds. Great State
Grl, get me a bag, a big one!"

Debby dropped the hose and worked her way in.
"What —

"Fringe!"

"Ch. Here." She'd taken to carrying the big bags
they'd used to collect honey while | ogging. She passed
one in. She couldn't see what Raymwas doing in there,
but the air had turned dusty. She sneezed.

Raym wriggled out in a cloud of dust notes. There was
sonet hi ng shapel ess in the bag. "Sixty, seventy chits
worth," he said. "I'Il just take this back—=

"I"ve linked up the hose. What have you got?" Carl ot
had conme at his shout.

Raym showed her the bag.

"Damit, Raym that's sporing fringe! Debby, get
away fromit."

"Yeah.'' Debby kicked out into the air. She was feeling
dreany. . .light-headed. . .happy. But if she'd breathed
spores, Raym nmust have breat hed nore

Keep himaway fromthe ship! Debby pulled on the
hose until she had the punp. "Raym take this around to
sonmepl ace el se and start punping."

"I''"ll take this back," Carlot said. "Raym you

shoul dn't get near sporing fringe! Sure it's worth

money— She gave up. Raym was | aughi ng.
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Clave had stuck the helnet to a wall with a dab of gl ue.
It watched himin stoic calm "Try to do the circle in one
sweep, " it said.

"I's that how the original was done?"

"First painting was probably a tenplate, but tenplates

wear out. The suits nust be painted over and over. Every

so often the junior Guardian has to paint it. |I'm guessing,
of course, but the original |ooks a little sloppy in Kendy's
pictures.”

Clave pointed the brush like a pencil and noved in a
singl e graceful sweep. The resulting greenish-white circle
wasn't half bad. "Bring it close," said the helnmet. "Too
narrow and also a little small. Go around again and add
sonme bulk to the outer rim Rather, when you | eave, drape
a cloth over yourself. W don't want to get it dirty while
it's wet. . . Stet, Clave. Now the dot in the mddle Stet,
leave it tiny. Gve me another [ook at the shoul der—=

"Raym f ound you sonet hing, Silver Man."
Clave junped. "What? Carlot, don't do that."

"Rather, take it. It's sporing fringe. Bring it back if
you can. It's worth noney."

Rat her took the bag. "What's it for?"

"If you're in trouble, throwit. Everyone around you
will have a wonderful tine while you get away. Make sure
you don't breathe it."

"Ch. Thanks."
"Sure."
"I"'mready to go."

There was sonething nore that he ought to say, some-
thing she expected, but he couldn't for the life of himthink
what it was.

"You get tired, I'Il take over," Debby said.
"No, no, the tank must be nearly full by now " Sweat
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slicked Raym wherever his skin showed. He was grinning
and panting and punping his legs with the vigor of a nuch
younger man.

The tank nust be full already, Debby thought. They
woul dn't let Raymstop until —

Raym st opped. "What was thatT

Debby turned to where he was looking. "I don't see
anyt hing."
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Tiny twin flanmes burned in the Dark, receding.

"Huh." Raym resumed pedaling. "Hope that isn't the

fire getting closer. You never know where it's gonna be.

It doesn't just drift like everything else, it spreads in spots
and goes out in spots—

Carlot called fromthe rocket. "Raym Enough. Let's
go find our nudball."

Chapter Twenty

The Library

fromDiscipline' .? records, year 926 State:
YOUR ORDERS ARE AS FOLLOWS.

1) ... YOUWLL VISIT EACH OF THESE STARS IN
TURN. OTHER TARGETS MAY BE ADDED. WHERE APPRO-
PRI ATE YOU WLL SEED THE ATMOSPHERES OF PROTG
EARTH WORLDS W TH TAI LORED ALGAE USI NG THE CAN-
NI STERS YOU CARRY. THE STATE EXPECTS TO SETTLE
THESE WORLDS, SPREADI NG HUVANI TY AMONG VARI -
ABLE ENVI RONMENTS, AGAI NST DANGERS THAT M GHT
AFFECT ONLY SOL SYSTEM

2) THE STATE IS AWARE THAT YOU DO NOT REQUI RE
A CREW TO OPERATE.

THE HUVAN SPECI ES | S NOT | NVULNERABLE. THERE

I'S FINITE R SK THAT THE CREW OF ANY | NTERSTELLAR
SPACECRAFT MAY FIND, ON I TS RETURN, THAT IT HAS
BECOVE THE ENTI RE HUMAN RACE. YOUR CREW AND

THEI R GENES ARE YOUR PRI MARY CARGO. CLASSI -

FI ED.

259
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3) YOUR TERTIARY M SSION IS TO EXPLORE. | N PAR-
TI CULAR, ANY EARTHLI KE WORLD W TH PGSSI BI LI TI ES
FOR COLONI ZATI ON MUST BE | NVESTI GATED AND RE-
PORTED | MVEDI ATELY.

—+1 NG CARTHER, FOR THE STATE
MATTER WAS TOO THI CK I N HERE TO USE BOOT JETS.

Rat her used themto get clear of Raymi s sight, then
donned his wings. He wanted to fly straight north, along
the axis of Clunp and Snoke Ring both. Matter should
thin out rapidly in that direction

There were no ponds; but sonetimes you could catch

a glint of light fromone of the fuzzy-edged fungus jungl es.
There were white pill ow shapes, and flat white | enses
streaked with yell ow and crinmson, and networks of in-
terwoven pal e stalks. He took care to avoid touching any-
thing; he flew around cl ouds of dust or spores. The paint

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt (189 of 233) [1/19/03 6:21:35 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%%20Smoke%20Ring.txt
on himwould still be wet.
Rat her began to understand the beauty Raym found in
t he Dar k.

Straight lines, rare in a tree, were unheard of here, save
(rarely) for long beans of blue-white or yell owwhite sun-
i ght breaking through the nurk. Were he saw these, he
corrected his course to cross them This close to cross-
year, north would be at right angles to Voy and the sun
After what felt like a couple of days he was seeing many
nmore. The Dark had grown rarified. Now there was room

for jets.

He fired a burst of five breaths' duration
M st fl owed past himas he coasted out of the Dark.

The day brightened. Too bright. Hs eyes were slowto
adj ust .

"Jeffer the Scientist calling Rather. Can you hear ne
yet ?"

Jeffer's voice was scratchy. Rather turned up the vol -
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ume. "Reception isn't good, but |I'mhearing you. |'m
nearly out, noving north, coasting. The rest of us are in
good shape. How long till we get Kendy?"

"A quarter day to spare. Rather, did you bring w ngs?"
"Yes."

"Good. You can't approach Headquarters on jets.
didn't think of it."

"I did."

"l have you | ocated. Make your burn now. You're well

north of the Snmoke Ring. The air's thin, it won't slow you
much, but in less than a half day you' |l be back in the

pl ane. "

"I know, north and south bring you back. So. How
I ong a bun? What direction? I'mwell and truly |ost."

"Il time you. Three m nutes, about sixty breaths. Can
you see Voy? The Market is ten degrees west of out from
you, and you have to cross four hundred klonters. You
didn't actually get very far into the Dark."

By now he'd fallen into clear air, with the Dark spread
out below. Rather wiggled to point his feet ten degrees
east of Voy. He would nove nearly at a tangent to the
flow patterns in the Dark.

He Iit the jets. His body tried to sag into his boots.
The Dark skimred below him a stormw th granul ations
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init, and sudden red and gol den and purple gl ows where
the sun shifted just right. Jeffer counted al oud and told
hi mwhen to fall free

Flying. The Dark was thinning out, but com ng cl oser
too. He skinmed through the fringes of a rainel oud—

"Kendy for the State," said the famliar deep voice
"Rat her, are you on schedul e?"

"No problens. Expedition's in good shape. Raym w ||
probably swear | was there the whole tinme."

"Repeat after ne. 'There's a respectable store of neta
here.""

"There's a respectabl e—=
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"Try to say it like | did. Listen a fewtimes. 'There's
a respectable store of netal here.'"

Rat her deepened his voice and tried to spit the sylla-
bles. "There's a respectable store of netal here."

They rehearsed "You woul dn't want to have to sel

your new house,"” and "I need to consult the Library,"
and "I relieve you." Rather was lethally sick of it when
Kendy quit. "It'll have to do. Try to be in a cloud when
you si ght Headquarters. Don't make your approach wth-
out ne."

"Ri ght."

"I'"ve displayed a neudar nap of Headquarters for Jef-
fer. He can guide you if I'mout of range. Back in two
days. Kendy out."

"Jeffer?"
"Here. Rather, you should try to sleep."”
" Sl eep?”

"Not hi ng natural can hurt you in the silver suit. Sure,
sl eep. You'll be less hungry. You' ve got no food."

"Il give it atry."

He slept not a wink. The turning of the Cunp spira
caught himup and he had to nmake a correcting burn.
Houses and decorated puff jungles passed, none close
enough to see nore than a passing pressure suit. Citizens
woul d wonder what the Navy was doing out here

Wthin a layer of haze he found the unm st akabl e shape
of the Market. Headquarters to spinward . . . "Jeffer? |
have it."

"How cl ose?"

"Forty klonters."
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"Get a lot closer. Approach fromthe Market side if
you can. Rather, it just struck nme: there are two ways
into the Library, and they have to guard both."

" ggo"

"I don't think it was ever neant to be guarded. The
Li brary was supposed to be free to all. Just a guess."

"What's the word from Kendy?"
THE SMOKE RING / 263
"Any breath now "

"I''"l'l come in through that cloud bank. You see it?
think there's a pond in there. I'lIl conme around that."

"Kendy for the State. Rather, are you in place?"
The boy sounded edgy. "Ready. You m ssed sone in-
teresting stuff.”

Headquarters was four hundred neters distant. They'd
| ose a few mnutes crossing that. Kendy sent, "Sonething
I shoul d know?"

"No, just interesting. | watched two triune famlies
arrange a narriage."

"If your helnmet faced it | didn't mss it. Tine to nove.
Just wings."

Kendy wat ched the guards as Rat her approached.

Woul d they expect himto have an escort? They spread
arnms and | egs as he cane near, with a hand and foot to
hol d the harpoon. That position had been Attention! for
any mlitary man in free-fall since |ong before Kendy's
birth. The door behind themwas |arge and nassive, and
cl osed.

"Just go in unless they do something," Kendy said.
"I''"ve watched them every orbit. You won't need a pass-
word because your helnet's closed. Don't hurry. Let

t hem open the door for you."

Checkl i st: Communi cations systenms nonminal. Drive
warm ng. Course correction ready. Kendy didn't intend
to bumfuel until everything el se had gone right.

The guards waited until they could read Rather's in-
signia. One rapped the door with his spear butt. It slid
open intinme to |l et Rather pass.

"Left. There's a hall, then another door." Kendy no-
ti ced pads of cottony-I|ooking vegetation on the far wall
"Pause. Wngs off, then clean your suit. You'll be ex-

pected to. Pat, don't rub. Renmenber the paint."

Rat her patted muddy rai nwater off his suit. Kendy
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wi shed he could see the result. There were paint snears
on the pad. The boy noved down the corridor.

The i nner door had one guard. He starfished the way
the others had. "Captain-Guardian? You're early, sir."

"I want to consult the Library."

"But that's . . . yessir." The man didn't nove.

Kendy sent, "You're still carrying your w ngs. Tether
themto your chest plate."” The guard nust expect that,
and it would give Kendy tinme to think. "No hurry. Aris-
tocrats don't hurry. Shin sticks toward your chin."

To door: no hinges visible. It would swing in. Wat
was protocol here? Have to guess. "Qpen it yourself,
Rat her."

"Paired handles on door and wall. Gip both. Push the
door inward. No, pause—

As Rather finished tethering his wi ngs, the guard fin-
i shed pushing the door open and noved aside. "In," said
Kendy.

Rat her entered. He turned at the sound of the door
closing. There was no handl e on the inside, though a sear
showed that one had been renoved

The |ight source was electric. Wuld that bother
Rat her? No, he was used to electric lights in the CARM

A man in a pressure suit waited. He held a crossbow

The bow and quarrel were both hullnetal: |engths of stiff
CARM Wi ring, wth superconducting cores. So this was
how t hey used their heritage.

The Guardian's voice had to echo through hel met and
facepl ate. He sounded tinny (as Rather woul d; Kendy had
counted on that) and surprised. "Captain-Guardi an?"

"1 know I'mearly. | relieve you. | need to use the
Library."'"
Rat her was slow. "I know |'mearly—=

"That's all right, Captain-CGuardian."

"I need to use the Library. | relieve you."

"Yes, sir. For what purpose, sir? |'mrequired to ask."
THE SMOKE RING / 265

Wi | e Kendy nul | ed possi bl e answers, Rather had

started to speak. Kendy listened. Rather said, "W want

to locate an integral tree west of here. | want its probable
orbit."

No way to read the silver nman's face. The Guardi an
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said, "Yes, sir," and rapped on the door. It opened for
hi mand cl osed after him

"Alone at |ast," Rather said.

The room was nuch bigger than the nmachinery it

housed. The CARM control system had been renopunted

in a wooden cradle. There were wooden handles on its
four sides. Hadn't Booce Serjent said that it was some-
times displayed to the citizens?

Cradl ed agai nst an adjacent wall was a snall portable
fusion generator. The Library's |ight source was a pane
running around its rim The power cable was coiled

against its side. "Rather, do you see a coil of line, thick
as your wist, black—

"CGot it." Rather noved toward the generator.

"The free end has to go into a hole in the CARM con-
trols. At the near end, near the wall."

"There are a | ot of holes."
"Il guide you."

They played "col d* and "warni with the end of the

plug. It was taking too |long. The power plant night be
dead. The conputer m ght be dead. The prograns mni ght

be scranbl ed. There would be no second chance: Rather
Citizen was probably trapped behind | ocked doors, with
Wayne M ckl already on his way. Once Kendy had es-
tablished contact with the Admiralty, he might be able to
buy Rather |oose. The boy was doing his best, after all
funmbl i ng, but doing his best—

"Just push it in hard and turn it countercl ockw se. Stet.
Face the controls. Tap the white key." A white cursor
appeared. "Say 'Prikazyvat Voice.'"

"Pri kazyvat Voice."
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"State your authority," said a voice so |ike Kendy's
that Rather squeaked in surprise.

"Say 'Rather Citizen for Discipline. Open contact.

Wat ch your accent." Wth another part of his attention
he began beaming his signal to the old CARM conputer.
Voi ce was activated; the conputer would hear. Kendyfor
the State. Discipline to all CARMs. Kendyfor the State.

The conputer nust be trying to answer. It wouldn't
be able to find Discipline with its navigational instrunents
severed. He sent, Beamto pressure suit 26

"Somet hing just started hummi ng in ny head."
"Bverything's fine, Rather." The signal was being re-

| ayed. He sent, Status?
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CARM #2 sent its tale of woe. Massive mal functions.
Internal sensors out, external sensors out, nmpbtors not re-
sponding, life support systenms not respondi ng, naviga-
tional systenms not respondi ng, power |ow. Records intact.
Presiding officer: Adnmiral Robar Henling

Kendy sent, Copy.
Al ?
Y.

The Admiralty Library accepted the Copy program
humred t houghtfully, and began beam ng its records.

That woul d take twenty-six minutes. Kendy activated

the course change he'd worked out hours ago. Discipline
was about to use a good deal of fuel. It would hold him
over the Lagrange point for |ong enough

The records arrived in reverse order. Conmon prac-

tice. Recent records were likely to be nore urgent. Kendy
di pped into the flow The control board had seen little
whil e housed in the Library room There were glinpses

of the sky during cerenonies. Records of births, deaths,
marriages. It had been dismounted in year 130 SM The
CARM hadn't crashed; it had deteriorated over the years,
hel ped by deteriorating maintenance .

He couldn't spare attention with so nmuch el se going
on. The drive ran snoothly. Tank less than a fifth full.

Di scipline accel erated, drive swinging out to point at the
stars, to hold the ship close above the L4 point agai nst
its own spin. Rather was exploring the room his pulse

and breath rate were rapid. He was bored and anxi ous.
Jeffer, crouched above CARM #6's control board, was

in sinmlar shape. The neudar view of Admiralty Head-
quarters showed fog-spots clunping, then noving in two
streans toward the Library.

Sonet hi ng was happening. Little lights brightened and

di mred on the CARM control panel. Hi s hel net

humred. It wasn't particularly entertaining. Rather said,
" Kendy?"

"It's working, Rather. Don't bother ne."
"Jeffer?"

"Here."

"Kendy's busy and happy."

"You' ve got nore than two hours—about half a day—
before Mckl's on duty. Nobody shoul d bot her you."

"I'"m hungry enough to eat a swordbird, and may the
best entity win."

"Did everything go all right?"

"I'"'mscared, Jeffer. | may never get over being scared.
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Way on Earth are we doi ng—
The door opened.

Rat her saw a silver suit pointing a crossbow a few de-
grees wide of his navel. The insignia was famliar. He and
Booce had spent half a day painting it on the silver suit,
frompictures taken by the silver suit's camera

The door —

Rat her's radi o spoke in his helmet. "I know who you
are," said the voice he'd been trying to imtate. "Wat
I want to know is why. Let's—=

Rat her | eapt straight at Wayne Mckl, and fired a burst
fromhis jets for extra force. He couldn't let the door
cl ose.

The silver man swung his crossbow asi de and braced
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to kick, too slowy. He'd expected the junp but not the
jets. Rather slamred into him M ckl bounced away.

Rat her struck the janb and, spinning, was through the
door and out into a horde of Navy crew.

"I know who you are— Wayne M ckl's voice, pres-

sure suit #5, radio frequency badly distorted by tine, and
Kendy | ocked on it. He beaned instructions to the Li-
brary: Record the view through pressure suit #5 caneras,
one snap per ten nminutes, henceforth.

It was a nice bonus. He wel comed it, because he was
about to lose Rather Citizen. A dozen Navy crewin the
fi sheye view, unknown nunbers out of camera range—

Jeffer bellowed, "Rather! What's going on?"
"Wayne M ckl canme back. Can't talk."

Kendy sent, "Get outside if you can, Rather. Mckl's
jets aren't fueled."

"I'"ve got the whole treefeeding Navy here!" They

were hesitating, but they wouldn't for long. "They'l
swarmall over me |ike honey hornets—Hey!" Rather's

hands cane in view holding a bag; ripped it open and flung
it. The corridor became vague and gol den

Wayne M ckl could pull the cable! Was he still in the
Li brary? CARM #2 had a hundred years of records to go

a solid block of data was running now, data that nust
have been beaned | ong ago by Discipline itself. Kendy
knew he wouldn't want to read that in full, not if it was
records of the nmutiny. He'd spot-check

The other pressure suit energed fromthe Library and
junped to join the fight. Good!
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Rat her's canmera view shot down the corridor, through
dust and bodi es. Navy crew grabbed at him clung
and let go. It began to look as if he nmight make it.

VWhat was running through Discipline s receivers was
a message fromthe State, from Earth.

Nothing in bis own nenory nmatched. Kendy pulled it
and ran it. It was brief.

Rat her junped down the corridor, arns raised to block
the men who bl ocked his path. Inpacts slowed him A
burst fromthe jets conpensated. Sonebody was riding
him |egs around his hips ... a nman inpacted heavily
agai nst his helmet, slid across his chest, and was gone.

The silver man junped him The man who clung to

Rat her took the force of inpact. They tunbl ed. Rather
reached the door, kicked, swung hinmself around the janb
and was out in the sky. A burst of jets took himclear.

He paused then

The silver man energed and, twenty neters away and
recedi ng, stopped to put on his w ngs. Navy crew

energed behind him Two flailed; they had no wi ngs at

all. The third couldn't get his on. Fringe spores nust have
reached their brains.

That left only the silver man.

Rat her grinned. He put on his own wi ngs and ki cked
away strongly. "Kendy? Jeffer? Are you watchi ng?"

"Jeffer here. | can't get Kendy. He may be out of
range. "

"Well, watch. This is going to be good."
M ckl was catching up

Rat her's radi o sounded cal mand a bit supercilious.

"Rather Citizen, you can't escape. Your wi ngs are the

right color, but they' re not Navy wi ngs. You know | don't
want to hurt you. | had the chance to kill you and | didn't.
But the crossbowis all | have, and it will penetrate—
make holes in a Navy pressure suit. There's a hole in one
of our suits because one of our Guardians turned mutineer
once. "

"Don't answer," Jeffer said."He's guessing. Don't
give hima chance to test it."

M ckl was neters behind him but the drugged Navy
crew were nearly out of sight. Rather pulled his w ngs
| oose, pointed his feet at the silver man, and fired his jets.

He was head-down to the Dark. M ckl was Kicking
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hard, falling rapidly behind. A scream of shock or frus-
tration burst in Rather's ears; he found the vol unme control
and turned it down fast.

The Dark was around him He couldn't see the other
silver man, he couldn't see the Market.

Jeffer spoke in his helnet: a tiny squeak until Rather
turned the vol une back up. " due to rendezvous. |'ve
got a ship noving north out of the Dark. Stand by ...
There's a dark bl ob bigger than the cabi n—

"That's Logbearer. They've got their nud."

"Turn seventy degrees cl ockwi se from where you
were pointed and, oh, ten degrees north. Make your
bum "

Rat her obeyed. Jeffer counted off twenty seconds:

seven breaths. The Dark thinned.

"We've got to get rid of the silver suit,"” Jeffer said.

"No." I"'mthe Silver Man!

"l don't nean feed it to the tree! | nean don't have it
when Logbearer gets home."

"I don't know, and Kendy isn't answering. | don't
even know what course he's on now. "

"What if | don't go back? You can pick nme up with
the CARM "

"Sure, and what does Wayne M ckl say to the Ser-
jents? You' ve got to face himand lie."

Rat her coul d see the Market far behind him Was he
in view of Navy instrunents? But they'd have to find him
and he'd changed direction.

The deep voice of Wayne M ckl was snmall and full of
the chattering sound of distance. "Rather Ctizen, | wll
wait for you at Serjent House."

"I heard that," Jeffer said. "l've spotted you. Can you
see Voy? Sixty-five degrees east, bumfor five seconds.
Zero north, there's no point in getting higher. You'll both
be back in the Dark before you neet."
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"Jeffer? Why don't you cone get the silver suit?"
". . . Stet. Here | cone."

Rat her hinsel f had spotted Logbearer now, above the
pl ane of the Dark, foreshortened and trailing steam

Jeffer said, "I'"'mon ny way, but it'll take me nearly
a day. If you just ditch the suit it'll fall back into the
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Dark. "

"It's doing that now You'll have to find it somehow
I'"ve got an idea."

Rat her flew through the Dark. He was using w ngs.
There couldn't be nuch left of his fuel;

He glinpsed a man-shape through the nurk.

Carl ot. Wien he opened his hel net she kissed him
breathlessly. "I thought I'd never see you again! Did you
do it?"

"Yeah. Al of it, but the Captain-Quardi an knows, or
t hi nks he does."

She tal ked while she hel ped himout of the suit. "Raym
got too nuch of the fringe. He's in the cabin getting

t hrough the hangover. Debby's with him She'll keep him
qui et. We've got our nmud and four tons of wal nut-cush-
ion. Two Dark sharks tried to open us up. Debby took
them Rather, 1'd hate to have her nmad at me. W' ve got
the neat, and I'll show you tooth scars on the wood—

"I hope they were big. |I'mhungry." He was out. He
closed up the suit, |eaving the hel net open. "Jeffer?"

"Here. |'m above your position."

"I"'mdoing it." He closed the helnet. He turned the
pressure dial high and the tenperature | ow. The suit grew
rigid. "Now | want to start a fire."

"In the Dark that won't be easy."

"Help ne. That. . . fisher jungle, | guess it was." He
i ndicated a mass of dry brush with white things taking
root init. "Help me push the legs in."

They pushed the suit into the decaying fisher jungle.
The branches still had some strength. Rather got a good
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grip, then closed a jet key with his toe. Flane bl asted
through the rotting fisher jungle; the suit tried to escape.
He et the jet run for several breaths before he turned it
of f.

"Jeffer should find that okay," he said. He was guess-
ing and he knew it.

"Then tell ne! Wat happened?”

He told her sone of it while they searched out Log-
bearer. The rest would wait. O ave and Debby woul d have
to wait to hear the tale, since Raymcould not be allowed
to. And Rather woul d have his chance to eat and sl eep

He was exhaust ed.

Chapter Twenty-QOne

The Silver Suit
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fromthe Library cassettes, year 200 SM

ClI TI ZENS MAY NEVER ENTER THE LI BRARY ROOM

CI TI ZENS WLL BE G VEN ACCESS TO THE LI BRARY ONLY
THROUGH OFFI CERS, AND THEN ONLY ON CERTAI N

DATES. . . . ON THESE DAYS THE LI BRARY WLL RE-
MAI' N AVAI LABLE, WTH A PROGRAMVER ON DUTY,

UNTIL ALL C TI ZENS HAVE HAD OPPORTUNI TY TO ASK
THEI R QUESTI ONS; THOUGH SOVE QUESTI ONS W LL CER-
TAINLY BE UNANSWERABLE

THEY STOPPED TW CE: ONCE AT THE MARKET, TO LET

Raym of f with half his pay in hand, and once at a pond,
to refuel

Belmy's log was very slowy turning end-for-end. A
thread of steam poured from above the tuft. As Cari ot
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made her final bumto bring Logbearer to rest near the
m dpoi nt, Wbodsnan cast | oose and noved toward them

Serjent House was just visible to antispinward: west.
Rather tried not to think about the dot visible alongside
it. He wel coned the del ay.

Debby said, "I'd like to get this over with—=

Cl ave shook her by the ankle. "Wong! W went into
the Dark for nud, and we're back to get rid of it. W
don't know of anything urgent. We're in no hurry at all."

Carl ot shouted from where she and Rather worked the
rocket. "Stet! Treefodder, they al ways nake us wait!"

They had it all figured out. But copter plants were
| aunching their seeds in Rather's belly.

Whodsman eased al ongside. Hilar and RaffBelny flew
toward Logbearer. "You'll like Raff," Carlot whispered.
"Ac? like you like Raff."

"It's all right. I'd make babies with himif it'd nake
you happy ... or get ne away fromthe Navy."

Hil ar introduced his son. (Treefodder, but they were

big!) Raff smled nmuch and said little. He was shy for an
adult, Rather thought. He stared at the tree dwellers, but
his eyes seenmed to slide aside from Rather's.

The teapot passed. Carlot asked, "How are you doi ng
with the | og?"

Hi | ar shrugged. "No burl yet." The others | aughed.
"Gve it tine. W have sone spin. | don't think we want
to overdo it. W' ve splashed a pond agai nst the trunk;
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that gives us a water flow. How are you planning to de-
l'iver the nud?"

"I ... hadn't thought past just bringing it here."
"Raff and | talked it over—

Raf f spoke. "Dad al ways says keep it sinple. W'l

just impact it against the tree, lee side, twd, three klonters
above the tuft. There's already water running down to the
treemouth. Let it carry the nmud too. Easy, steady delivery
system"”
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He can talk when it's about sonething real, Rather
t hought. "Have you done a | ot of |ogging?"

Raf fs head bobbed. "I spend nore than half ny life
in the outer sky. Sonetinmes | wondered what living in a
tree would be like."

They were getting used to that question. C ave said,

"I mss it nyself. Well, you grow up shorter and stronger
Cooking's easier. Hunting's different: the wind throws the
prey at you ..."

Rat her tuned it out. The dot next to Serjent House nust
be a Navy ship. He felt their |ong-sight devices on him
What the Navy saw nmust | ook puzzling. Let them wonder:

he had an expl anation both interesting and innocent.

Hi s attention snapped back when Hilar said, "Booce
has been nmaking deals. | expect he'll pay back the |oan
wel | before crossyear."

Carl ot asked, "Has the Navy bought the netal yet?"

"No. In fact, something's upsetting the Navy. | hav-
en't heard a rumor | can believe, but. . . stay alert, Car-
lot. You know you' ve got visitors?"

"W can see them Hlar, Raff, it's tine to deliver our
cargo."

It took a day and a fraction and was entirely straight-
forward. Logbearer burned toward the turning tree. Her
crew di smount ed the spokes that braced the web that sup-
ported the nud. Mud and |ines and wooden spokes

smacked the trunk hard enough to stick. Water flow was
al ready carving a runnel in the nud as Logbearer accel -
erated away. They'd be back to collect the beans and
lines after they were washed cl ean

Gyrfal con was not nmoored; it floated free a hundred
meters from Serjent House. Two nmen working on the hul
did not return C ave's cheerful wave. Rather recognized
one as Petty Weel er. They watched fixedly while Log-
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bearer's crew swarnmed out and set about the busi ness of
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nmooring their ship.

Rat her | ooked around the comon room whil e they
tethered their wings. One fast | ook and then he'd have to
react:

No teapot. Not a social occasion. Booce Serjent |ooked
angry and unhappy. Bosun Sectry Mirphy started to jump
toward Rather, then pulled herself back. Three | ong-

i bed Navy nen were stationed around the walls, and

a fourth: silver suit, helnet thrown back, bearded dwarf -
face within. Wayne M ckl

Rather let hinself break into a delighted grin. It was
surprisingly easy. He wanted to reassure Sectry; he was
glad to see her. He let his eyes flick from Sectry to Wayne
Mckl to Sectry again. He blurted, "AmI| in?"

Sectry flashed from unhappy to angry. Wayne M ckl

broke into delighted |laughter. "Very good! But, Rather,
there just aren't enough dwarves to make it work. Take
him ™"

Two of the Navy crew were on him They pulled him

| oose from his handhold, set himspinning in the air. He
caught glinpses of themrebounding fromwalls. Then one
had w apped his arns and | egs around Rather's |ower ribs
from behind, and the other had a foot in Rather's crotch
and Rather's two ankles in his hands, stretching his |egs
strai ght.

There was a wrestling trick. Jill had shown him in the
brief period when she was stronger than he was. You

wr apped your arns or |egs around your opponent's short
ribs and tightened them Your opponent couldn't inhale.
Presently he woul d faint.

Rat her had used it on others afterward, and been pun-
ished for it. Mdst of the children were smaller than he
was. Jilly wasn't, but she didn't have the strength of a
dwarf after they beth got ol der. Rather had been taught
not to fight. He still got angry sonetines, but he | earned

to control it. Sometines he westled with adults. He gen-
erally | ost.

The man behind him (call him Navy #1) was letting

hi m breat he, but shallowly. The other (Navy #2) wasn't

ki cking Rather's seeds into his belly; but he could. Rather
held the red rage in check. "Booce?"

Booce answered the inplied question. "You tell ne.
Where have you beenT

"The Dark. We've delivered Hlar's nud. W' ve got
some wal nut - cushi on and—

"The Navy went through this house like a whirl-

wind. | told them about the sporing fringe in the con-
crete. | was about to show thema hiding place | nade

in the door. | think they'd rather chop ny house

apart, and | get the distinct inpression that it's all your
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faul t —

"Shut it, Booce," Mckl said. "Rather, what did you
think you were coming hone to?"

Anger made his thoughts nurky, but he'd rehearsed

this part in his mnd. "I thought ... | saw Sectry and
saw you. | thought the Captain-Guardi an had cone per-
sonally to tell me | was in. The Navy. You know.

But =

"You nust know that an officer wouldn't care that
much about a new i nductee.”

"Wl l, you're here and . . . soneone told me you're
very eager to put another dwarf in the Guardi an slot. What
me you doi ng here, Captain-CGuardi an?"

"It's a mistake!" Sectry burst out.

M ckl didn't shout; he projected his voice over hers.
The walls shivered to it. "Let nme tell you sonething about
m st akes. There' s—=

"No, allow nme." Rather reached for the foot in his
crotch with both hands. He had it before the |eg could
snap straight, and he twisted. H s rib cage closed. He
st opped breat hing and kept tw sting. The | eg buckl ed;

Navy #2 was pulled close; he | oosed Rather's ankle and
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Rat her ki cked himtw ce under the jaw. Now hi s hands

were free to pull the constricting arns apart and over his
head and down. Torsion pulled the legs free too, and he
coul d breat he.

Navy #2 kicked at Rather with his good | eg. Rather
caught it on his foot. Reaction separated them Navy #2
was headed toward a wall. There was bl ood on his nouth.
Rat her pulled the other's arns around behind him They
canme, not easily, and Rather kept pulling until he had
pul I ed Navy #l's shoul der fromits socket.

Clave had arib lock on the third man.

Rat her pushed Navy #1 away. The man turned in the
air, noaning, his armat a crooked angle.

Navy #2 had reached the wall. He junped. They

traded bl ows: Rather put his heel in the other's mdsec-
tion, but a fist smacked solidly into the side of Rather's
neck. Short arms and | egs had cost Rather nore than one
mat ch.

Again the blows had thrown them apart. Rather's ears

buzzed; lights flared in his eyes. He was too far fromthe
walls. He waited ... but Navy #2 was curled in a tight
ball. Wien a wall touched himhe stayed there, w nded,
resting.
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Wayne M ckl was pointing a crossbow at Rather. "Cut
it. 1'll shoot you soneplace nonlethal. You too, Jonthan.
Stay there. You, the tree nan, |let go of Doheen!"

Cl ave rel eased Navy #3. Doheen was unconsci ous.

Panting, elated, Rather said, "Stet. But m stakes are
sonething . . . sonebody pays for, and that's what
the word is for. O am| going too fast for you?"

"Yes. Pause a mnute. J—Wat is it now?"

The nen in the doorway both | ooked surprised. One

was a Navy crewran. He had Raym WIlby in a rib | ock.
"Capt ai n-Guardian, this one flew up |like he was com ng
to the house. Then he saw the ship and turned around
and flew away. The Petty and nme chased hi m down."

"Who are you?" M ckl denmanded.
THE SMOKE RING / 279

Raym only gaped. Cariot said, "It's Raym Wl by. He
gui ded us into the Dark."

"W by, what were you flying fronP"
"I ... | just don't like N-Navy."

"Stet. Jonthan, w pe your face, then take Wlby into
the storage room Ask him about the trip. Be polite.”

Doheen blinked; his eyes opened. The man fromthe

ship took charge of Navy # 1, the man with the dislocated
arm Rather heard himyell as his shoul der popped into

pl ace. Jonthan (Navy #2) wi ped blood fromhis nouth

with a cloth, then took Raym W1 by by the el bow and
towed hi maway. Rather noticed for the first tinme that
Sectry had a crossbow too. It was pointed at d ave.

M ckl ignored it all. "Now, Rather, tell me about a
pressure suit that |looks like mne. Don't forget the cross-
bow. "

Rat her was still panting a little. He took a nmonent

nmore than he needed. "Pressure suit? Booce told ne.

You' ve got three. Nine crewto use them but you re short
of dwarves." Which ought to be a pun, he thought; but
he'd irritated M ckl enough w t hout that.

"A fourth pressure suit invaded Headquarters fifteen
days ago. You were init."

Rat her stared. "No, | wasn't. Fifteen days? | was in
the Dark getting mud. Is that what this is about?"

"Rather, it's your bad luck that I'minterested in

dwarves. | know where every dwarf in the Adnmiralty is

right now. There are twelve. Ten are in the Navy. One

is eighteen years old. He'll be a Petty soon. Sectry already
is. The rest are CGuardi ans. There's a Dark diver's boy,

but his brain was thick with spores before he could grow
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a beard. And there's you."
"And anot her pressure suit."
"Yes. | want it."

Rat her wi ped sweat fromhis face. He was thinking as
carefully as if he were innocent. The trick was not to know
anyt hing he shouldn't. This seened safe: "Captain-
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Guardian, if a pressure suit got into the Admralty w thout
you knowing it, nmaybe there was a dwarf in it."

M ckl didn't answer. Rather said, "S—the Bosun and

| are about the sane size, but | think you re bigger. How
big was that fourth suit? Wuld | even fit?" He was stut-

tering a little; he had to think every word through first.
How cl early had M ckl seen the silver suit? It always

| ooked bi gger than the occupant. "Maybe it's snaller yet.

Maybe it's so small that it'lIl fit in places you wouldn't

| ook, a closet in a happyfeet ship—

"Wy t hat ?"

"Happyfeet tried to rob us before we got here. They
don't care nuch about laws. Isn't there a Lupoff ship in
dock?"

"True enough, but a closet is silly. He'd suffocate."

"Somewhere else, then." There's air in the silver suit.
Am | supposed to know that? What el se am | not supposed
to know? "What really happened? What is it you think

di d?"

"You entered Headquarters in an unregi stered pres-

sure suit painted like mne. You got into the Library. You
got rid of the Guardian. W haven't been able to find out
what you did there, or whether you got what you want ed,

but Voice was running when you left. Wien | cane in

you scattered sporing fringe throughout Headquarters and
got away." Mckl's throat worked, and Rather saw how
close he was to uncontrolled rage. "I went after you.
couldn't catch you."

"Un. . . that doesn't nmake sense. Booce told ne
never to try to outfly Navy. The wings are different—

M ckl slashed the air with his arm "The suit outflow

me! This isn't just another pressure suit. You' d be in
enough trouble if it was only that. W' ve got to have this
suit. It's special.”

"How?" <
"Classified, you little fungus!" Wayne M ckl cl osed
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his eyes. He pulled air in through his nose until his |ungs
were full, then let it all out. Calmy he said, "Booce, show
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me this hiding place."

Booce showed him We woul dn't have been told this
either, Rather thought. Secrets!

M ckl closed his hel net. When he peered into the com
partnment, light blazed fromthe forehead. He studied the
interior at |ength. "lngenious."

"Maybe not. It weakened the door.'
out the hole. M ckl nodded.

Booce poi nted

Jont han was back. A long bruise was formng on his
jaw. Hi s glance at Rather seened disinterested. He and
the dwarf officer conferred in | ow voices. They disap-
peared toward the storage room

That left only Navy #3, Doheen. He and C ave were
hol ding a staring contest. Clave smling, the other poker-
faced.

Booce said carefully, "Rather, there's sonething you
shoul d know. You're trying to tell the Captain-CGuardi an
that you're probably innocent. It's not enough."

Rat her had thought things were going well. "Raym was
with us. He'd have to believe Raymwas |ying too. Raym
doesn't have the brains."

"No, of course not. Mckl believes you now." A quick
gl ance at Doheen, who reacted with sonmething like a

shrug. "But just in case he's wong, he'll stop Logbearer
fromever leaving the Adnmiralty, because we m ght be
smuggling that fourth suit. He'll ruin ne financially, in
case | mght say sonething to save nyself. He'll hound
you. It'lIl never be over."

"Then . . ." What'll | do? There can't be a way to
convince Mckl I'minnocent. |'mguilty!

Admiralty pressure suits don't have working jets. No
fuel. There's a suit with jets, sonewhere, and M ckl wants
it. He'll never settle for |ess.

Gve himthe silver suit? He'd know we're guilty then

If | coul d—Ah. He had sonet hi ng.
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/ can't ask Booce. Doheen's listening, and Booce
doesn't know what happened anyway. The ot hers—

Fate and air currents had put Rather near Sectry. He
nmoved cl oser. She noved the crossbow aside for him
Her face was hard to read.

"l shouldn't have left," he said.

"Way didn't you wait?"
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"They tell me the Navy takes forever to do anything.
I couldn't just hang around tw tching, and we needed the
mud. "

Their voi ces had dropped. She said, "I was here.
turned down a flight, but I can't do that tw ce running.
You left nme for nudT

It was a miserable thing to have to admt, but it was
better than the truth. He nodded.

"Rat her, nobody nakes deci si ons when he's on fringe.
So tell me, am| too strange? Am| too ol d?"

"My nother's older than ny father. | like strange. |I'm

in the Cunp because | |ike strange. Sectry, | don't regret
anything | said or did." Wich was not quite the truth.
Secrets—"Hilar Belny is trying to grow a burl tree."

She said, "That never works."

"Well, he's trying sonething new. Booce bought a
pi ece of the tree. And he owes us."

"So it's not just mud, it's nmoney. Al right. Rather.
can under stand noney."

"That's nore than | do. It's power, but it doesn't nake
you an officer. Are there un-rich officers?"

Her lips twitched. "They marry rich citizens. Their
children are officers. The nunber of officers goes up. One
day we'll all be officers."

"Wy does Wayne M ckl want that suit so nuch? I'd
think it would be the other way around—

"It's bad for the Admralty if happyfeet hold old sci-
ence. | think Wayne's al nost given up on taking his Cap-
tain's seat. The pressure suit is as nuch power as he'l
ever have, and he takes his responsibilities—
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They were back: Wayne M ckl and Raym W1 by and
Jonthan. Raym was unwontedly quiet. Mckl said, "And
what were you discussing with the Bosun?"

Sectry was flustered; Rather answered first. "I was
suggesting that if you did have a fourth pressure suit,
you' d need twelve dwarves to nan them"

Sectry tried to cover her laugh with her hands. Booce
| aughed outright. Doheen's nouth was rigidly straight.
M ckl was about to expl ode.

And Rather had learned little from Sectry, but it night
be enough. Go for Gold. Before Mckl could speak, he
asked, "Does it fly better than your suits?"

Mckl's face didn't change. "Yes. How did you know
t hat ?"

"You said it outflew you. Besides, | heard sonething
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once. "
"You'll tell me."
"Privately, if you don't nmind, Captain-Guardian."”

They took the kitchen. Mckl said, "That fringe-addl ed
Dark di ver nmakes you a poor witness."

"I don't know anything about your Chairman's
Court."

"You'll see a court soon enough. Talk to me, boy."

"l don't know anyt hing about your mutineer pressure
suit either—=

"Then—

"I once heard that there's a way to make little hol es
on a pressure suit spray fire. Then it can fly without
Wi ngs."

"Go on."

"Maybe | can find a man who can do it. He doesn't
have a pressure suit, so he's never tried it."

"Take me to him"

"They don't deal with Navy. They don't even cone
into the Admralty." Rather visualized a nysterious hap-
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pyfeet tribe, isolated and distrustful. "They sent copsiks
once. The Scientists don't cone thensel ves."

"Gve me a nane."

He picked one he could renenber. "Seekers."
"There's no such tribe."

Rat her shrugged.

"Wl |, what are we doing here, Rather?"

"VWhat happens is, you give ne your pressure suit—=
M ckl | aughed.

"I take it somewhere." Paynent? Not noney; the

Seekers might not use noney. "I take fringe too, maybe
twenty kilos. | take tools. | bring the suit back. They keep
the fringe and the tools. Maybe the jets work and naybe

they don't."

"Let me tell you why | can'tgive you ny pressure suit,"
M ckl said gently. "First, it belongs to the Ad-
mralty. Second, it alternates anong three CGuardi ans.
My triad would notice. Third, turning a pressure suit
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over to savages would certainly be judged as nutiny,
especially since—fourth—you mght not bring it back
Stet?"

"Not stet. Let ne think."

"While you're thinking . . . This nysterious tribe, did
they ever have a pressure suit to practice on?"

"They say they did—
"Coul d they have got it working again?"

This was taking Rather into enpty sky. Treefodder
Maybe it was |ost, or stolen, or—

"Talk to nme!"

"I was trying to renenber. They threw it away.'
"Wat ?"

"It killed three citizens."

" How?"

"The . . . silver was only for one who was wort hy.
One day the old dwarf died while he was using it. Three
dwarves westled for it—=

"That sounds |ike too nany dwarves. Rather."
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It did. "I saw two nyself, and | never got inside the
jungle. | guess Seekers get nore dwarves."

". . .Goon."

"The wi nner put the suit on and di ed. The one who

lost to himput it on and died. The |ast one was a woman.
She started to get into it, but while the— Rather patted
his skull "—+this part was still open she said she heard
the voice of Kendy the Checker. Nobody el se could hear

it. They got scared and dunped it and noved to another
part of the sky."

"Sounds |ike the air feed went bad. \Wat then?"

"That's when they found the Adniralty. They say one
of your ships tried to rob them—=

"Nonsense. "

"W say treefodder. They say you did." It mght have
happened in the past: Navy robbing savages—

Wayne M ckl was | ooking disgusted. He said, "It's
possible. A ship lowon provisions . . . this isn't helping.'

"WAit. You three who trade your suit off. Are you
al ways on duty at Headquarters?"

"No, of course not. Wy?"
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Rat her took a deep breath. "Your fourth point: of

course we'll bring the suit back. Not all of us will go.
You'll keep friends of mne to answer for it if the suit
doesn't cone back.

"Your third point: maybe it's nutiny if you | ose your
chance at a pressure suit that can fly w thout w ngs, es-
pecially if it belongs to the Admiralty, which was ny first
point, and especially if you could get three\ So let's work
on your second point. Can you get the Admralty's per-

m ssi on?"

"Admiral Robar Henling would rather give up his
seeds. At his age it wouldn't—No. Just no."

He was getting somewhere. He had Mckl's attention
Thi nk! "WI1l your, uh, triad try to track down that flying
pressure suit?"

"W will. W are!"
286 / Larry N ven

"You can go anywhere if you think it's the right di-
rection, stet? You' re Guardians. One of you is an officer.
Nobody' 11 ask. Am | conpletely off the track?"

", . . Not yet."

"So off you go, tracking runors of a fourth pressure

suit. Maybe you find it. You close in. But there's a dwarf
init, and he sees you coning and flies away | aughing.
What he doesn't know is that your triad was working with-
out a pressure suit for a while. Then it cane back. Now
of f goes the bandit dwarf, but he's dooned, because your
suit flies too and he doesn't know it!"

Mckl's grin was not quite a pleasant sight. "Wre you
a Teller, where you cane fronP"

Rat her knew exactly what he neant. "Qur Teller was

Merril till she died. These days everyone does sone tell-
ing. Captain-Guardian, |I'mtrying to help. I'lIl bring the
suit back whether it works or not."

"But woul d your Seekers give it back?" M ckl sighed.

"l don't blanme you for attacking ny nmen, and | won't
charge you. We'll leave it at that for the nonent. This
isn't finished, Rather."

The civilians watched the Navy people fly toward their
rocket. Sectry was trailing; and when he saw her | ook
back, Rather snatched his wi ngs fromthe door and
junped after her.

She stayed in the air while he strapped his w ngs on

A voi ce spoke fromthe Navy ship's cabin; she answered.
Then she ki cked away to avoid the rocket's exhaust. She
did not fly back toward Serjent House.

The Navy rocket depart ed.
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Rat her reached her. He didn't have breath to speak
She said, "You're involved in sonething."

He shrugged hel pl essly.

"l don't know what's going on, but | don't want any
part of it. I've decided | don't want to live in a tree
either."

THE SMOKE RI NG / 28\

Rat her had his breath back. He said, "W're the right
size."

She shook her head violently. Teardrops flew. "Didn't
Wayne tell you how many dwarves there are in the Ad-
mralty? Rather, it was a good offer. Nobody nekes rea
deci si ons when she's on fringe. I"'msorry."

"So aml." His tongue was in knots and his thoughts

were scranbl ed. The Scientist and the Checker, they
caused this, they sent nme into Headquarters! Wuld it be
different if they hadn't? Did | nean it, that offer? How
will Carlotfeel about this? O Jill?

"l do want to see you again. After this is over, if it's
ever over. You'll be going back to the tree, won't you?

You won't like it here, not with the Captain-CGuardi an on
your tail!" She didn't wait for his answer. "Well, sooner

or later there'll be a mission to Gtizens Tree, and |'Il be
onit. | hope this is all cleared up by then."

She fl apped spi nward, toward Headquarters or the
Market. He called after her. "W have a rocket—

"No. Thanks. I'Il go on foot." She kept kicking.
Rat her turned back to Serjent House. He was going to
have to do some fast talking . . . again.

THE SMOKE RI NG / 289

Chapter Twenty- Two

Loop

WHERE HAD I T ALL GONE WRONG? A MESSAGE MAY BECOVE

garbled across fifty-two light-years of distance and inter-
stellar dust. But this was sinple, unanbiguous, and re-
peat ed—

fromthe CARM #2 cassettes, recorded year 76 SM day
1412:

TO DI SCI PLI NE, YEAR 1435 STATE. RETRI EVE YOUR
CREW AND CONTI NUE YOUR M SSI ON.

—+ANK SHI BANO, FOR THE STATE

—as if he were a wayward conputer in need of re-
programm ng. Arrival date: Feb 26,1487 State. Recorded
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by CARM #2 sixty-one Earth days |later.
He' d acconplished his mssion! Wy this?
He had attenmpted to follow his new orders. O eight

CARMs he had sent into the Snpbke Ring, he |ocated
288

three. The rest nust have been destroyed, or worn out,
or their sending systens turned off.

From CARM #2 he had | earned of the death of Caire
Dalton. Claire had died at one hundred and thirty-eight,
|l ess than two nmonths before the nmessage arrived. No

ot her survivors were known to the CARMs. Many deat h-

dat es had been recorded.

Amazing that Caire had |ived so |ong.

There had been a nutiny. Kendy had stored it in

CARM #2's conputer before he erased it fromhis own
menory. Sharis Davis Kendy had mutinied against his

crew. Fool, not to have seen that! Their descendants used
muti neer as an insult!

He'd nade an irretrievabl e m stake. But how? H s rea-
soning was straight. Hi s orders were unanbi guous
weren't they?

1) ... YOU WLL VISIT EACH O THESE STARS | N
TURN. OTHER TARGETS MAY BE ADDED . . . THE STATE
EXPECTS TO SETTLE THESE WORLDS, SPREADI NG HU-
MANI TY AMONG VARI ABLE ENVI RONMENTS, AGAI NST
DANGERS THAT M GHT AFFECT ONLY SOL SYSTEM

2) ... THE HUMAN SPECI ES | S NOT | NVULNERA-

BLE. THERE IS FINITE Rl SK THAT THE CREW OF ANY | N-
TERSTELLAR SPACECRAFT MAY FIND, ON I TS RETURN
THAT | T HAS BECOVE THE ENTI RE HUVMAN RACE. YOUR
CREW AND THEI R GENES ARE YOUR PRI MARY CARGO

CLASSI FI ED.

3) YOUR TERTI ARY M SSION | S TO EXPLORE .
— I NG CARTHER, FOR THE STATE

How could it be clearer?

Kendy knew how t he di nosaurs had died. The State

had expl ored the ringed black giant planet that periodi-
cally hurled flurries of conets into the solar system The
State could stop conets now. The sol ar system was
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tamed. Ten planets were better than one; cities and in-
dustrial sites on thirty noons and hundreds of asteroids
were better than none; but the | esson of the dinosaurs
remai ned. Planets are fragile.
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Earthli ke worl ds had been found in the habitable zones
of nearby stars. Green life had energed on two. At Dis-
cipline's departure they were in the process of fina
terraform ng. On twenty-six worlds, poisonous air resem
bling Earth's prinordial reducing atnosphere had been
seeded with tailored algae. In a thousand years sone
woul d be ready for further attention. The seeder ranship
program had been runni ng since seven hundred years be-
fore Kendy's birth.

And Di scipline had found a habitabl e nonpl anet!

Humanity was to be spread as wi dely as possible.

The dangers here were not a planet's dangers. The

Smoke Ring and its envel oping gas torus were dense

enough to protect Earthly life fromradiation fromthe old
neutron star, and from other radi ation too. Radiation
sources were normal throughout the universe. A super-

nova expl osion near Sol... a passage of Sol and its com
pani on stars through a region of star-creation ... a
catastrophe in the galactic core . . . events known and

unknown coul d cause havoc through Sol system and al
near by systens. But none could harmthe Snoke Ring!

H s own nessage to Earth, sent in year 1382 State, was
| ong and detailed. CARM #2 had the record:

Sharl s Davis Kendy had abandoned his crew as they

expl ored the Snoke Ring. Three who renmi ned aboard

had been invited to take what they needed from Di scipline
and join the others. He had never given reasons; his sec-
ondary m ssion was CLASSI FI ED. He had shut down

systens aboard Discipline in a pattern that forced them
to the CARMs.

Ah, that explained sonething: those three had not
| oved cats. Pure coincidence.
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Then, the nessage fromEarth. Put it back the way it
was.

How? Hi s crew was dead!

Faced with conflicting orders, he could not function at
all. He would be locked in a loop of reinforcing guilt.
Kendy had sequestered all data relating to the nutiny and
beaned it to CARMs #2, #6, and #7, then erased it al

from nenory

How had he gone wong? Could the nessage itself have
been garbl ed? Through 200 repetitions?

TO DI SCI PLI NE, YEAR 1435 STATE. RETRI EVE YOUR
CREW AND CONTI NUE YOUR M SSI ON.

—PANK SHI BANO, FOR THE STATE

No expl anations, no el aborations. He'd been repro-
grammed |ike a wayward conputer. Wiy? He'd accom
plished his nission

Was the nessage genui ne? Check the dates:
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Kendy's own mi ssion report, sent 1382 State.

Message fromthe State dated fifty-two point two Earth
years later. He was fifty-two point one light-years from
Earth. This Shi bano had not |ingered over his decision,
but ... it checked.

—Arrived fifty-two point one years after that. Check

Odd. Wiy woul d the State expect any crew to
remain alive? That Caire had survived was partly due to
| ow gravity, good conservative health habits (her mnd
was that of an elderly corpsicle), youth (via the body of
sonme bright, healthy crimnal), and luck. The rest nust
have been dead decades earlier (and their descendants
call ed hi mnurderer and nutineer and damaged nachi ne).

Shi bano for the State. Kendy found it difficult to con-
si der Shibano as separate fromthe state, but ... what
coul d Shi bano have been thinki ng? Rescue after one
hundred and four years: it was insane.

292 / Larry Niven

Perhaps the State's nedical resources had inproved?

Ti mes change. Every generation of mankind has sought

| onger |ives. Thousand-year |ifespans m ght have becone
comon .

Specul ati ve

But times change. Goal s change. Kendy's route here

had been circuitous. The state that had given Kendy his

orders was four hundred and fifty-five years ol d when he
reached the Smoke Ring. Five hundred and seven when

Shi bano spoke. Five hundred and fifty-ni ne when his nes-
sage arrived

Kendy did not normally question orders. Conflicting
orders could throw himinto a | oop. But he had been round
and round this | oop, while sonme voicel ess subsystem
sought desperately for a way out.

Sonewhere in a pattern of magnetic fields there was

a change of state . . . and Kendy the nan woul d have

| aughed. A change of State, yes. Sharls Davis Kendy's
State was a thousand years in the past. Dead. Sonmehow
he must serve anyway. Hi s own goal s had been spelled
out in detail; he would serve those

Humanki nd was to settle varied environments. So be
it. What was his present situation?

The recedi ng Snoke Ring covered forty degrees of sky.
H's mind had been following a |oop for just under two
mont hs! He'd m ssed the final stages of the expl osion of
Levoy's Star, the foray into the Admralty m ght have

di sintegrated by now ...

To work. Discipline's drive had shut down without his
attention. Good! He still had fuel
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He started the drive warmng. His orbit was a conet's,

hi ghly eccentric. Equations ran through his mnd ... fire

a short burst at aphelion. Shed sonme vel ocity by aero-

braki ng, by dipping into the gas torus around the Snhoke
Ring, twice. Use Coldblatt's Wrld as a gravity sling, save
a few cupfuls of deuteriumthat way .

G@owing in direct sunlight, the dunmp was green-and-
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white chaos in Logbearer's steamtrail. C ave felt good:
| oose and free, cruising through an uncluttered sky.

Rat her crawl ed out of the angular cabin. H s head was
metal and glass. "The suit's too big, but | can wear the
hel met . "

Clave smled at the sight. "Getting anything?"

"Getting . . . ? No, Jeffer hasn't called. Maybe he
can't call this suit. | tried Kendy too."

"Too bad." C ave had been watching a distant brown-
i sh smudge of vegetation. Now he shouted aft. "Cariot?
Coul d that be a fisher jungle?"

"Be with you in twelve breaths." Cariot finished what
she was doing to the notor and crawl ed to them over the
cabi n. "Where?"

Clave's toes jabbed east and out.

"l don't see the root . . . right, that's what it is. I'd
better turn off the motor or we'll go past. Rather?"

Rat her followed her aft. C ave stayed at the bow while
they worked the notor. Presently the tide behind him
went away.

Cl oser now, the fisher jungle | ooked dead enough

Brown foliage and bare branchlets. Tufts and patches of
vivid green: parasitical growmhs. The fisher root was half
extended, like a dead nman's hand with three scarlet fin-
gernails. He |l ooked for the CARM. . . and found a man
flapping toward him

Jeffer pulled hinself aboard, panting. "Mor to the
root. Treefodder, I'mglad to see you, but what are you
doi ng here? Is everyone here?" He | ooked over the edge
of cabin and shouted, "Hello, Cariot! Rather, what

is that a pressure suit hel net?"

"Yes. The rest of it's inside."
They told it in tandem while they npored Logbearer

"I never did quite know if the Captain-Guardi an be-
lieved ne," Rather said, "but he |left Serjent House with-
out taking any copsi ks—

"The Navy watched us for the next forty, fifty days,"”
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Clave said. "W weren't doing anything peculiar. Booce
sol d wood and hired people to cut it. W bought nore
seeds and sone tools and stuff. W're carrying all that.
M ckl kept coming around, interrupting us, trying to get
Rather to tell himnore about Seekers—

"I tried not to talk too much. | built up a picture of
these Seekers in nmy nmind, and maybe | got it across.
Secretive. Not very nmany of 'em Too many Scientists,
maybe hal f a dozen. They've got a cassette and reader

but they don't show it to outsiders. They threw away their
silver suit, but they' ve got records on howto nmaintainit.
And they swear to kill anyone who tells their secrets. The
citizen who told ne disappeared. He was high on fringe

and | was just a kid, but | had a better nmenory than nost
kids . . . That part's true anyway," Rather said. "I hav-
en't told Mckl all of this."

"Dangerous, " Jeffer said. "You'll have M ckl des-
perate to neet them™

"Not if | read himright. Scientist, you know the story
now, and you can back ne up. Gve himdetails | didn't."

Cl ave asked, "Jeffer, did Kendy get the records he
want ed?"

"l haven't heard fromhim"

"If we're lucky the treefeeder never will call back.
Anyway, we nust have | ooked innocent enough. W

never did anything odd because we didn't know anyt hi ng.
So. Twenty days ago three dwarves pulled up to Log-
bearer in a Navy rocket. M ckl and another man and a-
worman, all the same size. Weird. They gave us the pres-
sure suit and went away. We're supposed to get the jets
goi ng and pay off the Seekers. Wuld you |ike ten years
supply of fringe?"

"No. You'd better leave it here if you're supposed to."

They carried the suit and helmet into the dead foliage.
Rat her and Carlot set to noving their cargo while they
| ooked about . -

Entropy and parasites had eaten a deep cavity into the
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fisher jungle's dead trunk. The CARM was there, and
Jeffer's canp: rocks for a fireplace, a rack of poles for
snoki ng meat, a midden a decent distance away. Jeffer

had made a third wing for hinmself, a prudent nove for a
man al one. Fromthe bl ackened | ook of it he'd been using
it to fan his fire.

Jeffer had the pressure suit splayed like a bird's flayed
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skin. "Rather, did you try it?"

"It's too big for me. —And the air feed doesn't work.
I got the panel open. Alittle wheel isn't connecting to
anything, and there's a spoke with nothing on it."

Jeffer grinned. "I see."

Rat her | aughed. "M ckl doesn't want the Seekers
stealing his silver suit! If they try it they' |l find out no-
body's worthy!"

"I''"lIl refuel it. No guarantee the jets still work."

"Well, if they do work, | get the inpression that Booce
will get a decent offer for the Wart. M ckl never actually

said so."
"Three pressure suits?"

Clave said, "Stet. W may have to do this twi ce nore.
And they're searching Dark and sky for a fourth pressure
suit. They nust be |ooking hard at where Logbearer went.
You may want to nove the CARM "

Carl ot arrived pushing the last of the cargo: not seeds,
but tools. "You're going to love this, Scientist." She sep-
arated sonething out.

Jeffer took it with glad cries. "A punp! Wnderful
The CARM's | ow on water, and | hate the way | filled it
last tine. Can | keep it?"

"Stet. We're supposed to bribe the Seekers with it.
Here, this is a bellows fromthe Market. You anchor one

end. It's easier."
"Ni ce. Can you stay for a couple of sleeps? |I've got

f ood and—
"Lonel y?"
It showed in his face. "You knowit."
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"W've got food you never tasted. Dark fungus and
earthlife. You'll love it."

Their exotic dinner was nothing unusual for Rather,
not any |longer. What made it fun was watching Jeffer
react.

Jeffer talked while he ate. "I had sone trouble getting

the silver suit. | found it okay, but it was right in the fire.
| had to get the bow up against it and push it out al ong

with a kilton of burning goo. | just wonder how many

Admiralty citizens saw ne."

"The stories won't match," Cl ave said. "In sixty days
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it won't matter at all. |'ve been thinking. We'll bumthe
fringe here. If a Navy ship comes they'll find that the
Seekers had a hell of a party and then went away."

"Good. I'll have to take the CARM somepl ace you can
find it—=

"No. You find us. Logbearer will be returning to Cit-
i zens Tree in due course, nmaybe another thirty days.
Keep watch. Pick us up well outside the dunmp."

"Another fifty days of this? Treefodder. And | never
even saw the treefeeding Cunp."

"We'll | eave you nost of our food," O ave said.

Carlot carefully wasn't |ooking at Rather. "I'l| be
bringing a guest. Raff Belnmy and I'lI|l be married as soon
as we get back to the Admiralty. | want to bring hi mback

to the tree. Wat he tells his father is up to him but he'l
have at | east a quarter year to think about it."

"So you decided," Rather said. He felt he had al nost
gotten used to the | oss.

"I'mlike you. I'mtired of secrets."”

"There's a plant here that grows good foliage," Jeffer

of fered. "Dessert."

Carl ot tossed an orange sphere at him

Jeffer's acting |ike a happy eight-year-old. Rather
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thought as he tethered hinself into a foliage patch for
sl eep. Being al one out here nust be rough on him Mybe
all adults stay children soneplace in their heads

"Rat her ?"
“Yuh. Carlot?"

She wriggled under the lines and was al ongsi de him
Rat her opened his nouth and closed it again. Then he
said, "I don't like lying to you."

"What now?"
"I was going to not say, 'Wiat would Raff think? "

She didn't nove away. Presently she said, "You don't
under stand us."

"Nope. "

"We like to spread the genes around. Nobody tal ks

about it in public, but you hear. A man and a wonan get
engaged. They nake babi es together. Sixty, seventy days
|ater, they get married. Maybe the first kid |l ooks like the
rest and maybe he doesn't."

"But why?"
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"It's the last chance. See, I'mgoing to marry Raff,
but there are men | turned down. They're not going to
just vanish. | wasn't with Raff off those sleeps | was away.

Raff's been seeing friends too, | don't know who. Rather,
it's just different. The officers say it's good. They talk
about gene drift."

"Ckay. "

"What Raff thinks about it is, he'd rather not know.
I never did wonder what Jill would think."

Jill. "W never nade pronises."

"Sure. But who else is there? There's nobody any-
where near her age in the tuft. Just you."

"l suppose. | wish I could have told her | was |eaving.'

She said nothing. Rather couldn't drop it. "I wish I

could tell her it was worth it. You never wanted that raid
on the Library. You were right. If Kendy's really gone,
then why did it happen? The Navy' 1l never stop being
suspi ci ous ofus,and we didn't learn anything, and | can't
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even tell Jill about the raid because | can't tell her about
Kendy. "

She stirred. "You don't want nme?"

"Sure | want you. Every sleep we're here, | want you
I wanted you for keeps."

"You can't have that. When we narry, that's the end
of that. Understand?"

"Stet."

Kendy had run the records from CARMs #2 and #6
over and over. He'd built up a sublibrary of sorts under

RESOURCES, LOCAL USAGE

Here: Citizens Tree was firing nud to make a cookpot .

Here: firing the laundry vat. Both had been recorded by
the silver suit as it moved unharmed through the fire. One
clip every ten mnutes.

Here: curing the lines fromthe spaghetti jungle. Mark
the Silver Man unharmed in the snoke.

Here: the elevator in Ctizens Tree. Here, recorded
years earlier by Klance the Scientist: the London Tree
el evator, run with stationary bicycles.

Here: CARM #6 changing the integral tree's orbit.
Here: Logbearer noving another tree.

Here: Rather collecting honey. Booce's voice explain-
ing that it was usually done with handnmade arnor. Here:
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a set of hornet arnor nade to show the Navy custons
collectors, lest they seek for such and find the silver suit
i nst ead.

The natives used materials from Di scipline when they
had it. Wen they didn't, they nade do. They were doing
very well without Kendy.

Di scipline was nmaking its second aerobraki ng pass,

ass- backward through the gas torus. The cone of the fu-
sion drive approached fusion tenperatures. That was
hardly a danger, but the plasma stream ng back al ong the
hull had to be wat ched.

Vel ocity, Snoke Ring nedian: 11 kps. Velocity at
THE SMXE RING / 299

Kendy's distance: 3 kps. Discipline's, relative velocity: 20
kps and falling. Discipline reached perihelion and began

to rise, enbedded in hot plasma. The aninals were fran-

tic. Kendy couldn't spare attention for them Nothing had

melted on his first pass . . . but the gas ahead of him
t hi ckened as he rose, because Goldblatt's Wrld was
ahead.

Visual : a raging, endless stormthe size of Neptune.
Neudar: a core the size of two and a half Earths spun
once every seven hours, carrying the stormaround with
it, until the atnospheric envelope trailed off into the
Snmoke Ring. Instruments: inmpacting plasnma increased in
tenperature and density; velocity decreased. The ship
was surviving. There'd been the risk that he would have
to bl ow hydrogen ahead of himfor cooling.

Col dblatt's Worl d passed bel ow, warping the ship's
path into sonething nearer a circle. Now the plasma den-
sity dropped fast.

Fifteen m nutes of that was enough excitenent for any
conputer program In an hour he'd be over the Adnmiralty
and out of the gas torus. He'd make his last short bum
then. It would hold himnear the Admralty for a good
hal f hour.

Di sci pline would be glowi ng bright enough to see, if
anyone | ooked in just the right direction. That night or
m ght not be good. Kendy had taken his tine returning.
Hi s long-range plans were in tatters and he didn't know
what to do about it.

Chapter Twenty-Three

Begi nni ngs

fromthe Citizens Tree cassettes:

YEAR 384, DAY 2250. BOOCE RECORDED OUR

HOLDI NGS BEFCRE WE LEFT. HE' S APPALLED THAT W\E
NEVER ASKED. BAD BUSI NESSBPERSONS, HE CALLS US
VE DON' T USUALLY BOTHER TO SPELL OUT WHO OMNS
WHAT IN CI TIZENS TREE. | T DRI VES BOOCE CRAZY.
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WE SPENT A LOT ON SEEDS AND POOD AND W D-
GETS, BUT WE STI LL HAVE CREDI T+ MAG NARY
MONEY— N SOMVE VAGUE AMOUNT THAT DEPENDS ON
WHAT BOOCE ACTUALLY CGETS FOR THE WOCOD AND THE
METAL. WE' LLLEARNTHATWHEN, AND | F, WERETURN
TO THE ADM RALTY

—JEFFER THE SCI ENTI ST

THE LI FT CAGE DROPPED. | T WAS CROADED W TH El GHT
peopl e and several bags fromthe CARM Lawi and
THE SMXE RING / 301

Gavvi ng, Scientist and Chairman Pro Tern, seened dis-
tinctly unconfortable. It wasn't hard to guess why. Raff
Bel my was unconfortable too. Carlot clung tight to his
arm possessively, protectively.

"I had sone trouble finding the tree," Jeffer said.

"Your problem" Gawi ng answered. "After all, you
took the silver suit. How were we supposed to tell you
where we were?"

"Yeah, but you noved the tree, didn't you? That thing
next tothe lift, is that what | think it is?"

"Yes. Lawn's doing, nostly."

"Hah. Scientist, | thought you'd be twi ddling your toes
waiting for me to cone hone."

"W found ways to occupy ourselves, Scientist." La-
wn's pregnancy was grow ng conspi cuous. The formality
bet ween her and her husband did not seemunfriendly.

Gavving said, "I hope you brought sonething to make
us | ook good."

The rest of them |l aughed; but C ave said, "Trouble?"

"Treef odder, yes, trouble! I'd have flown to a new tree
if I'd been sure they'd et me have wings. One thing, the
children are on our side. They've been crazy with waiting
to see what you bring back. And M nya stuck with ne."

"She did? Good," said C ave.
"She did, in public."

Clave reached into a bag. He sliced an apple in half
and passed it to Gavving and Lawi. They bit, distrust-
fully, and continued eating. "That'll do it," Gavving said.

"Fine. Here. Don't eat the hull." He'd cut an orange
into quarters.

They gnawed the insides out of the oranges. Lawri
chewed and swall owed a bit fromthe peel, but did not
take another. Gavving said, "Yeah!"

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt (221 of 233) [1/19/03 6:21:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt

"We've got seeds," Cave said. "This and a | ot of
other earthlife. W'll plant themin the out tuft."

Faces like afield of flowers below the falling cage. Two
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meteor-trails of golden blond hair: Jill next to Anthon,
she a neter shorter than her father, both scanning the
faces in the lift cage. Rather knew when -Till's eyes net

his, but her face didn't change.

The cage thunped into its housing. Children piled out
of the treadm |1, and Mark with them Everyone in Gti-
zens Tree was here.

They | ooked short: a field of dwarves in which Anthon
and the Serjent wonen stood out as nornal. Rather had
becone used to giants. Children and sone adults crowded
around the cage. Jill and Anthon hung back, not quite
hostil e, but suspending judgnent. Mark had that | ook too.

For all these hundreds of days Rather had wondered

what the tribe would think of his nutiny. He'd al nost
managed to forget that he had never told Jill, could not
have told her that he was going to | eave the tree

Hi s nothers were crowding cl ose around the lift, and
Karilly and Ryllin with them The Serjent wonen hugged
Carlot, then Carlot's new husband. Karilly hung back a
little. She was conspicuously carrying a guest. Raff
beaned |ike sunlight at seeing soneone he knew. They

fell into rapid conversation, moving away, taking Karilly
with them "Damm, but | m ssed oranges . . . Booce had

to stay? |I'mnot surprised, but "

Karilly was silent.

Clave folded his wives into his arnms and forced appl es
on them

Ant hon sl apped an orange from Debby's hand. Rather
heard: "You took this Admiralty man aboard the carnil'
before his First Mther picked himup to hug him

"You treefeeding fool," Mnya whispered. "You foo
mutineer, you. Drillbits in your brains, both of you, you
and your father. He never stopped w shing he'd gone too.
Are you all right?"

"I'"'min good shape. Mstly." She pulled back to | ook
into his face. He tried to | ook earnest. "First Mdther, |'m
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allergic to dry, thin air. Not enough sleep does it too. It's
like knives in the eyes. | go blind. It lasts for hours."

She started | aughing. She said, "I'msorry, |I'msorry,"
and hugged himhard, still laughing. There were tears in
her eyes. She put himdown and saw himsmling slyly.
She said, "It'll never happen again. W'll keep the tree
where the air's thick. You'd better go talk to Jill."
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"Why? What's w ong?"
"Talk to her first. Then | think—

Jeffer shouted for attention. "I here present Raff
Bel my. Raff and Carlot are married by Admiralty | aw
The record is in the cassettes.”

Over the heads of his brothers and sisters, Rather saw

t hej udgi ng-1 ook fade fromJill's face. She noved forward
at last. Rather said, "Harry, can you give ne sone pri-
vacy? Take them al ong?"

Harry said, "Ch. Sure." Sonehow he got his siblings
nmovi ng away before Jill reached him

Thej udgi ng-1 ook was back. She said, "Rather. How
are you?"

"Fi ne. Nobody nade ne a copsik. | didn't get killed.
Jill, 1 wanted to tell you."

"Were you afraid 1'd run tell ny father?"

"I'f I wasn't, the rest of us would have been. | couldn't,
Jill."

He saw her reject that. She asked, "What was it |ike?"

"I'"l'l be alot of days telling you that!" And suddenly
it was a painin him that he couldn't tell her about the
raid, ever.

"What's wong now?"

"Nothing," he lied. "I was remenbering how cl ose
came to joining the Admralty Navy. | got out of it though.
Jill, dinner has to be sonmething special. Is there tinme to

cook some of this earthlife?"
"Coupl e of days yet."

"Il show you what to do." Take the kids too? He'd
t hought he wanted to be alone with Jill, but now he knew

304 / Larry Niven

he didn't. "Harry! Gorey! Bring those bags to the cook-
pot . "

The Admiralty slid west below him Kendy began his
bum then turned to his instrunments.

Neudar and the tel escope array caught Admiralty
Headquarters as it energed from behind the Dark. The
Library didn't respond. It mnust be turned off. CARM #6
was nowhere in evidence. No pressure suit responded to
hi s query.

Sharls Davis Kendy had nade nore than one m stake.

For half a thousand years he had been frantic to begin
guiding his citizens in the Smoke Ring. Now he could
begi n, and now he al nbst knew how. Opportunities woul d
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A part of his attention scanned his growing file on RE-
SOURCES, LOCAL USAGE:

Debby described Half Hand's kitchen for Jeffer's ben-
efit.

Clave carried the helnmet on a slow trip through Serjent
House.

The canera viewpoint spun erratically through a cloud

of children. Children had knocked the helnet off its usua
perch at the lift, then played with it |ike a basketball.
Kendy vi ewed the commons as a series of stills. Corridor
openi ngs, the water trap, the comrunal cooking area,
children | aughing as they bounded in sl ow arcs.

A series of angular Cunp houses, wildly various.

Mark's hut in various stages of construction. The silver
suit had been housed there for a tine.

Abruptly the CARM #2 control board cane to life.

Kendy sent his signal. Records came back: stills of var-
i ous bored Guardians in their shared pressure suits, cul-
mnating in (present tine) six jungle-giant nen in a half
circle around the control board, wearing anxi ous faces
and spotl ess new uni fornms. These must be officers; and
now Kendy had their insignia.
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The signal disintegrated with distance.

He rounded forty degrees of Snoke Ring before he
made contact with CARM #6.

The vehicle was in its wooden dock at the m dpoint of
Citizens Tree. It was enpty of citizens and cargo. That
was Logbearer next to the left cage, and some snaller
structure next to that. Kendy "stared": he enlarged the
i mge and examined it in detail.

They'd built a steam rocket.

They didn't have a netal pipe or sikenwire, so they'd
used ceranics. Fired nud! The |aundry vat was part of
it!

Records: the CARMon its way hone. Logbearer was

strapped along the hull. Booce was m ssing. Rather was
present(!). The jungle-giant stranger matched the still of
Hi | ar Bel ny's son.

Raf f Bel ny's nedical readings, originally om nous,
settled down over passing days. Carlot nust have hel ped
to cal m hi mdown. Rather was being abnornally polite to
bot h, and keeping his distance. The two spent consider-
abl e time out of sight aboard Logbearer.

Records: moving toward the Citizens Tree m dpoint.
The ceranic rocket returned ahead of the CARM It
puffed toward the in tuft, pushing a huge gl ob of black
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mud, and passed out of range.

Records: "Year 384, day 2400, Jeffer speaking as Sci-
entist. Carm and Logbearer are both docked at Citizens
Tree. This will be ny last log entry until Kendy calls.

"Kendy, for your information, Rather got out of Head-
quarters safely. We refueled the jets on an Adnmralty pres-
sure suit and returned it. Captain-Guardian M ckl could
have had the other suits refueled too, but he never brought
them Now he's got a pressure suit with jets. W gave
himsone time to play, and then we told himwhat to do
when they run out of fuel
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"We've had no further trouble. Booce got a good offer
on the metal. The Navy was carving it up when we left.

"Rat her suggests that Mckl wants the flying suit for
hinself. It's something even the Admiral doesn't have.
He's got a secret now, and we know it, and he'll need us
to keep it flying. That gives us a certain edge with the
Captain-Guardian if we ever want to exploit it.

"W have sone wealth and sone influence in the Ad-
mralty. W got it without your help. W do not appreciate
your abandoning Rather in the nmiddle of the raid.

"I'"ve spent as much tine waiting for your call as | care

to. 1'll be back fromtine to tine. If you haven't called
by the crossyear, which is three hundred and ninety-one
days fromnow, | will turn Voice off."

Nobody was near the CARM The lift wasn't running.

The CARM drifted out of range. Kendy scanned the
far arc of the Snbke Ring out of habit; he had never seen
signs of industrial activity there.

The Admiralty fl owed bel ow him The Library had
been turned off again.

Their ancestors hadn't listened to himeither. They'd
turned of f the Voice subsystens; they'd cut the fibers that
all oned Kendy to fly a CARM by renote. He'd been com
pletely cut off for half a thousand years. As he was now.

Rat her was scrubbing his teeth and thinking about
breakfast when the Silver Man cane into the bach hut.
He spit and said, "Mark?"

"VWho el se?" Mark threw back his helnet. The silver
suit was filthy and stank of snobke. "I tried that. | felt
silly.”

"Sure, silly. Mark, | saw their teeth. The ol der Ad-

mralty citizens still have half their teeth! |I bet Ryllin and
M shael have been scrubbing their teeth all along."

Rat her remenbered that this nman wasn't his father
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and didn't knowit, and had a legitimate grievance. Al in
a rush he said, "I stole it. W thought we needed it and

we did. It was right to go. Treefodder, Mark, you're from
a bigger tree! Don't you feel cramped here?"

"Fifteen years |'ve felt cranped. Rel ax. You brought
back sone wonderful things. You brought back the
CARM and the suit and you didn't ruin the suit."

"You | ooked mad enough to kill when we cane

down. "

"That was three good dinners ago. | never thought |'d
taste potatoes again. | know a better way to cook them"”
"You forgive ne? Mark, I'mreally glad."

"What are ny choices? Sure | forgive you. W're firing
the new | aundry pot."

"Is it that late? | slept like a rock. Needed it too. These
first few sleeps | just lay there wondering why one of the
wal | s was pushi ng agai nst ne."

"I've spent sone sleepless nights here nyself," Mrk
said. "lIt's lonely in the bach hut. We built it too big. Big
enough for the next crop of nmen."

"Maybe that's it."
"Have you talked to Jill?"
"M nya asked ne that. W've tal ked. Wy?"

"Yeah. Well." Mark sonetinmes had trouble finding

words. "Citizens Tree is strange. None of us grew up the
way you did. There are adults and children and a big gap
in between, so you couldn't tell nmuch fromjust watching
ol der children grow up. Maybe there are things we should
have sai d—=

"I know about sex, if that's what you nean. . .Maybe
I need to know nore. Two wonen have told nme to feed
the tree. It hurts. Wat could you have told ne about
t hat ?"

Mark whistled. "You started young. Well, soneone

coul d have said, There's only one suitable nmate for you
and there's only one for Jill in this whole tuft, and she
t hi nks she owns you, and nmaybe she's right."'"

Rat her let that percolate through his head. "Jill wants
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to nake babies with ne? Did she tell you that, or are you
guessi ng?"

"I'"'mguessing. All | know is, when Instant Chairman
Gavving told us you' d gone off with all the wealth of Ct-
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i zens Tree, Jill was madder than | was, and that took sone
doi ng. She wanted you thrown into the sky with no wi ngs.

A hundred sl eeps | ater she was sure you'd all be killed
and she couldn't see for crying."

"I'"l'l go see her. Were is she?"

"Go easy, stet? You know you can find other nmtes.
Jill doesn't."

"I don't either. Sectry wants no part of ne— He
couldn't say why. Secrets. "And Carlot married soneone
el se. You can't inagine how bad that was. Al the way
hone, Carlot and Raff. They spent nobst of their tinme in
Logbearer. It wasn't any better when | couldn't see

t hem "

Mark said, "When nobody wants you in the first place,
that's worse. Trust ne."

"Mark, 1've gotten very good at lying. I'mtrying to
stop."

"Good. Go talk to Jill."
"Where is she?"

"Everybody's watching us fire the laundry vat except
Jill. I'"ve got to go back and see if anything needs doing.
Try the miz hut. Then the commons."

The deep voice hailed himas he entered. "Hello, Jeffer
the Scientist. This is Kendy."

Shoul dn't that have been Kendy for the Statel Jeffe*-
sai d, "Unh-huh. You m ssed all the excitenent."

"Not all. A large Navy ship is noving toward your
position. They'll reach you in eighty standard days."

Jeffer took a nonment to absorb the shock. He should

have known. It wasn't over; it never would be. There was
no goi ng back fromthe C unp expedition. No going back
fromknowi ng about the Adnmiralty.
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He pulled hinmself forward to the control board. "That
gives us sone tinme to talk."

The square, hard face in the bow wi ndow had al ways

| acked expression. It said, "A bad thing happened to ne,
Jeffer. | learned too much about nyself. There was no
way | could communicate until now "

"Lie to me, Kendy. Say there was sonethi ng wrong
with Voice."

Kendy said, "The glitch was in nyself. | think I have

it fixed. Machines go bad, Jeffer. | left you a file under
H STORY. It's selected records fromthe settling of the
Smoke Ring. It explains sonme of what went wong. Play

it after I'mout of range."
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"Can you tell ne about it?"
"No. "

"Your timng was | ousy. W thought you'd | eft Rather
for treefodder. If you ever—

"I can't talk about it. It hurts my mind. Damage mi ght
be permanent. Do you seek vengeance agai nst me?"

The trouble was that Kendy | ooked and sounded as

cal mas death. Kendy never showed anger, nor relief,

|l ove, pain. It was hard to believe he was hurting ... yet
he was not a nan. Maybe. WMaybe.

Jeffer said, "Well, we got hone. | assunme you got nost

of it fromthe log. The earthlife food stopped nost of the
argunments. Now all the reunited couples are busy naking
babi es. The arguments haven't gone away, though

They're just simering. It won't help if there's a Navy
ship coming."

"It's coming. | couldn't resolve details of design
There's al cohol in the exhaust, and it's conming fromthe
Clunp. Definitely Navy. What have you done with the
seeds?"

"Seeds? W'll plant themin the out tuft. Mark's tal k-
i ng about building an extension to the lift before anything
gets ripe enough to pick."

"Cut some foliage so the sunlight can reach the plants.
310 / Larry Niven
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I can show you how to use water flowto nove the lifts
with less effort. You haven't mentioned the fired nud
rocket."

"That's nice, isn't it? W don't need the Admiralty's
treef eedi ng pipes.”

"You don't need ne," Kendy said. He knew the risk

he was taking. It was acceptable. "I've been | ooking at
records. Most of what can be done with materials from
Di scipline can al so be done with Snoke Ri ng resources.
Lifts, housing, clothing, food, donestic aninmals. Now
rockets. The Adnmiralty even has a heliograph.”

"No, we don't need you," Jeffer said, "but | never

t hought you'd knowit."

"A bad thing happened to ne. | don't trust ny judg-

ment any nore. My intention has al ways been to make a
civilization in the Smoke Ring, nodel ed on the State that
shaped your ancestors. The Smpoke Ring will never be

that. How can | nake a State in a place where | can't
even make maps?"

"Wuld we even |like your State? Skip it. Wat do
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we do about that ship? | hope Sectry Mirphy's aboard.
W'l get sonme notion of what they want if Rather talks
to her—=

"H de the CARMin another tree. Tear out the dock

too, or put the ceramic rocket there. Show themthat. It's
not advanced, but it doesn't need starstuff resources. It
may i npress them Keep the CARM manned. There are

two ways you mght need it—=

"l won't bumthem"”

"One way, then. You can't ignore the Admiralty.

You' d really like to join as officers. You may have to show
them the CARM before they'll listen to that. Demand of -
ficer status, but they may settle for giving it to just the
Chai rman and Scientist—

Jeffer laughed. "For a man who doesn't trust his own
judgrment, you certainly—=

"I think fast. | plan fast. | nake m stakes."
"Anyt hi ng el se?"

"Mark m ght want to join the Navy. Sound hi m out.

See if the Navy personnel mght want him | gather they
don't like older recruits, but Mark was trained in London
Tree. Karilly may benefit from going back. Is she stil

mut e?"

"Yes, but she's also pregnant and happy. |'mnot sure
| want to fiddle."

"I'"m al nrost out of range. Back in two days. The code
is H STORY. Tell nobody of what you are about to | eam™

T
"Unl ess in your judgnment it would be beneficial."
Kendy had never talked like this. "Stet."

The face faded. Jeffer didn't nove for some tine. Fi-
nally he tapped the white button. "Prikazyvat Voice."

"Hel |l o, Jeffer the Scientist.”

"Link to the pressure suit."

"Done. "

"This is Jeffer calling anyone. Anyone home?"
"Hell 0? Scientist?" It was Jill's voice.

"I want to talk to ny wife."

"I'"ll get her. She's on the branch."

That woul d take nost of a day. Jeffer started the H S
TORY file and listened to it all the way through. Then he
started it again.
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Lawi clinmbed in through the airlock. "I didn't have
anyone but Rather and Jill for a treadm || team Every-
body else is on the branch. Now, what's all the excite-
ment, Scientist?"

"Pri kazyvat Voice. Run H STORY."

Dead voi ces spoke. Discipline's crewreported the dis-
covery of a weird cosnol ogi cal anonaly. Sone of what
followed was fanmiliar fromthe cassettes. Sone was en-
tirely cryptic.
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"How | ong have you had this?" Lawi denanded.

"Kendy only just filed it. I ... I've been in contact
with himsince before we left for the dunp."”

Lawi was coldly angry.' 'That was mutiny! How coul d
you not trust meT

"I"'mtrusting you now. Listen."

They heard a highly formalized quarrel. Sone of the
participants argued for settling the Snoke Ring; sone
were for nmoving on to an unnaned destination. Kendy

spoke in favor of staying, then tried to ternmnate the ar-
gunment. It continued.

There were parts of a broadcast fromDiscipline to
Earth: it had been decided that they would settle the
Smoke Ri ng environnent.

There was a nmessage from Earth: Retrieve your crew.

"And that's it. Kendy got conflicting orders," Jeffer
said. "It tangles his nind. He can't go for new orders
because Earth is too far away, and he can't nake up his
own nmind because he's a machine, and he can't tal k about
it because it drives himnuts. If that's all true, he nust
be close to crazy all the tine. The question is, what do
we do now?"

Lawi said, "We can play it through the silver suit.
Play it for the whole tribe. Tell everyone."

"It'Il start some fights."
"Feed the—=

He rode her down. "There's a Navy ship com ng. The
fights'U have to be over when it gets here. A hundred
days. "

"Stet. Play it at dinner."
.. . Stet."

The situation was ideal in its way. They were together,
but they couldn't talk. There were only the two of them
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torun the lift. It took all their breath. Jill scranbl ed over
THE SMOKE RING / 313

the rungs, keeping up with him Her tuftberry-red tunic
was dark with sweat at chest and arnpits. Her hair was

a golden halo, as interesting and as beautiful as Sectry's
scarl et.

After the cages passed each other, they let the treadnil
carry themround and round. Then it was tinme to throw
their weight on the brake. The | ower cage settled. Rather
and Jill dropped into soft foliage and panted.

Rat her found his breath . . . and found Jill watching
hi m sol emml y.

He said briskly (he hoped), "Mark says you own ne.
This is a thought that never crossed ny mnd."

"He says that?"
"Yes. He says | own you too. What do you think?"
"I think Mark doesn't have the right to say it."

He was an armis | ength away. He couldn't read her

expression. He said, "It's not just Mark. My parents—
all four, or all three and a half, and everyone el se too,
including you, Jill. You all seemto know just where | fit

and what |'m supposed to do for the rest of nmy life."

"Wl l, you don't take orders worth treefodder." He

was not sure that was a smile. "Wat's bothering you,

Rat her ? You came home on purpose. You're on the cook-

pot because you volunteered to cook the earthlife. You're
the Tell er because you've got stories and you like telling
them 1t gets you offtreemouth duty."”

"I like all of that. But I'mtold where to sleep and I'm
told who to marry, and everyone | ooked at ne funny till

I changed back into tuftberry red, and the whol e dam
tribe sent ne to talk to you."

"Ckay. Talk."

"Rat her doesn't take orders worth treefodder. You
talk. Are you unsatisfied with me?"

"You went into the sky and | eft ne behind."
"I did."
"I's that over now? Are you back for keeps?"
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"No. "
"Why not ?"

Rat her sighed. "I like coming home. | |ike seeing new
things too. Sonme of us will have to go back to the Ad-
mralty anyway, Jill. Ryllin wants to join Booce. Then

there's a whol e sky out there! Lawi says our gene poo
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is too little. Fine. W'll go find sone other trees and get
mat es there."

"Should | do that?"

Runni ng endl essly up the treadmll, he'd had sone tine
to think. "Maybe. O you could marry ne, but 1'lIl take
trips, and you'd have to put up with that—

She flared. "You' d be naking babies with every
woman who tal ks funny!"

That was manifestly unfair. Rather let it pass. "O you
could come with nme."

"Stet."
"That qui ck? Are you sure?"

" Sur e.

This was working out better than he'd hoped. "D d
you work on that new rocket?"

"No. Wy?"

He hadn't thought it all the way through after all
"We've got time. In a couple of years a dozen kids will
be ready to find mates. That's when we'll start visiting
ot her trees—=

"l see it. I'd have to know the rocket inside out, how
to steer it, howto fix anything that goes wong, because
I"'mthe ol dest."

"You and the rest of the crew too. Can you fly?"
"Sure. Oh, all right, I don't do much flying. Rather?"
"Here."

"You seemto have a very good idea of where | fit and
what |'m supposed to do."

It was a smle. "Sorry."

"Maybe this is what being married is |like. Anyway.

I"l'l go on the next trip. That'll tell us everything we need
to know. Wiether | can stand it. Wether citizens can

stand ny conpany aboard a rocket. Wiether |'m any

good. Whether | want a mate from sonewhere el se

Whet her you do."

"Next trip will be the Admiralty."
"Stet," said Jill. She stood up. "Let's go flying."
"There's nobody to run the lift for us."

"OFf the branch,” said Jill. "Fly to the midpoint. Sur-
prise Lawri."

It woul d do that! Rather began to understand that Jil
woul d go where he would, and try to beat himthere too.

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt (232 of 233) [1/19/03 6:21:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20Smoke%20Ring.txt

"We'll have to fly nore than thirty klonmters out. Can you
handl e it?"

"Sure. We'll go off the branch and put w ngs on af-
terward. Ot herw se soneone' 11 stop us. Cone on."

Kendy had assenbled the H STORY file with sone care.

It was unaltered records, but it gave the distinct inpres-
sion that Discipline's crew had thensel ves decided to set-
tle the Snoke Ring.

The popul ati on of the Snpbke R ng was between two

and three thousand (Kendy included children). By his
original orders, Kendy must consider that they m ght now
be the entire human race. The tenptation to neddl e was
very strong

He woul d not shape them They were shaping them

selves, and they were doing it well. For agonizing no-
ments he had even consi dered severing comuni cations
entirely.

But he had things to teach them

The Library was off when he passed the Adnmiralty. It

woul dn't stay that way, though. Day 2791 was the md-
poi nt of the crossyear, three hundred and fifty-odd days
away. |f Kendy knew his citizens, they would cel ebrate,
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and the Library would be involved. Perhaps he c<
reach Wayne M ckl. Kendy had a handl e of sorts on
Capt ai n- Guar di an.

Meanwhi |l e a Navy ship was noving on Citizens T
He' d see what terms he coul d arrange.

Plenty of time. Kendy waited.
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