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For Maggie, my mom.

The Tyger

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright,
In the forests of the night,
What immortal hand or eye
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

In what distant deeps or skies
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?

On what wings dare he aspire?
What the hand dare seize the fire?

And what shoulder, & what art,
Could twist the sinews of thy heart?
When thy heart began to beat,

What dread hand? & what dread feet?
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What the hammer? What the chain?
In what furnace was thy brain?
What the anvil? What dread grasp
Dare its deadly terrors clasp?

When the stars threw down their spears
And water'd heaven with their tears,
Did He smile his work to see?

Did He who made the lamb make thee?

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright,
In the forests of the night,
What immortal hand or eye
Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?

—William Blake
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The Roots Of Kzinti Culture,
Language And History.

The kzinti culture is both more homogenous and richer than human culture. In a very real sense there are
not one but many human cultures, since civilization arose not once but several times on Earth, each time in
complete isolation and independence, separated by insurmountable geographic barriers. By contrast,
both linguistic, historical and (where available) genetic evidence indicate that civilization arose on
Kzinhome only once. In geocultural terms, this can be explained by Kzinhome's relatively small (~50%)
percentage of water cover and proportionally larger contiguous continental area, combined with the
smaller range of climatic conditions over the non-polar regions of the planet. This is caused by the denser
atmosphere and the tropical wind belt phenomenon, which acts to pump heat from the equator to the
mid-latitudes. This arrangement can be expected to have facilitated the movement of trade and
technology over isoclimatic lines with relative rapidity. At some point relatively early in the civilization
cycle the primary kzinti culture was established and thriving planetwide. On genetic evidence it is certain
that the kzinti species passed through a population bottleneck approximately ten thousand generations
ago for unknown reasons.

Given the evidence of a single start point for kzinti civilization, we can argue that an evolutionary stress
caused the bottleneck and triggered runaway sexual selection of intelligence with resultant rapid and
concurrent development of bi-quadrupedal posture, language, and tool use as species traits. It seems
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likely this stress was a massive climatic shift brought about by the slight eccentricity in Kzinhome's orbit
caused by gravitational interactions with the gas giant Hgrall. This posited orbital shift, occurring
approximately 200,000 years ago, would have increased average solar flux, in turn increasing the average
surface temperature as much as 3 degrees Celsius, extending growing seasons and accelerating the rate
of water circulation through the atmosphere and hydrosphere. The combination of these effects formed
extensive rainforests throughout the tropical and temperate zones. Simultaneously large sections of the
continental interiors were reduced to desert. The higher rate of photosynthesis has led directly to the high
(~30%) oxygen levels seen in Kzinhome's atmosphere today. A general rule of planetary evolution states
that the average mass of animal species increases with increased solar energy flux. This is due to both the
greater availability of food through increased plant growth, which supports a heavier food chain, and the
greater availability of oxygen due to increased photosynthesis, which allows the high metabolic rates
necessary for large, active animals to exist.

Although humans are accustomed to seeing the two-meter kzinti as large predators, in their native
ecosystems they are small in relation to most high order fauna in their ecological range, small with respect
to their primary prey species and small with respect to other predators with which they compete.
Typically, large land predators take prey no more than twice their weight, and usually less than their
weight. By contrast, lone kzinti will stalk and killzerkitz up to ten times their weight, and hunting parties
will takea kdzrow of up to twenty-five metric tons. In most cases where evolutionary forces lead to an
increase in prey species size we expect to see the predator species increase along with them. However,
in the case of the kzinti the large predator niches remained occupied by competitors such as thev'speel
stalker and the pack huntinggrlor .

This suggests that the kzinti were forced into the intelligence niche because their customary prey animals
increased in size with the climate change but they themselves could not because the large predator niches
were already occupied. As their prey grew larger the large predators flourished at the expense of the
smaller early pre-kzin, driving them to the edge of extinction. This would have pushed the pre-kzin
toward the cooperative hunter niche, which requires the development of complex signaling and a basic
social structure. These developments set the stage for the evolution of intelligence. This picture is
plausible but incomplete, and it is important to understand that while the individual links in this chain of
reasoning have all been verified, to the extent possible through kzinti documentation, the actual proof of
the cause and effect relationships asserted will have to await detailed research on Kzinhome itself.

Regardless of the root causes of the genetic bottleneck event, the effects on kzinti development are
clear. The kzinti speak a single language, although there are many dialects, and extremely separated
dialects have difficulty communicating. Given the limits imposed by speed-of-light communications in an
interstellar empire, identical linguistic groups have had ample time to diverge but have not. It could be
argued that this lack of linguistic flexibility is evidence of a more instinctive, less flexible language facility,
hinting that kzinti are less intelligent than humans. However the Hero's Tongue is a fully combinatorial
language in the sense of Gddel, i.e., a formal system capable of making statements of arbitrary
complexity. There is therefore no thought that cannot be expressed in the Hero's Tongue. Further, kzinti
are gifted mathematicians, which again requires thought processes capable of handling problems of
arbitrary complexity. In addition, both the language areas and visual cortex in the kzin brain are highly
developed and both larger and more finely structured than in humans.

This last fact may provide an answer to the puzzle of the Hero's Tongue's strange cohesion. It is known
that the kzin population is richer in telepathic adepts than the human population, and it is known that the
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brain processes used in telepathy make extensive use of both language and visual circuits in humans. In
the visual system this is known to correspond to the high demands of the active predator ecological niche.
The low genetic diversity of the kzin race may have facilitated the emergence of a telempathic sense due
to the high degree of correlation of thought and emotional processes between individuals. There is then a
natural evolutionary pathway toward making use of the processing power of both visual and language
brain circuits in order to extract increasingly detailed information from the telempathic sense. This
development can in turn havelocked in those brain circuits to the demands of telempathic processing. In
the visual cortex these effects may not be noticeable, since the visual cortex is also locked into processing
patterns that correspond to a verifiable external reality; however, there is no single "correct"
combinatorial language system, which leaves the language centers of the brain free to select any of an
infinite number of equally valid symbol systems.

This is the case in humans, and human languages drift and evolve rapidly. However, in kzinti we may
conjecture that the telempathic sense has effectively locked in the language centers to its (still poorly
understood) demands, which would go far toward explaining both kzin linguistic homogeneity and
telepathic prowess. As a side note, hallucinatory experiences are common in human telepathic adepts,
which may be due to the telempathic and other senses competing for the same brain processor resources.
Kzinti telepaths also suffer from numerous cognitive difficulties, and this may explain why telepathy
evolves rarely and is seldom a highly developed sense in any species despite its obvious evolutionary
advantages: Its cognitive costs simply outweigh its survival benefits. The largest exceptions to this rule, the
now extinct Slavers and the sessile Grogs, both show clearly the cognitive drawbacks of a highly
developed telempathic sense.

Kzinti share with humans the ability to form hierarchical mass societies, but they are orders of magnitude
less social. Any society can be seen as a series of opportunities to cooperate or compete, and in kzinti
the balance falls more heavily on competition than in human society. This fact imposes strict limits on the
forms of society that the kzinti can successfully use, and in fact we can see that kzinti culture shows much
less variation than human culture does in terms of structure. The reasons for this are complex, but
ultimately, for any evolved organism, the final measure of success is the number of offspring injected into
future generationsin relation to the number of offspring injected by competitors. There are two basic
strategies available to achieve this, and we may categorize species asK (named because the population
total is characterized byK, the carrying capacity of the environment) andr (named because the population
total is characterized by, the reproductive rate).K species are characterized by a small number of large
offspring, long lifetimes with late maturity, and high levels of parental care. Typer species have a large
number of small offspring, short lifetimes with early maturity, and low or no parental care.

In species with sexual reproduction we see two strategies, individuals who produce a small number of
large gametes (females) and those who produce a large number of small gametes (males). This tendency
usually generalizes so that we see females invest a large amount to ensure the success of a small number
of offspring, and males invest a small amount in any given offspring in order to maximize the total number
of offspring. Since the child-bearing capacity of females is the ultimate limit on the reproductive potential
of any given generation, we usually see a situation in which males compete for females. In a species like
the Wunderland gagrumpher, males invest no parental care in their offspring, and as a result we see a
large sexual dimorphism, with males averaging five times the weight of a female and possessing
specialized neck dewlaps, which serve both as an intimidation mechanism in male/male conflicts and as a
sexually selected attractant to females. There are exceptions to this rule. In some bird species the male
and female form long-term pair bonds and there is very little (although not zero) mate competition. As a
result males and females are nearly identical in body plan and require an expert (or a con specific) to
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differentiate them. In a few fish species the technical details of reproduction dictate that males provide all
or the bulk of parental care, and in these cases females compete aggressively for access to males,
reversing the normal pattern.

In almost all mammalian species, males compete for females, but humans are an extreme case of theK
strategy and this changes the equation. Due to the limitations of the female pelvis and the human
specialization of large brain size, human infants are born almost completely helpless and require two
decades to reach full maturity. This tremendous reproductive burden requires the dedicated assistance of
the male to ensure the survival of the offspring in a primitive environment, and the males best able to
provide this assistance then become objects of competition for females. Because of this almost
unheard-of female competition, the degree of male competition is reduced. As a result male humans mass
only about 50 percent more than females and females possess secondary sexual attractant displays that
are almost universally confined to males in other mammals. Under these conditions cooperative,
coalitional behaviors in both sexes are cost effective, and it is these behaviors that make human society
possible. Through this process intelligence itself has become a sexually selected characteristic as well as a
naturally selected characteristic. At this point in human evolutionary history it seems likely that sexual
selection has become the dominant driving force behind the development of human intelligence, as
witnessed by the tremendous costs involved in bearing large-brained infants (including a significant
death-in-labor and infant mortality rate under primitive conditions) and rearing them to adulthood. Such
high-cost evolutionary features, like peacock tails and moose antlers, are generally only seen in cases of
runaway sexual selection, where a trait evolves until the evolutionary cost of displaying it counterbalances
the tremendous reproductive advantage it confers.

The kzinti are even more extremek strategists than humans. Kzinti kits are normally born as
brother/sister twins from a single egg, although there are rare cases of quadruplets or single births, and
are typically nursed for eight to twelve (standard) years, during which time the female remains infertile. A
fertile female kzin may have only three or four estrus cycles in her lifetime. As a result kzin population
growth is extremely slow and kzin males compete strenuously both for females and for the resources to
support them. A high proportion of kzin male deaths are due to challenge duels resulting from this
competition, and in the adult population females outnumber males in a ratio of between two to one and
three to one. In other words, between 50 and 75 percent of male kzin kits can expect to die in combat.
Of these, most can expect to die at the hands of older and more established kzin, although among those
Great Prides involved directly in the Man/Kzin wars almost 50 percent are killed in combat with humans
or other species. Combat death among males begins in late adolescence and rises to a peak in young
adulthood, declining steadily thereafter. This single fact dominates the entire kzinti social structure, and in
fact the entire Patriarchy is built around the requirement to redirect the aggression of young males
outward to prevent them from completely destabilizing the hierarchy. It is this high death rate that allows
the extended polygamous mating structure that is the core of kzinti social life. Paradoxically this system
has given the kzinti 50,000 years of cultural stability and an interstellar empire unmatched in Known
Space. Unfortunately these achievements are little comfort to any particular adolescent kzin who,
regardless of station of birth, can only look forward to a lifetime of status-driven combat with a better
than even chance of violent death.

Kefan Brasseur

Senior Fellow for Nonhuman Studies
Kardish University

Alpha Plateau

Plateau
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THE ANVIL

We are Kzin-ti because we are wild, born of Savannah and Jungle. We are Kzin-ti because we are
hunters swift and silent, cunning and strong. We are Kzin-ti because we are warriors, with honor
won in battle and proved in blood. We are Kzin-ti, we are the hunters, we are Kzin-ti.

—Saga of the Fanged God
- “» - ™ B B - - L] -
ped e god o pa b en o e by

Thezitragor paused, head coming up to scan the area, delicate nose sniffing inquisitively. The beast

seemed nervous, as though it sensed something wrong, but after a long moment it lowered its head to the
rivulet to drink.

Watching from his concealment on a rock behind a spreading burstflower bush, Pouncer twitched his tail
unconsciously, eyes locked on his prey. It was a good four leaps away, drinking where the little stream
narrowed and speeded up before disappearing around a bend in the canyon. It wasn't the easiest place
for thezitragor to drink, but it was safer by far than the larger pool where Pouncer was waiting.

Had it scented him? No, the light breeze was still in his face, and it would not have stayed if it knew a
predator was in the area. Its nervousness was just well applied caution. Would it come closer? The air
smelled of ozone, alive with the promise of a gathering storm, but overhead the sun burned hot in clear
blue sky flecked with a few white clouds. Somewhere nearby a charge suppressor was neutralizing
high-altitude ions to prevent the clouds from building up to thunderheads. That allowed the wind to carry
the uncondensed moisture over the high Long Range mountains to moisten the Plain of Stgrat beyond
them, but the ground here in the foothills was parched as a result. Thezitragor was feeling the effects of
the drought, and it was thirsty, very thirsty. Pouncer settled lower on his rock, his hunt-cloak blending
with the vegetation around him. He waited. It needed to come closer. Av’pren blurred past, its wings a
high keening note. Pouncer looked up sharply, ready to run, but it was alone. A singlev'pren bite was a
trivial annoyance, but when they swarmed they were lethal.

Thezitragor looked up again and seemed to hesitate. Had it heard thev'’pren ? Had it seen his motion?
Four leaps was a long way to go if he wanted to ensure his kill. Azitragor could outrun a kzin with a
four-leap head start, seven times in eight. It looked around, flicking its ears, then bent to drink again.
Pouncer gathered himself for the leap and willed the beast to come closer. It swallowed in quick gulps,
looked up, twisting its long neck around to scan behind it. A swiftwing rustled in the bushes behind it, and
it started, half turning. This was it! But thezitragor didn't run and Pouncer didn't leap. It scanned the area
again, scenting the air, then returned to drink again. It was agitated, but its thirst was stronger than its
fear. Perhaps it had scented the rest of the hunting party on the plateau above the canyon. His father and
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brother and the others were hunting as a group, but Pouncer preferred his own company. He might not
gain as many kills by himself, but they were his own, and that was important. Politics claimed more
attention than prey when the Patriarch led a hunt, and Pouncer had little liver for the toadying of courtiers
trying to gain his father's favor. In two days the Great Pride Circle of all the Patriarchy met, and
Great-Pride-Patriarchs and double-named Emissaries had been arriving from beyond the singularity for
the last Hunter's Moon. Many of them had never been to Kzinhome before, and they came with strange
foods and stranger customs, retinues of retainers, trains of slaves, and any number of demands,
pronouncements, propositions, and intrigues. And all of them wanted nothing more than to share a hunt
with the Patriarch, or failing that, his oldest heir. When Y ounger-Brother mentioned this water-hole,
Pouncer had leapt at the chance to lead himself on his own private hunt.

Thezitragor looked up nervously, then went back to drinking. If only it would come closer!
Unconsciously Pouncer's lips curled back from his fangs. Not that Younger-Brother's suggestion was
free of intrigue itself. He knew Pouncer's preference for solitude, and with First-Son-of-Meerz-Rrit away
by himself, the attention would fall to Second-Son. Pouncer licked his chops, concentrating on the
zitragor . Let him play his palace games ofstrakh and precedence. Today was a day for the chase.

Thezitragor turned and jumped into the bushes. Pouncer screamed and leapt. The kill scream was
meant to paralyze prey, but this victim was simply galvanized into full flight. Four leaps later it had a
five-leap lead, clearing a fallen tangletree and dodging sideways. Pouncer kept his eyes focused on its
hindquarters, running on all fours, putting every sinew into every stride. He managed to close the distance
to three leaps, gulping air in deep pants, and then his quarry dodged sideways and the distance widened
as his claws dug into the dirt to make the turn. No! It would not get away! His muscles were already
screaming with fatigue, but Pouncer drove his legs forward, gained back a leap when it half-stumbled
over a boulder, gained another when he anticipated a dodge and cut the corner as it tried to shake him./¢
is tiring too , he told himself. He could almost taste it, fresh meat in his fangs, blood squirting warm and
rich down his throat. His kill! A single leap in front of him. It would not get away. Half a leap!

Thezitragor burst through a line of shrubs and Pouncer followed, fangs extended for the kill. A gray wall
loomed in front of him, ivory tusks gleaming, huge bodies milling aimlessly as they grazed.

Tuskvor!

Pouncer skidded to a stop, nearly falling. The exhaustedzifragor dodged between two of the hulking
beasts. Agitated by its passage, one of the herd-mothers bellowed. Pouncer dropped to the ground, still
as death, letting his hunt cloak settle over him.7uskvor rarely came so high out of the jungle below, but it
was late summer, fodder was scarce, and they would be migrating soon. Farther back in the herd another
bellow answered the first, and the herd began to stir. Pouncer's heart pounded. If they charged he would
die, it was that simple. Atuskvor 's umbering walk was not much slower than a kzin could run, and they
could walk all day. A herd charge mowed down all before it. He slowly adjusted his hunt cloak around
his body to conceal himself better.

In front of him a vast herd-grandmother turned ponderously, tossing the air with her tusks. She must
have outweighed him eight-cubed to one, big as a scout craft from her long neck to her armored tail. The
great beast turned slowly to face him, her huge eyes staring. The gentle breeze carried her heavy musk to
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his nostrils. She snorted, thrusting her tusks in threat display. 7uskvor had good vision, but hunt cloaks
were nearly perfect camouflage. Had she seen him? Pouncer began to back slowly away, seeking the
cover of the bushes behind him. A smaller herd-mother bellowed, and her young crowded close behind
her for safety. The beasts stirred restlessly, and the grandmother angrily uprooted a bramblebush. She
knew something was wrong, but she hadn't seen him. Not yet.

Slowly he raised himself to all fours and carefully, paw by paw, crawled backward, keeping low, using
what cover he could. The grandmother flapped her ears and seemed to settle down. One of the young
began to drink from its mother's teats, and Pouncer allowed himself to relax slightly. Behind him a
swiftwing called as it launched itself into the air. It banked overhead, riding the rising air currents out of
the mouth of the canyon. The clouds were piling up in the sky overhead, converging into pillars that
climbed for the top of the atmosphere, and the scent of ozone was stronger now. Despite the charge
suppressors there would be a storm in the afternoon, a big one. The swiftwing banked again as the wind
changed, rippling through Pouncer's fur.

The wind! It would carry his scent . . . Even as he thought it, the herd grandmother snorted, head coming
back around to peer at him. She snorted again at the rank scent of carnivore and bellowed, the booming
cry echoing from the canyon walls. The others in the herd answered. Ponderously the beast started
toward him, her momentum building. Others moved with it; the herd was charging. Pouncer turned and
sprang into a run. Fire burned in his legs, already spent from thezitragor chase, but the growing rumble
behind him was reason enough to ignore it. Bellow after bellow shook the air. He leapt over the same
trunk thezitragor had in its flight, breath coming now in gasps. Behind him the rumble grew to thunder.
He risked a glance backward and saw the herd bearing down on him like a living avalanche, half
obscured in its own dust. He had enough of a lead to escape, perhaps, if he could run until the charge ran
out of momentum. Ahead of him the canyon narrowed and the vegetation thickened. That would slow
him down but not the herd. Exhaustion weighed on his legs, but he drove himself forward, angling toward
a clearer corridor. Behind him the pounding feet drew nearer, the herd grandmother bellowing in rage.
They had his scent, and they weren't going to stop until they overran him. At the head of the canyon large
rocks had fallen from the cliffface, too big for atuskvor to tumble, too high for them to gore him. If he
could get on top of one of those he would be safe, if he reached them with enough strength to leap to the
top.

He risked another look back, saw the herd-grandmother's narrowed eyes fixed on him. If he reached
them at all . . . The herd had noticeably narrowed the gap. Saplings snapped like twigs as they came to
the heavier vegetation, and thick bramblebushes were pounded into the dirt.

Nothing survived a herd charge, it was common knowledge. Nothing a kzin could carry could take
down atuskvor , save for a lucky head shot, and a herd held eight-cubed of the beasts.

The body follows where the mind leads.Guardmaster's training ran through his brain. Pouncer's legs
were spent but he ran on, inexorably slowing. He came on the stream where he'd waited so patiently for
thezitragor and leapt it without hesitation, putting everything he had into it. On the far side a rock rolled
under his foot and he tumbled, slamming hard against the rocks as he fell, just as the herd-grandmother
bellowed in rage. Pain flared in his hip as he came to his feet. They were almost on him and he could run
no farther.
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"Sl're!!!

His head snapped around at the shout. A gravcar! Guardmaster! It swooped down ten leaps ahead of
him and he put every sinew into one last burst of speed, ignoring the pain, feeling the ground trembling
under the herd behind him as they splashed into the stream. He leapt for the car's open back,
Guardmaster's paws pulling him inboard even as the pilot lifted out. The car jolted sideways as the
herd-grandmother's tusks slammed into it in a vain attempt to wrench her quarry from the sky. One paw
slipped free and for a moment he dangled, not enough strength left to keep himself from falling into the
churning mass of flesh below, then he was grabbed again, hauled bodily into the vehicle to lie panting on
the floor. Concerned eyes looked down into his.

"Myowr-Guardmaster!" He could barely get the words out. "Thank the Fanged God!"

"Sire! Are you injured?" His mentor's worry was clear.

"Only my pride." Pouncer panted, recovering himself. He ran a paw down his side to his hip. Pain flared
again but nothing seemed broken.

"Only a fool stalkstuskvor ."

"It was azitragor , but it knew where to run for safety." Pouncer breathed in heavy gasps. "I owe you
my life."

"Meerz-Rrit would end my line if I let his eldest son be trampled."

"Where is my father?"

"He made his kill. He's returning to the Citadel. I was coming to let you know that."

"Fortune is with me in your presence."

"You shouldn't hunt alone. Not even here, much less the jungle."

"Y ou know about that?" Pouncer had thought his private expeditions to the dangerous jungle verge were
his own secret.

Guardmaster rippled his ears in amusement. "I know everything. I was once my father's eldest."
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"Hrrr." Pouncer grimaced. "Then you know my thoughts on Patriarchal hunts."

Guardmaster rippled his ears again. "Second-Son does not share your reticence."

"Black-Stripe yearns for thestrakh of the Patriarchy. If he felt the burden of its responsibility he would
be less eager."

"It would not hurt you to practice your diplomacy. Balancing the factions is vital."

"When I am Patriarch I will outlaw factions. I want no one currying favor with me."

Guardmaster's whiskers twitched, and he turned a paw over to contemplate his claws. "Some things
even the Patriarch cannot command."

The older kzin turned to give direction to the pilot, and Pouncer looked out over the side as the gravcar
slid over the hills, south toward the Hrungn valley. Thetuskvor herd had eaten a huge swath through the
savannah and into the foothills where they had started their charge. From that point forward the ground
was churned, vegetation and everything else crushed into the dirt. Pouncer looked away. It could have
been him down there. Itwould have been him, save for blind luck. Some things not even the Patriarch
could command.

The Great Prides require a great master.

—Si-Rrit

Stkaa-Emissary paced restlessly, impatient and nervous at once, waiting in the Patriarch's quarters for
the Patriarch to get back from his hunt. Occasionally he stopped to take in the vista. He had never been
to Kzinhome before, but everything about it, the smells, the colors, the very air, told him he washome,
home in a way that even his native W'kkai had never been, much as he missed it. Still, the panorama gave
him no pleasure. The Patriarch's Tower was the tallest structure in the Citadel by design and the tallest on
the planet by decree. Its windows gave him a panoramic view of the vast fortress and the rolling
countryside beyond it. Surrounding the Citadel were small groups of low buildings built of stone and
stonewood, the homes and shops of smallholders and crafters who served those who served the
Patriarch. Farther out he could see great expanses of ripening fields,zsahk andmeeflri for the grazing
meat beasts. The vista was broken up by the huge tracts of forestland that marked the hunt parks of the
Lesser Prides of Kzin, whose smaller strongholds were scattered across the plain like children's toys.
Everywhere the riding lights of gravcars sparkled like flashflits in the early dusk, shuttling between the
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splashes of light that marked communities and enterprises big and small. On the eastern horizon the last
rays of the setting sun glinted from the steady stream of freighters shuttling to the spaceport called
Sea-of-Stars from the orbital dockyards invisible overhead. At regular intervals sat the domes of
space-defense weapons, firepower enough to rip a fleet from orbit. Eight-to-the-sixth kzinti and
eight-to-the-seventh slaves occupied half a continent here, churning out products from wine to warships.
The Plain of Stgrat was the single greatest concentration of military and economic power in the
Patriarchy.

To Stkaa-Emissary it seemed insignificant. He had been to Earth.

The doors opened and he spun around, expecting the Patriarch's advance guard. There was only a single
kzin, followed by a buzzing Whrloo slave and a floating servitorb.

"Where is . . ." He began, then caught sight of the crimson sash and the sigil on it. "Patriarch! I abase
myself."

Meerz-Rrit waved away his crouching obeisance. "Stkaa-Emissary, welcome to my home."

Stkaa-Emissary studied Meerz-Rrit carefully. The Patriarch comes without guards, without
retainers. Does this mean I have his trust, or is he simply that confident? The Patriarch was tall and
very fit. The handle of his variable sword was well worn, its scabbard made for ease of use and not
ostentation. His belt held no more than a pawful of ears.He does not need to duel often , Emissary
decided,but when he does he wins.

"Clean kill I trust, Patriarch?"

There were half a dozen ornateprrstet in the room, set around a low obsidian table polished to a mirror
gloss. Meerz-Rrit hopped on to one and reclined, inviting his guest into another with an open paw.

"Clean kill, Emissary. It was a satisfying one, a primezitragor ." Four Kdatlyno filed into the room,
carrying the still warm kill on a large platter, now cut into thick slices and seasoned. A pair of pointed
skeceri blades skewered the meat so it could be handled and cut without bloodying the paws.

Stkaa-Emissary jumped up and settled himself carefully. "It is an honor to share it with you, Patriarch."
He began carefully, pausing to spear a section of haunch with hisskeceri and tear at it, savoring the juices
and spice. It was prime indeed, like nothing he had ever tasted on W'kkai.

"[ trust you find your chambers comfortable." Meerz-Rrit was solicitous, polite to a fault.

"The House of Victory is both spacious and lavish."
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"And your colleagues are congenial, I trust."

"It is an honor to meet the leaders of the Great Prides, and fascinating to see how our species has
adapted to life among the stars. There are more ways to be kzinti than I ever imagined." He paused
before getting down to business. "My goal here is simple, Patriarch. As you know, Stkaa Pride has borne
the brunt of the campaign against the monkeys."

"With honor, if not success." The Patriarch beckoned to the Whrloo, which picked up a decanter and
two flagons from the servitorb and buzzed to the table with them. "This isshasca ."

"Thank you Patriarch." Emissary lifted his flagon and sipped; the rich blending of fresh blood and
fermented berry was exquisite on his palate. "It is excellent."l am evolved for this world , he thought,
and drank more deeply before continuing. "Thekz zeerkti present us a unique problem. Not only have we
been unable to conquer them, but we have lost entire worlds to their counterattacks. Now our base on
Ch'Aakin has fallen, and W'kkai itself is suffering grievously under human embargo. Even this we retain
only because they have not chosen to take it."

"Hrrrr. In the time of my thrice-grandsire they besieged Kzinhome itself. Their forbearance is surprising.”

"It is not mercy that stops them." Emissary paused for emphasis, drank again from the flagon. "The
situation is not acceptable, not for Stkaa Pride, not for the Patriarchy, not for our species. We must
finally subjugate them."

"A worthy goal, and one I am surprised Stkaa Pride has not already accomplished." Stkaa-Emissary
flattened his ears at the implied criticism. "What will you ask of Rrit Pride in this regard?" Meerz-Rrit
speared a hunk ofzitragor haunch and wolfed it down.

"The humans represent a threat such as our species has never experienced before. I believe they now
pose a threat not only to Stkaa Pride but to the entire Patriarchy. When the Great Pride Circle meets I
intend to ask for the participation of all the Great Prides in an extended campaign to eliminate the monkey
menace permanently." Stkaa-Emissary made the open-pawed gesture of deference. "With your support,
Patriarch, I am sure we will get it."

"And your dispute with the Cvail Pride?"

"Cvail Pride presents a problem. Chmee-Cvail hopes to strangle us in order to gain for himself what we
have lost."

"With some considerable success, I understand."
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"Unfortunately true, Patriarch. A key factor in the loss of Ch'Aakin was our difficulty in moving supplies
due to the intransigence of Cvail Pride."

Meerz-Rrit turned a paw over in contemplation. "So perhaps Rrit Pride should throw itself behind Cvail
Pride. Their success is a measure of a prowess that perhaps you lack."

"No!" Emissary's ears snapped up and forward. "Patriarch, this is no longer a matter of gainingstrakh
enough for a world or a fleet. Great Pride rivalry weakens us, and we are in grave danger. This is a
matter of species survival."

"The monkeys possess only a pawful of worlds. Your pride's inability to defeat them speaks poorly of
you, and now you inflate their prowess to excuse your incompetence." Meerz-Rrit fixed his gaze on
Emissary.We shall see how he defends himself .

"It is not the number of worlds that counts, Patriarch, but the number of sentients. Their homeworld
numbers thrice-eight-to-the-eight-and-three individuals. Thrice-eight-to-the-eight-and-three! Their
military potential is tremendous and their savagery unimaginable."

"Savagery." Meerz-Rrit flipped his tail dismissively. "How much ferocity does an herbivore need to catch
aroot?"

"As herbivores they do not understand the dangers of unrestrained aggression. These creatures do not
fight wars like any other species. They fight without regard for spoils, they do not try to capture slaves,
possess no concept of honor. They give no thought to the use of the land they acquire and thus use
conversion weapons without restraint. Their single focus is the annihilation of their enemy, ofuss . They
destroy utterly what they cannot possess, even what they simply do not care to possess."

"Surely you exaggerate."

"I wish I did, Patriarch. On Hssin they ruptured the domes from space; slaves and warriors alike
drowned in their own blood. It was not a battle, not a conquest, just honorless slaughter; they did not
even bother to scour the ruins for booty. It was the same on Ch'Aakin. I was there, and few enough of us
escaped with our lives."

"So you say. And yet time and again they have failed to follow up on their initial success. If they were as
fearsome as you claim we would long ago be their slave race."

"As herbivores they do not understand the folly of leaving wounded quarry alive. Believe me when |
speak of their ferocity. They have no interest in slaves or booty. What does thetuskvor want with meat?
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But when the hunter draws close the herd will charge and trample all before it, not for gain but for safety."

"Yet surely leading the entire Patriarchy in hunt-conquest cannot fail to enhance thestrakh of Stkaa Pride
at the expense of Cvail Pride." Meerz-Rrit narrowed his eyes. "Perhaps even at my own expense."

"Strakhis no use to slaves, or to the dead. When we met thekz zeerkti we enjoyed tremendous
advantages in technology and space warfare experience. We failed to conquer them. Each new attempt
has been better organized and better equipped, and yet now we lose ground. Their technology has
become fully the equal of our own."

"It is not technology that wins wars, it is the courage of the warriors."

"Only where the combatants meet with honor, Patriarch. The way the monkeys wage war, only raw
industrial strength counts. Already on their few worlds they match the entire Patriarchy. They never duel
among themselves, so nothing slows their growth rate but lack of space, and they are content, even
eager, to crowd closer than a basketful of kits."

"Hrrr. I have seen the images."Not that I have quite believed them. Emissary had too much status to
lie, but Meerz-Rrit had no doubt he was presenting the truth to his pride's best advantage.

"T have been there! I went to negotiate with their rulers on Earth, in a city called Nyewrrk. In a structure
the size of this tower eight-cubed, even eight-to-the-fourth might live." He gestured out the tower
windows. "And from here to the horizon was nothing but more buildings larger still, immensely larger,
dwellings stacked likepirtitz on a platter."

Meerz-Rrit wrinkled his nostrils. "My nose is offended already."

"You cannot understand, Patriarch!" Stkaa-Emissary fought down the urge to gag at the memory. "They
wallow in their own filth. The sky is literally brown with pollutants, and their drinking water reeks of the
chemicals they must use to strip their own sewage from it. I could not eat for days. But this is how they
live. And from space you can see the lights at night, every continent is a solid mass of light! The entire
planet is populated like this."

"I am convinced of their decadence, Emissary. What is your point?"4And what is his aim here? What is
the deeper game?

"We are no longer the predators here, we can no longer scream and leap. They breed likevatach , so
fast that on Earth they must have reproductive laws to prevent them drowning in the flesh of their
offspring. On a colony the population doubles and redoubles as you watch! Unchecked they will
inevitably expand into our sphere and overrun us as casually as thezitragor moves to fresh stands of
grass. They have no liver for conquest, but their social system makes it inevitable."
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"As does ours."

"Exactly, Patriarch. One species must be conquered by the other, there is no other way. I am naturally
convinced that it should be ours that prevails."

Meerz-Rrit extended his claws and contemplated them. "Y our arguments are compelling, Emissary."
"The facts speak for themselves, Patriarch."
"They do. My question is, what facts aren't speaking now?"

"I don't understand."

"Let me give you the scent. Stkaa Pride has fought this conquest war for generations now and has failed
miserably. Cvail Pride seeks your ears."

"Cvail Pride's ears will swing with ours on the monkey's belt."
"I understand they have declaredskalazaal.”

He knows!Stkaa-Emissary managed to control his reaction. Did the Patriarch know, or merely suspect?
"The Honor-War is a pride matter. I cannot speak for my patriarch."

"Of course not." Meerz-Rrit quaffed his flagon, inhaling the rich taste of theshasca . The smell masked
the subtle hint of fear that had crept into Stkaa-Emissary's scent, but that had already been enough to
confirm his theory. Patriarch's Telepath had been correct, and Cvail Pride was at Stkaa Pride's throat.
Skalazaal had returned to the Patriarchy. That had serious implications for Rrit Pride. He looked out the
windows at the flitting lights in the darkening sky. And if half of what Emissary was saying about the
monkeys was true, the Patriarchy faced a dangerous adversary even as its internal frictions rose./ must
have Rrit-Conserver's counsel on this, and I must see the monkeys for myself . Soon enough he
would meet a monkey, when his brother Yiao-Rrit returned from his own mission to thekz zeerkti
patriarch in Nyewrrk, but there was no need for Stkaa-Emissary to know that. He raised his flagon to
Emissary. "Theshasca is excellent, is it not?"

All warfare is based on deception.
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—Si-Rrit

Through the panoramic windows ofDistant Trader 's bridge the spidery gantries of the Patriarch's Dock
loomed vast, scout ships and streamlined lighters gliding past transfer stations like swiftwings in a forest.
Raarrgh-Captain and Lead-Pilot muttered back and forth to Docking Control as they slid into position.
Behind them, Kchula-Tzaatz watched the scene spin slowly as the freighter gave way to a pair of Hunt
class battleships, bulking huge as they cleared the docks, one behind the other. Their armored hulls slid
past so close that Kchula could see the gunners in their turret blisters. He repressed the urge to duck; he
could not allow himself to show fear in front of inferiors. Kzinhome itself backdropped the scene, a
beautiful blue-white sphere looming overhead, new continents coming into view with the ponderous grace
of its rotation. Kchula-Tzaatz raked his claws across the vista.Soon, very soon now, it will be mine.

The battleships floated clear of the docking area, hung there for a long, pregnant moment as their
navigators confirmed their courses, then vanished to pinpricks, eight-squared gravities of acceleration
taking them out of sight in an eyeblink. An instant later they had faded to invisibility, heading for the edge
of the system, for hyperspace, for death or glory on some unknown mission at the Patriarch's behest.

Kchula-Tzaatz purred to himself in ill-concealed pleasure. Two less to deal with when the time came, not
that it mattered. Ship-to-ship battle against the might of the Rrit fleet was not the way to victory. It was
cunning, not strength, that would bring him to power.

And before that could happen, he had to face his enemy. His purr faded and his ears flattened
unconsciously. Before he could secure power he would have to face the Patriarch in his own stronghold.
Already parts of the scheme were in motion. If any of them failed he would be vulnerable.

"Our arrival is late, Raarrgh-Captain." Not that it mattered, but upbraiding his subordinate served to
relieve his worry.

"My apologies, sire. Traffic is heavy." Raarrgh-Captain showed a disappointing lack of submission in his
reply, concentrated as he was on the docking procedures.

Kchula twitched his tail in ill-suppressed agitation, unable to think of a reason to castigate Lead-Pilot as
well. Finally he turned on his heel and strode from the navigation bridge to the command deck.

"Telepath!"

Kchula's Telepath lolled on a lowprrstet in a corner, eyes partially unfocused and carrying the yellowish
staining characteristic of his addiction to thesthondat lymph extract that brought his powers to life and
chained him to a life of statusless servitude.
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"Sire!" The bleary eyes struggled to focus.

"What is in the Patriarch's mind?"

The eyes unfocused, and Telepath drifted away long enough for Kchula to become impatient. Eventually

he came back to awareness. "Apologies, sire. The range is far too great and my talents are not that
strong."

Kchula snarled. "Don't dishonor yourself with deception. I can tell when your mind is connected."
"I sense only Patriarch's Telepath, sire. His presence is great even here."

"Well, what is thatsthondat thinking then?"

"I sense only his presence. His mind is too strong to penetrate. He blocks his thoughts from me, and the
thoughts of those around him."

Kchula kicked at the hapless addict. "What use are you?"

"I serve to the best of my abilities, sire."

"Useless cur!" He aimed another kick at Telepath, who cringed backward.

Ftzaal-Tzaatz moved forward, black fur sleek over lean muscles. He raised a paw to intercede.

"Telepath may yet prove a valuable resource, brother." His voice was a silky purr. "Perhaps patience is a
valid approach here."

Kchula-Tzaatz slashed the air in annoyance. "You would counsel patience to a stone." Nevertheless he
desisted in his assault on Telepath, who took the opportunity to infuse moresthondat extract. "I lack

power. Why do I lack power? Because I am surrounded by incompetents. The Patriarch does not
contend with such inadequacies."

"It is inevitable that Meerz-Rrit's resources exceed yours. Were it not so you would not desire his
station."
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"You give me empty philosophy, brother. You've spent too long with the Black Priest cult. I need
information. I will be on that planet in his stronghold. I will be vulnerable, do you understand? What if we
have been compromised?"

"We would know by now. The Patriarch would have acted and our informants would have passed on
the information"

"Your faith in your informants is touching."

"I have no faith in any single source. But put together, yes, I am confident we would learn of anything
important."

"Perhaps the Patriarch has laid a trap." Kchula's hind claws extended on their own, digging into the
resilient flooring,

"Are you nervous, brother?" Ftzaal kept his voice carefully neutral.

"Nervous." Kchula looked up sharply, searching the black kzin's face for any sign of impertinence.
"Don't be ridiculous."

"I and myFz"yeer will be your shield." Ftzaal lifted the ornately carved pommel of his variable sword
from his belt and hefted it.

"As skilled as you are, two-eights ofF'#z'yeer will not stand against a fortress full of Rrit."

"They will when the Rrit are busy defending the walls from our warriors. Great rewards demand great
risks."

"Great risks are managed through control of information." Kchula snapped the words. "We lack any."

"We have what we need."

"Ktronaz-Commander's Heroes?" Kchula-Tzaatz changed the subject before it came any closer to his
own fears

"They will leap on your command."
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"Therapsariare prepared?"

"Rapsarmaster has been industrious. The beasts are thawed and ready, and the assassin is already in
position."

"You are certain of that?"

"As certain as possible. It was launched; I have had no word of its interception."

"It is set then." Kchula paused, realizing that he was now merely hesitating. "Curse the Fanged God, I
wish I knew what was in the Patriarch's mind." He spat at the now comatose Telepath.

"We have the traitor. If everything else fails the traitor will not."

"Yes, we have the traitor." Kchula breathed deep to calm himself. Ftzaal-Tzaatz's words were meant to
soothe, and so he responded as if they had worked. There was no point letting his brother see concern
turn to fear, but inwardly he remained unconvinced. There was always a balance to be struck between
risk and reward. In this case the reward was tremendous, the risks . . . acceptable. In games of stealth
you could never be sure who was the stalker and who the prey. The hidden blade was the deciding
factor, but was the traitor really theirs?

There was no way to know, and no point in delaying. Kchula turned and strode back onto the navigation
bridge. "Raarrgh-Captain, have my shuttle prepared!" His voice was harsher than it needed to be. Better
they fear my wrath than sense my fear.Great rewards demand great risks, Kchula-Tzaatz well
understood the dynamics of power. Usually he managed to arrange it so the reward fell to him while the
risk fell to someone else. Not this time.

The warrior is known by the clarity of his thoughts and the purity of his purpose. To clear your
mind you must rise above your emotions. Fear is death, for fear brings paralysis, leaving you
helpless before your foe. Rage is death, for anger brings the kill fury, which slays first your own
judgment. The warrior stands his ground with clarity of purpose, attacks without rage, defends
without fear. The warrior can never be less than honorable, for the warrior chooses with clear
mind a purpose higher than himself.

—Conserver's teaching

The arena floor was deep in sand—difficult footing. The smell of hot dust filled Pouncer's nose as he
shifted his rear leg, the pommel of his variable sword in rest position. He thumbed its extend button and
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the almost invisible magnetically stiffened wire slid from the coil inside to its full length. He centered the
weapon between his breastbone and groin and tilted his grip until the blue marker ball at its tip was
aligned precisely on his opponent's nose:v'scree, the resting guard position of the single combat form.

A leap and a half away Myowr-Guardmaster's eyes narrowed to slits, ears flat on his skull as he
changed stance to receive the attack.

"You're a coward." he spat. "You don't deserve the name of Rrit."

The insult stung, and Pouncer dropped to attack crouch and leapt to avenge it in a single, fluid motion.
His weapon came back, kill scream echoing from the bare stone walls. He landed and let his momentum
carry him forward, sweeping the sword at his adversary's throat where there was a gap in his mag armor,
but Guardmaster was already dropping to a knee and his own sword was coming around to amputate
Pouncer's legs. Pouncer leapt vertically, and the blow went under his feet. He swung again on his way
down but the blade glanced oft Guardmaster's mag armor. Guardmaster kicked up from his position on
the ground and connected with Pouncer's wrist, sending his variable sword flying. Pouncer fell back,
empty-handed as his opponent rolled to his feet and advanced on him, variable sword raised for the kill.
Fear is death, he told himself, picturing the ground behind him as he moved backward, watching not his
opponent's weapon but the shoulder of the arm that held it. Before the weapon could move the arm must
move. Before the arm could move the shoulder must move.

"You don't deserve the name ofsthondat! " Guardmaster spat the words in disgust.

And before the shoulder can move, the mind must move. Myowr-Guardmaster was confident, his
stance solid. Pouncer could sense his developing attack . . .

There!He screamed and leapt before his opponent could, claws extended as though they could rip mag
armor. Guardmaster pivoted out of the way and Pouncer went past, to roll and recover and attack again,
but Guardmaster fell back and countered. As he did, Pouncer dropped sideways to the ground, kicked
out, and connected with his opponent's ankle. Guardmaster tumbled forward, overbalanced with his
forward momentum, and Pouncer rolled to one side to avoid the molecular blade coming down at his
head. He flipped to his feet, only to be knocked backward as his opponent back-kicked from below and
swung around. He found himself flat on his back with the tip of Guardmaster's variable sword a
paw-span from his nose.Fear is death, he told himself again, but fear was not the only emotion that led
to death, and he could see his own face snarled in kill rage in the perfect mirror of Guardmaster's
breastplate.

"Your line ends here,sthondat ." Guardmaster's words were laced with contempt, and Pouncer knew he
had lost.

"Hold!" By the wall First Trainer had his arms upraised, stopping the duel. "First positions."
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Panting hard, Pouncer retrieved his variable sword and made the chest-to-nose-to-chest gesture that
acknowledged his opponent's victory. Guardmaster responded in kind. "Well fought, Pouncer. Well
fought, but you leapt with anger again."

"Y ou taught me yourself, when in doubt, attack."

"And were you unsure of what I was going to do?"

"I knew you were about to attack."

"I know you knew, I saw it in your eyes. So you had no doubt, but you attacked anyway. When you are
sure of your opponent's intent, anticipate it in order to defeat him. When you are unsure, attack to make
him unsure also, but do not overcommit yourself."

Pouncer moved back to his starting point. "You insulted me, Guardmaster."

The battle scarred warrior rippled his ears. "Of course. I fight to win, and if I can cloud your mind with
anger Iwill win. Insults will not kill you, but losing self-control is fatal. Rage is death. Anger makes you
fight hard, but you cannot win if your mind is not clear."

"It is easier to say than to exercise."

"One day you will be Patriarch, Pouncer, and then you will have no one but yourself to keep your rage in
check."

"I will do better, Guardmaster." Pouncer took a deep breath to ready himself for the next bout. "Again,
First Trainer?" He moved to resting guard position in anticipation of the command.

"Again!V'scree! "

"Wait!" All three of them looked up to the gallery that ran around the top of the arena.
Second-Son-of-Meerz-Rrit was there watching them. Pouncer's younger brother had the same
Rrit-characteristic orange/black coat as he did, but he was short and broad compared to Pouncer's lean
form, with a distinctive series of black bands along his shoulders and back.

"Your training time is long over, Elder-Brother. This is my time for the Arena."

A momentary annoyance washed over Pouncer. Second-Son was right, but as always his manner was
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unnecessarily hostile. He raised his ears and kept the irritation from his voice. "Of course, Black-Stripe, |
am tired of looking up at Guardmaster's blade anyway."

Second-Son's lips curled in a suppressed snarl at the sound of his hated familiar-name but he too kept
his voice level. "Rrit-Conserver is expecting you."

"My test is tomorrow, brother."

Guardmaster watched the exchange in distaste, offended by Second-Son's antagonism. He trained
First-Son because he enjoyed it and Second-Son because it was his duty. He hefted his variable sword
and cocked an ear in not-quite-sincere invitation. "Would you care for a bout, Second-Son?"

"I will confine myself to the training drone." Second-Son's voice held an arrogance he was entitled to by
birth if not by ability. "Guardmaster, First Trainer, you are dismissed."

Guardmaster swirled his tail in indifference. "As you wish." Trainer gathered his training aids, turned to
Guardmaster and Pouncer, and gave a claw-rake salute.

"Sires, until tomorrow." He left through the training gate.

Guardmaster turned to Pouncer. "A quick hunt in the Darkmoon Park might make a meal."

Pouncer depowered his mag armor, the perfect mirror surface reverting to lustrous copper, and tossed it
aside for the pierin training slaves to collect. "The Hero's Square Market has easier prey for a tired
student." He rippled his ears in amusement.

Guardmaster twitched his tail as he depowered his own armor. "Hrrr. You know I disapprove of the
risk."

"What risk, with you as my sword and shield?"

"I'm too old to duel on somekzintzag's whim." Guardmaster twitched his whiskers grumpily. "But I'd
better come so you don't get yourself lost."

On the gallery above them Second-Son watched them leave, his lips curling up over his fangs in distaste.
He had been watching them for some time from the shadows of the gallery, his impatience growing
steadily. First-Son used the arena as though it belonged to him, as he acted about all things in the Citadel
of the Patriarch. The knowledge that one day itwould belong to him, along with the Patriarchy and all that
went with it galled Second-Son. The jotok beside him sensed his displeasure and tried to slip away, but a
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curt gesture stopped it. He ignored her, his thoughts occupied with his brother. It pleased him to see
Guardmaster administer humiliation to his father's favored son, but there was no denying Pouncer's skill at
single combat. Second-Son disdained the rigors of the formal combat form and its emphasis on
self-restraint. Instead he preferred live meat. There was little danger in a duel between a hapless slave
and a noble equipped with mag armor and a variable sword, but much excitement. Dueling slaves was
forbidden, and First-Son lacked the liver to defy their father's edict, but simple obedience was not what it
took to wield the power of the Patriarchy. For now there was little that Second-Son could do but bear
his brother's unfounded arrogance and keep his trophies well hidden, but one day his moment would
come. When Second-Son was Patriarch he would wear his ears with pride, and everyone who saw them
would know he backed his rule with his own claws.

With a gesture he ordered the cowering slave onto the arena floor and then screamed and leapt from the
balcony, his variable sword a blur of slash attacks as he channeled the rage he felt at his brother into his
weapon.

Generosity gives a generous life.

—Wisdom of the Conservers

The sun was up and on its way down again, filtering soft light through the high canopy of sheetleaf trees
in the Eastern Park, warm on Pouncer's fur as he and Guardmaster went over the burbling Quickwater at
the River Gate bridge in the outer fortress wall. Once the Citadel had sat on an island in the river, but the
fortress had long since outgrown its boundaries. Only at River Gate was the Citadel's outer wall still
protected by water. Upstream the other fork flowed through an ornate portcullis in the Middle Rampart
to form the centerpiece of several of the parks and gardens within. Around River Gate smallholdings
were scattered, visible here and there between the huge, gray sheetleaf trunks, largely the homes of those
who served at the Citadel. Pouncer threaded his way down the wide paths, enjoying the stretch of his
muscles after the hard training session.

"One day you will be challenged here." Guardmaster reemphasized his disapproval. The safety of the
Patriarch's heir was his responsibility.

Pouncer rippled his ears. "I imagine myself equal to it with you by my side." Guardmaster's deadly
precision with a variable sword was legendary across all of Kzinhome.

"A wise warrior chooses his opponents, sire. He doesn't let his opponents choose him. You are the
Patriarchy."

Pouncer waved a dismissive paw. "My father is the Patriarchy. [ am only his son, and he has many
sons."

"You are the oldest, and by far the most worthy to succeed him."
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Pouncer rippled his ears, understanding the implied comparison with his next-oldest brother.
"Black-Stripe is young yet. I remember when you took another unruly and disobedient kitten into
training."

Guardmaster's irritation faded at Pouncer's humor. "That one has improved with the seasons."

"And has some improving yet to do."

"You are too hard on yourself, sire. You have mastered a great deal for your age."

"My father cannot walk in the market." Pouncer changed the subject, uncomfortable with praise for a
performance he felt was substandard. "His leadership is too important to risk. But thekzintzag will see his
son and know the Patriarchy doesn't hide behind the Citadel walls. It is important."

Guardmaster was silent.He is right , he thought to himself. Which does not mean I have to like it.

It was some distance to the market, but the breeze was heavy with its scent, the urine marks of the stall
holders, hot metal from a coppersmith's booth, leather from a cloak vendor's, frightened prey animals in
display cages, ozone and oil from gravcars, fresh plasteel from component shops. Pouncer inhaled the
scent, sampling each of its notes with pleasure. There were times, more and more frequently of late, when
he thought it would be easier to live as a crafter did, his days bound by nothing more than the cycle of
trade and tradition. It was a thought without honor, he knew, but he could not deny its attraction.

The Quickwater bent around into their path once more and the trail took them over an ancient bridge of
mossy stone. Over the rise beyond it was a vast clearing in the canopy, Hero's Square, the ancient
intersection of four great trackways. Once it had been a walled fortress itself, though unlike the Citadel's
continually updated defenses the walls were now more tradition than protection, breached with walkways
over and tunnels through. Workshops crowded tight along the concentric rings of stone, suntiles gleaming
on the rooftops to power the machines inside. There was an audible buzz, machines and slaves and kzinti,
working and bartering and gossiping among the bustling stalls. Gravcars hummed overhead, bringing
goods from all over the plain, from all over the planet, from the edges of the Patriarchy and beyond. If
you couldn't find what you wanted in Hero's Square you could always find someone who could get it for
you.

Pouncer sniffed the air, licked his chops, delighted at the sight. "Come, I'm hungry. Let's go here." He
pointed to agrashi vendor's stall on the less fashionable side of the square.

Guardmaster rippled his lips in distaste. "We can find better than that farther along."
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"Hunger has no time or place." Pouncer headed for his chosen booth.

"I serve the Rurit, sire." Guardmaster's tone was smooth, but his annoyed tail flip made his feelings clear.

It was not the poorest stall in the market, but far from the most lavish. Heavy jars of thick, pungent
sauces lined a polished stonewood countertop attended by an old kzin, his ears tattered and scarred and
his fur faded. Behind the counter were stacked cages ofgrashi , sniffing and scrabbling behind the bars.
Below them larger cages held eights of close-huddledvatach and a handful of some exotic off-world
prey that Pouncer didn't recognize, dappled gray fur and long ears, whiffling noses. Pouncer leaned on
the counter, inhaling the rich scents of the booth. It might not have been the most refined venue, but if his
nose was any measure it served fine food.

The vendor moved to serve them, then made a startled claw-rake salute when he recognized the Sigil of
the Patriarchy tattooed on Pouncer's ears.

Pouncer acknowledged the salute, waved a paw as the old kzin started to abase himself. "What have
you today, Provider?"

"Sire, my humble offerings are surely not worthy of your palate." The vendor continued to abase himself.

"Hunger exalts the simplest food." Pouncer ran his eye over the sauces on display on the counter and the
ranks of caged burrowers behind the vendor. "Are yourgrashi wild?"

"They are, sire. My son hunts beyond the Mooncatchers for them." The vendor stood, somewhat
hesitantly, and came to the counter.

"What sauce do you think best?"

Provider ladled a dish full of dark red sauce from one of the containers and slid it across the counter.
"This is made withfunuska , very tangy but smooth. Please try it." Expertly he fished a wriggling burrower
from one of the cages, beheaded it, and drained its blood into the bowl. Pouncer took the offered bowl
and dipped the still warm body into the sauce, then popped the burrower into this mouth, enjoying the
fresh crunch.

"Y our sauce is excellent!"

"I have newvatach as well, Patriarch, also wild-caught, if you care to sample them." He was already
pulling another jar of sauce forward. "This one is made withnyalzeri eggs." Serving
First-Son-of-Meerz-Rrit would bring him mores¢rakh than a whole season of his usual custom. Now that
his surprise was gone he was anxious to impress.
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"They could not be better than yourgrashi . Two bowls of thistunuska , and twice-eight ofgrashi each."

"Of course. You'll have my finest." The aged kzin ran a practiced eye over his stock, choosing carefully.
Finally satisfied, he expertly fished his quarry from their cages into two wriggling bags and slid them
across the counter. He ladled another bowlful for Guardmaster. "I am honored by your patronage, sire."

"I am honored by your hospitality, Provider." Pouncer took thegrashi bags and handed one to
Guardmaster. They walked in silence for awhile. Toward the center of the square the market plaza
opened into a park with low stone tables under widespread tangletrees. Pouncer disdained them,
choosing instead to relax on a shaded hillock. He set his bowl down carefully, opened his bag and let a
grashi run, pouncing on it like a kitten before dipping it in the bowl. Thegrashi had the deep, musky
flavor that farmedgrashi lacked, and the sauce accented it perfectly. His companion ate slowly, his eyes
far away.

"Something is troubling you, Guardmaster."

Guardmaster looked at Pouncer and concealed his surprise. He had not meant to express his concerns,
even nonverbally.The heir is perceptive, more perceptive than I give him credit for. He weighed his
answer carefully before speaking. "It is not fitting, sire, for the Patriarch's son to share honor with a
streetvendor."

Pouncer made a dismissive gesture. "Are thegrashi not fresh enough for you?"

"Thegrashi are excellent, as are the sauces, but for the First-Son-of-Meerz-Rrit to eat from a market
stall . . ." Guardmaster swept a paw to take in the vast expanse of the square. "There are many fine
places here eager for the patronage of the Patriarch's line, vendors who have spent years building their
reputations, even vendors with half-names. To squander thestrakh of Rrit Pride on a stall merchant, this
is not done."

Pouncer rippled his ears. "You would rather spend the day reclining on a paddedprrstet being hand fed
by trained kzinretti, is that it?"

He knows better than this, thought Guardmaster.He is testing. Why? "The order of things is not lightly
defied, sire. The Lesser Prides are very traditional and they compete keenly for the honor of the
Patriarch. If Rritstrakh is casually dispensed to street rabble there will be talk, and Rritstrakh will be
worth less. Your father needs their solid support now more than ever."

"And the support of thekzintzag is not equally important? Provider'sgrashi are excellent, his sauces rich
and finely spiced. Does he not also deserve a measure of thestrakh so greedily hoarded by those
fortunate enough to be born to a half-name? Today First-Son-of-Meerz-Rrit was his customer. By this


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

evening the whole market will know. By tomorrow he will have not a stall but a house, and if his quality
remains this high, hisstrakh will be no more than he deserves."

"In three days your father sits with the Great Pride Circle, and he will be asked why his son gives honor
to a stall vendor when he would be a welcome guest at any pride on the Plain of Stgrat. Degrade the
honor of Rrit Pride and you degrade the honor of every pride that swears fealty to us."

"And no doubt my father will say that the Patriarchy gives honor to any who deserve it, regardless of
station. Perhaps the Lesser Prides will put more effort into earning their positions and less into parading
what they already have."

Guardmaster was silent, but he looked at Pouncer with new respect.He is impetuous perhaps but he is
growing out of that, and his political sense is already keen. He did not do this casually. He
calculated the effect this would have quite finely, and on every level. He is sending a message to
his father and the Lesser Prides and the kzintzagas to the sort of leader he will be. And to me.
Tomorrow he faces Rrit-Conserver's test. I wonder if he is ready?

Steel is no stronger than the sinew that wields it.

—Si-Rrit

It was twilight, and Third-Guard stood at his post by the River Gate, mag armor gleaming in the fading
light, variable sword held at the ready. His post was mostly ceremonial; the Citadel's weapons systems
reached into high orbit and its sensors extended across half-eight-squared octaves of the electromagnetic
spectrum. He was the last line of defense before the walls of the Citadel itself, and the chance that he
would stop an enemy who had somehow evaded the sophisticated layers of protection above him was
vanishingly slight. Nevertheless he took his post seriously. He served the Rrit, one of the elitezitalyiof the
Patriarch's personal guard. It was an honor, and he would prove himself worthy of it. His equipment was
well maintained, his stance alert and ready.

"Sire! Myowr-Guardmaster!" Third-Guard leapt to attention and claw-raked. The Patriarch's Son and
the leader of thezitalyi! It was well that he presented himself as a warrior should. The Rrit rewarded
fealty and competence above all.

"Good watch, Third-Guard?" Guardmaster's critical eye took in his warrior's equipment and deportment
at a glance, and finding nothing lacking, carried on without comment. Approving silence was high praise
from the taciturn commander. Third-Guard was pleased with himself. He practiced his combat drills
daily. He was lethal with anything from heavy beam weapons to his bare teeth and claws. It was his place
to be that way, now more than ever that the Great Pride Circle was meeting. The leaders of the Great
Prides could not see the gamma ray lasers and mag launchers that protected the Citadel. They could see
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Third-Guard, and it was important that what they saw impressed them. More than one had commented
on the discipline and bearing of the Patriarch's Guard, wishing their own Heroes were at such a standard.
That was heady talk, coming from the double-named rulers of worlds and star sectors.

And they impressed him! Kzinti whose ancestors had left Kzinhome eight-cubed generations ago! The
white-pelted ice-warriors of Churrt Pride, their fur thicker than atuskvor’s, the tall and lean Vdar of
Meerowsk, Dcrz Pride of ancient Kdat with their rarefied rituals. Some of the newcomers' dialects were
barely understandable, their customs uniformly bizarre. The other day Chmee-Cvail himself had swept
through, with a retinue of odd-faced Pierin slaves of a noticeably different breed than those who
belonged to the Rrit, and just before watch he had traded stories with a retainer of Kchula-Tzaatz, heard
tales of jungle hunts on steamy Jotok and the Puppeteer first contact. It was stuff to fire the imagination,
and he had decided then and there to get on the next available ship headed anywhere. There was a
universe out there to conquer, if he only had the liver for it. In the service of the Rrit he could not fail to
win honor.

There was a splash from the Quickwater beneath the bridge. Was it just the play of the waves against
the pilings? It was not repeated, and any other night he would have ignored it. Tonight . . . tonight it was
worth investigating. He leapt easily to the riverbank, tapped his keypad, and brought up a spybot. A
moment later one floated down from perimeter patrol, grav polarizer whining quietly. He beckoned it
forward and gestured under the bridge. Its Al chirped its acknowledgment and the seeker tilted, slid
sideways, and dropped over the rail, searching. A moment later it popped back up again.

All clear.

Good enough. The seeker hummed back up to its patrol circuit and Third-Guard relaxed, went back to
his alert post, and allowed himself a little fantasy of a vast estate on some distant, yet unconquered world.
He would have a name and his kits, yes, his many kits would have names too. End of watch soon, then
back to the barracks and food, and tomorrow he'd see about getting signed on to an assault ship. He
waszitalyi, and any seasoned commander would be glad to take his pledge.

Another splash—therewas something down there. Third-Guard went to the rail and strained his eyes in
the gathering gloom. The water burbled against the bridge supports. He saw tumbled rocks, the gray
stone wall of the citadel rising vertically from the river shore, nothing else.

Something moved in his peripheral vision. He jerked his head up but there was nothing, just more rocks.
He looked closer.Was that rock there before? Something was wrong. He didn't bother with the spybot,
though its sensors were better than his eyes could hope to be; he just leapt the railing and dropped to
attack crouch, beamer ready.

There was a flash of movement, something large and dark coming fast. He swung his weapon up and
around, but too slow. Razor fangs dug into his neck and he felt burning pain and numbness. He tried to
cry out but couldn't. Something dark and scaly filled his vision, its skin rough and rock textured, blending
perfectly with the stone of the citadel wall, and then it faded into invisibility in the twilight as the world
dimmed to blackness.
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1t is said that Telepath knew the minds of his enemies, and so became a great warrior. Because he
also knew the minds of his Pride he became a great leader. None could stand against him, and so
his strakh grew until he was Pride Patriarch, then Great Patriarch, and then finally Patriarch.
And because he knew the minds of ally and foe alike he was a wise Patriarch, but Telepath's
ambition outweighed even his great wisdom, and his yearning for power would not be stilled. He
envied the Fanged God, who had dominion over the entire world and the moons and the stars,
and so he tried to know the mind of the Fanged God that he could then challenge him and take
his place. But no mortal Hero can know the mind of the Fanged God and retain his reason, and so
when Telepath Saw what the Fanged God can See he was driven insane. The Fanged God could
have killed him then, but he gives honor to those brave enough to challenge him, and so spared
Telepath's life in the duel. His reason gone, Telepath was transformed from Patriarch to outcast
czrav in a single day, with no strakh, with no Pride. Cjor became Patriarch, and Telepath was
forgotten. He wandered eight times around the seasons, reduced to hunting sthondats just to
survive. One day he wandered to the Temple of the Black Priests, who took him in and cared for
him. Because he had been eating sthondats this is what they fed him, and when his reason
returned they found a place for him at Cjor's side as his Telepath. And to this day it is the duty of
the Black Priests to care for the telepaths, and to this day they take the lymph of the sthondat and
sit by the Patriarch's side.

—Kitten's Tale: The Legend of Telepath

Pouncer woke early and splashed himself in his bathing pool before allowing his Kdatlyno groomer to
dry and comb his pelt. He was uneasy about his upcoming meeting with Rrit-Conserver. Tests were not
unusual in his life but this one was different, and not only because he had no idea of its nature. The Great
Pride Circle was meeting in two days, Pride-Patriarchs and Emissaries from all the worlds of the
Patriarchy gathered in his father's Great Hall. It was the first such meeting in his lifetime, only the second
in his father's. The Patriarchy was changing; power structures as fixed as the constellations were now in
flux. Even he could see that. What that meant wasn't clear, but he knew it would require him to be a
strong and competent Patriarch, stronger and more competent perhaps than he was capable of being. His
mood did not improve as he left his chambers and walked through the arching stone pillars in the Hall of
Ancestors. The Hall was lined with portraits and statues of long-dead Patriarchs, and their eyes seemed
to follow him as he walked. He felt history bearing on his shoulders like some vast weightstone. It was an
increasingly common reaction in him, an acute instance of the inescapable effect of the imposing bulk of
the Citadel of the Patriarch. The fortress was ancient beyond memory and huge beyond easy
comprehension, a vast warren of towers, walls, courtyards, and passages. The Rrit Dynasty was
thrice-eight-cubed generations old at least, and the Citadel had been their stronghold all that time. Its
origins were long lost in the dim past but it certainly predated space travel. It had been extended and
rebuilt and re-rebuilt so many times that it was doubtful any of the original construction remained. Even
so, the stone floors of the Inner Fortress were worn deeply concave by the paw pads of countless
Patriarchs. How many First-Sons had walked the Hall of Ancestors? They didn't bear counting.

Pouncer had grown up in the Citadel, explored its myriad corridors as a kitten, played in its secret
spaces, dutifully learned its history from the stern Rrit-Conserver. At first the structure had been as
pervasive and unnoticed as the air he breathed, but as he matured he had slowly come to understand
what the vast fortress represented, and was increasingly unable to escape its implications.
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It was aboutpower , nothing more and nothing less. The Citadel was built to protect what belonged to its
keepers and aid them in taking what belonged to others. Every detail of its construction, from the ancient
stone battlements of the Inner Fortress to the mag field generators and laser cannon of the Outer
Fortress, was aimed at that goal. Every tapestry, every holo, every sculpture in it told a part of that story
of conquest. It was a nexus of control, its influence radiating from the Command Lair protected deep
within its heart to the very borders of the Patriarchy, no less than fifty light-years in any direction you
cared to point. That control stretched to vast fleets of warships, uncountable legions of Heroes, orbital
dockyards, bases, colonies, entire star systems, eight sentient slave species, eight-squared Great Prides.
All of them swore fealty to the Patriarch.

And it was certain that Meerz-Rrit deserved that fealty. He was a fearless warrior, cunning tactician,
consummate diplomat. His honor was beyond question and his wisdom beyond measure. He was
everything a Patriarch should, no,must be to exercise control over that vast empire. When he died there
would be no lack of heroic deeds to immortalize in stone and steel, no shortage of tales of valor and
victory to add to the eight-to-the-fourth stanzas of the Rrit Pride saga.

But when Meerz-Rrit died, Pouncer would become Patriarch. From his earliest realization of that fact he
had applied himself diligently to master the skills he would need to rule his father's empire, but the more
he learned the more he found he had yet to learn. He had long since despaired of achieving his father's
greatness. Recently he had come to despair of reaching even minimal competence. He would have given
a lot to have been born to a less demanding role. He rippled his ears at the irony, his mood lifting slightly.
There were few in the Patriarchy, he knew, who would not have eagerly traded places with him, even, no
especially Black-Stripe. His half-brother's ambition was clear, but Second-Son was young yet. A few
more years trying to gain the skills required of a Patriarch would leave him happy to accept the role of
trustedzar'ameer , the Patriarch's right hand, as his uncle Yiao-Rrit did for his father.

His steps brought him through the armory hall to the Puzzle Garden, a great courtyard within the walls of
the Middle Fortress. An intricate hedge maze of manicured scentvine filled most of it, its configuration
changed every High Hunter's Moon by means of clever gates that were themselves puzzles to open. You
could lose a day, or several, trying to find your way through its convolutions to the amusing surprises the
Jotoki tenders hid throughout it, but the maze itself was the least challenging puzzle in the garden. The
best work of the Conundrum Priests came to the Puzzle Garden. Some of the sculptures were
generations old, and some of them had never been solved.

Rrit-Conserver was waiting on a bench near the maze entrance. "You are late,
First-Son-of-Meerz-Rrit."

"T abase myself, Rrit-Conserver. I must confess no eagerness for today."

"So I surmised. And how was yesterday's discipline with Guardmaster?"

"I have much to learn yet. Sometimes I fear I will never master the formal combat forms."
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Conserver nodded. "This is good. You are improving."

"I don't understand, Conserver."

"Single combat, like many disciplines, can never be fully mastered. You may only strive for continuous
improvement. Knowledge of your limitations is the first step to maturity. From maturity comes
self-discipline, which will allow you to excel at the warrior's art."

Pouncer twitched his whiskers. "Your words don't fit my ears."

"In time they will."

"I am here for my test, Conserver. How may I prepare myself?"

"There is no preparation. You are going to visit Patriarch's Telepath." Rrit-Conserver rose, the blue robe
and sash of his station swirling as he led the way to the maze entrance.

A tremor of not-quite-fear ran through Pouncer as he followed. Like all of his kind, Patriarch's Telepath
could hold no rank or status, crippled as he was by his addiction to thesthondatblood extract that
enhanced his inborn talent. Unlike other telepaths he was treated respectfully, even deferentially. In the
Patriarch's court it was whispered that his Gift could reach to other stars, that he could read the thoughts
of the recently dead, that he couldbecome the minds he probed. If the rumors were true it spoke volumes
for his strength of will that his Gift hadn't claimed his sanity. Pouncer for one believed them. You had only
to stand once in the presence of Patriarch's Telepath to know the truth of his power. It was a presence
he systematically avoided.

Not today. A Whrloo slave was waiting at the maze entrance for them, no taller than Pouncer's knee,
carapace iridescent in the afternoon sun. Conserver pointed. "This slave knows today's route to the
center of the maze. Telepath is waiting for you there."

"I will do my best."

"T know you will." For a moment Pouncer thought he detected a note of concern, even compassion, in
his gruff mentor's manner. Rrit-Conserver's disquiet did nothing for his sense of equanimity. The Whrloo
buzzed into the air. Wings blurring, it twirled on its axis and headed down the arching scentvine corridor.
Pouncer hurried after it.

The route the Whrloo took led quickly into the heart of the maze, past intricate gardens whose flower
arrangements hid route clues and carved game stones whose solutions coded hints to other mysteries.
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The puzzle gates had been set, Pouncer realized, to allow fast access to the maze center, if you happened
to know the turnings. Another Whrloo buzzed heavily past and as Pouncer turned to watch its iridescent
flight he saw a five-armed Jotok resetting one of the gates behind them. Anyone who happened to
wander into the maze later would find his route impossible to follow and, he had no doubt, the center
impossible to find. His test would be held not just in the inherent security of the Citadel, not in a closer
privacy ensured by guards, but in subtle secrecy. Who might commandzitalyiset by Rrit-Conserver to
stand aside? Only his father, and his father was occupied preparing for the Great Pride Circle. So it was
not just the test itself but the very fact that the test was occurring that was secret./t is serious, very
serious , he thought to himself, and the knowledge was unsettling.

The slave led him quite quickly to the center of the maze. There was a larger garden there, shaded by
tangle-trees, and a water-clock. A fountain at its top splashed streams through a bewildering array of
troughs and basins, driving wheels and levers to move the gears that turned its bronze dials. The motion
was ever changing and chaotic but the clock itself kept perfect time. Ordinarily Pouncer could have spent
half the afternoon enjoying its motion. Today it didn't merit a glance.

Patriarch's Telepath lay curled in the sun beside the clock, lying on a polarizer-loftedprrstet and tended
by two silent Kdatlyno. His body was wasted, muscles melted away and fur thinned by the toxic side
effects of thesthondat drug. His eyes were huge in his shrunken face, seeming to stare at nothing as he
lay there. Other telepaths entered the mind-trance only when the drug was on them, but Patriarch's
Telepath seemed to never leave it. A thin strand of drool stretched from his lips to theprrstet and his
breath came with obvious difficulty. To Pouncer he seemed to be dying, but he always seemed to be
dying and perhaps death would have been a release from the strange and painful reality he inhabited.

"Approach me, First-Son-of-Meerz-Rrit."

An involuntary shudder ran through Pouncer as the crippled kzin turned his vacant gaze on him. He
stepped forward, not wanting his inward hesitancy to show.Not that I can hide it from him . Patriarch's
Telepath was blind, Pouncer knew, but he didn't need eyes to see more than most could ever dream of.

"You will be Patriarch." Telepath said it flatly, as if it were already fact. His voice was low and rasping.

"Yes, Telepath."

"We are here to learn if you are worthy to assume that role. You will be tested."

"Of course, Telepath."

"Are you ready?"

"Yes."No!
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"You are far from ready." Patriarch's Telepath examined him through blind eyes. "You may recall the
Black Priest's test. This test is more difficult."

"I was just a kitten then." Pouncer remembered the huge black-furred figure, his mother's anxiety as he
was taken away.

"You are a kitten now. Nevertheless events overtake us. There are tremendous forces at play. The
future holds chaos."

"What forces?" It could only have to do with the Great Pride Circle. There would be ample intrigue
there, as the Prides jockeyed for position and status, but Telepath's words hinted at something weightier
than the order of precedence. "Does my father know?"

"I am sworn to serve your father. Sometimes the best service is silence. I am doing all I can for him.
Right now I will test you."

"Tam..." He stopped. It was said Patriarch's Telepath could not help knowing a mind in his presence if
he tried. Why say anything at all? "Let us begin then." Even as he wondered what form the test would
take, the world disappeared and he was alone in a void that had not even the solidity of darkness. He
was vaguely aware of his knees buckling beneath him, and then even that touchstone was gone. He flailed
wildly, managed to knock his head, and pain flared momentarily, a beacon of reality in the endless
nothing,

Panic gripped him and he struck himself again, deliberately and harder this time, but the pain was less
and he felt himself drifting away, losing himself. He fought down the urge to slam his head against the
ground. There was a limit to how much pain he could inflict on himself, and he knew it wouldn't be
enough to save his sanity.

Fear is death.

He couldn't feel himself breathing, and the drowning terror gripped him.

Fear is death.He felt as if he were already dead./ must be calm , he told himself, but he had nothing on
which to anchor his awareness and the raging animal at the back of his brain screamed in inarticulate
terror.

Fear is death.He repeated the phrase like a prayer while panic savaged reason in his mind. He fought it
like a physical thing.Rage is death. But it was all he had to fight the panic with. Rage and terror fought in
his mind like wild beasts while his awareness cowered and struggled feebly to make itself felt.
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His brain spun and there was no sight, no sound, no smell, no touch. His body was gone and he was
dead. More than dead, he was—erased—his very being utterly obliterated; he had never been and never
would be, and the universe was vast and empty and uncaring and the nameless horror that dwelled at its
center reached out for him and plucked the fragile thread of his ego from his shriveled mind and cast it
into that vastness to drift forever screaming, and he yearned for oblivion to end the infinite nothingingness.
The warmth and intimacy of simple death would be welcome beside it.

And in that moment he realized he was free. The emotions at war within him were not him. He could not
suppress them, but they did not control him. Death could not bring fear, could not bring rage. Death
could only bring release, and it welcomed him into its close embrace, and consciousness faded to
nothing.

All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason
and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of fellowship.

—Article 1 of the United Nations
Universal Declaration of Human Rights

The UNSN battleshipCrusader dropped out of hyperspace and drifted. Captain Ayla Cherenkova
looked out into the star-dusted night, watching as the scene slowly rotated in the transpax. She was
hoping to pick up 61 Ursae Majoris, Kzinhome's star. From this distance it would be a brilliant flare,
powerful enough to cast shadows, easy to find. If she was on the command bridge she would have
known whetherCrusader 's rotation would bring it into view, because she would have knownCrusader
's orientation.

But she was not on the command bridge, she was in the targeting control blister, observing over the
shoulder of the gunnery officer as a passenger.Crusader 's weapons systems were powered up, but if
she was seriously expecting a fight Cherenkova would have been required to be in the crash position in
her stateroom. It wasn't an arrangement she was comfortable with and it rankled, not for the first time on
the voyage. Trying to find their destination star was just a distraction to quell her desire to be on the
bridge.Crusader already had a captain. She didn't need two.

After half an hour of searching she gave up. If Kzinhome's star was in her field of view, she couldn't pick
it out. She was just about to turn away from the window when a kzinti battleship appeared out of
nowhere and halted, decelerating from who knew what velocity to zero relative in an eyeblink. The
gunnery officer was strapped into his combat couch, but Cherenkova jumped backward reflexively,
although if the maneuver had turned into a collision the reaction wouldn't have saved her from two million
metric tons of warship coming through the transpax windows at some hundreds of meters per second.
She picked herself up off the floor and looked at the alien warcraft. She was not five hundred meters
away, bristling with weapons and absolutely stationary, velocity vector completely killed with respect to
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Crusader . The kzinti captain had tremendous faith in his navigation computer.

Cherenkova allowed herself a wry smile./t may be the ratcat has tremendous faith in his pilot. It
wasn't beyond the kzinti to do a precision approach on manual. They might even see it as a point of
honor.

"It's huge." Major Quacy Tskombe had come up behind her, tall, broad shouldered, dark complexioned
in an age where social mobility had blenderized most racial markers. He was intelligent and articulate as
well; his refined surface made him well suited for a diplomatic mission, though his eyes hinted at
dangerous depths to his character. She was used to military men, but war in space was not ground
combat, and the difference showed in the way he moved, as lithe and powerful as a kzin, a lethal force
restrained by will. He was undeniably attractive—more than that, he wasintriguing —but Cherenkova
carefully avoided showing even the slightest hint of interest. A liaison would be a pleasant diversion for
the duration of their mission, but the mission itself was too important to muddy the interpersonal waters
with sex.

She nodded, pointing. "See the paired launch tubes? That's a Hunt class battlewagon." She paused to
figure out the dots-and-commas script on the warship's prow. "Fanged Victory.She's got terawatt
gamma ray laser turrets and a spinal mount meson cannon as primary weapons. She carries four wings of
dual-role fighters, eight heavy assault landers, and a brigade of shock troops."

"All kzin are shock troops." Tskombe wore the Valor Cross for the defense of the Kirlinkon base on
Vega IV. He would know. "Could we stand up to it in a fight?"

"Crusadercould. You and I might not survive it."

He paused to examine the other ship more closely. The kzin warcraft had the beauty of raw power. She
was watching his eyes, saw them widen. He pointed. "Could we stand up to two of them?"

She followed his finger. A second battleship had appeared, this one not quite so close. She shook her
head. "We'd make them know they'd been in a fight, though."

He nodded silently, his finger unconsciously tracing the long scar that ran across his cheek from ear to
chin where a kzin he'd thought was dead had come within inches of decapitating him.Crusader was here
in kzinti space by invitation, safe passage guaranteed. Nevertheless the display of firepower could not
help but be intimidating, a physical reminder of the magnitude of the task they were undertaking.

Tskombe turned. "We should go. The ambassador is ready in the docking bay."

"If we must." Cherenkova was a line officer, command experienced, combat blooded, with more than
enough success on her record to warrant command of a ship likeCrusader . Her mistake had been
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learning to speak the Hero's Tongue, or rather in allowing that fact to be put on her personnel file. Now
instead of a line command she was here as the naval attach¢ to the Special Mission to Kzinhome. It was,
she had been told, a great honor to be among the first group ever formally invited to be in the Patriarch's
presence under flag of truce. She would rather have been offered the battleship; her form of diplomacy
worked better with seeker missiles. So far as she was concerned, it was the only kind that worked with
kzinti at all.

The shuttle was waiting for them, and Lars Detringer was there to see them off.

"Good luck, Captain." He offered his hand.

"Thank you, Captain." Ayla shook it.Might as well be professional.

He didn't let her hand go, met her eyes. "I mean it, Ayla. Be careful down there."

"I will." She gave him a warmer smile than she'd intended to, squeezed his hand with feeling. She and
Lars had walked the thin edge between friendship and rivalry since the Academy. His assignment to
Crusader had stung, and the way he'd landed it hadn't made her happy.But that's the way the game is
played, and he just recognized that earlier than I did.

She moved on as he gave more formal best wishes to Tskombe. They were the last ones into the
passenger compartment. Kefan Brasseur was studiously reading last-minute reports on the diplomatic
situation on W'kkai. He was the ambassador, an academic from Plateau of aristocratic Crew descent
and the nominal leader of their group. His bearing bordered on arrogant but there was no disputing the
tremendous knowledge he had accumulated in a lifetime of studying kzin culture. Across from him, large
enough to make Tskombe look small, was Yiao-Rrit, the Patriarch's Voice, his fur the characteristic
tiger-striped dark orange of the Patriarch's line. He was clearly cramped in the confines of the shuttle but
seemed relaxed enough. He was wound far less tightly than she had expected him to be, being almost
offhand with his offering and receipt of honorifics. She was not entirely comfortable dealing with kzinti on
friendly terms, and she had consistently avoided being drawn into the poetry games he and Brasseur
played to pass the time in hyperspace.

They waited in silence while the ramp was sealed and the pilots did their cross check. Then the bay
doors slid open and the shuttle lifted and slid out into space. Cherenkova's stomach tightened. They had
crossed the point of no return. She was walking straight into the stronghold of her enemies.

"I smell your anger, Cherenkova-Captain." Yiao-Rrit's voice was a purring rumble.

She looked up sharply. "A great many lives have been lost . . ." She stopped before she said what she
wanted to say. Her anger was more personal than that. "A great many more hang in the balance here."/
have learned to speak like a diplomat.
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"I have no doubt you will perform as a warrior should."

She nodded. "Perhaps too many of us have been performing too well as warriors." Where did that come
from? She wondered a little at her own thought processes. She had trained half her life for starship
command, dreamed of it since she was a little girl. She had worked hard, very hard, to get where she
was, and she took tremendous pride in herself as a combat commander.

But the job of a warrior was to destroy the enemy.In the end all I am is a hired killer for the state.
She was by now worldly wise enough to know that the UN government was not as pure as it made itself
out to be. The higher she rose, the more duplicity and corruption came into play. At the rank of senior
captain, politics played as much role in assignment and promotion as ability, which was why Lars
Detringer was standing onCrusader 's command bridge instead of her. At the rank of admiral
considerations of status and power began to take priority. At the level of the General Assembly . .. She
didn't want to think about that. The holocasters uncovered scandal after scandal, nepotism, patronage,
influence peddling, bribery, blackmail, theft in the millions, fraud in the trillions, and not infrequently
murder to cover it all up, but nothing ever changed. Before the kzinti came the UN had used liberal
applications of psychodrugs and extensive and intrusive surveillance to keep its citizens in line. After the
kzinti a continuous alternation between war and the threat of war had been sufficient excuse to keep the
rights of the populace from interfering with the prerogatives of power. The armed forces served to
protect humanity from the kzinti, but they also served to protect the government from humanity, and
Cherenkova was all too aware that frequently the second role was more important than the first.

Perhaps that's why I'm so uncomfortable around Yiao-Rrit.He was the Patriarch's brother, a major
force in the rule of the Patriarchy, and he had pledged his honor to her safety as her escort. Yiao-Rrit
lived by his honor code, and she was quite sure he would die by it if that became necessary, which was
more than she could say of any politician and most of her command structure. She owed her loyalty to
her race and her anger at kzinti aggression ran deep, but where did it leave the honor of her service when
her enemy was more worthy of her respect than her own chain of command?

It took under a minute for the shuttle to cover the short distance between the two craft, another couple
for the kzinti hangar to be sealed and pressurized. Yiao-Rrit took the opportunity to rummage in his
travelbag. He handed them ornate crimson sashes with a heavy metal badge on front and back.

"Y ou must wear these at all times."

"What are they?"

"This symbol is the sigil of the Patriarch, demonstrating that you are under his protection. Without these
you may be killed as game."

Tskombe didn't look pleased, but said nothing. He too was accustoming himself to speak as a diplomat.
Brasseur had been chosen because of his knowledge of kzinti culture, and Cherenkova was sure he was
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an intelligent choice for the role. She and Tskombe had been picked because it was felt the kzin would
respect their considerable combat experience. The wisdom of that decision remained to be seen.

The ramp hissed and slid open, and Cherenkova looked out into a sea of predatory faces./ have
nothing to be afraid of- Her hands were slick with sweat as she put the sigil over her head.

Yiao-Rrit sniffed the air and looked at her. "You are in no danger, Cherenkova-Captain. You are under
the protection of the Patriarch."

He was right, of course. That didn't stop the danger signals leaping from her hindbrain to her adrenal
glands. The lead kzin came aboard and performed a ritual cringe before Yiao-Rurit.

"T abase myself, sire. I am Chmee-Captain. I trust your journey was successful."

Yiao-Rrit returned the salute with a relaxed paw wave. "It was, Chmee-Captain."

"We have quarters prepared for your guests, and entertainments for the in-fall."

"Excellent." Supple-armed Jotok slaves took the humans' baggage and led them into the depths of the
ship.

Cherenkova found their quarters spacious. In fact everything aboard the alien warcraft was spacious by
human standards, but the gravity was set too high and the lighting made everything orange. The kzinti had
expected her to share accommodations with Tskombe. Brasseur had been given his own stateroom as
leader of the mission. She felt a little thrill at that news, and the conflict in her heart between desire and
duty rose a notch, but Brasseur chivalrously volunteered to trade his own. She hadn't expected that of
him, but he was Plateau Crew. It was probably noblesse oblige. She couldn't protest, and though the
move spared her from temptation she couldn't help but feel a twinge of disappointment.

Sleeping arrangements were a couch as big as a king-sized bed, covered in pillows and blankets. The
washroom was a high-technology sandbox in an alcove paneled in scented wood; she'd figure that out
when she had to. Food was waiting for her, thick slices of alien meat piled high on a platter, elaborately
prepared and seasoned and absolutely raw, with a thin-bladed knife as the sole eating utensil. They'd
given her a hydrogen torch to cook it with.

She considered it at some length./t can't be more alien than squid . She wasn't that hungry yet.

The door slid open and a kzin stood there, all fangs and claws, pupils contracted to narrow slits. What
were kzin protocols about knocking and privacy? Brasseur had lectured them endlessly on kzin history
and society, but it was the small details that mattered. She realized she had much to learn if she was going
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to do her job properly, and she was going to have to learn it in a hurry.

"You are thekzzeerkti Cherenkova-Captain?" Its words were slurred but intelligible.Kz zeerkti was the
common semi-slang term for humans in the Hero's Tongue, the name of a tree-dwelling, vaguely
monkeylike species on Kzinhome. It could be used as an insult, or simply descriptively.

"Yes." She nodded, reflexively, not sure if the kzin would understand the gesture. Would Brasseur be as
lost as she was? Academic knowledge was not practical experience, but he had lived twelve years on
W'kkai.

"T am Second Officer. At the invitation of Chmee-Captain, there is a dance display in honor of
Yiao-Rrit's return."”

A dance display? She tried to imagine the huge carnivore before her dancing and nearly laughed at the
image. That would be bad. Laughing showed teeth, and showing teeth meant challenge; she knew that
much at least. She considered, looked again at the bloody slabs of meat on the platter, looked at her
beltcomp. It was more than twenty hours until planetfall on Kzinhome. Watching the display would give
her something to do, and might give her some new understanding of kzin culture.

And it certainly would be an experience she'd never have again in her life. That decided her.

"Yes, I'll go."

Second Officer gave her a claw-rake salute and left, and Cherenkova decided that he had meant
kz'zeerkti in its purely descriptive sense. He was probably as uncomfortable with interspecies protocols
as she was.We call them ratcats anyway, because they look like naked-tailed tigers, and that's both
descriptive and derogatory.

The display was held in a large room with wide tiers going down to a circular stage area in the center.
The tiers were padded for reclining, too large to be easy steps for a human. She clambered down to
where Brasseur and Tskombe were already waiting and exchanged greetings. A tier below them
Chmee-Captain and Yiao-Rrit snarled amicably back and forth, their voices quasi-musical in the room's
excellent acoustics. She had the déja vu experience of a night out at the opera, waiting for the show to
begin while the orchestra tuned up. She made herself comfortable, sitting back against the next tier. The
padding material was resilient and warm and as she settled, the lights suddenly went down and a thythmic
beat began.

For several minutes that was all there was. The music built in tempo and volume, and then a spotlight
came on and a kzin leapt onto the stage, pelt a uniform tawny gold and small, at least by kzin standards,
with a distinctive dark tail-tuft. The dancer looked left, then right, pounced forward and then crawled,
head low to the ground, tail twitching from side to side. Perhaps the dance simulated hunting.
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Brasseur pointed excitedly. "I've heard of this; I've never seen it. This is a stylized version of the offering
display where a female is gifted from pride to pride."

Female?Cherenkova looked, saw for the first time the prominent teats. All of a sudden she saw the
dancer's movements in a whole new light.

"Aren't the females non-sentient?"

Brasseur nodded. "In relative terms they are, but they're smarter than chimpanzees, just to put them in
human perspective. They have language and tool use. These dances take months of training, and skilled
trainers command considerablestrakh. "

"What'sstrakh ?"

"Reputation or status, more or less. Kzinti have no currency; they trade based ons¢rakh . If you have
highs¢rakh you will be offered fine goods by the best craftsman, invitations to high-profile hunts, even
fealty by other kzinti. By accepting you enhance thestrakh of the giver as well as your own. Only the
finest crafters have their work accepted by the nobility. If you have lowerstrakh you wouldn't be made
the offer in the first place."

"How do they keep track of it?"

"How do you keep track of who owes you a favor? It's their culture, they just do." He pointed at the
stage. ""Shh, it's the next sequence."

Another kzinrette had joined the first and the dance became an intricate pairing of symbolisms, mother
and kitten, hunter and prey, male and female in mating. Some of the meanings were unclear, but there
was a sensuous, powerful beauty to the way the lithe females swayed and stretched in syncopy with the
thythm. A third leapt in and the movements became more complex, the three circling nose to tail,
reversing, leaping outward. Again the movements clearly symbolized roles, maybe entire stories, but they
were now too abstracted for Cherenkova to tell what they meant.

One of the dancers leapt upward and yowled, a long, earsplitting wail. Cherenkova clapped her hands
over her ears. Brasseur's fascinated absorption with the display didn't waver, but beside him Tskombe
grimaced. The intricately unfolding dance was beautiful, the steady percussion rthythm compelling. The
wail cut across the experience like a rusty band saw. The kzinrette sounded like nothing more than a
wildcat in desperate heat. The next dancer in the circle leapt upward and yowled, if anything louder and
longer than her sister.

Cherenkova looked at Yiao-Rrit and Chmee-Captain in front of her, leaning forward, tails twitching with
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ill-concealed eagerness, and realization dawned. The kzinrettiwere wildcats in desperate heat. She was
watching an alien strip show. The third dancer leapt and wailed. She looked at her beltcomp. They were
still more than twenty hours from Kzinhome.

"Where does honor come from?" asked Conserver.

"It comes from skill," said the first kit.

"Very good," said Conserver. "You shall be Artisan," and then again he asked, "Where does
honor come from?"

"It comes from courage," said the second kit.

"Very good," said Conserver. "You shall be Warrior," and then again he asked, "Where does
honor come from?"

"It comes from integrity,” said the third kit.

"Very good," said Conserver. "You shall be Patriarch.” And as he said it, so it was.

—Kitten's Tale: The Lesson of Honor

All at once the void was gone and Pouncer found himself lying on the ground in the Puzzle Garden maze.
His throat hurt and he realized the scream echoing from the distant fortress walls was his own.

His throat was ragged, raw. How long had he been screaming? How long had been lying there? The
shadows were long. Evening then, but as his vision swam into focus he realized that was wrong. The air
was rich with dew scent. He found Forgotten Tower, high on the edge of the Middle Rampart, followed
its shadow. It pointed west. It was morning.

He'd been there almost a full day? Was that possible? In his mind it had seemed an eternity. He became
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aware of a presence. Patriarch's Telepath was staring down at him.

"I was dead. My mind was gone . . ."

"You have passed your test." Telepath's voice was flat and tired, exhaustion heavy on his wasted
features.

" felt as though I couldn't breathe."

"Many times you did not breathe."

Not breathing? That thought gave him pause. "Patriarch's Telepath."

"Yes?"

"That place [wasin ... CouldI.. . would I, have died there, had I not passed the test?"

"To survive is to pass the test, to die is to fail it."

Anger came over Pouncer, but washed out, faded anger with no strength behind it. "That is too
dangerous. You must not do that again. Not to me, not to anyone." He tried to stand and failed.

"Not all necessary things are safe."

"I nearly died. I wasn't ready."

"I knew you would not fail."

"Then why the test?" Pouncer would have screamed, if he had had the strength. "Why put me through
that?"

"You also had to know you would not fail." Telepath's head dipped to his couch and his eyes slid closed.
"The maze path has been changed."! already know this , thought Pouncer./ am more observant than
he thinks . Patriarch's Telepath waved a paw wearily. "You are exactly as observant as I think. Your
mind is oppressive. Leave me now. Events are beyond immediate control. I have much to do, and I need
to rest."
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Pouncer started to say something, thought better of it, and stayed silent. With an effort he found his feet.
The waiting Whrloo buzzed into the air and Pouncer followed it again. Unlike the route in, the route out
past the changed gates was long and convoluted, and the sun was almost down before he made it back
to the outer Puzzle Garden. Pouncer was not entirely surprised to find Rrit-Conserver still waiting for him
at the maze entrance, for all he could see, in the exact same position he had been in when Pouncer left.

"You knew what was going to happen." The anger Pouncer had been unable to muster at Telepath
spilled over onto his mentor.

"I knew as much as Patriarch's Telepath would tell me."

"What did he tell you? That he would gut my brain like a prey animal? That I might die in battle with my
own mind?"

"He told me you would pass."

"He told me that himself, afterward." Pouncer shivered involuntarily.7he blackness. "l am not
convinced."

"Rage is death."

"Rage is . . ." Pouncer's lips twitched over his fangs and he felt the kill rage coming over him at the
platitude, but regained self-control with an effort.He is right. [ am acting from anger. I have passed,
whether they knew in advance or not, whether I might have died or not, I have passed, I have
survived. He breathed deeply and repeated the mantra.Rage is death Fear is death. Telepath's test had
been more trying than simple annoyance with Conserver.

After a long moment he spoke, his voice level. "Have you been tested like that yourself, Conserver?"

"Telepaths will not share minds with Conservers."

"Why is that?"

"It is against the traditions."

"You taught me that no tradition exists without reason."
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"Hrrr." Rrit-Conserver looked at First-Son with care.He is gaining wisdom. He will make a good
Patriarch. He composed his answer carefully. "They have their reasons, I am sure. They are not well
treated by our culture, and we Conservers hold the keys to that culture, we and the Priesthood. They
work for the long term, as do we. It is not necessarily the same long term."

"He said events were overtaking us. What events?"'Why was [ tested so early?

"The Great Pride Circle is meeting. The Patriarchy is at a turning point. Our growth has been checked by
the monkey-humans. Worse, we have gained the hyperdrive . . ."

"Hyperdrive is not new."

"Its use throughout the Patriarchy has reached a saturation point. Its reliability approaches absolute, and
it is now the dominant means of transport. We cannot continue as we have before."

"The humans have shown nothing but advantage in possessing it. We now communicate faster than light,
mass forces in an instant. How can this fail to aid us?"

Conserver waved a paw hand down,this-does-not-follow. "This technology does not serve us as it
serves them."

"Technology is neutral. It is up to us to find its best application."

"Y ou must understand the difference between ourselves and humans. We feed at the top of the food
chain, and it is very difficult for us to move lower. At the bottom of the chain are photosynthetic plants.
They provide the totality of energy available to the system. Every layer above them represents a drop in
available energy of nearly eight-squared times. When you eat agrashi burrower you are using energy
only one-over-eight-to-the-sixth as efficiently as the plants eaten by the insects that thegrashi eat."

"[ fail to see the connection."

"Each kzin require a tremendous amount of resources. We are large, warm-blooded carnivores. We
require a tremendous amount of energy, all of it filtered through several layers of food chain. The sheer
physical space required to support that many plants is a major constraint on our population density. We
are evolved to live in these low population densities, and so we respond poorly to crowded conditions.
The amount of a planet's surface we can use is small compared to the amount humans can use."

"This is irrelevant to the application of the hyperdrive."
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"It is key!" Conserver held up a paw. "As our population expands we must have more space, or fight
each other for what we already have. We were fortunate to gain gravity polarization before population
pressure forced us to repeated internal wars. Ever since, the Patriarchy has been stabilized by its ability
to expand."

"So hyperdrive can only aid us in that."

"No, hyperdrive is tremendously destabilizing."

"How so?"

"Before hyperdrive, speed-of-light placed serious constraints on communications. The head of a Great
Pride bent on conquest had strictly limited information on potential adversaries. Imagine yourself in his
position. Ahead of you is the unknown, unexplored worlds, unconquered species. Behind you is the
might of the Patriarch, immense fleets patrolling worlds we have already fully populated. Where should
you direct your Heroes?"

"Outward, of course."

"Yes, outward. Our history shows us that we have always conquered as we expand. What fool would
take the risk of turning against the Patriarch when external conquest is both easier and more profitable."

"This is still true."

"No. Thekz'zeerkti have shown us that our victory is not inevitable. And with hyperdrive
communications the Patriarchy is no longer a vague but immense monolith of power at the backs of the
Great Prides. Now the Pride-Patriarchs can gauge our strength with fine accuracy. Now they have the
means to communicate among themselves. The Rrit remain more powerful than any single Great Pride,
but if four or eight band together the equation changes radically."

"Would any Pride-Patriarch worthy of his name contemplate such treason?"

"In matters of power honor becomes increasingly flexible. And the rules ofskalazaal apply to the Rrit as
much as to any Great Pride."

"Skalazaal!There hasn't been a War-of-Honor since Kzan-Rrit!"

"The tradition exists, the rules are defined. Cvail Pride is making ready to leap on Stkaa Pride."
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Pouncer's ears swung up and forward in surprise. "I haven't heard of this!"

"Stkaa doesn't care to advertise their weakness, nor does Cvail want their ambition made clear."

"Conserver, this is too much to absorb."

"Absorb it quickly. You have been tested far too early. Patriarch's Telepath was insistent it be done at
once."

Pouncer cocked an ear. So it was not Rrit-Conserver who had pushed him into the test. That was
interesting news. "Why?"

"Hrrr . . ." Conserver waved a paw. "Many minds come together in Telepath's. With so much
information he can judge how events will unfold far better than you or I. He felt it important. That was
sufficient for me."

"He didn't share his reasons?"

"Patriarch's Telepath seldom does."

"T will sleep with this tonight."

"Your father wants you at the Great Pride Circle tomorrow."

"T am his son." Pouncer made the gesture-of-abasement-to-the-Patriarch-in-his-absence and took his
leave, intending to put the day out of his mind. Far too much had happened to deal with at once, but he
found he could not push his disquiet away.The Patriarchy is reaching a turning point. Events are
overtaking us. If Conserver and Telepath were this concerned he should be too, but he lacked
information. That had to be fixed immediately. Tomorrow he would begin research.

The farmer labors long in the field and is bitten by gnats. Each day he bends his weary back to
the mud to tend the crop. The builder strains to lift stones and breathes the dust of his hammer;
his hands are dirty and cut. The soldier carries great loads slung around his neck, like that of an
ass. He thirsts and hungers and is beset by enemies. Be therefore a scribe, and lift nothing heavier
than a stylus. The Pharaoh shall seek your advice, and reward you with wealth and slaves.
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—Egyptian inscription from the rule of Amenemhet IV
of the Twelfth Dynasty of the Middle Kingdom

Kefan Brasseur smiled to himself. The House of Victory was huge and ancient, framed in black,
dense-grained timbers a meter on a side with walls of cut and dressed boulders taller than he was. The
furniture in the human delegation's apartment was exquisitely carved, the walls of their rooms covered in
pelts and heads and weapons. Kdatlyno touch sculpture, vases from the dynasty of the mighty Si-Rrit,
exquisite ply-murals crafted by the legendary Pkrr-Pkrr while humans were still scrawling on cave
walls—the opulence was endless. At least ten thousand years of Patriarchal history was laid out on
display. Their rooms were high up in the structure, the view through the huge windows showing all the
varied architectures of the Middle and Outer Fortresses, and beyond them the sweeping vista of the Plain
of Stgrat. He could spend the rest of his career in the House of Victory and never stop learning.

Even the normally impassive Tskombe was impressed, examining ancient weapons and suits of armor
with fascination. Only Cherenkova seemed indifferent, her attention focused on her beltcomp. She had
grown progressively more withdrawn on the voyage to Kzin, and now that their audience with the
Patriarch was about to begin she had lapsed into brooding silence.

"You don't like being here, do you?"

She looked up. "Since you ask, no, this wasn't my choice of assignment."

Brasseur raised an eyebrow. "Why not?"

"I don't believe there's any point to negotiating with the kzinti."

"I have to ask again, why not?"

""You might as well negotiate with a polar bear. It isn't that they aren't intelligent, it isn't that they don't
have a role to play in the arctic ecosystem. It's just in their nature. Polar bears are the top predator in the
food chain. If one gets hungry, it'll eat you. That's what polar bears do."

"Y ou think that's what kzinti do?"

"I know it is. I've seen it." Unbidden, the images burned into her brain at Midling research station came
into her mind's eye and her jaw clenched as she looked away, not wanting him to see her expression.

"You hate them."
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"They think we're animals. I think they're animals." Cherenkova spoke with more intensity than she'd
meant to.

"Both views are correct. It's a human conceit that we're somehow better than anything else in the galaxy.
The kzinti have had a spacefaring civilization for fifteen thousand years at least, maybe fifty thousand. We
have a tremendous amount to learn from them. Just consider—"

Cherenkova cut him off. "Have you ever studied ruins, professor? Buried cities, anything like that?"

"Of course. I was an anthropologist before I switched to studying the kzinti."

"Did you learn a lot from them?"

"Yes . .." Brasseur's answer was hesitant; he was unsure where she was leading.

"Well, maybe their civilization needs ruining." There was venom in her voice. "Just think what you could
learn."

The academic just looked at her and Ayla looked away./'ve said too much, let my emotions interfere
with my judgment. The silence dragged out to an awkward length. It was relieved by the heavy door
swinging ponderously open. Yiao-Rrit came through, halted and gave a claw-rake salute. "I present my
brother, Meerz-Rrit, Patriarch of Kzin."

Behind him another kzin entered, this one wearing a deep blue cloak with a scarlet sash bearing the sigil
of the Patriarchy. Yiao-Rrit stepped aside to allow his brother forward. Behind him was a third kzin, this
one dressed in Conserver's robes. Brasseur came to attention and returned the salute. "I am Kefan
Brasseur of Plateau, representative of humanity."

Yiao-Rrit made a gesture and half a dozen slaves bustled into the room, carrying trays laden with
delicacies. Brasseur recognized three Jotoki and two Kdatlyno, but the sixth was completely alien to him.
It was a six-limbed cross between a turtle and a rhinoceros beetle, perhaps a meter high with long
eyestalks, flying clumsily on buzzing, translucent wings. It seemed to be in charge, directing the other
slaves in their tasks. /¢ must be a Whrloo.He had heard them described in passing, but had never seen
so much as a holo of one. He knew they were both rare and prized as slaves and nothing else about
them. He watched its heavy, bumbling flight with fascination. It wore a gravbelt to help it fly; its
homeworld had to have low gravity in order to allow a creature so heavy to hover, as it was clearly
designed to do. Its delicate structure implied the same thing. The gravity was a third more than he was
used to on Plateau, not an unbearable strain but enough to make his feet tired at the end of the day./¢
can't be happy here on Kzinhome . His distraction was short-lived. Meerz-Rrit padded to an immense
skin rug by the room's enormous fireplace and reclined, completely relaxed. No human could be in the
company of any kzin without being awed by their lethal grace and power, but the Patriarch stood out
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even among his peers. He hadpresence.

"Sire, I present the Emissaries of Earth." Yiao-Rrit spoke in the formal tense, indicating each of the
humans in turn. "Kefan-Brasseur-Leader-of-Negotiations, Cherenkova-Captain of the UNSN, and
Tskombe-Major, representing the UNF."

Brasseur went to aprrstet and tried to emulate the Patriarch's quiet, powerful confidence. He was less
than successful; the room was too large and the interpersonal distances too great for human social
comfort. He glanced at Tskombe and Cherenkova and saw they weren't completely at home either. They
had all grown used to kzin-scale furnishings aboardFanged Victory on the flight from the edge of the
singularity, but those were cramped and utilitarian by kzinti standards. The House of Victory was built to
be grandiose./ had forgotten this from my time on W'kkai. He would do well to remember quickly.

Meerz-Rrit spoke, his voice a calm rumble. "The situation our races face is dire, Kefan-Brasseur.
Worlds may die if war occurs again."

Brasseur collected himself, very aware he was representing all of humanity in these vital negotiations.
"The decision to fight is not ours, Patriarch."

The Patriarch made a dismissive gesture. "We do not besiege your planet as you besiege W'kkai."

"Your incursions into our space continue. Ships destroyed. People kidnapped and enslaved."

"The MacDonald-Rishshi treaty allows this."

Across the room Cherenkova flushed. "It does not! It specifically states humans may not be enslaved by
kzinti!" There was anger in her voice.

Brasseur looked up at her sharply. Clearly something had touched a nerve in her, but top-level
diplomatic negotiations were not the place for personal emotions. "My colleague is correct. Kzin
violations of the treaty have been constant. War is inevitable if these are not stopped immediately."

"You question my honor . . ." The Patriarch's tone was halfway between question and statement. He was
giving Brasseur the chance to back away from a breach in protocol.

Brasseur chose his words carefully. To insult the Patriarch would be diplomatically disastrous, if not
personally lethal. At the same time, he had to convey the seriousness of the human position, or the
negotiations would fail. "Your honor is beyond question, Patriarch. Unfortunately the incidents we have
documented are also beyond question. We must find a way to prevent them from recurring."
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"The Passenger linerFreedom . . ." Cherenkova was reading from her beltcomp, ignoring the ongoing
conversation. ". . . captured by the kzinti cruiserLong Leap.The Hercules deep space research base,
raided by an unknown kzinti warship with its personnel enslaved on W'kkai. Belt Resources mining
station on the asteroid Persephone at Farstar, raided and pillaged by forces from the attack carrier
Chosen of the Fanged God . . ."

The Patriarch held up a paw and interrupted. "Rrit-Conserver, please clarify the relevant provisions of
the MacDonald-Rishshi treaty."

The robed kzin stood and spoke. "Provision twice-eight-and-five of the MacDonald-Rishshi treaty
forbids the use of armed force between the forces of the Patriarch and those of the United Nations.
Provision thrice-eight-and-one forbids the enslavement of any legal entity by the forces of the Patriarchy,
legal entities defined as follows . . ."

The Patriarch made a gesture and Rrit-Conserver fell into silence. "As you can see there is no
relationship between the provisions of the treaty and the incidents referred to here."

Cherenkova stood up, anger in her voice. "All of these incidents are documented, Patriarch. We have
statements from survivors, investigators' reports, damage assessments . . ."

"I am sure your research is thorough, Cherenkova-Captain." Meerz-Rrit leaned forward, muscles
unconsciously tensing to pounce. The time to back away from protocol breaches was rapidly passing.

"If you do not dispute the facts then you must admit your responsibility, Patriarch."

"Hrrrr. You suggest I dishonor myself. That has no merit." Meerz-Rrit's lips twitched over his fangs, and
Brasseur felt his stomach muscles tightened. The Patriarch was angry, and these negotiations were too
important to risk that outcome. He shot a warning glance at Cherenkova, but her own face was flushed,
her expression grimly triumphant, and she wasn't looking at him. He held up a hand to speak.

"Perhaps if you could explain your understanding of the treaty, Patriarch."

The big kzin's eyes bored into Brasseur's. "The intent of the treaty and its wording are both clear. My
implementation of it, and that of my warriors, have been comprehensive. There is no meat in leveling
these accusations at me."

"And yet these incursions continue." Tskombe broke in, his voice flat.

"These are Heroes on conquest, the name-seekers of Stkaa Pride, perhaps even Cvail Pride. They are


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

not the forces of the Patriarchy."

The tall soldier shrugged elaborately, a gesture almost certainly lost on the kzinti. "They scream and leap
in your name."

"Of course they do. I am Patriarch. This does not imply they act on my commands."

"The distinction is lost on the UN, Patriarch."

Meerz-Rrit waved a paw, palm down. "The treaty was forged at the insistence of the UN, and its
provisions were written by humans to meet the requirements of humans. Now humans have come to
quibble over the words that they wrote." The Patriarch's tail twitched in annoyance. "Of what use are
words written on paper? If you have faith in my honor you do not require written words. If you have no
faith in my honor then no words will change that."

"The issue is not your honor, Patriarch." Again Brasseur chose his words carefully. "The issue is the
prevention of another war. The words are simply a tool. Written or spoken, their purpose is to convey
meaning and build understanding. If the words fail at their task they must be exchanged for words that
succeed. That is the purpose of this conference."

"Hrrr. I will overlook the insults implied by your presentation here today. I will not hear any further
accusations." The Patriarch's lips twitched over his fangs, and his claws extended of their own accord.
He was deeply angered, Brasseur could tell. Best not to push him further.

"[ abase myself, Patriarch." Brasseur made the gesture. "No insult was intended."

"We may now turn to the issue of human honor." Meerz-Rrit's fanged smile relaxed, but his eyes
remained fixed on Brasseur, making him feel like a prey animal. "The UN has taken the colony world
Ch'Aakin, in flagrant violation of the treaty. There is no room for misinterpretation here. Military action
against W'kkai and its subject worlds must cease immediately."

Cherenkova answered before Brasseur could. "This action was taken because the Patriarchy has not
acted to prevent Heroes from screaming and leaping in its name." Her repressed anger came out as
sarcasm. "Ch'Aakin was identified as the base for many of these attacks."

"The treaty does not require the Patriarchy to do any such thing." The Patriarch's tail lashed as he spoke.
"However it does require the UN to respect kzinti worlds. The actions of the UN, Cherenkova-Captain,
are contrary to both the letter and the spirit of the treaty. If humans value words so highly then humans
should let their actions follow their voices." The Patriarch's lips twitched over his fangs again. Brasseur
felt a thrill of real fear go through him as he saw the negotiations foundering on the Patriarch's hair-trigger
honor and Cherenkova's ill-repressed hostility.
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"If I may interject." Rrit-Conserver had raised a paw. "The issue is simple. War is imminent, it has in fact
already begun in the destruction of Ch'Aakin and the siege of W'kkai, though we characterize these as
skirmishes to avoid the larger implications. If we in this room cannot find a solution, the toll in death and
destruction to both our species will be immeasurable. We cannot alter the past; we might yet alter the
future."

For a long moment there was silence. Cherenkova looked down again, studying her beltcomp intently.
Meerz-Rrit's eyes narrowed, and he leaned back in hisprrstet . He looked over the humans
dispassionately. Finally he spoke. "My adviser speaks wisely. This is a negotiation. What is it precisely
the UN wishes to negotiate for?"

Brasseur took a deep breath. "Our position is simple, Patriarch. Kzinti raids against humanity must stop.
It does not matter who is responsible, it only matters that they cease."

Meerz-Rrit nodded slowly. "And what does the UN offer in return for this forbearance?"

Brasseur carefully kept himself from smiling. When a kzin asked for an offer there was room for
bargaining. "What does the Patriarchy demand?" Let the Patriarch put something on the table.

"Hrrr. The return of all of our colony worlds from Ch'Aakin all the way back to Hssin, the cessation of
the siege of W'kkai, an agreement limiting the sphere of expansion of human space, an agreement limiting
the number of warships deployed by the UN, a program of reparations to redress the atrocities
committed by human forces; these are the primary requirements. Yiao-Rrit will provide you with a
detailed list."

Tskombe's eyes widened. "I can tell you now, Patriarch, the UN will not the able to meet that list."

Meerz-Rrit switched his gaze to Tskombe from Brasseur. "Why is that?"

Tskombe shrugged. "It will not be politically possible."

The Patriarch growled, a deep rumbling sound. "It is necessary. What you are asking requires that I
restrict the freedom of the Great Pride of Stkaa, and by extension of all the Great Prides. This they will
not accept easily. Tomorrow the Great Pride Circle meets, and there are pressures building within the
Patriarchy. If I cannot show them quarry wrested from the enemy they may not follow where I lead."

Brasseur's eyebrows went up. The Patriarch was as good as admitting he did not have complete control
over his Great Prides. The pressures must be great indeed. That meant danger. "If they do not follow you
to peace, they will lead us all to destruction."”
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"Then you must give me the tools to ensure they follow."

"The UN will not do that. The populace will see it as paying ransom. If the General Assembly agrees,
even against their own feelings, they will be voted out of office. The Secretary General will not
countenance it, regardless of his personal views on the matter."

"You must understand. My great-grandsire negotiated the MacDonald-Rishshi treaty with care to ensure
he could keep the promises he made." Meerz-Rrit leaned forward. "You are now asking me to overstep
the traditional limits of Patriarchal power. I can in principle decree what I like. In practice"—the Patriarch
twitched his tail—"space is vast. My Great Prides control worlds of their own, and they have their own
imperatives to follow. To deny them hunt-conquest against your species I must offer them rich game
elsewhere."

"You say the Great Pride Circle convenes tomorrow?"

"It does. You were invited here so we could resolve these issues prior to its meeting."

"Patriarch! It will take hours to get a message to our ship at the edge of the singularity. The meeting will
be over before it can be relayed to Earth, let alone answered. And that answer will not come so quickly.
It will take weeks, months of discussion before the General Assembly comes to any conclusion, let alone
an agreement."

"Y ou're not empowered to speak on behalf of your race?" Meerz-Rrit's ears swiveled up and forward,
his voice mingling anger and incredulity in equal measure. He turned to face Yiao-Rrit. "Brother, why is
my time so wasted? If the monkey lords wish to insult me to war they are succeeding."”

"Sire!" Yiao-Rrit raked his own claws across his nose. "I abase myself, the fault is mine. Simply
arranging with the UN for these representatives to accompany me took far longer than I anticipated. I
specifically stated that those chosen be empowered to speak on behalf of their government. I should have
verified this was true. It did not occur to me that the monkeys would not deign to comply."

The Patriarch turned his gaze on Brasseur, tail lashing angrily. "Why then have my emissary's stated
requirements not been met? Does Earth not consider the Patriarchy worthy of this respect?"

"There has been a miscommunication, Patriarch." Brasseur felt himself sweating. The situation was
spinning rapidly out of control. "We are empowered to speak, and to negotiate. We are not empowered
to make binding decisions on behalf of our government. Not even the Secretary General can make that
decision; he can only put forward his recommendation. The General Assembly reserves the prerogative
of decision for itself."
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"Y our masters expect me to negotiate with emasculated lackeys." Meerz-Rrit slashed the air with his
claws, and Brasseur prayed he would not choose to scream and leap.

"Patriarch, I assure there is no insult intended here. The General Assembly does not possess the power
to delegate its decision-making in the kzinti style. I might add that Secretary General Desjardins is
undertaking considerable political risk in undertaking negotiations at all. There are those in the General
Assembly who see war as the only solution, and call negotiation appeasement. Wemust give them a
better option."

"A negotiator who cannot bind his government has no goods to trade." Rrit-Conserver's tones were
even, but even he showed annoyance.

Meerz-Rrit laid his ears flat and returned his attention to Brasseur. "Advise me then, human. What will
you have me present to my Pride-Patriarchs tomorrow morning?"

"We must negotiate the terms under which our species can live in peace. Give them those terms and tell
them the UN intends to ratify them. They need only accept them provisionally. The agreement can be
formally accepted at the next Great Pride Circle."

Brasseur was not prepared for what happened next. All three kzin rippled their ears, the kzinti equivalent
of laughter. "And when do you think that will be, human?" Meerz-Rrit's anger seemed to have
evaporated. "My son will be Patriarch before the Great Pride Circle convenes again."

Brasseur felt himself flushing red. The kzinti were laughing at him, and both Cherenkova and Tskombe
were looking at him intently. He was supposed to be the expert on kzin affairs, and this critical
negotiation was about to fail because of his lack of understanding. At least the tension had dissolved.

"Does the Patriarchy want peace with humanity?"

There was a long pause. Meerz-Rrit had not expected the question, and the answer circumstances
required him to give was not the answer he felt in his liver. He lashed his tail unconsciously. "Of course."

"Our species are on the way to war precisely because of the misunderstandings we are experiencing
today. If you want peace you must do whatever is necessary to prevent your Pride-Patriarchs from
acting against humanity in any way. There may be nothing we can do here to support you in that, save
assure you that our species also wants only peace." Meerz-Rrit's ears moved to relaxed attention, and
Brasseur spoke quickly, needing to get his point across before communication broke down again. "There
are those on my world who do not believe the kzinti capable of peace and who therefore advocate
preemptive conquest.” Brasseur took a deep breath. "I know you also have to contend with forces that
drive your species to conflict. Any fool can run at the front of a mob following the road to war and justify
