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by Dean Ing

Sampling war's minor ironies: Locklear knew so little about the Weasdl or wartime alarms, he thought
the klaxon was hooting for planetfall. That iswhy, when the Weasel winked into normal space near that
lurking kzin warship, little Locklear would soon be her only survivor. The second irony wasthet, while
the Interworld Commission'slast bulletin had announced sporadic new outbursts of kzin hodtility,
Locklear wasthe only civilian on the Weasel who had never thought of himself asawarrior and did not



intend to become one.

Moments after the Weasdl's intercom announced completion of their jump, Locklear was steadying
himsdf next to his berth, waiting for the ship's gravity-polarizer to kick in and swallowing hard because,
like ancient French wines, he traveled poorly. He watched with envy as Herrera, the hairless,
whipcord-muscled Belter in the other bunk, swung out with one foot planted on the deck and the other
agang thewadl. "Likeacat," Locklear sad admiringly.

"That's no compliment anymore, flatlander,” Herrerasaid. "It looks like the goddam tabbies want a
fourth war. You'd think they'd learn,” he added with agrim headshake.

Locklear sghed. Asastudent of animd psychology in generd, held known afew kzinti well enough
to admirethe way they learned. He also knew Herrerawas on hisway to enlit if, as seemed likdly, the
kzinti were spoiling for another war. And in that case, Locklear's career was about to be turned upside
down. Instead of ascholarly life puzzling out the meanings of Grog forepaw gesturesand kzin
ear-twitches, he would probably be conscripted into some warren full of psych warfare pundits, for the
duration. These days, an ethologist had to be part historian, too—L ocklear remembered more than he
liked about the three previous man-kzin wars.

And Herrerawas ready to fight the kzinti already, and Locklear had called him acat. Locklear
opened his mouth to apologize but the klaxon drowned him out. Herreraslammed the door open, vaulted
into the passageway reaching for handholds.

"What'sthe matter," Locklear shouted. "Where are you—7"

Herreras answer, haf-lost between the door-dam and the klaxon, sounded like "attanation” to
Locklear, who did not even know the drill for a deadheading passenger during battle stations. Locklear
was dtill waiting for afamiliar tug of gravity when that door Sghed, the hermetic sed swelling asaways
during a battle dert, and he had time to wonder why Herrerawas in such ahurry before the Weasdl took
her fatal hit amidships.

An energy beam does not dways sound like a thunderclap from insgde the stricken vessdl. Thisone
sent afaint crackling down the length of the Weasdl's hull, like the rustle of pre-space parchment crushed
inaman's hand. Sequestered done in atwo-man cabin near the ship's aft galley, Locklear saw his bunk
leap toward him, theinertiaof his own body wrenching his grip from his handhold near the door. He did
not have time to consider theimplications of ablow powerful enough to send atwelve-hundred-ton
Privateer-class patrol ship tumbling like a pinwhed, nor the fact that the blow itself was the reaction from
most of the Weasdl's air, exhausting to space in explosive decompression. And because his cabin had no
externa viewport, he could not see the scatter of human bodiesinto the void. Thelast thing he saw was
the underside of his bunk, and the meta brace that caught him above the left cheekbone. Then he knew
only amild curiogty: wondering why he heard something like the steady sound of athin whistle
underwater, and why that yellow flash in his head was followed by an infrared darkness crammed with
pan.

It was the pain that brought him awake; that, and the sound of loud static. No, more like the zaps of
an arc welder in the hands of anovice—or like a catfight. And then he turned a blurred mentd page and
knew it, the way a Rorschach blot suddenly becomes a face haf-forgotten but waysfeared. So it did
not surprise him, when he opened his eyes, to see two huge kzinti standing over him.

To aman like Herrerathey would merely have been massive. To Locklear, aman of lessthan
average height, they were enormous; nearly half again his height. The broadest kzin, with the notched
right ear and the black horizontal furmark like afrown over his eyes, opened his mouth in what, to
humans, might be asmile. But kzinti smiles showed dagger teeth and dways meant immediate threat. This
onewas saying something that sounded like, "' Clash-rowll whuff, rurr fitz."

Locklear needed afew secondsto trandateit, and by that time the second kzin was saying it in
Interworld: " Grraf-Commander says, 'Speak when you are spoken to." For mysdlf | would prefer that



you remained sllent. | have esten no monkey-mest for too long.”

While Locklear composed areply, the big one—the Grraf-Commander, evidently—spoke again to
his fellow. Something about whether the monkey knew his posture was ddliberately obscene. Locklear,
lying on his back on a padded table as big as a Belter's honeymoon bed, redlized hisarms and legs were
flung wide. "I am not very fluent in the Hero'stongue,” he said in passable Kzin, struggling to asitting
position as he spoke.

Ashedid, some of that pain localized at hisright collarbone. Locklear moved very dowly theregfter.
Then, recognizing the dot-and-comma-rich label s that graced much of the equipment in that room, he
decided not to ask where he was. He could be nowhere but an emergency surgical room for kzin
warriors. That meant he was on akzin ship.

A faint ditting of the smdler kzin's eyes might have meant determination, agrasping for patience,
or—if Locklear recdled the texts, and if they wereright, asmdl "if" followed by avery large one—a
pausefor relatively cold caculaion. The smdler kzin said, in hisown tongue, "I the monkey speaksthe
Hero'stongue, it is probably asa spy."

"My presence herewas not my idea," Locklear pointed out, surprised to find his memory of the
language returning so quickly. "I boarded the Weasdl on command to |eave a dangerous region, not to
enter one. Ask the ship's quartermaster, or check her records.”

The commander spat and Sizzled again: "The crew aredl carrion. Asyou will soon be, unlessyou tell
uswhy, of al the monkeys on that ship, you were the only one so specidly protected.”

Locklear moaned. This huge kzin's partia name and his scarsimplied the kind of warrior whose vaor
and honor forbade liesto a captive. All dead but himsalf? Locklear shrugged before he thought, and the
shrug sent a stab of agony across his upper chest. " Sonofabitch,” he gasped in agony. The navigator kzin
trandated. Thelarger one grinned, the kind of grin that might fasten on histhroat.

Locklear said in Kzin, very fast, "Not you! | was cursing the pain.”

"A telepath could verify your meaningsvery quickly,” said the smdler kzin.

"Anexcdlent idea," said Locklear. "Hewill verify that | am no spy, and not a combatant, but only an
ethologist from Earth. A kzin acquaintance once told me it was important to know your forms of address.
| do not wish to give offense.”

"Cdl me Tzak-Navigator," said the smdler kzin abruptly, and grasped L ocklear by the shoulder,
talons snking into the human flesh. Locklear moaned again, gritting histeeth. ™Y ou would attack? Good,"
the navigator went on, mistaking the grimace, maintaining his grip, the formidable kzin body trembling
withintent.

"I cannot speak well with such pain," Locklear managed to grunt. "Not as well-protected asyou
think."

"We found you well-protected and sealed donein that ship,” said the commander, motioning for the
navigator to dacken hishold. "I warn you, we must rendezvous the Raptor with another Ripping-Fang
class cruiser to pick up afull crew before we hit the Eridani worlds. | have no time to waste on such a
scrawny monkey as you, which we have caught nearer our home worlds than to your own.”

Locklear grasped hisright elbow as support for that aching collarbone. "1 was surveying life-formson
purely academic study—in peacetime, so far as| knew," he said. "The old patrol craft | leased didn't
have awegpon onit."

"Youlie" the navigator hissed. "We saw them."

"The Weasdl was not my ship, Tzak-Navigator. I1ts commander brought me back under protest; said
the Interworld Commission wanted noncombatants out of harm'sway—and herel aminitscloaca”

"Then it was already well-known on that ship that we are at war. | fed better about killing it," said the
commander. "Now, asto the ludicrous cargo it was carrying: what isyour title and importance?’

"I am scholar Carroll Locklear. | was probably the least important man on the Weasel —except to



mysdf. Since | have nothing to hide, bring atelepath.”
"Now it givesorders,” snarled the navigator.
"Please" Locklear said quickly.
"Better," the commander said.
"It knows," the navigator muttered. "That iswhy it issues such achdlenge.”

"Perhaps," the commander rumbled. To Locklear he said, "A skeleton crew of four rarely includesa
telepath. That statement will either satisfy your chalenge, or | can satisfy it in more—conventiond ways."
Thet grinagain, ferd, willing.

"I meant no challenge, Grraf-Commander. | only want to satisfy you of who | am, and who I'm not.”

"Weknow what you are," said the navigator. ™Y ou are our prisoner, an important one, fleeing the
Patriarchy rim in hopes that the monkeyship could get you to safety.” He reached again for Locklear's
shoulder.

"That ispuretorture,” Locklear said, wincing, and saw the navigator stiffen asthe furry orangearm
dropped. If only he had recalled the kzinti disdain for torture earlier! "1 am told you are an honorable
race. May | betreated properly as a captive?'

"By dl means,”" the commander said, amost in apurr. "We eat captives.”

Locklear, dyly: "Even important ones?'

"If it pleases me," the commander replied. "More likely you could turn your coat in the service of the
Patriarchy. | say you could; | would not suggest such an obscenity. But that is probably the one chance
your sort hasfor persond surviva."

"My sort?'
The commander looked L ocklear up and down, a the dender body, lightly muscled with only the

deep chest to suggest tamina. "One of the most vulnerable specimens of monkeydom | have ever seen,”
hesad.

That was the moment when Locklear decided hewas a war. "V ulnerable, and important, and
captive. Eat me," he said, wondering if that find phrasewas asinsulting in Kzin asit wasin Interworld.
Evidently not .. .

"Gunner! Apprentice Engineer," the commander caled suddenly, and Locklear heard two responses
through the ship'sintercom. "L ock this monkey in awiper's quarters.” He turned to his navigator.
"Perhaps Fleet Commander Skrull-Rrit will want thisone dive. We shdl know in an eight-squared of
duty watches." With that, the huge kzin commander strode ouit.

* % %

After his second deep, Locklear found himsdf roughly hustled forward in the low-polarity ship's
gravity of the Raptor by the nameess Apprentice Engineer. Thissmalest of the crew had been akitten
not long before and, a two-meter height, was il filling out. The transverse mustard-tinted band across
his abdomina fur identified Apprentice Engineer down the full length of the hull passageway.

Locklear, hisright arm in ading of bandages, tried to remember al the menta notes he had made
since being tossed into that cell. He kept his eyes downcast to avoid a chalenging look—and because he
did not want his cold fury to show. These orange-furred monstrosities had killed a ship and crew with
every semblance of pridein the act. They treated acivilian captive a best like playground bullies treat an
urchin, and at worgt like food. It was dl very well to study animal behavior as adetached ethologigt. It
was something € se when the toughest warriorsin the galaxy attached you to their food chain.

He douched because that was as far from amilitary posture as aman could get—and Locklear's
persona war could hardly be declared if he valued his own pelt. He would try to learn where hand
weapons were kept, but would try to seem stupid. Hewould . . . hefound the last vow impossible to
keep with the Grraf-Commander'sfirst question.



Wheding in hiscommand chair on the Raptor 's bridge, the commander faced the captive. "If you
piloted your own monkeyship, then you have some menid skills™ It was not aquestion; morelikean
accusation. "Can you learn to read metersif it will lengthen your pathetic life?!

Ah, there was aquestion! Locklear was on the point of lying, but it took aworried kzinto sing a
worried song. If they needed him to read meters, he might learn much in ashort time. Besides, they'd
know bloody well if helied on thismatter. "l cantry," he said. "What's the problem?"

"Tdl him," spat Grraf-Commander, spinning about again to the holo screen.

Tzak-Navigator made a gesture of agreement, standing beside Locklear and gazing toward the vast
humped shoulders of the fourth kzin. This nameless one was of truly gigantic Size. He turned, growling,
and Locklear noted the nose scar that seemed very appropriate for aflash-tempered gunner.
Tzak-Navigator met his gaze and paused, with the characterigtic tremor of akzin who prided himself on
physica control. "Ship's Gunner, you are relieved. Adequately done."

With the final phrase, Ship's Gunner rlaxed his ear umbrellas and stalked off with abarely creditable
salute. Tzak-Navigator pointed to the vacated seat, and Locklear took it. "He has got uslost,” muttered
the navigeator.

"But you were the navigator,” Locklear said.

"Watch your tongue!”

"I'm just trying to understand crew duties. | asked what the problem was, and Grraf-Commander
sadtotdl me"

The tremor became more obvious, but Tzak-Navigator knew when he was boxed. "With afour-kzin
crew, our titlesand our duties tend to vary. When | accept duties of executive officer and
communications officer aswell, another member may prove his mettle at some smple tasks of
adrogetion.”

"I would think Apprentice Engineer might be good at reading meters,”" Locklear said carefully.

"He has enough of them to read in the engine room. Besides, Ship's Gunner has superior timein
grade; to pass him over would have been adeadly insult.”

"Um. And | don't count?'

"Exactly. Asacaptive, you are a nonperson—even if you have skillsthat agunner might lack.”
"You sad it was adequately done," Locklear pointed out.

"For agunner,” spat the navigator, and Locklear smiled. A kzin, too proud to lie, could still speak

with mentd reservationsto an underling. The navigator went on: "We drew first blood with our chance
sortie to the galactic West, but Ship's Gunner must verify gravitational blips aswe passin hyperdrive.”

Locklear listened, and asked, and learned. What he learned initialy was fast mentd trandation of
octal numbersto decimad. What he learned eventually was that, counting on the gunner to verify likely
blips of known star masses, Grraf-Commander had finally reaized that they were monumentally logt,
light-years from their intended rendezvous on the rim of known space. And that rendezvous is on the
way to the Eridani worlds, Locklear thought. He said, asif to himsdf but in Kzin, "Out Eridani way, |
hear they're dways on guard for you guys. Y ou redly expect to get out of thisaive?'

"No," said the navigator eadly. "Y our life may be extended alittle, but you will die with heroes.
Soon."

"Soundslikeasuiciderun," Locklear said.

"Wearevolunteers" the navigator said with lofty arrogance, making no attempt to argue the point,
and then continued hisingructions.

Presently, studying the screen, Locklear said, "That gunner has us forty parsecs from anyplace. Jump
into norma space long enough for an astrogation fix and you've got it."

"Do not abuse my patience, monkey. Our last Fleet Command message on hyperwave forbade usto



make unnecessary jumps.”
After amoment, Locklear grinned. "And your commander doesn't want to haveto tell Fleet
Command you'relogt."

"What was that thing you did with your face?"

"Uh,—just stretching the muscles,” Locklear lied, and pointed at one of the meters. "There; um, that
was afidd strength of, oh hell, three eights and four, right?'

Tzak-Navigator did not have to tremble because his four-fingered hand wasin motion asablur,
punching buttons. "Yes. | have astar mass and,” the small screen stuttered its chicken-droppingsin
Kzinti, "here are the known candidates.”

Locklear nodded. In thislittle-known region, some star masses, especially the larger ones, would
have been recorded. With severd fixesin hyperdrive, he could make astrong guess at their direction with
respect to the galactic core. But by the time he had his second group of candidate stars, Locklear also
had ascheme.

Locklear asked for hiswristcomp, to help him trandate octal numbers—his chief motive wasless
direct—and got it after Apprentice Engineer satisfied himsdlf that it was no energy wesapon. The enginesr,
asuspicious churl quick with his hands and clearly on the make for status, displayed disappointment at his
own findings by throwing the instrument in Locklear'sface. Locklear decided that the kzin lowest on the
scrotum pole was most anxious to advance by any means available. And that, he decided, just might be
commonin al sentient behavior.

Two hours later by hiswristcomp, when Locklear tried to spesk to the commander without prior
permission, the navigator backhanded him for his trouble and then explained the proper channels. "I will
decide whether your message isworth Grraf-Commander's notice," he snarled.

Trying to stop his nosebleed, Locklear told him.

"A transparent ruse," the navigator accused, "to save your own hairless pdt.”

"It would have that effect,” Locklear agreed. "Maybe. But it would aso et you locate your position.”

The navigator looked him up and down. "Which will aid usin our mission against your own kind. Y ou
truly disgust me.”

In answer, Locklear only shrugged. Tzak-Navigator wheeled and crossed to the commander's
vicinity, stiff and proper, and spoke rapidly for afew moments. Presently, Grraf-Commander motioned
for Locklear to approach.

Locklear decided that amilitary posture might help thistime, and tried to hold his body straight
despite his pains. The commander eyed him slently, then said, "'Y ou offer me amotive to justify jumping
into normal space?’

"Y es, Grraf-Commander: to deposit an important captive in alifeboat around some stellar body.”

"And why in the name of the Patriarchy would | want to?"

"Becauseit isdmogt within the reach of plausibility that the occupants of this ship might not survive
thismisson," Locklear said with irony that went unnoticed. "But en route to your fina glory, you can
inform Fleet Command where you have placed avitaly important captive, to be retrieved later.”

"Y ou admit your Satusat last.”

"l have acertain status,” Locklear admitted. It's damned low, and that's certain enough. "And
while you were doing that in normal space, anavigator might just happen to determine exactly where you
ae"

"Y ou do not deceive me in your motive. If | did not locate that spot,” Tzak-Navigator said, "'no
Patriarchy ship could find you—and you would soon run out of food and air.”

"And you would missthe Eridani mission," Locklear reminded him, "because we aren't getting any



blips and you may be getting farther from your rendezvous with every breath.”

"At the least, you are atraitor to monkeydom," the navigator said. "No kzin worthy of the name
would assigt an enemy misson.”

Locklear favored him with alevel gaze. "Y ou've decided to waste dl ninelivesfor glory. Count on
mefor help.”

"Monkeys are clever where their pelts are concerned,” rumbled the commander. "I do not intend to
miss rendezvous, and this monkey must be placed in a safe cage. Have the crew provision alifeboat but
disableitsdrive, Tzak-Navigator. When we |locate astellar mass, | want dl in readinessfor the jump.”

The navigator saluted and moved off the bridge. Locklear received permission to return to his
console, moving dowly, trying to watch the commander's furry digitsin preparation for ajump that might
be required at any time. Locklear punched severa notesinto the wristcomp's memory; you could never
tell when ascholar's notes might come in handy.

Locklear was chewing on kzin rations, reconstituted meat which met human teeth like aleather brick
and tasted of last week's oysters, when the long-range meter began to register. It was not much of ablip
but it got stronger fast, the vernier meter registering by the time Locklear called out. He watched the
commander, donewhilethe rest of the crew were arranging that lifeboat, and used hiswristcomp afew
more times before Grraf-Commander's announcement.

* % %

Tzak-Navigator, eyeing his console moments after the jump and sl light-minutes from that small
sellar mass, was a firg too intent on his astrogation to notice that there was no nearby solar blaze. But
Locklear noticed, and felt asurge of panic.

"You will not perish in solar radiation, at least,” said Grraf-Commander in evident pleasure. "Y ou
have found yoursdlf ablack dwarf, monkey!"

Locklear punched aquery. He found no candidate stars to match this phenomenon. "Permisson to
speak, Tzak-Navigator?'

The navigator punched in afind instruction and, while his screen flickered, turned to the local
viewscreen. "Wait until you have something worth saying," he ordered, and paused, Staring at what that
screen told him. Then, asif arguing with his screen, he complained, "But known spaceis not old enough
for acompletely burnt-out star.”

"Neverthdess," the commander replied, waving toward the screens, "if not ablack dwarf, avery,
very brown one. Thank that lucky star, Tzak-Navigator; it might have been aneutron star."”

"And aplanet,” the navigator exclaimed. "Impossiblel Beforeitsfina collapse, this star would have
converted any nearby planet into agas shell. But thereit lies!" He pointed to aluminous dot on the
screen.

"That might makeit easy to find again,” Locklear said with something akin to faint hope. He knew,
watching the navigator's split concentration between screens, that the kzin would soon know the Raptor's
position. No chance beyond this brown dwarf now, an unheard-of anomaly, to escape this suicide ship.

The navigator ignored him. "Permission for proximd orbit," he requested.

"Denied,” the commander said. "Y ou know better than that. Close orbit around adwarf could rip us
asunder with angular acceleration. That dwarf may be only the size of asingle dreadnought, but its mass
isenormous enough to bend distant starlight.”

While Locklear consdered whet little he knew of collapsed star matter, a cupful of which would
exceed the mass of the greatest warship in known space, the navigator consulted his astrogation screen
again. "l have our pogtion,” he said at last. "We were on the way to the galactic rim, thanks to that
untrained—well, a least heisafine gunner. Grraf-Commander, | meant to ask permission for orbit
around the planet. We can discard this offd in the lifeboat there.”

"Granted," said the commander. Locklear took more notes as the two kzinti piloted their ship nearer.



If lifeboats were piloted with the same systems as cruisers, and if he could study the waysin which that
lifeboat drive could be energized, he might yet take ahand in hisfate.

The maneuverstook so much timethat Locklear feared the kzin would drop the whole ides, but, "Let
it be recorded that | keep my bargains, even with monkeys,”" the commander grouched as the planet
began to grow in the viewport.

"Tiny suns, orbiting the planet? Stranger and stranger,” the navigator mused. " Grraf-Commander, this
is—not natura.”

"Exactly so. Itisartificid,” said the commander. Brightening, he added, "Perhaps a specia project,
though | do not know how we could move afull-sized planet into orbit around a dwarf. Tzak-Navigator,
seeif thistalieswith anything the Patriarchy may have onfile." No sound passed between them when the
navigator looked up from his screen, but their shared glance did not improve the commander's mood.
"No?Well, backup recordsin triplicate," he snapped. "Survey sensorsto full gain.”

Locklear took more notes, his heart pounding anew with every added strangeness of thissingular
discovery. The planet orbited severa light-minutes from the dead star, with numerous satellitesin
synchronous orhits, blazing like tiny suns—or rather, like spotlightsin imitation of tiny suns, for the
radiation from those satellites blazed only downward, toward the planet's surface. Those satellites,
according to the navigator, seemed to be moving abit in complex patterns, not al of them in the same
ways—and one of them dimmed even asthey watched.

The commander brought the ship nearer, and now Tzak-Navigator gasped with a fresh astonishment.
"Grraf-Commander, this planet is dotted with force-cylinder generators. Not complete shells, but opento
gpace at orbital height. And the beam-spread of each satdllite'slight flux coincides with the edge of each
force cylinder. No, not dl of them; severd of those circular areas are not bathed in any light at dl. Falow
aress?'

"Or unfinished aress," the commander grunted. "Perhaps we have discovered a project in the
meking."

Locklear saw blazes of blue, white, red, and yellow impinging in vast circular patterns on the planet's
surface. Almost as if someone had placed small models of Srius, Sol, Fomalhaut, and other suns
out here, he thought. He said nothing. If he orbited this bizarre mystery long enough, he might probeits
secrets. If he orbited it too long, he would damned well die of starvation.

Then, "Homeworld," blurted the astonished navigator, as the ship continued its close pass around this
planet that was at least half the mass of Earth.

Locklear saw it too, acircular region that seemed to be hundreds of kilometersin diameter, richin
colorsthat reminded him of akzin'sfur. The green expanse of abig lake, too, aswell as dark masses that
might have been mountain crags. And then he noticed that one of the nearby circular patterns seemed
achingly familiar inits colors, and before he thought, he said it in Interworld:

"Eath!"

The commander legped to amind-numbing conclusion the moment before Locklear did. "This can
only beagaactic prison—or azoo," he said in achoked voice. "The planet was evidently moved here,
after the brown dwarf was discovered. There seemsto be no atmosphere outside the force walls, and the
planetary surface between those circular regionsisamost as cold asinterstellar degps, according to the
sensors. If it isaprison, each compound iswell-isolated from the others. Nothing could livein the
interdtices”

Locklear knew that the commander had overlooked something that could live there very
comfortably, but held histongue awhile. Then, "Permission to spesk,” he said.

"Granted," said the commander. "What do you know of this—thisthing?"

"Only this: whether it isazoo or aprison, one of those compounds seems very Earthlike. If you left
methere, | might find air and food to last me indefinitely.”



"And other monkeysto help in Patriarch-knows-what," the navigator put in quickly. "No oneis
answering my al-band queries, and we do not know who runsthis prison. The Patriarchy has no prison
on record that iseven faintly like this"

"If they are kegping heroesin akzinti compound,” grated the commander, "this could be a
planet-sized trep.”
Tzak-Navigator: "But whose?"

Grraf-Commander, with arrogant satisfaction: "It will not matter whoseit is, if they set avermin-sized
trgp and catch an armed lifeboat. Thereis no shell over these circular walls, and if there were, | would try
to blast through it. Re-enable the lifeboat's drive. Tzak-Navigator, as Executive Officer you will remain
on dert inthe Raptor. For therest of us: sound planetfal!”

* * *

Caught between fright and amazement, Locklear could only hang on and wait, painfully buffeted
during reentry because the kzin-szed seat harnesswould not retract to fit his human frame. The lifebodt,
the Sze of aflatlander's racing yacht, descended in abroad spird, keeping well insde thoseinvisible
force-walls that might have damaged the craft on contact. At last the commander set his ship on asearch
pattern that spiraled inward while maintaining perhaps akilometer's height above the yellow grassy plains,
the kzin-colored steaming jungle, the placid lake, the dark mountain peaks of thistiny, synthesized piece
of the kzin homeworld.

Presently, the craft settled near a promontory overlooking that lake and partialy protected by therise
of astone escarpment—the landfal of agood military mind, Locklear admitted to himsdlf.
" Apprentice-Engineer: report on environmenta conditions,” the commander ordered. Turning to
Locklear, he added, "If thisis a zoo, the zookeepers have not yet learned to capture heroes—nor any of
our food animal's, according to our survey. Since your metabolism is so near ours, | think thisiswherewe
shall deposit you for safekeeping.”

"But without prey, Grraf-Commander, he will soon starve," said Apprentice Engineer.

The heavy look of the commander seemed full of ironic amusement. "No, he will not. Humans est
monkeyfood, remember? This specimenisakshat.”

Locklear colored but tried to ignore the insult. Any creature willing to eat vegetation was, to the
kzinti, kshat, an herbivore capable of eating offa. And capable of little ese. Y ou might leave me some
rations anyway,” he grumbled. "I'm in no condition to be climbing treesfor food."

"But you soon may be, and asingle monkey in this place could hide very well from asearch party.”

Apprentice-Engineer, performing his extra duties proudly, waved adigit toward the screen.
"Grraf-Commander, the gravity congtant is exactly home normal. The temperature, too; solar flux, the
same; atmosphere and microorganisms aswell. | suspect that the builders of this zoo planet have buried
gravity polarizerswith the force cylinder generators.”

"No doubt those other compounds are equally equipped to surrogate certain worlds," the
commander said. "I think, whoever they are—or were—the builderswork very, very dowly."

Locklear, entertaining his own scenario, suspected the buildersworked very dowly, dl right—and in
ways, with motives, beyond the understanding of man or kzin. But why tell his suspicionsto Scarface?
Locklear had by now given hisown private |abelsto these infuriating kzinti, after noting the commander's
face-mark, the navigator's tremors of intent, the gunner's brutal stupidity and the engineer's abdomina
patch: to Locklear, they had become Scarface, Brick-shitter, Goon, and Y elowbelly. Those labels gave
him an emationd lift, but he knew better than to use them aoud.

Scarface made hisintent clear to everyone, glancing at Locklear from timeto time, as he gave his
orders. Water and rations for eight duty watches were to be offloaded. Because every kzin craft has
specia equipment to pacify those kzinti who displayed crimind behavior, especidly the Kdaptistiswith
their treasonous leanings toward humankind, Scarface had prepared a zzrou for their human captive.
The zzrou could be charged with a powerful soporific drug, or—as the commander said in this case—a



poison. Affixed to ahost and tuned to atranamitter, the zzrou could be set to inject its materia into the
host at regular intervals—or to meter it out whenever the host moved too far from that transmitter.

Scarface held theimplant device, no larger than a biscuit with vicious prongs, in his hand, facing the
captive. "If you try to extract this, it will kill you ingtantly. If you somehow found the transmitter and
smashed it—again you would die instantly. Whenever you stray two stepstoo far fromit, you will suffer.
| shall st it so that you can move about far enough to feed yoursdlf, but not far enough to make finding
you adifficulty.”

Locklear chewed hislip for amoment, thinking. "Isthe poison cumulative?’

"Yes. And if you do not know that honor forbids meto lie, you will soon find out to your sorrow.”
He turned and handed asmall deviceto Y dlowbdly. "Take thistransmitter and place it where no
monkey might ssumble acrossit. Do not wander more than eight-cubed paces from herein the
process—and take a Sidearm and atransceiver with you. | am not absolutely certain the placeis
uninhabited. Captive! Bare your back."

Locklear, dry-mouthed, removed his jacket and shirt. He watched Y ellowbelly bound back down
the short passageway and, soon afterward, heard the sigh of an air lock. He turned casudly, trying to
catch sght of him as Goon was peering through the viewport, and then he felt apardyzing agony as
Scarface impacted the prongs of the zzrou into his back just below the left shoulder blade.

* * %

Hisfirg sensation was a chill, and his second was a painful reminder of those zzrou prongs sunk into
the muscles of hisback. Locklear eased to aSitting position and looked around him. Except for
depressionsin the yelowish grass, and aterrifyingly smal pile of provisons piled aop hisshirt and
jacket, he could see no evidence that akzin lifeboat had ever landed here. "For dl you know, they'll
never come back," hetold himsdf aloud, shivering as he donned his garments. Taking to himsdlf wasan
old habit born of solitary researches, and made him fed lessaone.

But now that he thought on it, he couldn't decide which he dreaded most, their return or permanent
solitude. "So let'stake stock,” he said, squatting next to the provisions. A kzin'srationswould last three
timesaslong for him, but the numbers were depressing: within three flatlander weeks held ether find
water and food, or he would starve—if he did not freezefirdt.

If thiswas redlly acompound designed for kzin, it would be chilly for Locklear—and it was. The
water would be drinkable, and no doubt he could eat kzin game animasif hefound any that did not eat
him first. He had aready decided to head for the edge of that l1ake, which lay shining at a distance that
was hard to judge, when he redlized that local animals might destroy what food he had.

Wincing with the effort, he removed hislight jacket again. They had taken hissmall utility knife but
Y elowbelly had not checked his grooming tool very well. He deployed its shaving blade insteed of the
nail pincers and used it to dit away the jacket's epaulets, then cut carefully at the triple-folds of cloth,
grateful for hisaccidenta choice of awoven fabric. He found that when trying to bresk athread, he
would cut his hand before the thread parted. Good; asingle thread would support al of those rations but
the water bulbs.

Hiswristcomp told him the kzin had been gone an hour, and the position of that ersatz 61 Ursa
Mg orishanging in the sky said he should have severa more hours of light, unless the builders of thiszoo
had fudged on their timing. "Numbers" he said. ™Y ou need better numbers.” He couldn't et a number,
but knowing the right ones might feed hisbelly.

In the landing pad depressionslay severa stones, some crushed by the cruel weight of thekzin
lifeboat. He pocketed afew fragments, two with sharp edges, tied athird stone to a twenty-meter length
of thread and tossed it clumsily over abranch of avine-choked tree. But when hetried to pull those
rations up to suspend them out of harm'sway, that thread sawed the pul py branch in two. Sighing, he
began collecting and stripping vines. Favoring hisright shoulder, ignoring the pain of the zzrou as he used
hisleft arm, hefinally managed to suspend the plastic-encased bricks of lesthery mest five meters above



the grass. It was easier to cache the water, running dender vines through the carrying handles and
suspending the water in two bundles. He kept one brick and one water bulb, which contained perhaps
two gallons of the precious Stuff.

And then he made hisfirst crucid discovery, when atrickle of moisture issued from the severed end
of avine. It felt cool, and it didn't Sing his hands, and taking the inevitable plunge he licked at adropl e,
and then sucked at the end of that vine. Good clean water, faintly sweet; but with what subtle poisons?
He decided to wait aday beforetrying it again, but he was smiling aferociouslittle smile.

Somewhere within an eight-cubed of kzin paces|ay the transmitter for that damned thing stuck into
his back. No tdling exactly how far he could stray fromiit. "Damned right theré's sometelling,” he
announced to the breeze. "Numbers, numbers," he muttered. And straight lines. If that misbegotten son of
ahairbal wastdling the truth—and a kzin always did—then L ocklear would know within astep or so
when held gonetoo far. The safe distance from that transmitter would probably be the samein all
directions, ahemisphere of spaceto roam in. Would it let him get asfar asthe lake?

Hefound out after sighting toward the nearest edge of the lake and setting out for it, dashing at the
trunks of jungle treeswith asharp soneto blaze astraight-linetrail. Not exactly straight, but nearly so.
Helistened hard at every step, moving steadily downhill, wondering what might have amenu with his
nameonit.

That careful pace saved him agreat ded of pain, but not enough of it to suit him. Once, studying the
hest-sensors that guided a captive rattlesnake to its prey back on Earth, Locklear had been bitten on the
hand. It was like that now behind and below hisleft shoulder, a sudden burning ache that kept aching as
he fell forward, writhing, hurting hisright collarbone again. Locklear scrambled backward five paces or
s0 and the sting was suddenly, shockingly, absent. That part wasn't like arattler bite, for sure. He cursed,
but knew he had to do it: moved forward again, very dowly, until hefdt thelancing bite of the zzrou. He
moved back a pace and the sting was gone. "But it's cumulative,” he said doud. "Can't do thisfor a

Hefelled asmall tree & that point, sawing it with athread tied to scones until the pulpy trunk fell, held
at an angle by vines. Its sgp was milky. It stung hisfinger. Damned if hewould let it sing histongue. He
couldn't wash the stuff off in lake water because the lake was perhaps aklick beyond hislimit. He
wondered if Y ellowbelly had thought about that when he hid the tranamitter.

Locklear had intended to pace off the distance he had moved from hisfood cache, but kzin gravity
seemed to drag at his heels and he knew that he needed numbers more exact than the paces of atiring
man. He unwound all of the thread on the ball, then sat down and opened his grooming tool. Whatever
forgotten genius had stamped afive-centimeter rule dong the length of the pincer lever, Locklear owed
him. He measured twenty of those lengths and then tied aknot. He then used that first one-meter length
to judge his second knot; used it again for the third; and with fingers that stung from tiny cuts, tied two
knots at the five-meter point. He tied three knots at the ten-meter point, then continued until he had
fifteen meters of surveying line, ignoring the last meter or so.

He needed another half-hour to measure the distance, as straight as he could make it, back to the
food cache: 437 meters. He punched the datum into his wristcomp and rested, drinking too much from
that water bulb, noting that the sunlight was making longer shadows now. The sundown direction was
"West" by definition. And after sundown, what? Nocturna predators? He was dready exhausted, cold,
and in need of shelter. Locklear managed to pile palmlike fronds as his bed in anarrow cleft of the
promontory, made the best weapon he could by tying fist-sized stones two meters apart with athread,
grasped one stone and whirled the other experimentally. It made a satisfying whirr—and for al he knew,
it might even be marginaly useful.

The sunblaze fooled him, dying dowly whileit was il hafway to his horizon. He punched thetime
into hiswristcomp, and redlized that the builders of this zoo might be limited in the degree to which they
could surrogate a planetary surface, when other vast circular cages were adjacent to thisone. It was too
much to ask that any zoo cage be, for its specimens, the best of al possible worlds.



Locklear dept badly, but he dept. During the timeswhen helay awake, hefdt the slencelikea
hermetic sed around him, broken only by the rasp and dither of distant tree frondsin vagrant breezes.
Kzin-norma microorganisms, the navigator had said; maybe, but Locklear had seen no sign of animd life.
Almost, he would have preferred stealthy footfals or screams of nocturna prowlers.

The next morning he noted on hiswristcomp when the ersatz kzinti sun began to blaze—not on the
horizon, but seeming to kindle when hdfway to its zenith—rigged a better ding for hisright arm, then sat
scratching inthedirt for atime. The night had |asted thirteen hours and forty-eight minutes. If succeeding
nights were longer, he wasin for atooth-chattering winter. But first: FIND THAT DAMNED
TRANSMITTER.

Because it was smdl enough to fit in apocket. And then, ah then, he would not be held like alapdog
on aleash. He pounded some kzin mest to soften it and took hisfirst sghtings while swilling from awater
bulb.

The extension of that measured line, thistime in the opposite direction, went more quickly except
when he had to clamber on rocky inclines or cut one of those pulpy trees down to keep his sightings
near-perfect. He had no spirit level, but estimated the inclines aswell as he could, as he had done before,
and used the wristcomp's trigonometric functions to adjust the numbers he took from his surveying
thread. That damned kzin engineer was the kind who would be half-running to do his master's bidding,
and an eight-cubed of his paces might be anywhere from six hundred metersto akilometer. Or the
hidden transmitter might be amost underfoot at the cache; but no more than aklick at most. Locklear
was pondering that when the zzrou zapped him again.

He dtiffened, yeped, and whirled back severd paces, then advanced very dowly until hefdt itsfirst
half-hearted bite, and moved back, punching in the datum, working backward using the same system to
make doubly sure of his numbers. At the cache, he found his two new numbers varied by five meters and
gplit the difference. His southwest limit had been 437 meters away, his northeast limit 529; which meant
thetotal length of that line was 966 meters. It probably wasn't the full diameter of hiscircle, but those
points lay on its circumference. He haved the number: 483. That number, minusthe 437, was 46 meters.
He messured off forty-six meters toward the northeast and piled pulpy branchesin apyramid higher than
his head. This point, by God, was one point on thefull diameter of that circle perpendicular to hisfirst
line! Next he had to survey aline a aright angleto the line hedd dready surveyed, aline passing through
that pyramid of branches.

It took him &l morning and then some, lengthening his thread to be more certain of that crucid right
angle before he set off into the jungle, and he measured almost seven hundred meters before that bloody
damned zzrou hit him again, thistime not so painfully because by that time he was moving very dowly.
He returned to the pyramid of branches and struck off in the opposite direction, just to be sure of the
numbers he scratched in the dirt using the wristcomp. He was filled with joy when the zzrou fathfully
poisoned him abit over 300 meters away, within ten meters of his expectation.

Thosefirg three limit points had been enough to rough out the circle; the fourth was confirmation.
Locklear knew that he had passed the transmitter on that long northwest leg; calculated quickly, because
he knew the exact length of that diameter, that it was a bit over two hundred meters from his pyramid;
and messured off the distance after lunch.

"Just like that fur-licking bastard," he said, looking around him at the tangle of orange, green and
yelow jungle growth. "Probably shit on it before he buried it.”

Locklear spent afruitless hour clearing punky shrubs and man-high ferns from the soft turf before he
saw it, and of courseit was not where he had been looking at al. "It" was not atelltale mound of dirt, nor
akzin footprint. It was agroup of three globes of milky sap, no larger than water droplets, just about
knee-high on the biggest pam in the clearing. And just about the right paitern for akzin's toe-claws.

He moved around the trunk, asthick as his body, staring up the tree, now picking out other sets of

milky puncture marks spaced up the trunk. More kzin clawvmarks. Softly, feding the gooseflesh move
down hisarms, he called, "Ollee-ollee-dl's-in-free," just for the hell of it. And then he cut the damned



tree down, carefully, letting the breeze do part of the work so that the tree sagged, buckled, and came
down at alelsurely pace.

The transmitter, which looked rather like awristcomp without a bracelt, lay in ahole scooped out
by Ydlowbdly's clawsin the tender young top of the tree. It was sticky with sap, and Locklear hoped it
had stung the kzin asit was stinging his own fingers. He wiped it off with vine leaves, rinsed it with
dribbles of water from severed vines, wiped it off again, and then returned to hisfood cache.

"Y ep, the shoulder hurts, and the damned gravity doesn't help but," he said, and ydled it at the sky,
"Now I'm loose, you rat-tailed sons of bitches!"

* % %

He spent another night &t thefirst cache, now with little concern about things that went boomp in the
ersatz night. The sunblaze dimmed thirteen hours and forty-eight minutes after it began, and Locklear
guessed that the days and nights of this synthetic arenanever changed. "It'd be tough to develop a
cosmology here" he said doud, shivering because hisright shoulder smply would not let him generate a
fire by friction. "Maybe that was ddiberate.” If he wanted to study the behavior of intelligent species
without risking their learning too much, and had not the faintest kind of ethics about it, Locklear decided
he might imagine just such avast enclosure for the kzinti. Only they were aready a spacefaring race, and
s0 was humankind, and he could have sworn the adjacent area on thisimpossible zoo planet was aringer
for one of thewild areas back on Earth. He cudgeled his memory until he recalled the lozenge shape of
that |ake seen from orbit, and the earthlike area.

"Right—about—there," he said, nodding to the southwest, acrossthelake. "If | don't garvefirs.”

Heknew that any kzinti searching for him could smply homein on the transmitter. Or maybe not so
samply, if the sgnal was balked by stone or dirt. A cave with akink init could complicate their search
nicely. He could test the idea—at the risk of absorbing one zep too many from that infuriating zzrou
clinging to hisback.

"Well, second things second,” he said. Hed attended to the first thingsfirst. He dept poorly again,
but the collarbone seemed to be mending.

Locklear admitted an ingtant's panic the next morning (he had counted down to the moment when the
ersatz sun began to shine, missing it by afew seconds) as he moved beyond hisold limit toward the lake.
But the zzrou might have been ahockey puck for itsinertness. The lake had smdl regular wavel ets—
easy enough to generate if you have a timer on your gravity polarizer, he mused to the
builders—and a narrow beach that aternated between sand and pebbles. No prints of any kind, not even
birds or molluscs. If this huge arena did not have extremes of weether, asingle footprint on that sand
might last ageologic era

Thefood cache was within astone's throw of the kzin landing, good enough reason to find a better
place. Locklear found one, where astream trickled to the lake (pumps, or rainfall”? Time enough to find
out), after cutting its passage down through basdlt that was haf-hidden by foliage. Locklear found a
hollow beneath alow waterfal and, in threetrips, portaged al his meagre stores to that hideyhole with its
stone shelf. The water tasted good, and again he tested the trickle from dashed vines because he did not
intend to stay tied to that |akeside forever.

The channd cut through basat by water told him that the stream had once been atorrent and might
be again. The channel dso hinted that the stream had been cutting its patient way for tens of centuries,
perhapsfar longer. "Zoo has been here along time," he said, sartled at the tinny echo behind the murmur
of water, realizing that he had begun to think of this planet as"Z00." It might be untenanted, like that sad
remnant of acapitaist’'s dream that till drew tourists to San Simeon on the coast of Earth's Cdlifornia
Cagesfor exotic fauna, but the animaslong since gone. Or never introduced? One more puzzleto be
shelved until more pieces could be sudied.

During hisfourth day on Zoo, Locklear redized that the water was dmost certainly safe, and that he
must begin testing the tubers, spiny nuts, and poisonous-looking fruit that he had been eyeing with



migtrust. Might aswel| test the stuff while circumnavigating the lake, he decided, vowing to try one new
plant aday. Nothing had nibbled at anything beyond mosdike growths on some soft-surfaced fruit. He
guessed that the growths meant that the fruit was overripe, and judged ripeness that way. He did not
need much time deciding about plants that stank horribly, or that stung his hands. On the seventh day on
Zoo, while using abrown plant juice to draw amap on plastic food wrap (a pathetic |eft-handed effort),
he began to fed ditinct localized painsin his ssomach. He put afinger down histhroat, bringing up bits of
kzin rations and pieces of the nutmeats he had swallowed after trying to chew them during breskfadt.
They had goneinto his mouth like soft rubber capsules, and down histhroat the same way.

But they had grown tiny hair-rootsin hisbelly, and while he watched the nasty stuff he had splashed
on stone, those roots continued to grow, waving blindly. He gpplied himsdlf to the task again and findly
coughed up another. How many had he swalowed? Three, or four? He thought four, but saw only three,
and only after smashing adozen more of the nutshellswas he satisfied that each shell held three, and only
three, of theloathsome things. Not animals, perhaps, but they would eat you nonetheless. Maybe he
shouldve named the place "Herbarium.” The hdl withit:

"Z0o0" it remained.

On the ninth day, carrying the mest in hisjacket, he began to use hisright arm sparingly. That wasthe
day heredized that he had rounded the broad curve of the lake and, if hisbrief memory of it from orbit
was accurate, the placid lake was perhaps three times as long as it was wide. He found it possible to run,
one of hisfew athletic specidties, and despite the wear of kzin gravity he put fourteen thousand running
paces behind him before exhaustion made him gather high grasses for abed.

At ameter and ahaf per step, he had covered twenty-one klicks, give or take a bit, that day. Not
bad in this gravity, he decided, even if the collarbone was aching again. On his abominable map, that
placed him about midway down thelong side of the lake. The following morning he turned west,
following another stream through an open grassy plain, jogging, resting, jogging. He gathered tubers
floating downstream and ate one, fearing that it would surely be deadly becauseit tasted like awild
srawberry.

Hefollowed the stream for three more days, living mostly on those ddlicious tubers and water,
nesting warmly in thick sheaves of grass. On the next day he spied adark mass of basdlt rising to the
northwest, captured two litres of water in an empty plastic bag, and risked dl. It waswell that he did for,
late in the following day with heaving chest, he saw clouds sweeping in from the north, dragging agray
downpour as abride drags her train. That stream far below and klicks distant was soon a broad river
which would have swept him to the lake. But now he stood on arocky escarpment, seeing the glisten of
water from those cragsin the distance, and knew that he would not die of thirst in the highlands. He dso
suspected, judging from the shredded-cotton roiling of cloud beyond those crags, that he was very near
thewadls of hiscage.

* % %

Evenfor arunner, the two-kilometer rise of those crags was daunting in high gravity. Locklear aimed
for asaddleback only athousand meters high where sheets of rain had falen not long before, hiking
beside a swollen stream until he found its source. It wasn't much as glaciers went, but he found green
depths of icefilling the saddleback, shouldering up againgt aforce wal that beggared anything he had
ever seen up close.

The wall was trangparent, apparent to the eye only by its effects and by the e dritch blackness just
beyond it. The thing was horrendoudy cold, seeming to cut straight across hills and cragswith an inner
border of iceto define this kzin compound. Locklear knew it only seemed straight because the curvature
was so gradud . When hetossed astone @ it, the stone dowed abruptly and soundlessly asiif
encountering a meters-deep cushion, then did downward and back to clatter onto the minuscule glacier.
Uphill and down, for asfar as he could see, ice rimmed the inside of the force wall. He moved nearer,
gtaring through that invisible sponge, and saw another line of ice aklick distant. Between thoseicerims
lay bare basdlt, as uncompromisingly primitive asthe surface of an asteroid. Most of that raw surface was



s0 dark asto seem featureless, but reflections from ice lenses on each side dappled the dark basalt here
and there. The dapples of light were crystal clear, without the usual fuzziness of objects athousand
meters away, and Locklear redlized he was staring into avacuum.

"So vigtorsto Zoo can wander comfortably around with gravity polarizer platforms between the
cages,”" he said doud, angrily because he could see the towering masses of conifersin the next
compound. It was an Earth compound, all right—but he could see no evidence of animals across that
distance, and that made him fiercely glad for some reason. He ached to cross those impenetrable
barriers, and hisvision of lofty conifers blurred with histears.

Hisfeet were freezing, now, and no vegetation grew as near asthe frost that lined theicerim. "You're
good, but you're not perfect,” he said to the builders. "Y ou can't keep the heat in these compounds from
leaking away at the rims." Hence frozen moisture and the lack of vegetation aong the rim, and higher
rainfall where clouds skirted that cold forcewall.

Scanning the vast panoramic arc of that ice rim, Locklear noted that his prison compound had a
gentle bowl shape, though some hills and crags surged up in the lowlands. Maybe using the natural
contours of old craters? Or maybe you made those craters. It was an engineering project that held
tremendous secrets for humankind, and it had been there for one hell of along time. Widely spaced
across that enormous bow! were spots of dramatic color, perhaps flowers. But they won't scatter much
without animal vectorsto help the wind disperse seeds and such. Dammit, this place wasn't
finished!

He retraced his steps downward. There was no point in making acamp in thisinclement place, and
with every sudden whistle of breeze now he was sarting to look up, scanning for the kzin ship he knew
might come a any time. He needed to find a cave, or to make one, and that would require construction
tools.

Latein the afternoon, while tying grass bundles at the edge of alow rolling plain, Locklear found
wood of the kind he'd hardly dared to hope for. He smply had not expected it to grow horizontaly. With
athin bark that smulated its surroundings, it lay mostly below the surface with shalow roots at intervals
like bamboo. Kzinti probably would've known to seek it from thefirgt, damn their hairy hides. The
stuff—he dubbed it shamboo—qgrew pardld to the ground and arrow-straight, and its foliage popped up
at regular intervalstoo. Some of its hard, hollow segments stored water, and some specimens grew thick
as histhighs and ten meterslong, tapering to wicked growth spines on each end. Locklear had been
walking over potential hiking staffs, construction shoring, and rafts for aweek without noticing. He pulled
up onethe size of ajavelin and clipped it smooth.

His grooming tool would do precision work, but Locklear abraded blisters on his pamsfashioning an
axehead from a chertlike stone common in seams where basalt crags soared from the prairie. He spent
two days learning how to socket a handaxe in a shamboo handle, living mostly on tuberberriesand grain
from grassheads, and elevated his respect for the first tool-using creatures in the process.

By now, Locklear'sright arm felt aimost as good as new, and the process of rediscovering primitive
technology became a compelling pastime. He was so intent on ways to weave plit shamboo filaments
into cordage for afirebow, while trudging just below the basdt heights, that he dmost missed the most
important moment of hislife,

He stepped from savannah grass onto a gritty surface that looked like other dry washes, continued
for three paces, stepped up onto grassy turf again, then stopped. He recalled walking across
sand-sprinkled tiles as ayouth, and something in that old memory made him look back. The dry wash
held wavelike patterns of grit, pebbles, and sand, but here and there were bare patches.

And those bare patches were as black and as smooth as machine-polished obsidian.

Locklear crammed the half-braided cord into a pocket and began to follow that dry wash up agentle
dope, toward the cleft ahead, and toward his destiny.

* % %



His heart pounding with hope and fear, Locklear stood five metersinside the perfect arc of obsidian
that formed the entrance to that cave. No runoff had ever spilled grit across the smooth broad floor
ingde, and hefet anirrationa concern that his footsteps were defiling something perfectly pristine, clean
and cold asan ice cavern. But afar, far morerationa concern wasthe porta before him, itsfacing made
of the same materid asthefloor, the opening itsalf four meterswide and just ashigh. A faint flickering
luminescence, as of gossamer film stretched across the portal, gave barely enough light to see. Locklear
saw hisreflectioninit, and wanted to laugh aoud at thisragged, skinny, barrel-chested gpparition with
the stubble of beard wearing stained flight togs. And the apparition reminded him that he might not be
done.

Hefdt slly, but after clearing histhroat twice he managed to cdl out: "Anybody home?!

Echoes; several of them, more than thislittle entrance space could possibly generate. He poked his
sturdy shamboo hiking staff into the gossamer film and jumped when stronger light flickered in the
distance. "Maybeyou just eat animd tissue," he said, with awavering chuckle. "Well—" Hetook his
grooming pincers and cut away the dried curl of skin around a broken blister on his palm, clipped away
Szeable crescents of fingernails, tossed them at the film.

Nothing but thetiny clicks of cuticles on obsidian, ingde; that's how quiet it was. He held the pointed
end of the saff likealancein hisright hand, extended the handaxe ahead in hisleft. He was right-handed,
after dl, so hed rather losethe left one. . .

No sensation on hisflesh, but a sudden flood of light as he moved through the portal, and L ocklear
dashed backward to the mouth of the cave. "Takeit easy, fool," he chided himself. "What did you see?!

A long smooth passageway; walls without signs or features; light seeming to legp from obsidian walls,
not too strong but damned disconcerting. He took several deep breaths and went in again, standing his
ground thistime when light flooded the artificia cave. Hisfirst thought, seeing the passageway's apparent
end in another film-spanned portal two hundred meters distant, was, Does it go all the way from
Kzersatz to Newduvai? He couldn't recall when held begun to think of thiskzin compound as Kzersatz
and the adjoining, Earthlike, compound as Newduvai.

Footfalls echoing down side corridors, Locklear hurried to the opposite portal, but frost glistened on
itsfacing and his staff would not penetrate more than a haf-meter through the luminous film. He could see
his exhdations fogging the film. The resistance beyond it felt spongy but increasingly hard, probably an
extension of that damned forcewall. If his sense of direction was right, he should be just about beneath
therim of Kzersatz. No doubt someone or something knew how to penetrate that wall, because the
portal wasthere. But Locklear knew enough about force walls and screens to despair of getting through
it without better understanding. Besides, if he did get through he might punch a holeinto vacuum. If his
suspicions about the builders of Zoo were correct, that's exactly what lay beyond the portal.

Sighing, he turned back, counting nine secondary passages that yawned darkly on each side,
choosing thefirst oneto hisright. Light flooded it instantly. Locklear gasped.

Row upon row of cubica, trangparent containers stretched down the corridor for fifty meters, some
of them tiny, some the size of asmal room. And in each container floated a specimen of animd life,
rotating dowly, evidently above its own gravity polarizer field. Locklear had seen afew of the creatures;
had seen pictures of afew more; dl, every last one that he could identify, native to the kzin homeworld.
He knew that many museums maintained ranks of pickled specimens, and told himsdf he should not fedl
such asurge of anger about thisone. Well, you're an ethologist, you twit, hetold himsdf silently. You're
just pissed off because you can't study behaviors of dead animals. Y &, even taking that into
consderation, hefelt akind of righteous wrath toward builders who played at godhood without playing it
perfectly. It was aresponsbility he would never have chosen. He did not yet redlize that he was
surrounded with Smilar choices.

He stood before afloating vatach, inlife afast-moving burrower the size of an earlesshare,

reputedly tasty but too mild-mannered for kzinti sport. No symbols on any container, but obvious
differences among the score of vatach in those containers.



How many sexes? He couldn't recdll. "But | bet you guyswould," he said aoud. He passed on,
shuddering at the critters with fangs and leathery wings, marveing at the sump-legged cregturesthe
height of a horse and the mass of arhino, al in positionsthat were probably fetal though some were
obvioudy adult.

Retracing his stepsto the vatach again, Locklear leaned ahand casudly against the smooth meta
base of one container. He heard nothing, but when he withdrew his hand the entire front face of the
glasdike container levered up, the vatach settling gently to a cage floor that did forward toward
Locklear like an offering.

The vatach moved.

Locklear legped back so fast he nearly fell, then darted forward again and shoved hard on the cage
floor. Back it went, down came the transparent pand, up went the vatach, inert, into its permanent
rotating waltz.

"Stagsfidds! By God, they'redive," he said. The animals hadn't been pickled at dl, only stored until
someone was ready to stock Kzersatz. Vatach were edible herbivores—but if he released them without
natura enemies, how long before they overran the whole damned compound? And did he redly want to
releasether natura enemies, evenif he could identify them?

"Sorry, fellas. Maybe | can find you anidand,” hetold the little creatures, and moved on with an
dertnessthat made him forget the time. He did not consider time because the glow of illumination did not
dim when the sun of Kzersatz did, and only the growl of hisempty belly sent him back to the cave
entrance where he had | eft hisjacket with his remaining food and water. Even then he chewed
tuberberries from sheer necessity, his hands trembling as he looked out at the blackness of the K zersatz
night. Because he had passed down each of those eighteen side passages, and knew what they held, and
knew that he had some godplaying of his own to ponder.

He said to the night and to himsdlf, "Like for instance, whether to take one of those goddamned kzinti
out of gads”

* * %

Hiswristcomp held a hundred megabytes, much of it concerning zoology and ethology. Some native
kzin animaswere margindly intelligent, but he found nothing whatever in memory storage that might help
him communicate abstract ideas with them. "Except the tabbies themselves, eighty-one by actua count,”
he mused doud the next morning, Stting in sunlight outsde. "Damned if | do. Damned if | don't. Damniif |
know which isthe damnedest,” he admitted. But the issue was never very much in doubt; if akzin ship
did return, they'd find the cave sooner or later because they were the best huntersin known space. Hed
make it expengvein flying fur, maybe—but there seemed to be no rear entrance. Well, he didn't haveto
go it done; Kdaptist kzinti made wondrous alies. Maybe he could convert one, or win hisloyaty by
setting him free

If the kzin ship didn't return, he was stuck with anealithic future or with playing God to populate
Kzersatz, unless—"Aw shitshitshit,” he said at last, getting up, striding into the cave. "I'll just wakethe
smallest one and hope he's reasonable.”

But the smdlest onesweren't male; the femaes, with their four small but prominent nipples and the
bushier fur on their tails, were the runts of that exhibit. In their way they were dmost beautiful, with longer
hindquarters and shorter torsos than the great bulky males, al eighty-one of the speciesrotating nudein
fetal curlsbefore him. He studied hiswristcomp and his own memory, uncomfortably aware that female
kzin were, at best, morons. Bred for bearing kits, and for catering to their warrior males, femae kzinti
were little more than ferocioudly protected petsin their own culture.

"Maybe that'swhat | need anyhow," he muttered, and finally chose the femae that bulked smallest of
them all. When he pressed that baseplate, he did it with grim forebodings.

She settled to the cage bottom and did out, and Locklear stood well away, axe in one hand, lancein
the other, trying to look asif he had no intention of using either. His Adam'’s gpple bobbed asthe femae



began to uncoil from her fetal postion.

Her eyes snapped open so fast, Locklear thought they should have clicked audibly. She made
motions like someone waving cobwebs aside, mewing in away that he found pathetic, and then shefully
noticed the little man standing near, and she screamed and |legped. That lesp carried her to thetop of a
nearby container, away from him, cowering, eyeswide, ear umbrellasfolded flat.

He remembered not to grin as he asked, "Isthis my thanks for bringing you back?"
Sheblinked. "Y ou (something, something) adevil, then?'
He denied it, pointing to the scores of other kzin around her, admitting he had found them thisway.

If curiogity killed cats, this one would have died then and there. She remained crouched and wary,
her eyesflickering around as she formed more questions. Her speech was barely understandable. She
used aform of verbal negation utterly new to him, and some familiar words were longer the way she
pronounced them. The generd linguigtic rule was that abstract ideasfirst enter alexicon as severa words,
later shortened by the impatient.

Probably her longer words were primitive forms, God only knew how long she had been in sasidl
Hetold her who he was, but that did not reduce her wary hostility much. She had never heard of men.
Nor of any intelligent race other than kzinti. Nor, for that matter, of spaceflight. But she was remarkably
quick to absorb new ideas, and from Locklear's demeanor sheredized al too soon that he, infact, was
scared spitless of her. That was the point when she came down off that container like aleopard from a
limb, snatched his handaxe while he hesitated, and poked him in the gut with its haft.

It appeared, after dl, that Locklear had revived avery, very old-fashioned femade.

* % %

"Y ou (something or other) captive," she Szzled, unsheathing aset of shining clawsfrom her fingersas
if to remind him of their potency. She turned abit away from him then, looking Sideways at him. "Do you
have sex?'

His Adam's apple bobbed again before he intuited her meaning. Her first move wasto gain control,
her second to establish sex roles. A bright female; yeah, that's about what an ethologist should expect . . .
"Humans have two sexesjust askzinti do," he said, "and | am male, and | won't submit as your captive.

Y ou people eat captives. You're not al that much bigger than | am, and thislanceis sharp. I'm your
benefactor. Ask yourself why | didn't spear you for lunch before you awoke.”

"If you could eat me, | could eat you," she said. "Why do you cut words short?'

Bewildering changes of pace but always practical, hethought. Oh yes, an exceedingly bright
femae. "1 spesk modern Kzinti," he explained. " One day we may learn how many thousands of yearsyou
have been adeep.” He enjoyed the dmaost human widening of her yellow eyes, and went on doggedly.
"Since | have honorably waked you from what might have been a permanent deep, | ask this: what does
your honor suggest?'

"That | (something) clothes,” she said. "And owe you afavor, if nakednessiswhat you want."

"It's cold for me, too." Hed left hisfood outside but was wearing the jacket, and took it off. "I'll trade
thisfor theaxe."

Shetook it, studying it with distaste, and eventualy tied its deeveslike an agpron to hide her
mammaries. It could not have warmed her much. His question was half disbelief: "That'sit? Now you're
clothed?'

"As (something) of the (something) waysdo,” she said. "Do you have aspecia name?’

Hetold her, and she managed "Rockear.” Her own name, she said, was (Something fiendishly tough
for humansto manage), and he smiled. "I'll call you 'MissKitty." "

"If it pleases you," she said, and something in theway that phrase rolled out gave him pause.

He leaned the shamboo lance aside and tucked the axe into his belt. "We must try to understand each
other better," he said. "We are not on your homeworld, but | think it isavery close gpproximation. A



kind of incomplete zoo. Why don't we swap stories outside whereit'swarm?'

She agreed, Hill wary but no longer hostile, with a glance of something like satisfaction toward the
massive kzin maerotating in the next container. And then they strolled outside into the wilderness of
Kzersatz which, for some reason, forced thin mewling miaows from her. It had never occurred to
Locklear that akzin could weep.

* * %

Asnear as Locklear could understand, Miss Kitty's emotions were partly relief that she had lived to
see her yelow fields and jungles again, and partly grief when she contemplated the londliness she now
faced. | don't count, hethought. But if | expect to get her help, 1'd best see that | do count.

Everybody thinks his own diaect is superior, Locklear decided. Miss Kitty fumed at his brief forms
of Kzinti, and hewinced at her ancient elaborations, asthey walked to the nearest stream. She had a
temper, too, teaching him gentedl curses as her bare feet encountered thorns. She seemed fascinated by
this account of the kzin expansion, and that of humans, and others aswell through the galaxy. She even
accepted his description of the planet Zoo though she did not seem to understand it.

She accepted his story so readily, in fact, that he hit on an intuition. "Hasit occurred to you that |
might belying?'

"Your tak isoffengve," sheflared. "My benefactor acrimina?No. Isit common among your kind?'

"More than among yours," he admitted, "but | have no reason to lieto you. Sorry," he added, seeing
her react again. Kzinti don't flare up at that word today; maybe all cusswords have to be replaced

as they weaken from overuse. Then hetold her how man and kzin got aong between wars, and ended
by admitting it looked asif another war was brewing, which was why he had been abandoned here.

Shelooked around her. "Is Zoo your doing, or ours?"

"Neither. | think it must have been done by arace we know very little about: Outsiders, we call them.
No one knows how many yearsthey have traveled space, but very, very long. They live without air,
without much heat. Just beyond thewall that surrounds Kzersatz, | have seen airless corridors with the
cold darkness of gpace and dapples of light. They would be quite comfortable there."

"l do not think | like them.”

Then he laughed, and had to explain how the display of his teeth was the opposite of anger.

"Those teeth could not support much anger,” shereplied, her smal pink ear umbrellas winking down
and up. Helearned that thiswas her version of asmile.

Findly, when they had taken their fill of water, they returned as Miss Kitty told her tale. She had
been trained as a palace prret; aservant and casua concubine of the mighty during the reign of Rrawlrit
Eight and Three. Locklear said that the"Ryritt" suffix meant high position among modern kzinti, and she
made asound very like ahuman sniff. Rrawiritt was the arrogant son of an arrogant son, and so on. He
liked hisfemales, lots of them, especialy young ones. "'l was (something) than most,” she said, her
four-digited hand dicing theair at her ear height.

"Petite, smd|?"

"Yes. Also smart. Also famousfor my gppearance,” she added without the dightest show of
modesty. She glanced a him as though judging which haunch might be tastiest. " Are you famous for
yours?'

"Uh—not that | know of."

"But not unattractive?'

Hedid ahand across hisface, feding its stubble. "I am considered petite, and by some as, uh,
attractive." Two or three are "Some." Not much, but some. . .

"With asuit of fur you would be (something),” she said, with that ear-waggle, and he quickly asked

about paace life because he damned well did not want to know what that final word of hers had meant.
It made him nervous as hell. Y eah, but what did it mean? Mud-ugly? Handsome? Tasty? Listen to the



lady, idiot, and quit suspecting what you're suspecting.

She had been raised in a culture in which females occasiondly ran aregency, and in which males
fought dudls over the argument asto whether femaeswere their intellectua equals. Most thought not.
Miss Kitty thought so, and proved it, rising to palace prominence with her backside, as she put it.

"Y ou mean you were no better than you should be," he commented.

"What does that mean?'

"I haven't thefoggiest idea, just an old phrase." She was gill waiting, and her aspect was not benign.
"Uh, it means nobody could expect you to do any better."

She nodded dowly, ddlighting him as she adopted one of the human gestures held been using. "1 did
too well to suit the maesjedous of my power, Rockear. They convinced the regent that | was conspiring
with other paace prrets to gain equdity for our sex."

"And wereyou?'

She arched her back with pride. "Y es. Doesthat offend you?"

"No. Would you careif it did?'

"It would make things difficult, Rockear. Y ou must understand thet | loathe, admire, hate, desire
kzintosh—maekzin. | fought for equdity because it was common knowledge that some were planning to
breed kzinrret, femaes, to be no better than pets.”

"I hateto tell you this, Miss Kitty, but they've doneit."

"Already?'

"I don't know how long it took, but—" He paused, and then told her the worst. Long before man and
kzin firs met, their femaes had been bred into brainless docility. Even if Miss Kitty found modern sgters,
they would be of no help to her.

She fought the urge to weep again, strangling her miaows with soft snarls of rage.

Locklear turned away, aware that she did not want to seem vulnerable, and consulted his
wristcomp's encyclopedia. The earliest kzin history made reference to the downfdl of a Rrawirit the
fifty-seventh—Seven Eights and One, and he gasped at what that told him. "Don't fedl too bad, Miss
Kitty," hesaid at last. "That was at |east forty thousand years ago; do you understand eight to the fifth
power?'

"Itisvery, very many,” she said in achoked voice.

"It's been more years than that since you were brought here. How did you get here, anyhow?"

"They executed severd of us. My last memory was of grappling with the lord high executioner,
carrying him over the precipice into the sacred lagoon with me. | could not swim with those heavy chains
around my ankles, but | remember trying. | hope he drowned,” she said, eyes ditted. " Sex with him had
aways been my most hated chore.”

A small flag began to wave in Locklear's head; hefurled it for further reference. " So you weretrying
to swim. Then?'

"Then suddenly | was lying naked with a very strange cregture staring at me," she said with that
ear-wink, and a sharp talon pointed almost playfully at him. "Do not think ill of me because | reacted in
fright."

He shook his head, and had to explain what that meant, and it became ashort course in subtle
nuances for each of them. Miss Kitty, it seemed, proved an old dictum about downtrodden groups: they
became highly expert a reading body language, and at developing secret Sgnas among themsalves. It
was not Locklear's fault that he was congtantly, and completely unaware, sending messagesthat she
misread.

But dready, she was adapting to his gestures as he had to her language. "Of dl the kzinti | could have
taken from stagis, | got you," he chuckled findly, and because her glance was quizzical, hetold agdlant



haf-lie; "1 went for the prettiest, and got the smartest.”
"And the hungriest,” she sad. "Perhgps | should hunt something for us.”

He reminded her that there was nothing to hunt. ™Y ou can help me choose animasto release here.
Meanwhile, you can havethis" he added, offering her the kzinti rations.

The sun faded on schedule, and he dined on tuberberries while she devoured an entire brick of mest.
She amazed him by popping afew tuberberriesfor dessert. When he asked her about it, she replied that
certainly kzinti ate vegetablesin her time; why should they not?

"Maeswant only mest," he shrugged.

"They would," she snarled. "In my day, some sdect warriors did the same. They clamed it made
them ferocious and that eaters of vegetation were mere kshauvat, dumb herbivores; we prret damed
their diet just made them hopeesdy aggressive.”

"The word's been shortened to kshat now," he mused. "It'safavorite cussword of theirs. At least
you don't have to start eating the animasin stassto stay dive. That's the good news; the bad newsis that
the warriors who left me here may return at any time. What will you do then?'

"That depends on how accurate your words have been,” she said cagily.

"Andif I'mtdling theplain truth?'

Her ears smiled for her: "Take up my war where left it," she said.

* % %

Locklear felt his control dipping when MissKitty refused to wait before releasing most of the
vatach. They were nocturna with easily-spotted burrows, sheinssted, and yes, they bred fast—but she
pointed to specimens of awinged critter in stasis and said they would control the vatach very nicdly if the
need arose. By now heredlized that this kzin female wasn't above trying to vamp him; and when that
failed, ashow of fang and talon would succeed.

He showed her how to open the cages only after she threatened him, and watched as she grasped
waking vatach by their legs, quickly releasing them to the darkness outside. No need to release the
(something) yet, she said; Locklear called the winged beasts "batowls." "I hope you know what you're
doing," he grumbled. "I'd stop you if | could do it without afight.”

"Y ou would wait forever," sheretorted. "1 know the animals of my world better than you do, and
soon we may need alot of them for food."

"Not so many; there'sjust the two of us."

The cat-eyes regarded him shrewdly. "Not for long," she said, and dropped her bombshell. "I
recognized afriend of minein one of those cages.”

Locklear felt anicy needle down hisspine. "A male?'

"Certainly not. Five of uswere executed for the same offense, and at least one of them ishere with
us. Perhaps those Outsiders of yours collected us dl aswe sank in that stinking water.”

"Not my Outsiders," he objected. "Listen, for &l we know they're monitoring us, o be careful how
you fiddlewith their setup here.”

She marched him to the kzin cages and purred her pleasure on recognizing two females, both prret
like hersdlf, both imposingly large for Locklear's taste. She placed afurry hand on one cage, enjoying the
moment. "I could release you now, my sster in struggle,” she said softly. "But | think | shdl wait. Yes, |
think it isbest,” she said to Locklear, turning away. "These two have been here along time, and they will
keep until—"

"Until you have everything under your control ?*

"True," she said. "But you need not fear, Rockear. Y ou are an dly, and you know too many things
we must know. And besides,” she added, rubbing against him sensuoudy, "you are (something).”

Therewasthat sameword again, t'rralap or some such, and now he was sure, with snking heart,



that it meant "cute." He didn't fed cute; he was beginning to fed like a Pomeranian on a short leash.

More by touch than anything else, they gathered bundles of grassfor abower at the cave entrance,
and MissKitty showed no reluctancein falling adeep next to him, curled becomingly into abuzzing ball of
fur. But when he moved away, she moved too, until they were touching again. He knew beyond doubt
that if he moved too far in the direction of hislance and axe, she would be fully awake and suspicious as
hdl.

And shed cdl my bluff, and | don't want to kill her, he thought, settling his head againgt her furry
shoulder. Evenif 1 could, which isdoubtful. I'm no longer master of dl | survey. Infact, now | havea
mistress of sorts, and I'm not too sure what kind of mistress she hasin mind. They used to have aword
for what I'm thinking. Maybe Miss Kitty doesn't care who or what she diddles; hell, shewas apadace
courtesan, doing it with males she hated. She thinks I'm t'rrdlap. Y eah, that's me, Locklear, MissKitty's
trollop; and what the hell can | do about it? | wish there were someway | could get her back in that
sasscage. . . And then hefell adeep.

* % %

To Locklear'sintense relief, Miss Kitty seemed uninterested in the remaining cages on the following
morning. They foraged for breskfast and he hid his astonishment as she taught him adozen tricksin an
hour. The root bulb of one spiny shrub tasted like an apple; the seed pods of some weedswere
delicious; and she produced atiny blaze by rapidly pounding an innocent-looking nutmest between two
stones. It occurred to him that nuts contained great amounts of energy. A pile of these firenuts, he
reflected, might be turned into aweapon . . .

Feeding hunks of dry brush to thefire, she announced that those root bulbs baked nicely in cods. "If
we can find clay, | can fireafew pottery dishes and cups, Rockear. It was part of my training, and |
intend to have everything in domestic order before we wake those two."

"And what if akzin ship returns and spots that smoke?"

That was arisk they must take, she said. Some woods burned more cleanly than others. He argued
that they should at least build their firesfar from the cave, and while they were at it, the cave entrance
might be better disguised. She agreed, impressed with his strategy, and then went down on al-foursto
inspect the dirt near adry wash. As he admired her lithe movements, she shook her head in an amost
human gesture. "No good for clay.”

"It'snot important.”

"Itisvitaly important!" Now she wheded upright, impressive and fearsome. ""Rockesr, if any
kzintosh return here, we must be ready. For that, we must have the help of others—the two prret. And
believe me, they will be hepful only if they see usastheir (something).”

She explained that the word meant, roughly, "paired household leaders.” The basic requirements of a
household, to akzin female, included deeping bowers—easily come by—and enough pottery for that
household. A male kzin needed one more thing, she said, her eyes dlitting: a wtsai.

"Y ou mean one of those knivesthey al wear?'

"Yes. And you must have onein your belt." From the waggle of her ears, he decided shewas

amused by her next stlatement: "It isa—badge, of sorts. The edgeisusually sharp but | cannot alow that,
and thetip must be dull. I will show youwhy later."

"Dammit, these things could take weekd ™

"Not if wefind theclay, and if you can make awtsai somehow. Trust me, Rockesr; these are the
basics. Other kzinrret will not obey us otherwise. They must see from thefirst that we are proper
providers, proper leaders with the pottery of a settled tribe, not the wooden implements of wanderers.
And they must take it for granted that you and |," she added, "are (something)." With that, she rubbed
lightly againg him.

He caught himsdlf moving aside and swallowed hard. "MissKitty, | don't want to offend you, but, uh,



humans and kzinti do not mate.”
"Why do they not?"
"Uhm. Well, they never have.”
Her eyesditted, yet with aflicker of her ears. "But they could?’
"Some might. Not me."

"Then they might be ableto,” shesaid asif to hersdf. "I thought | felt something familiar when we
were deeping." She sudied hisface carefully. "Why doesyour skin change color?"

"Because, goddammit, I'm upset!" He mastered his breathing after amoment and continued, spesking
asif toasmal child, "I don't know about kzinti, but aman can not, uh, mateunlessheis, uh—"

"Unlessheisintent ontheidea?"
llRig.]t!ll

"Then wewill smply have to pretend that we do mate, Rockear. Otherwise, those two kzinrret will
spend mogt of their time trying to become your mate and will be usdlessfor work."

"Of dl the. . ." he began, and then dropped his chin and began to laugh helplesdy. Human tribal
customs had been just as complicated, once, and she was probably the only functioning expert in known
gpace on the customs of ancient kzinrret. "Well pretend, then, up to apoint. Try and make that point, ah,
not too pointed.”

"Likeyour wtsai," sheretorted. "I will try not to make your face change color.”

"Please" he sad fervently, and suggested that he might find the materid for awtsai insdethe cave
while she sought a deposit of clay. She bounded away on dl-fours with the lope of a hunting leopard, his
jacket a somehow poignant touch asit flapped againgt her lean belly.

When he looked back from the cave entrance, she was atiny dot two kilometers distant, coursing
along ashdlow creekbed. "Maybe you won't lie, and I've got no other dly," he said to the swift saffron
dot. "But you're not above misdirection with your own kind. I'll remember that.”

* * %

Locklear cursed as hefailed to locate any kind of tool chest or lab implementsin those inner
corridors. But he blessed his grooming tool when thetip of its pincer handle fitted screwheadsin the cage
that had held Miss Kitty prisoner for so long. He puzzled for minutes before he learned to turn
screwheads a quarter-turn, rel ease pressure to |et the screwheads emerge, then another quarter-turn, and
S0 on, nine times each. He felt quickening excitement as the cage cover detached, felt it stronger when he
disassembled the base and redlized its metd sheeting was probably one of amyriad sainless sted dloys.
The diamond coating on hisnall file proved the sheet was no indestructible substance. It was thin enough
to flex, even to be dented by awhack against an adjoining cage. It might take awhile, but he would soon
have hiswtsai blade.

And two other devices now lay before him, ludicroudy far advanced beyond an ornamenta knife.
The gravity polarizer's main bulk was adoughnut of ceramic and metd. Its switch, and that of the stasis
field, both were energized by the diding cage floor he had disassembled. The switchesworked just as
wdl with fingertip pressure. They boasted separate energy sources which Locklear dared not assaullt;
anything that worked for forty thousand years without harming the crestures near it would be more
sophigticated than any fumble-fingered mechanic.

Using the glasdlike cage as atest load, he learned which of the two switches flung the load into the
air. The other, then, had to operate the stasis field—and both devices had smpleinterna leversfor
adjustments. When he learned how to stop the cage from spinning, and then how to make it hover only a
hand's breadth above the device or to force it against the celling until it creaked, he was ecstatic. Then he
energized the stasis switch with achill of gooseflesh. Any prying pawsinto those devices would not pry
for long, unless someone knew about that inconspicuous switch. Locklear could see no interconnects
between the stasis generator and the polarizer, but both were detachable. If he could get that polarizer



outside—L ocklear strode out of the cave laughing. It would be the damnedest vehicle ever, but its
technol ogies would be wholly appropriate. He hid the device in nearby grass; the lesshisaly knew about
such things, the more freedom he would have to pursue them.

MissKitty returned in late afternoon with a sopping mass of clay wrapped in greenish-yellow palm
leaves. The clay was poor quality, she said, but it would have to serve—and why was he battering that
piece of metd with his one axe?

If she knew a better way to cut off a wtsai-sized strip of stedl than bending it back and forth, he
replied, he'd loveto hear it. Bickering like an old married couple, they sat near the cave mouth until dark
and pursued their separate Stone-Age tasks. Locklear, whose hand calluses were still forming, had to
admit that she had been wonderfully trained for domestic chores; under those quick four-digited hands of
hers, rolled coils of clay soon became shallow bowlswith thin sdes, so nearly perfect they might have
been turned on a potter'swhed. By now he was calling her "Kit," and she seemed genuindly pleased
when he praised her work. Ah, she said, but wait until the pieces were sun-dried to leather hardness,
then she would make the bowls lovely with tal on-etched decoration. He objected that decoration took
time. Shereplied curtly that kzinrret did not livefor utility aone.

He helped pull flat fibers from the stalks of pam leaves, which she began to weave into amat. "For
bedding," he asked?" Certainly not," she said imperioudy; "for the clothing which modesty required of
kzinrret." He pursued it: "Would they redly caredl that much with only ahuman to seethem?' "A human
male," shereminded him; if she consgdered him worthy of mating, the otherswould seehimasamae
first, and anon-kzin second. He was half-amused but more than alittle uneasy asthey bedded down, she
curled dightly facing away, he crowded close at her insstence, "—For companionship,” as she put it.

Their last exchange that night implied a difference between the rigoroudy truthful mae kzin and their
femdes. "Kit, you can't tell the otherswe're mated unlesswe are.”

"l canignoretheir questions and | et them draw their own conclusions,” she said degpily.

"Aren't you blurring that fine line between haf-truths and, uh, non-truths?"

"I do not intend to discussit further,” she said, and soon was purring in deep with thefaint growl of a
predator.

* * %

He needed two more days, and arepair of the handaxe, before he got that jagged dice of stedl
pounded and, with abrasive stones, ground into something resembling ablade. Meanwhile, Kit built her
open-fired kiln of sonesin aravine some distance from the cave, ranging widely with that leopard lope of
hersto gather firewood. Locklear was glad of her absence; it gave him timeto finish alaminated
shamboo handle for his blade, bound with thread, and to collect the thickest poles of shamboo he could
find. The blade was sharp enough to trim the poles quickly, and tough enough to hold an edge.

He was tying crosspieces with plaited fiber to bind thick shamboo polesinto adender raft when, on
the third day of thoselabors, hefdt a presence behind him. Whirling, he brandished hisblade. "Oh," he
said, and lowered the wtsai. " Sorry, Kit. | keep worrying about the return of those kzintosh.”

Shewas not amused. "Giveit to me," she said, thrusting her hand out.

"Thehdl | will. | need thisthing."

"| can seethat it istoo sharp.”

"l need it sharp.”

"I am sureyou do. | need it dull." Her gesture for the blade was more than impatient.

Half straightening into a crouch, he brought the blade up again, eyes narrowed. "Wdll, by God, I've
had about al your whims| can take. Y ou want it? Come and get it."

She made a sound that was deeper than apurr, putting his hackles up, and went to dl-fours, her furry
tailtip flicking as she began to pace around him. Shewas alovely sight. She scared Locklear slly. "When
| takeit, | will hurt you," shewarned.



"If you takeit," he said, turning to face her, moving the wtsai in what he hoped was an unpredictable
pattern. Dammit, | can't back down now. A puncture wound might be fatal to her, so I've got to
dash lightly. Or maybe he wouldn't have to, when she saw he meant business.

But he did have to. She screamed and |eaped toward his|eft, her own left hand sweeping out at his
arm. He skipped aside and then felt her tail lash againgt his shinslike a curled rope. He stumbled and
whirled as she was twisting to repest the charge, and by sheer chance his blade nicked her tail asshe
whisked it away from hisvicinity.

She stood erect, holding her tail in her hands, eyes wide and accusing. "'Y ou—you insulted my tail,"
she snarled.

"Damn toaotin’,”" he said between histegth.

With armsfolded, she turned her back on him, her tail curled protectively a her backside. "Y ou have
no respect,” she said, and because it seemed she was going to leave, he dropped the blade and stood up,
and redlized too late just how much periphera vision akzin boasted. She spun and wason himinan
ingtant, her hands gripping hiswrists, and hurled them both to the grass, bringing those terrible ripping
foot talons up to his ssomach. They lay that way for perhaps three seconds. "Drop the wtsai," she
growled, her mouth near histhroat. Locklear had not been sure until now whether avery smdl female
kzin had more muscular strength than he. The answer was not just awfully encouraging.

He could fed sharp needles piercing the skin at his ssomach, kneading, releasing, piercing; areminder
that with one move she could disembowe him. The blade whispered into the grass. She bit him lightly at
the juncture of his neck and shoulder, and then faced him with their nosesamost touching. "A love bite,"
shesaid, and released hiswrigts, pushing away with her feet.

Heralled, hugging his scomach, fighting for breath, grateful that she had not used those fearsome
talons with her push. She found the blade, stood over him, and now no sign of her anger remained.
Right; she'sin complete control, hethought.

"Nicely made, Rockear. | shdl return it to you when it is presentable,” she said.

"Get the hdl away from me," he husked softly.

She did, with abound, moving toward a distant wisp of smoke that skirled faintly acrossthe sky. If a
kzin ship returned now, they would follow that wisp immediately.

Locklear trotted without hesitation to the cave, curaing, wiping trickles of blood from his ssomach and
neck, wiping atear of rage from his cheek. There were other waysto prove to this damned tabby that he
could be trusted with aknife. One, at least, if he didn't get himsalf wasted in the process.

* * %

She returned quite late, with haf of acooked vatach and tuberberries as a peace offering, to find
him weaving a huge triangular mat. It was a sail, he explained, for aboat. She had taken thelittle animal
on impulse, she said, partly because it wasamale, and ate her half on the spot for old times sake. HEd
told her hisdistaste for raw mest and evidently she never forgot anything.

He sulked awhile, complaining at the lack of sdt, brightening a bit when she produced the wtsai from
his jacket which she till wore. "You'veruined it,” he said, seeing the colors aong the dull blade ashe
heldit. "Heated it up, didn't you?"

"And ground its edge off on the sones of my hot kiln," she agreed. "Would you liketo try its point?"
She placed ahand on her flank, where aman's kidney would be, moving nearer.

"Not much of apoint now," hesaid. It wasrounded like aforma dinner knife at itstip.

"Try it here," she said, and guided his hand so that the blunt knifetip pointed againgt her flank. He
hesitated. "Don't you want to?'

Hedug it in, knowing it wouldn't hurt her much, and heard her soft miaow. Then she suggested the
other side, and he did, fedling a suspicious unease. That, she said, wasthe way awtsai was best used.

Hefrowned. "Y ou mean, asasymbol of control ?*



"Moreor less," shereplied, her earsflicking, and then asked how he expected to float a boat down a
dry wash, and he told her because he needed her help withit. "A skyboat? Some trick of man, or kzin?"

"Of man," he shrugged. It was, so far as he knew, uniquely histrick—and it might not work at al. He
could not be sure about his other trick either, until hetried it. Either one might get him killed.

When they curled up to deep again, she turned her head and whispered, "Would you like to bite my
neck?'
"I'dliketo biteit off."

"Just do not break the skin. | did not mean to make yours bleed, Rockear. Men are tender
creatures.”

Feding like an ass, heforced hisnoseinto the fur at the curve of her shoulder and bit hard. Her
miaow was familiar. And somehow he was sure that it was not exactly acry of pain. She thrust her rump
nearer, sighed, and went to deep.

After an eternity of minutes, he shifted position, putting hiskneesin her back, flinging one of hishands
to the edge of their grassy bower. She moved dightly. Hefelt in the grassfor afamiliar object; found it.
Then he pulled hislegs awvay and pressed with hisfingers. She started to turn, then drew hersdf into a
bal as he scrambled further aside, legstingling.

He had not been certain the stasis field would operate properly when itsflat field grid was positioned
beneath sheaves of grass, but obvioudy it was working. Indeed, hislower legs were numb for severa
minutes, lying in the edge of thefidd as they were when he threw that switch. He stamped the pinsand
needles from hisfeet, barely able to see her inert form in the faint luminosity of the cave porta. Once,
whilefumbling for the wtsai, he ssumbled near her and dropped to his knees.

Hetrembled for haf aminute beforerising. "Fal over her now and you could lie herefor dl eternity,”
he said doud. Then hefetched the heavy cail of fiber held woven, with those super-strength threads
braided into it. He had no way of lighting the place enough to make sure of hiswork, so he lay down on
the sail mat inside the cave. One thing was sure: sheld be right there the next morning.

* * %

He awoke disoriented at first, then darted to the cave mouth. She lay inert asacarven image. The
Outsiders probably had good reason to rotate their specimens, so he couldn't leave her there for the
days—or weeksl—that temptation suggested. He decided that aday wouldn't hurt, and hurriedly set
about finishing hisarboat. The polarizer was lashed to the underside of hisraft, with adot through the
shamboo so that he could reach down and adjust the switch and levers. The crosspieces, benegath, held
the polarizer off theturf.

Findly, with amixture of fear and excitement, he sat down in the middle of the raft-bottomed craft
and snugged fiber straps across his lap. He reached down with hisleft hand, making sure the leverswere
pulled back, and flipped the switch. Nothing. Y et. When he had moved the second lever halfway, the raft
began to rise very dowly. He vented a whoop—and suddenly the whole rig was tipping before he could
snap the switch. Theraft hit on one side and crashed flat like abarn door with a tooth-loosening impact.

Okay, the damn thing wastippy. He'd need a keel—a heavy rock on ashort rope. Or alittle rock on
along rope! He erected two short lengths of shamboo upright with a crosspiece like goalposts, over the
seat of hisraft, enlarging the hole under histhighs. Good; now held have a better view straight down, too.
He used the cord held intended to bind Kit, tying it to atwenty-kilo stone, then feeding the cord through
the hole and wrapping most of its fifteen-meter length around and around that thick crosspiece. Then he
sighed, looked at the westering sun, and tried again.

Theraft was till abit tippy, but by paying the cordage out dowly he found himsdf ten meters up. By
shifting hisweight, he could make thelittle platform dant in any direction, yet he could move only inthe
direction the breeze took him. By adjusting the controls he rose until the heavy stone swung lazily, free of
the ground, and then he was drifting with the breeze. He reduced power and hauled in on hisked weight
until the raft settled, and then worked out the needed improvements. Higher skids off the ground, so he



could work benesth the raft; abetter method for winding that weight up and down; and a sturdy
shamboo mast for his single sail—better ill, atwo-piece mast bound in anarrow A-frameto those
godposts. It didn't need to be high; a short catboat sail for tacking was al he could handle anyhow. And
cometo think of it, apair of shamboo poles pivoted off the sdeswith small weights at their free ends just
might make autometic keds.

Heworked on that until ahalf-hour before dark, then carried hiskedl cordageinsde the cave. First
he made adip noose, then flipped it toward her hands, which were folded closeto her chin. Hefinally
got the noose looped properly, pulled it tight, then moved around her at asafe distance, tugging the cord
so that it passed under her neck and, with sharp tugs, down to her back. Then another pass. Then up to
her neck, then around her flexed legs. He managed apair of half-hitches before he ran short of cordage,
then fetched his shamboo lance. With the lance againgt her throat, he snapped off the stasisfield with his
toe.

She began her purring rumble immediately. He pressed lightly with the lance, and then she waked,
and needed amoment to realize that she was bound. Her earsflattened. Her grin was nothing even faintly
like enjoyment. "Y ou drugged me, you little vatach."

"No. Worse than that. Watch," he said, and with hisfree hand he pointed at her face, staring hard.
He toed the switch again and watched her curl into an inert ball. The haf-hitches came loosed with atug,
and with some difficulty he managed to pull the cordage away until only the loop around her hand
remained. He toed the switch again; watched her come awake, and pointed dramaticaly at her as she
faced him. "1 loosened your bonds," he said. "I can dwaystie you up again. Or put you back in stasis,”
he added with atight smile, hoping this paltry piece of flummery would be taken as magic.

"May | rise?"

"Depends. Do you seethat | can defeet you ingtantly, anytime | like?' She moved her hands, snarling
at the loop, starting to bite it asunder. " Stop that! Answer my question,” he said again, stern and
unyielding, the finger pointing, histoe ready on the switch.

"It ssemsthat you can,” she said grudgingly.

"I could have killed you as you dept. Or brought one of the other prret out of stasis and made her
my consort. Any number of things, Kit." Her nod was dow, and amost human. "Do you swesar to obey
me hereafter, and not to attack me again?'

She hated it, but shesaid it: Y es. I—migudged you, Rockear. If al men can do what you did, no
wonder youwin wars.”

He saw that thislittle charade might get himin amesslater. "It isaspecid trick of mine; probably
won't work for malekzin. In any case, | have your word. If you forget it, | will make you sorry. We need
each other, Kit; just like | need a sharp edge on my knife." He lowered hisarm then, offering her his
hand. "Here, come outside and help me. It's nearly dark again.”

She was astonished to find, from the sun's position, that she had "dept” aimost afull day. But there
was no doubting he had spent many hours on that airboat of his. She helped him for afew moments, then
remembered that her kiln would now be cool, the bowls and weater jug waiting in its primitive chimney.
"May | retrieve my pottery, Rockear?"

He smiled at her obedient tone. "If | say no?"

"l do it tomorrow."

"Go ahead, Kit. It'l be dark soon." He watched her bounding away through high grass, then hurried
into the cave. He had to put that stasis gadget back where he'd got it or, sure as hell, sheld figure it out
and onefine day he would wake up hogtied. Or worse.

Locklear's praise of the pottery was not forced; Kit had agift for handcrafts, and they ate from
decorated bowls that night. He sensed her new deference when she asked, "Have you chosen asite for



the manor?"

"Not until I've explored further. Well want a hidden site we can defend and retreat from, with religble
sources of water, firewood, food—not like this cave. And I'll need your help in that decision, Kit."

"It must be done before we wake the others" she said, adding asif to echo his own warnings, "And
soon, if we areto be ready for the kzintosh."

"Don't nag," he replied. He blew on blistered pams and lay full-length on their grassy bower. "We
have to get that airboat working right away," he said, and patted the grass beside him. She curled upin
her usud way. After afew moments he placed ahand on her shoulder.

"Thank you, Rockear," she murmured, and fell adeep. He lay awake for another hour, gnawing the
ribs of two sciences. The engineering of the airboat would be largdly trid and error. So would the
ethology of areationship between aman and akzin female, with al those nuances he was beginning to
sense. How, for example, did akzin make love? Not that he intended to—unless, avagrant thought
nudged him, I'm doing some of it already . . .

Two more days and a near-disastrous capsizing later, Locklear found the right combination of ballast
and sail. Hefound that Kit could sprint for short distances faster than he could urge the airboat, but over
long distances he had a clear edge. Alone, tacking higher, he found stronger winds that bore him far
acrossthe sky of Kzersatz, and once he found himsdlf drifting in cross-currents high above that frost line
that curved visibly, now, tracing the edge of the force cylinder that wastheir cage.

He returned after atwo-hour absenceto find Kit weaving more mats, more cordage, for furnishings.
She approached the airboat warily, mistrusting its magical properties but relieved to see him. "You'll be
using thisthing yoursdlf, pretty soon, Kit," he confided. "Can you make us some decent ink and paper?"

Inaday, yes, shesad, if shefound ascroll-leaf pam, to soak, pound, and dry itsfronds. Ink was no
problem. Then hop aboard, he said, and they'd go cruising for the pam. That was a problem; she was
plainly terrified of flight in any form. Kzinti were fearless, he reminded her. Femaes were not, she said,
adding that the sght of him dwindling in the sky to ascudding dot had "drawn up her tall"—afear
reaction, he learned.

He ordered her, at last, to mount the raft, sitting in tandem behind him. She found the position
somehow obscene, but she did it. Evidently it was highly acceptable for amale to crowd close behind a
female, but not the reverse. Then Locklear recalled how cats mated, and he understood. "Nobody will
see us, Kit. Hang on to these cords and pull only when | tell you." With that, he levitated the airboat a
meter, and stayed low for atime—until he fdlt the flexure of her foot talonsrelax at histhighs.

In another hour they were quartering the sky above the jungles and savannahs of Kzersatz, Kit
enjoying the ride too much to retain her fears. They landed in aclearing near the unexplored end of the
lake, Kit scrambling up athick palm to return with young rolled fronds. "The sap stingswhen fresh,” she
sad, indicating afamiliar white substance. "But when dried and reheated it makes excdlent glue." She
aso gathered fruit like purple leather melons, with flesh that smelled faintly of seafood, and stowed them
for dinner.

The return trip was longer. He taught her how to tack upwind and later, watching her soak fronds
that night inside the cave, exulted because soon they would have maps of this curious country. In only
one particular was he evasive.

"Rockear, what isthat thing | felt on your back under your clothing," she asked.

"It's, uh, just athing your warriors do to captives. | haveto keep it there," he said, and quickly
changed the subject.

* % %

In another few days, they had crude air maps and severa candidate sites for the manor. Locklear
agreed to Kit's choice asthey hovered above it, a gentle dope beneeth a cliff overhang where akzinrret
could sun hersdlf half the day. Fast-growing hardwoods nearby would provide timber and firewood, and
the stream burbling in the throat of the ravine was the same stream where he had found that first waterfdl



down near the lake, and had conjectured on the age of Kzersatz. She rubbed her cheek againgt his neck
when he accepted her decision.

He steered toward the hardwood grove, feding afaint dampness on his neck. "What doesthat
mean?'

"Why—marking you, of course. It isadisplay of affection.” He pursued it. Theritud tranferred a
pheromone from her furry cheeksto hisflesh. He could not smell it, but she maintained that any kzin
would recognize her marker until the scent evaporated in afew hours.

It waslike alipgtick mark, he decided—"Or ahickey with your initids," hetold her, and then had to
explain himsdlf. She admitted he had not guessed far off the mark. "But hold on, Kit. Could akzin
warrior track me by my scent?

"Certainly. How e se does one follow a spoor?!

He thought about that awhile. "If we come to the manor and leave it ways by air, would that make it
harder to find?"

Of course, she said. Trackers needed a scent trail; that's why she intended them to walk in the
nearby stream, even if splashing in water was unpleasant. "But if they are determined to find you,
Rockear, they will."

He sighed, letting the airboat settle near astand of pole-straight trees, and as he hacked with the
dulled wtsai, told her of the new weaponry: projectiles, beamers, energy fields, bombs. "When they do
find us, weve got to trap them somehow; get their weapons. Could you kill your own kind?

"They executed me," she reminded him and added after amoment, "Kzinrret wegpons might be best.
Leaveit to me." Shedid not eaborate. Well, women's weapons had their uses.

He dung severd logs under the airboat and left Kit stone-sharpening the long blade ashe dowly
tacked hisway back to their ravine. Releasing the hitches was the work of amoment, thick poles
thudding onto yellow-green grass, and soon he was back with Kit. By the time the sun faded, the wtsai
was biting like ahandaxe and Kit had prepared them athick grassy pallet between the cliff face and their
big foundation logs. It was the coldest night Locklear had spent on Kzersatz, but Kit's fur made it
endurable.

Dayslater, she atethelast of the kzin rations as he chewed a fishnut and sketched in the dirt with a
gtick. "WEell run the shamboo plumbing out here from the kitchen," he said, "and dig our escape tunnel
out from our deep room pardld with the cliff. Well need help, Kit. It'stime.”

She vented along purring sigh. "I know. Thingswill be different, Rockear. Not assmple as our life
has been.”

Helaughed at that, reminding her of the complications they had aready faced, and then they resumed
notching logs, raising the walls beyond window height. Their own work packed the earthen floors, but the
roofing would require more hands than their own. That night, Kit kindled ther first fire in the central
room's hearth, and they fell adegp while she tutored him on the ways of ancient kzin females.

* * %

Leaning againg the airboat done near the cave, Locklear felt new misgivings. Kit had argued that his
presence at the awakenings would be aBad Idea. Let them grow used to him dowly, shéld said. Stand
tal, give orders gently, and above dl don't smile until they understand his show of teeth. No fear of that,
he thought, shifting nervoudy ahaf-hour after Kit disappeared insde. | don't feel like smiling.

He heard ashuffling just out of Sight; realized he was being viewed covertly; threw out his chest and
flexed his pectoras. Not much by kzin standards, but he'd developed alot of sinew during the past
weeks. Hefdt silly as hell, and those other kzinrret had not made him any promises. The wtsai felt good
at hisbelt.

Then Kit was striding into the open, with an expression of strained patience. Standing beside him, she
muttered, "Mark me." Then, seeing hisfrown: "Y our cheek against my neck, Rockear. Quickly."



He did s0. She bowed before him, offering thetip of her tail in both hands, and he stroked it when
shetold him to. Then he saw alithe movement of orange at the cave and raised both handsin auniversa
wesponless gesture as the second kzinrret emerged, watching him closdly. She was much larger than Kit,
with transverse stripes of darker orange and a banded tail. Close on her hedls came athird, more
reluctantly but staying close behind asif for protection, with facial markings that reminded Locklear of an
ocelot and very dark fur at hands and feet. They were admirable creatures, but their ear umbrellaslay flat
and they were not yet hisfriends.

Kit moved to thefirdt, urging her forward to Locklear. After afew tentative sniffsthe big kzinrret
sad, inthat curious ancient diaect, "1 am (something truly unpronounceable), prret in service of
Rockear." She bent toward him, her stance defensive, and he marked her asKit had said he must, then
stroked her tabby-banded tail. She moved away and the third kzinrret approached, and Locklear's eyes
widened as he performed the greeting ritua. She was either potbellied, or carrying alitter!

Both of their names being beyond him, he dubbed the larger one Puss; the pregnant one, Boots. They
accepted their new names as proof that they were members of avery different kind of household than
any they had known. Both wore gprons of woven mat, Kit's deft work, and she offered them water from
bowls.

Asthey stood eyeing one another speculatively, Kit surprised them dl. "It istimeto release the
animas" she said. "My lord Rockear-the-magician, we are excdllent herders, and from your flying boat
you can observe our work. Thelarger beasts might also distract the kzintosh, and we will soon need
mest. ISit not s0?"

She knew be couldn't afford an argument now—and besides, she wasright. He had no desireto try
herding some of those big critters outside anyhow, and kzinti had been doing it from time immemorid.
Damned clever tactic, Kit; Puss and Boots will get a chance to work off their nerves, and so will
|. He swept a permissive arm outward and sat down in the airboat as the three kzin females moved into
the cave.

The next two hours were a crash course in zoology for Locklear, safe at fifty-meter height ashe
watched herds, coveys, throngs and volleys of creatures as they crawled, flapped, hopped and
galumphed off acrossthe ydlow prarie. A batowl found aperch atop his mast, trading foolish blinks with
him until it whispered away after another of itskind. One huge ruminant with the bulk of arhino and
murderous spikes onitsthick tall sat down to watch him, raising itsbull's muzzleto issueacal like awalf.
An answering howl sent it lumbering off again, and Locklear wondered whether they were to be
butchered, ridden, or smply avoided. He liked the last option best.

When a last Kit came loping out with shrill screams of false fury at the hedls of acollie-sized, furry
tyrannosaur, the operation was complete. Hed half-expected to see atroop of more kzinti bounding
outside, but Kit was as good as her word. None of them recognized any of the other stasized kzinti, and
all seemed content to let the strangers stay asthey were.

Theairboat did not have room for them al, but by now Kit could operate the polarizer levers. She
sat ahead of Locklear for decorum's sake, making ashow of her pairing with him, and let Puss and Boots
follow beneath asthe airboat did ahead of agood breeze toward their tacky, unfinished little manor.
"They will be nicdy exhausted,” she said to him, "by the time we reach home."

Home. My God, it may be my homefor the rest of my life, he thought, watching the muscular Puss
bound aong behind them with Bootsin arrears. Three kzin courtesans for company; asure 'nough
cathouse! Isthat much better than having those effing warriors return? And if they don't, isthere any way
| could get acrossto my own turf, to Newduvai? The gravity polarizer could get him to orbit, but he
would need propulsion, and awoven sail wasn't exactly derigueur for travel in vacuum, and how the hell
could he build an airtight cockpit anyhow? Too many questions, too few answers, and two more kzin
femaes who might be more hindrance than help, hurtling dong in the yellowsward behind him. One of
them pregnant.

And kzin litterswere amogt al twins, onemale. Likeit or not, he was doomed to deal with at least



one kzintosh. The notion of killing thetiny mae forced itself forward. He quashed the ideaiingtantly, and
hoped it would stay quashed. Yeah, and one of these daysiit'll weigh three timesas much as| do,
and two of these randy females will be vying for mating privileges. Thereturn of thekzin ship, he
decided, might be the least of histroubles.

That being s0, the least of histroubles could kill him.

* * %

Puss and Boots proved far more help than hindrance. Locklear admitted it to Kit one night, lyingin
their small room off the "great hall," itsdf no larger than five meters by ten and aready pungent with
cooking smokes. "Those two hardly talk to me, but they thatch aroof like crazy. How well can they
tunnd?'

Thisamused her. "Every pregnant kzinrret is an expert at tunneling, as you will soon see. Except that
you will not see. When birthing time nears, amother digs her secret birthing place. The father sometimes
helps, but oftener not.”

"Too lazy?'
Sheregarded him with eyesthat reflected adim flicker from the fire dying in the next room's hearth,
and sent ashiver through him. "Too likely to eat the newborn mae," she said smply.

"Good God. Not among modern kzinti, | hope.”

"Perhaps. Femal es become good workers, ma es become aggressive hunterslikely to chalenge for
household mastery. Which would you vaue more?!

"My choiceisamatter of record,” he joked, adding that they were certainly shaping the manor up
fast. That, she said, was because they knew their places and their leaders. Soon they would be
butchering and curing meat, making (something) from the milk of ruminants, cheese perhaps, and making
ready for the kittens. Some of the released animals seemed already domesticated. A few vatach, she
said, might be trapped and released nearby for convenience.

He asked if the otherswould redlly fight the returning kzin warriors, and she inssted that they would,
epecidly Puss. "Shewasahighly vaued prret, but she hatesmaes” Kit warned. "In someways | think
she wishesto be one."

"Thenwhy did sheask if I'd like to scratch her flanks with my witsai,” he asked.

"I will claw her eyesout if you do," she growled. "Sheis only negotiating for status. Keep your blade
inyour belt," she said angrily, with ametaphor he could not miss.

That blade reminded him (as heidly scratched her flankswith its dull tip to calm her) that the cave
was now atreasury of materids. He must study the planting of the fast-growing vines which, according to
Kit, would soon hide the roof thatching; those vines could aso hide the cave entrance. He could
scavenge enough stedl for lances, more of the polarizersto build awhopping big airdoop, maybe even—
He sat up, startling her. "Mesgt storage!”

Kit did not understand. He wasn't sure he wanted her to. He would need wire for remote switches,
which might be recovered from polarizer toroidsif he had the nerveto try it. "I may have away to keep
meat fresh, Kit, but you must help me see that no one e se touches my magics. They could be
dangerous.” She said he was the boss, and he dmost believed it.

* % %

Once the femal es began their escape tunnel, Locklear rigged alarger sail and completed his mapping
chores, amassing severa scrollswhich seemed gibberish to the others. And each day he spent two hours
at the cave. When vines died, he planted othersto hide the entrance. He learned that polarizers and stasis
units came in three sizes, and brought trapped vatach back in large cages he had separated from their
gravity and stasis devices. Those clear cage tops made admirable windows, and the cage metd was then
reworked by firdight inthe main hall.

Despite Kit's surly glances, he bade Puss Sit beside him to learn metalwork, while Boots patiently



wove mats and formed trays of clay to his specifications for pgpermaking. One day he might begina
journa. Meanwhile he needed awls, screwdrivers, pliers—and alongbow with arrows. Hewas dll
thumbs while shaping them.

Boots became more shy as her pregnancy advanced. Locklear's new socia problem became the
casua nuances from Pussthat, by now, he knew were sexua. She rarely spoke unless spoken to, but
one day while resting in the sun with the big kzinrret he noticed her tailtip flicking near hisleg. He had
noticed previoudy that amoving rope or vine seemed to mesmerize akzin; they probably thought it
fascinated him aswdll.

"Puss, I—uh—deep only with Kit. Sorry, but that's the way of it."

"Pfaugh. | am more skilled a ch'rowl than she, and | could make you a pillow of her fur if | liked."
Her gaze was cam, challenging; to amaekzin, probably very sexy.

"We mugt al work together, Puss. Ashead of the household, | forbid you to maketrouble.”

"My Lord," shesaid with asmdl nod, but her ear-flick was amused. "In that case, am | permitted to
hdp in the birthing?'

"Of course," he said, touched. "Whereis Boots, anyway?"

"Preparing her birthing chamber. It cannot be long now," Puss added, setting off down the ravine.

Locklear found Kit dragging amet of dirt from the tunnel and asked her about the problems of

birthing. The hardest part, she said, was the bower—and when maes were near, the hiding. He asked
why Pusswould be needed at the birthing.

"Ah," said Kit. "It issymbolic, Rockear. Y ou have agreed to | et her play the materole. It is not
unheard-of, and the newborn maewill be safe”

"Y ou mean, symbalic like our pairing?’

"Not quite that symbolic," she replied with sarcasm asthey distributed stone and earth outside. "Prret
aeflexible"

Then he asked her what ch'rowl meant.

Kit vented atiny miaow of pleasure, then realized suddenly that he did not know what he had said.
Furioudy: "She used that word to you? | will bregk her tail!"

"I forbid it," he said. " She was angry because | told her | dept only with you." Pleased with this, Kit
subsided as they moved into the tunndl again. Some kzin words, he learned, weretriggers. At least one
seemed to be blatantly lascivious. He was deflected from thisline of thought only when Kit, digging
upward now, broke through to the surface.

They replanted shrubs at the exit before dark, and lounged before the hearthfire afterward. At last
Locklear yawned; checked hiswristcomp. "They arevery late" he sad.

"Kittensare born a night," she replied, unworried.

"But—I assumed sheld tell uswhen it wastime."

" She has not said eight-cubed of words to you. Why should she confide that to amale?

He shrugged at the fire. Perhapsthey would awaystreat him like a kzintosh. He wondered for the
hundredth time whether, when push came to shove, they would fight with him or against him.

* % %

In his mapping sorties, Locklear had skirted near enough to the force walls to see that Kzersatz was
adjacent to four other compounds. One, of course, was the tantalizing Newduvai. Another was hidden in
swirling migts; he dubbed it Limbo. The others held no charm for him; he named them Who Needs It,
and No Thanks. He wondered what collections of life forms roamed those mysterious lands, or dept
therein stasis. The planet might have scores of such zoo compounds.

Meanwhile, he unwound a hundred meters of wire from a polarizer, and stole switchesfrom others.
Oneof hisjury-rigs, outside the cave, was a catapult usng a polarizer on asturdy frame. He could stand



fifty meters away and, with his remote switch, lob a heavy stone severa hundred meters. Perhaps a series
of the gravity polarizers would make akind of mass driver—atrue space drive! There was yet hope, he
thought, of someday visting Newduva.

And then he trangported some materias to the manor where he installed a stasis device to keep mest
fresh indefinitdy; and late that same day, Puss returned. Even Kit, ignoring their rivalry, welcomed the big
kzinrret.

"They ared| well," Puss reported smugly, paterndly. To Locklear's ddighted question shereplied in
severetones, "Y ou cannot see them until their eyes open, Rockear."

"Itistradition,” Kit injected. "The mother will suckle them until then, and will hunt as she must.”
"l am the hunter," Puss said. "When we build our own manor, will your household help?”

Kit looked quickly toward Locklear, who redized the implications. By God, they're really pairing
off for another household, hethought. After amoment he said, "Y es, but you must locate it nearby.” He
saw Kit relax and decided hed made the right decision. To celebrate the new developments, Puss
shooed Locklear and Kit outsde to catch the late sun while she made them an early supper. They sat on
their rough-hewn bench above the ravine to eat, Puss claiming she could return to the birthing bower in
full darkness, and Locklear allowed himself to bask in asense of well-being. It was not until Puss had
headed back down the ravine with food for Boots, that Locklear realized she had stolen several small
itemsfrom his storage shelves.

He could accept the loss of tools and a knife; Puss had, after al, hel ped him make them. What
caused his cold sweat wasthefact that thetiny zzrou tranamitter wasmissing. The zzrou prongsin his
shoulder began to itch as he thought about it. Puss could not possibly know the importance of the
transmitter to him; maybe she thought it was some magica tool—and maybe she would destroy it while
sudying it. "Kit," he said, trying to keep the tremor from hisvoice, "I've got aproblem and | need your
hdp."

She seemed incensed, but not very surprised, to learn the function of the devicethat clung to his
back. One thing was certain, heinssted: the birthing bower could not be more than aklick away.
Because if Pusstook the tranamitter farther than that, he would diein agony. Could Kit lead him to the
bower in darkness?

"I might find it, Rockear, but your presence there would provoke violence," shesaid. "l must go
aone" She caressed hisflank gently, then set off dowly down the ravine on dl-fours, her nose closeto
the turf until she disappeared in darkness.

Locklear stood for atime at the manor entrance, wondering what this night would bring, and then
saw along scrawl of light asit dowed to astop and winked out, many miles above the plains of
Kzersatz. Now he knew what the morning would bring, and knew that he had not one deadly problem,
but two. He began to check his pathetic little armory by the glow of his memocomp, because that was
better than giving way entirely to despair.

When he awoke, it was to the warmth of Kit'sfur nestled againgt his backside. There was a time
when she called this obscene, he thought with a smile—and then he remembered everything, and lit the
display of his memocomp. Two hours until dawn. How long until desth, he wondered, and woke her.

She did not have the zzrou tranamitter. "Puss heard my calls" she said, "and warned me away. She
will return thismorning to barter toolsfor things she wants.”

"I'll tell you who esewill return,” he began. "No, don't rebuild thefire, Kit. | saw what looked like a
ship stationing itself many miles away overhead, while you were gone. Smoke will only give usaway. It
might possibly be aManship, but—expect the wor<. Y ou haven't told me how you plan to fight."

His hopes fdl as she sammered out her ideas, and he countered each one, reflecting that shewasno

planner. They would hide and ambush the searchers—but he reminded her of their projectile and beam
weapons. Very well, they would claim absol ute homestead rights accepted by al ancient Kzinti



clans—but modern Kzinti, he inssted, had probably forgotten those ancient immunities.

"You may aswell invitethemin for breskfast,” he grumbled. "Back on earth, women's weapons
included poison. | thought you had some kzinrret weapons.™

"Poisons would take time, Rockear. It takes little time, and not much talent, to set warriors fighting to
the deeth over afemade. Surdly they would still respond with foolish bravado?’

"I don't know; they've never seen asmart kzinrret. And ship's officers are very disciplined. | don't
think they'd get into afree-for-all. Maybe lure them in here and hit ‘'em whilethey deep . . ."

"Asyou did to me?'

"Uh no, I—yed" He was suddenly galvanized by the ideg, tantdized by the treasureshe had Ieft in
the cave. "Kit, the machine | set up to preserve food is exactly the same asthe one | placed under you,
to make you deep when | hit afoot switch." He saw her flash of anger a hisearlier duplicity. "An ancient
sage once said anything that's advanced enough beyond your understanding is indistinguishable from
magic, Kit. But magic can turn on you. Could you get awarrior to sit or lie down by himsdf?!

"If I cannot, | amno prret,” shepurred. "Certainly | can leave onelying by himsdlf. Or two. Or .. ."

"Okay, don't get graphic on me," he snapped. "Weve got only one stasis unit here. If only | could get
more—but | can't leavein the airboat without that damned little transmitter! Kit, you'll haveto go and get
Puss now. I'll promise her anything within reason.”

"Shewill know we are a adisadvantage. Her demandswill be outrageous.”

"Were all at adisadvantage! Tell her about the kzin warship that's hanging over us."

"Hanging magically over us" she corrected him. "It istrue enough for me."

Then shewas gone, loping away in darkness, leaving him to fumble hisway to the meat storage unit
he had s0 recently ingtaled. The memocomp'sfaint light helped alittle, and he was too busy to notice the
passage of time until, with itsusua sudden blaze, the sunlet of Kzersatz began to shine.

He was hiding the wires from Puss's bed to the foot switch near the little room's single doorway when
he heard adistant roll of thunder. No, not thunder: it grew to a crackling howl in the sky, and from the
nearest window he saw what he most feared to see. The kzin lifeboat left athin contrail inits pass,
circling just ingde the force cylinder of Kzersatz, and itswingtips did out as it dowed. No doubt of the
newcomer now, and it disgppeared in the direction of that first landing, so long ago. If only heldd thought
to booby-trap that landing zone with stasisunits Well, he might've, giventime.

Hefinished hiswork in fevered haste, knowing that time was now his enemy, and so werethe kzinti
inthat ship, and so, for al practical purposes, wasthe traitor Puss. And Kit? How easy it will be for
her to switch sides! Those females will make out like bandits wherever they are, and | may learn
Kit's decision when these goddamned prongs take a lethal bite in my back. Could be any time
now. And then he heard movements in the high grass nearby, and leaped for hislongbow.

Kit flashed to the doorway, breathless. " She is coming, Rockear. Have you set your deeptrap?’

He showed her therig. "Toe it once for deep, again for waking, again for deep,” he sad. "Whatever
you do, don't get near enough to touch the deeper, or stand over him, or you'll bein the same fix. I've set
it for maximum power."

"Why did you put it here, instead of our own bed?"

He coughed and shrugged. "Uh,—I don't know. Just seemed like—well, hell, it's our bed, Kit! I, um,
didn't liketheideaof your usng it, ah, theway you'll haveto useit."

"Y ou are an endearing beast,” she said, pinching him lightly at the neck, "to bind me with tenderness.
They both whirled at Pusss voice from the main doorway: " Bind who with tenderness?

"I will explain," said Kit, her face bland. "If you brought those trade goods, display them on your
tm n

"I think not," said Puss, striding into the room she'd shared with Boots. "But | will show them to you."



With that, she sat on her bed and reached into her apron pocket, drawing out a wtsai for ingpection.
Aningant later she was unconscious. Kit, with Locklear kibitzing, used agrass broom to whisk the
knife safely away. "1 should use it on her throat,” she snarled, but she let Locklear take the weapon.
"She came of her own accord,” he said, "and she'safighter. We need her, Kit. Hit the switch again.”
A moment later, Puss was blinking, leaping up, then suddenly backing away in fear. "Treachery,” she
pat.
Inreply, Locklear tossed the knife onto her bed despite Kit's frown. "Just adisplay, Puss. Y ou need

the knife, and I'm your dly. But I've got to have that little gadget that [ooks like my wristcomp.” He held
out hishand.

"| left it a the birthing bower. | knew it wasimportant,” she said with asurly glance as sheretrieved
the knife. "For itsreturn, | demand our total release from this household, | demand your help to build a
manor aslarge asthis, wherever | like. | demand teaching in your magica arts." She trembled, but stood
defiant; adangerous combination.

"Done, done, and done," he said. "Y ou want equdity, and I'm willing. But we may al be equaly dead
if that kzin ship finds us. We need aleader. Do you have agood plan?'

Puss swallowed hard. "Y es. Hunt at night, hide until they leave."

Sighing, Locklear told her that was no plan at dl. He wasted long minutes arguing his case: Pussto
sted near the landing Site and report on the intruders; the return of his zzrou transmitter so he could try
sneaking back to the cave; Kit to remain at the manor preparing food for asiege—and to defend the
manor through what he termed guile, if necessary.

Pussrefused. "My place" sheinssted, "is defending the birthing bower."

"And you will not have amae asaleader,” Kit said. "Isthat not the way of it?"

"Exactly," Pussgrowled.

"I have agreed to your demands, Puss," Locklear reminded her. "But it won't happen if the kzin

warriors get me. Weve proved we won't abuse you. At least give me back that transmitter. Please,”" he
added gently.

Too late, he saw Pusssdisdain for pleading. " So that is the source of your magic,” shesaid, her ears
lifting in akzinrret smile. "'l shall discover its secrets, Rockear."

"Hewill dieif you damageit,” Kit said quickly, "or takeit far from him. Y ou have done astupid thing;
without this manbeast who knows our enemy well, we will be daves again. To maes," she added.

Pusssdled dong thewall, now holding the knife at ready, menacing Kit until asingle bound put her
through the doorway into the big room. Pausing at the outer doorway she stuck the wtsai into her gpron.
"I will congder what you say," she growled.

"Wait," Locklear said in hismost commanding tone, the only one that Puss seemed to value. "The
kzintosh will be searching for me. They have magicsthat let them see great distances even at night, and a
big metd airboat that flieswith the sound of thunder.”

"I heard thunder thismorning,” Puss admitted.

"Y ou heard their airboat. If they see you, they will probably capture you. Y ou and Boots must be
very careful, Puss.”

"And do not hesitate to tempt malesinto (something) if you can,” Kit put in.
"Now you would teach me my business,” Puss spat a Kit, and set off down the ravine.

Locklear moved to the outer doorway, watching the sky, listening hard. Presently he asked, "Do you
think we can lay siegeto the birthing bower to get that transmitter back?"

"Bootsisasuckling mother, which saps her strength,” Kit replied matter-of-factly. " So Pusswould
fight like acrazed warrior. Thetruthis, sheis stronger than both of us."

With amorose shake of his head, Locklear began to fashion more arrows while Kit sharpened his



wtsai into adagger, arguing tactics, drawing rough conclusions. They must build no fires at the manor,
and hope that the searchers spread out for sngle, arrogant sorties. The lifeboat would hold eight
warriors, and others might be waiting in orhit. Live captives might be better for negotiations than dead
heroes—"But even as captives, the bastards would eat every scrap of meat in sight,” Locklear admitted.

Kit argued persuasively that any warrior worth his wtsai would be more likely to negotiate with a
potent enemy. "We must give them casudties,”" sheindsted, "to gain their respect. Can these modern
males be that different from those | knew?”

Probably not, he admitted. And knowing the modern breed, he knew they would be infuriated by his
escape, dishonored by his shrewdness. He could expect no quarter when at last they did locate him.
"And they won't go until they do," he said. On that, they agreed; some things never changed.

* % %

Locklear, dog-tired after hanging thatch over the gleaming windows, heard the lifeboat passtwice
before dark but fell adeep asthe sun faded.

Much later, Kit was shaking him. "Cometo the door,” she urged. " She refusesto comein.”

He stumbled outside, found the bench by rote, and spoke to the darkness. "Puss? Y ou have nothing
to fear from us. Had a change of heart?"

Not far distant: "I hunted those dopes where you said the males | eft you, Rockear."

It was an obvious way to avoid saying she had reconnoitered as held asked, and he maintained the
ruse. "Did you have good hunting?'

"Fair. A huge meta thing came and went and came again. | found four warriors, in strange costume
and barbaric speech like yours, with strange weapons. They are making a camp there, and spoke with
surprise of seeing animalsto hunt.” She spoke dowly, pausing often. He asked her to describe the males.
She had no trouble with that, having lain in her natural camouflage in the jungle's verge within thirty paces
of the ship until dark. Must've taken her hoursto get herein the dark over rough country, he
thought. Thisis one tough bimbo.

Hewaited, hishacklesrising, until shefinished. "Y ou're sure the leader had that band across his
face?' Shewas. Sheld heard him addressed as " Grraf-Commander.” One with alight-banded belly was
called " Apprentice Something." And the other two talied, aswdll. "I can't believeit,” hesaid to the
darkness. "The same foursome that |eft me here! If they're all down here, they're deadly serious. Damn
their good luck."

"Better than you think," said Puss. "Y ou told me they had magic weapons. Now | believeit.”

Kit, leaning near, whispered into Locklear's ear. "If she were injured, she would refuse to show her
wesknessto us."

Hetried again. "Puss, how do you know of their wegpons?'

With dry amusement and courage, the disembodied voice said, "The usud way: the huge sentry used
one. Tiny sunbeamsthat struck as| reached thick cover. They truly can seein full darkness."

"So they've seen you," he said, dismayed.

"From their shouts, | think they were not sure what they saw. But | will kill them for this, sentry or no
sentry.”

Her voice was more distant now. Locklear raised hisvoice dightly: "Puss, can we help you?'

"I have been burned before," wasthe reply.

Kit, moving into the darkness quietly: "Y ou are certain there are only four?'

"Pogitive" wasthefaint reply, and then they heard only the night wind.

Presently Kit said, "It would take both of us, and when wounded she will certainly fight to the death.
But we might overpower her now, if we can find the bower."

"No. She did more than she promised. And now she knows she can kill me by smashing the



transmitter. Let's get some deep, Kit," he said. Then, when he had nestled behind her, he added with a
chuckle, "1 begin to see why the kzinti decided to breed females as mere pets. Sheer sdlf-defense.”

"I would break your tail for that, if you had one,”" she replied in mock ferocity. Then helaid hishand
on her flank, heard her soft miaow, and then they dept.

* % %

Locklear had patrolled nearly asfar as he dared down the ravine at midmorning, armed with his
wtsai, longbow, and an arrow-filled quiver rubbing againg the zzrou when he heard the first scream. He
knew that Kit, with her short lance, had gone in the opposite direction on her patrol, but the repested
kzin screams sent gooseflesh up his spine. Perhaps the tabbies had surrounded Boots, or Puss. He
nocked an arrow, haf climbing to thelip of theravine, and peered over low brush. He ftifled the
exclamation in histhroat.

They'd found Puss, al right—or she/d found them. She stood on all-fours on alevel spot below, her
tall erect, itstip curled over, watching two hated familiar figuresin atableau that must have been asold as
kzin higtory. Almost naked for this primitive dudl, ebony talons out and their musky scent heavy on the
breeze, they bulked stupefyingly huge and ferocious. The massive gunner, Goon, and engineer
Y dlowbdlly circled each other with drawn stilettoes. What boggled L ocklear was that their modern
weapons lay ignored in neat groups. Were they going through some ritual ?

They werelike hdl, he decided. From timeto time, Pusswould utter asingle word, accompanied by
atremor and atail-twitch; and each time, Y elowbelly and Goon would stiffen, then scream at each other
infrudration.

The word she repeated was ch'rowl. No telling how long they'd been there, but Goon'sright forearm
dripped blood, and Y ellowbelly's thigh was a sodden red mess. Swaying drunkenly, Puss edged nearer
to the wegpons. As Y dlowbelly screamed and leaped, Goon screamed and parried; bearing hissmaller
opponent to the turf. What followed then was fast enough to be virtualy ablur in aroil of Kzersatz dust
astwo huge tigerlike bodies thrashed and rolled, knives flashing, talons ripping, fangs sinking into flesh.

Locklear scrambled downward through the grass, his progress unheard in the earsplitting caterwauls
nearby. He saw Pussreach abeam rifle, grasp it, swing it experimentaly by the barrel. That'swhen he
forgot al caution and shouted, "No, Puss Put the stock to your shoulder and pull the trigger!™

He might aswell havetold her to bazzfazz the shimstock; and in any case, poor valiant Puss
collgpsaed while trying to figure therifle out. He saw the long ugly trough in her sde then, caked with dried
blood. A wonder she was conscious, with such awound. Then he saw something more fearful ill, the
quieter thrashing as Goon found the throat of Y ellowbelly, whose stiletto handle protruded from Goon's

upper arm.
Ducking below the brush, L ocklear moved to one side, nearer to Puss, whose breathing was as

labored asthat of the maes. Or rather, of one male, as Goon stood erect and uttered a victory roar that

must have carried to Newduvai. Y elowbelly'storn throat pumped the last of hisblood onto dien dust.

"I dammy right,” Goon screamed, and added aWord that L ocklear was beginning to loathe. Only
then did the huge gunner notice that Puss wasin no condition to present him with what he had just killed
to get. He nudged her roughly, and did not see L ocklear approach with one arrow nocked and another
held between histeeth.

But his ear umbrellas pivoted as atwig snapped under Locklear'sfoot, and Goon spun furioudy, the
big legs flexed, and for one ingtant man and kzin stood twenty paces apart, unmoving. Goon |legped for
the nearest weapon, the beam rifle Puss had dropped, and saw Locklear release the short arrow. It
missed by afull armspan and now, his bloodlust rekindled and with no fear of such amarksman, Goon
dropped therifle and pulled Y ellowbelly's stiletto from his own arm. He turned toward Locklear, who
was unaccountably running toward him instead of fleeing as amonkey should flee aleopard, and threw
his head back in a battle scream.

L ocklear's second arrow, fired from a distance of five paces, pierced the roof of Goon's mouth, its



stainless stedl barb severing nerve bundles at the brain slem. Goon fell like ajointed tree, knees buckling
first, ams hanging, and the ground's impact drove the arrow tip out the back of his head, dippery with
gore. Goon's head lay two paces from Locklear's feet. He neither breathed nor twitched.

Locklear hurried to the Side of poor, courageous, ill-starred Puss and saw her gazing calmly a him.
"Onefor you, onefor me, Puss. Only two moreto go."

"I wish—I could liveto celebrate that,” she said, more softly than he had ever heard her spesk.

"Y ou'retoo tough to let alittle burn,” he began.

"They shot tiny things, too," she said, afinger migrating to abluish perforation a the sde of her rib
cage. "Coughing blood. Hard to breathe," she managed.

He knew then that she was dying. A spray of dugs, roughly aimed at night from a perimeter-control
smoothbore, had done to Puss what abeam rifle could not. Her lungsfilling dowly with blood, she had
still managed to report her patrol and then return to guard the birthing bower. He asked through the lump
inhisthroat, "IsBootsdl right?"

"They followed my spoor. When I—came out, twitching my best prret routine—they did not ook
into the bower."

"Smart, Puss”

She grasped hiswrigt, hard. " Swear to protect it—with your life." Now she was coughing blood,
fighting to breethe.

"Done" hesad. "Whereisit, Puss?'

But her eyes were dready glazing. Locklear stood up dowly and strode to the beam rifle, hefting it,
thinking idly that these weapons were too heavy for him to carry in onetrip. And then he saw Puss again,
and quit thinking, and lifted therifle over his head with both hands in amanscream of fury, and of

vengeance unappeased.
* * %

The battle scenewasin sght of thelake, fully in the open within fifty paces of the creek, and he found
itimpossibleto lift Puss. Locklear cut bundles of grass and spread them to hide the bodies, trembling in
delayed reaction, and carried three armloads of weaponsto ahiding place far up the ravine just under its
lip. Heleft the dead kzinti without stripping them; perhaps amistake, but he had no time now to puzzle
out tightband comm sets or medkits. Later, if therewasalater . . .

He cursed hiswatery joints, knowing he could not carry akzin beam rifle with its heavy accumulator
up to the manor. He moved more cautioudy now, remembering those kzin screams, wondering how far
they'd carried on the breeze, which was toward the lake. He read the safety legends on Goon's sidearm,
found he could handle the massive piece with both hands, and stuck it and itstwin from Y ellowbelly's
arsend into hisbelt, leaving hisbow and quiver with the other weapons.

He had stumbled within sight of the manor, planning how he could unmast the airboat and adjust its
buoyancy so that it could be towed by a man afoot to retrieve those wespons, when a crackling hum sent
ablast of hot air across his cheeks. Face down, crawling for the lip of the ravine, he heard a shout from
near the manor.

"Grraf-Commander, the monkey approaches!” The reply, deep-voiced and muffled, seemed to come
from inside the manor. So they'd known where the manor was. Hest or motion sensors, perhaps, during
apassin thelifeboat—not that it mattered now. A classic pincers from down and up the ravine, but one
of those pincers now lay under shields of grass. They could not know that he was Hill tethered invisibly to
that zzrou transmitter. But where was Kit?

Another hail from Brickshitter, whose tremors of impatience with abeam rifle had become Locklear's
aly: "The others do not answer my calls, but | shal drive the monkey down to them.”

Widl, maybe hed intended merely to wing hisquarry, or follow him.
You do that, Locklear thought to himsdlf in cold rage as he scurried back in the ravine toward his



weapons cache; you just do that, Brickshitter. He had covered two hundred meters when another
crackle announced the pencil-thin beam, brighter than the sun, that struck aridge of stone above him.

White-hot bees stung hisface, back and arms; tiny smoke trails followed fragments of superheated
stone into the ravine as Locklear tumbled to the creek, splashing out again, ssumbling on dick stones. He
turned, intending to fireasidearm, but saw no target and redlized theat firing from him would tell volumes
to that big sonofabitchkitty behind and above him. Wdll, they wouldn't have returned unless they wanted
him dive, so Brickshitter wasjust playing with him, driving him as aman drives cattle with aprod. Beam
weapons were limited in rate of fire and accumulator charge; maybe Brickshitter would empty thisone
with histrembling.

Then, horrifyingly near, abovetheravinelip, thefamiliar voice: "I offer you honor, monkey."

Whétthehell: the navigator knew where his quarry was anyhow. Mopping arunnel of blood from his
face, Locklear called upward as he continued his scramble. "What, a prisoner exchange?' He did not
want to be more explicit than that.

"We dready have the beauteous kzinrret,” wasthe reply that chilled Locklear to his marrows. "Isthat
who you would have sacrificed for your worthless hide?"

That tearsit; no hope now, Locklear thought. "Maybe I'll give mysdf up if you'l let her go," he caled.
Would I? Probably not. Dear God, please don't give me that choice because | know there would be no
honor inmine. ..

"We have you caged, monkey," in tones of scorn. "But Grraf-Commander warned that you may have
some primitive hunting weapon, so we accord you some little honor. It occurs to methat you would
retain more honor if captured by an officer than by apair of rankings."

L ocklear was now only a hundred meters from the precious cache. HE'stoo close; helll seethe
weapons cachewhen | get near it and that'll be al shewrote. I've got to make the bastard carelessand
usewhat I've got. He thought carefully how to trandate anickname into Kzin and began to ease up the
far dde of theravine. "Not if the officer has no honor, you trembling shitter of bricks," he shouted,
dipping the safety from asidearm.

Instantly a scream of raw rage and astonishment from above at this unbdievably morta insult,
followed by the head and shoulders of an infuriated navigator. L ocklear aimed fast, squeezed thefiring
stud, and saw a series of dirt clods spit from the verge of the ravine. The damned thing shot low!

But Brickshitter had popped from sight as though propelled by levers, and now Locklear was
climbing, stuffing the Sdearm into his belt again to keep both hands free for the ravine, and when he
vaulted over thelip into low brush, he could hear Brickshitter babbling into his comm unit.

He wanted to hear the exchange more than he wanted to move. He heard: " . . . hastwo kzin
handguns—of course | saw them, and heard them; had | been dower he would have an officer'searson
his belt now!—Nossir, no reply from the others. How el se would he have hero's wegpons? What do you
think?—I think so, too."

L ocklear began to move out again, below brush-tops, asthe furious Brickshitter was promising a
mansack to his commander asatrophy. And they won't get that while | live, he vowed to himsdf. In
fact, with his promise, Brickshitter was admitting they no longer wanted him dive. He did not hear the
next hum, but saw brush spatter ahead of him, some of it burdting into flame, and then he wasfiring at the
exposed Brickshitter who now stood with brave stance, seven and a hdf feet tall and weaving from side
to Sde, firing once a second, asfast as the beam rifl€'s accumulator would permit.

Locklear stood and delivered, moving back and forth. At his second burt, the weapon's receiver
locked open. He ducked below, discarded the thing, and drew itstwin, estimating he had emptied the
first one with thirty rounds. When next helifted his head, he saw that Brickshitter had outpaced him
acrosstheravine and wasfiring a the brush again. Even asthe stuff ahead of him was kindling, Locklear
noticed that the brush behind him flamed higher than aman, now awildfire moving in the same direction
as he, though the steady breeze swept it away from the ravine. His only path now was aong the ravine



lip, orinit.

He guessed that this weapon would shoot low aswell, and opened up at a distance of sixty paces.
Good guess, Brickshitter turned toward him and at the same instant was dapped by an invisible figt that
flung the heavy rifle from his grasp. Locklear dodged to the lip of the ravine to spot the weapons, saw
them twenty paces away, and dropped the sidearm so that he could hang onto brush as he vaulted over,
now in full view of Brickshitter.

Whose dtuttering fire with his good arm reminded Locklear, nearly too late, that Brickshitter had
other weapons beside that beam rifle. Spurts of dirt flew into Locklear's eyes as he flung himsdlf back to
safety. He crawled back for the sidearm, watching the navigator fumble for hisrifle, and opened up again
just as Brickshitter dropped from sight. More wasted ammo.

Behind him, the fire was raging downdope toward their mutual dead. Acrosstheravine, Brickshitter's
enraged voice: "Smdll caliber flesh wound in the right shoulder but | have started brush firesto flush him. |
can see beam rifles, close-combat weapons and other things almost below him in the ravine—Y essir, he
isamost out of ammunition and wantsthat cache—Y essir, afew more bolts. An easy shot."

Locklear had once seen an expedition bundle burn with abeam riflein it. He began to run hard,
skirting still-smouldering brush and grass, and had already passed the inert bodies of their unprotesting
dead when the ground bucked beneath him. Hefell to one knee, seeing acloud of debrisfan abovethe
ravine, echoes of the exploson shouldering each other down the dopes, and he knew that Brickshitter's
left-armed aim had been as good as necessary. Good enough, maybe, to get himself killed in that cloud
of turf and stone and metal fragments, yes, and good wooden arrows that had made awarrior of
Locklear. Y et any sensible warrior knows how to retrest.

The ravine widened now, the creek dropping in aseries of lower fals, and Locklear knew that
further headlong flight would send him far into the open, so far that the zzrou would kill himif Brickshitter
didn't. And Brickshitter could track his spoor—but not in water. Locklear raced to the creek, heedless
of the misstep that could smash aknee or ankle, and began to negotiate thelittlefalls.

Thelast onefaced the lake. He turned, recognizing that he had cached his pathetic store of provisions
behind that waterfall soon after hisarrival. It was flanked by thick fronds and ferns, and Locklear ducked
into the hideyhole behind that sheet of water streaming wet, gasping for breeth.

A soft inquiry from somewhere behind him. He whirled in sudden recognition. It's REALLY a small
world, hethought idicticaly. "Boots?' No answer. Wl of course not, to hisvoice, but he could seethe
dim outline of adeep horizontal tunnd, turning left insdeits entrance, with dry grasseslining thefloor.
"Boots, don't be afraid of me. Did you know the kzin males have returned?!

Guarded, grudging it: "Y es. They have wounded my mate.”

"Worse, Boots. But shekilled one," —it was her doing as surely asif her fangs had torn out
Yellowbelly's throat—"and | killed another. She told me to—to retrieve the things she took from me." It
seemed his heart must burst with this cowardly lie. He was cold, exhausted, and on the run, and with the
transmitter he could escape to win another day, and, and— And he wanted to dash hiswristswith his
wisai.

"I will bring them. Do not come nearer," said the soft voice, made deeper by echoes. He squatted
under the overhang, the plash of water now dwindling, and he redlized that the blast up the ravine had
made amomentary check-dam. He ditinctly heard the mewing of tiny kzin twins as Boots removed the
security of her warm, soft fur. A moment later, he saw her head and arms. Both hands, even the one
bearing ascrewdriver and the transmitter, had their claws fully extended and her earslay so flat on her
skull that they might have been caps of skin. Still, she shoved the articles forward.

Pocketing the transmitter with athrill of undeserved success, he bade her keep the other items. He
showed her the sdearm. "Boots, one of these killed Puss. Do you seethat it could kill you just aseasily?”

The growl in her throat was an illustrated manua of counterthrest.
"But | began asyour protector. | would never harm you or your kittens. Do you see that now?"



"My head seesit. My heart saysto fight you. Go."

He nodded, turned away, and eased himself into the deep pool that was now fed by amere trickle of
water. Ahead was the lake, smoke floating toward it, and he knew that he could run safely in the
shallows hidden by smoke without leaving prints. And fight another day. And, heredlized, staring back at
the once-takative little fals, leave Boots with her kittens where the cautious Brickshitter would amost
certainly find them because now the mouth of her birthing bower was clearly visible.

No, I'm damned if you will!

"So check into it, Brickshitter,” he muttered softly, backing deep into the cool cover of yelow ferns.
"I've dtill got afew rounds here, if youre il dive.”

Hewasdive, dl right. Locklear knew it in his guts when a stone trickled itsway down near the poal.
Heknew it for certain when he fdt soft footfals, the amost silent track of abig hunting cat, vibrate the
damp grassy embankment against his back. He eased forward in water that was no deeper than his
armpits, ill hidden, but when the towering kzin warrior sporang to the verge of the water he made no
sound at al. He carried only his sidearm and knife, and Locklear fired at a distance of only ten paces,
actudly atrifling space.

But atremendoustrifle, for Brickshitter was well-trained and did not pause after his legp before
hopping aside in asquat. He waslooking straight at Locklear and the horizontal spray of dugs ceased
beforeit reached him. Brickshitter'sarm was a blur. Foliage shredded where Locklear had hidden asthe
little man dropped below the surface, feding two hot dugstrickle down hisback after their vel ocity was
spent underweter.

Locklear could not see clearly, but propelled himsalf forward as he broke the surface in a desperate
attempit to reach the other sde. He knew his sidearm was empty. He did not know that his opponent's
was, until the kzin navigator threw the weapon a him, screamed, and legped.

Locklear pulled himsdlf to the bank with fronds as the big kzin strode toward him in water up to his
belly. Too late to run, and Brickshitter had alook of cool confidence about him. | like him better when
he's not so cool. "Comeon, you kshat, you vatach's ass," he chanted, backing toward the only place
where he might have safety at his back—the stone shelf before Boots's bower, where great height wasa
disadvantage. ""Come on, you fur-licking, brickshitting hairball, doit!" Legping and screaming, screaming
and legping; "you stupid no-name," hefinished, wondering if the last was aninsuilt.

Evidently it was. With ahowling scream of savagery, the big kzin tried to leap clear of the water,
faling headlong as Locklear reached the stone shelf. Dagger now in hand, Brickshitter floundered to the
bank spitting, emitting asiring of words that doubled L ocklear's command of kzinti curses. Then, amost
asif reading Locklear's mind, the navigator paused afew paces away and held up hisknife. And his
voice, though quivering, was exceedingly mild. "Do you know what | am going to do with this, monkey?"

To break through this facade, Locklear madeit offhanded. " Cut your ch'rowl ing throat by accident,
mogt likely," he said.

The effect was Sartling. Stiffening, then baring hisfangsin ahowl of frustration, the warrior sprang for
the shelf, seeing in midlegp that L ocklear was waiting for exactly that with hiswtsai thrust forward, itstip
made needle-sharp by the same female who had once dulled it. But akzin warrior's training went deep.
Pivoting as he landed, rolling to one sSde, the navigator avoided Locklear'sthrugt, hislong tail lashing to
caich thelittle man'slegs.

Locklear had seen that one before. His blade cut deeply into the kzin'stail and Brickshitter vented a
ydp, whirling to spring. Hefeinted asif to hurl the knife and Locklear threw both arms before hisface,
Seeing too late the beginning of the kzin's squatting lesp in close quarters, like aswordsman's balestra
Locklear dammed his back painfully againgt the side of the cave, his own blade dashing blindly, and felt a
horrendousfiery trall of pain down the length of hisknife arm before the graceful kzin moved out of
range. He switched hands with the wtsai.

"l am going to carve off your maleness while you watch, monkey," said Brickshitter, seeing the blood



begin to course from the open gash on Locklear'sarm.

"One word before you do," Locklear said, and pulled out al the stops. " Ch'rowl your grandmother.
Ch'rowl your patriarch, and ch'rowl yoursdf."

With each repetition, Brickshitter seemed to coil into himsdlf abit farther, hiseyesnot ditted but
saucer-round, and with hislast phrase Locklear saw something from the edge of hisvision that the big
kzin saw clearly. Ropelike, temptingly bushy, it wasthe flick of Bootsstail at the mouth of her bower.

Like mogt feline hunters from the creche onward, the kzin warrior reacted to this simulus with rapt
fascination, a least for an ingtant, aready goaded to insane heights of frustration by the sexua
triggerword. His eyesrolled upward for aflicker of time, and in that flicker Locklear acted. His headlong
rush carried himin afull body dam againgt the navigator'sinjured shoulder, the wtsai going injust below
therib cage, torn from Locklear's grasp as his opponent flipped backward in agony to the water.
Locklear cartwhedled into the pool, weaponless, choosing to swim because it was the fastest way out of
reech.

Heflailed up the embankment searching wildly for aloose stone, then tossed aglance over his
shoulder. The navigator lay on hisside, haf out of the water, blood pumping from hisbelly, andin his
good arm he held Locklear's wtsai by itshandle. Asif hisarm werethe only part of him till dive, he
flipped the knife, caught it by thetip, forced himsdlf erect.

Locklear did thefirst thing he could remember from dealing with vicious animas: reached down,
grasped ahandful of thin air, and mimicked hurling astone. It did not deter the navigator's convulsive
moveinthe dightest, the wtsai aslvery whirr beforeit thunked into atree one pace from Locklear's
breast. The kzin's motion carried him forward into the water, face down. He did not entirely submerge,
but did forward inert, arms at his sdes. Locklear wrestled his blade from the tree and waited, his chest
heaving. The navigator did not move again.

Locklear held the knife aloft, eyes shut, for long moments, tears of exultation and vengeance coursing
down his cheeks, mixing with dirty water from his hair and clean blood from his cheek. His eyes snapped
open at thevoice.

"May | name my son after you, Rockear?' Boots, just ingde the overhang, held two tiny spotted
kittens protectively where they could suckle. It was, he felt, meant to be an honor merdly for him to see
them.

"] would be honored, Boots. But the modern kzin custom is to make sons earn their names, | think."
"What do | care what they do? We are sarting over here.”

Locklear stuffed the blade into his belt, wiping wet stuff from hisface again. "Not unless| can put
away that scarfaced commander. He's got Kit a the manor—unless she hashim. I'm going to try and
biasthe results" he said grimly, and scanned the heights above the ravine.

To hisback, Boots said, "It isnot traditiona, but—if you come for us, we would return to the
manor's protection.”

Heturned, glancing up the ravine. "An honor. But right now, you'd better come out and wait for the
waterfal to resume. When it does, it might flood your bower for afew minutes." He waved, and she
waved back. When next he glanced downd ope, from the upper lip of the ravine, he could seethe
brushfire dwindling at the jungle's edge, and water just beginning to carveitsway through ajumble of
debrisin thethroat of theravine, and asmal lithe orange-ydlow figure holding two tiny spotted dots,
patiently waiting in the sunlight for everything he said to cometrue.

"Lady," he said softly to the waiting Boots, "I sure hope you picked awinner.”

* * %
He could have disappeared into the wilds of Kzersatz for months but Scarface, with vast advantages,

might call for more searchers. Besides, running would be reactive, the act of mindless prey. Locklear
opted to be proactive—ahunter's mindset. Recaling the violence of that exploding rifle, he amost



ignored the area because nothing useful could remain in the crater. But curiosity made him pause,
squinting down from the heights, and excdllent vison gave him an edge when he saw the dull gleam of
Brickshitter's beam rifle across the ravine. It was probably fully discharged, el se the navigator would not
have abandoned it. But Scarface wouldn't know that.

Locklear doubled back and retrieved the heavy weapon, chuckling at the sharp stones that lay atop
the turf. Brickshitter must have expended afew curses as those stones rained down. The faint orange
light near the scope was next to alegend in Kzinti that trandated as "insufficient charge." He thought
about that a moment, then smeared his own blood over the light until its gleam was hidden. Shouldering
therifle, he set off again, circling high above the ravine so that he could comein from its upper end.
Somehow the weapon seemed lighter now, or perhapsit was just his second wind. Locklear did not
pause to reflect that his decision for immediate action brought optimism, and that optimism is another
word for accumulated energy.

The sun was at his back when he stretched prone behind low cover and paused for breath. The
zoom scope of therifle showed that someone had ripped the thatches from the manor's window bulges,
no doubt to give Scarface a better view. Works both ways, hotshot, he mused; but though he could see
through the windows, he saw nothing move. Presently he began to crawl forward and down, holding the
heavy riflein the crooks of hisarms, abrading his elbows as he went from brush to outcrop to declivity.
His shadow stretched before him. Good; the sun would be in awatcher's eyes and he was dry-mouthed
with awareness that Scarface must carry hisown arsend.

Thevinesthey had planted already hid the shaft of their escape tunnd but Locklear paused for long
moments at its mouth, listening, waiting until his breeth was quiet and regular. What if Scarface were
waiting in the tunnd? He ducked into therifle ding, put hiswtsai in histeeth, and eased down feet-first
using remembered hand and footholds, his heart hammering hisribs. Then he scuffed earth with hisknee
and knew that his entry would no longer be asurpriseif Scarface was waiting. He dropped the find two
metersto soft dirt, squatting, hopping aside as held seen Brickshitter do.

Nothing but darkness. He waited for his panting to subside and then moved forward with great
caution. It took him five minutes to stalk twenty meters of curving tunnel, feding hisway until he saw faint
light filtering from above. By then, he could hear the fitz-rowr of kzin voices. He eased himsdf up to the
opening and peered through long dits of shamboo matting that Boots had woven to cover the rough
wdls.

" ... Amlearning, milady, that even the most potent Word loses its strength when used too often,” a
male voice was saying. Scarface, in tones Locklear had never expected to hear. "As soon asthis
operation iscomplete, rest assured | shal be the most gdlant of suitors.”

Locklear's view showed only their legs as modern warrior and ancient courtesan faced each other,
segted on benches at the rough-hewn dining table. Kit, with asulk in her voice, said, "1 begin to wonder if
your truthfulness extends to my atractions, milord.”

Scarface, fervently: "Thetruth isthat you are awarrior'swildest fantasiesin fur. | cannot say how
often | have wished for amate | could actudly tak to! Yet | am first Grraf-Commander, and second a
kzintosh. Excuse me," he added, stood up, and strode to the main doorway, now in full view of Locklear.
Hisbelt held ceremonid wtsai, asidearm and God knew what ese in those pockets. His beam rifle lay
propped beside the doorway. Taking abrick-szed device from his broad belt, he muttered, "1 wonder if
thisrude hut isinterfering with our sgnas.”

A click and then, in gruff tones of frustrated command, he said, "Hunt leader to dl units: report! If
you cannot report, use asigna bomb from your beltpacs, dammit! If you cannot do that, return to the hut
at tripletimeor | will hang your hidesfrom a pennant pole.”

Locklear grinned as Scarface moved back to the table with an admost human sigh. Too bad | didn't
know about those signal bombs. Warm this place up a little. Maybe | should go back for those
beltpacs. But he abandoned the notion as Scarface resumed his courtship.



"I have hinted, and you have evaded, milady. | must ask you now, bluntly: will you return with me
when this operation isover?

"| shall do asthe commander wishes," she said demurely, and Locklear grinned again. She hadn't
sad "Grraf-Commander”; and even if Locklear didn't survive, she might very well wind up in command.
Oh sure, sheld do whatever the commander liked.

"Anacther point on which you have been evasive," Scarface went on; "your assessment of the
monkey, and what relationship he had to either of you." Locklear did not miss this nuance; Scarface
knew of two kzinrret, presumably an initia report from one of the pair who'd found Puss. He did not
know of Boots, then.

"The manbeast ruled us with strange magic forces, milord. He made usfearful at times. At any time
he might be anywhere. Even now." Enough of that crap, Locklear thought at her, even though he felt
shewas only trying to put the wind up Scarface's backside. Fat chance! Lull the bastard, put himto
deep.

Scarface went to the heart of his question. "Did he act honorably toward you both?

After along pause: "'l suppose he did, as a manbeast saw honor. He did not ch'rom me, if that is—"

"Milady! Y ou will rob the Word of its meaning, or drive me mad."

"I have anidea. Let me dancefor you whileyou lie a your ease. | will avoid the term and drive you
only alittlecrazy.”

"For the eighth-squared time, | do not need to lie down. | need to complete this hunt; duty first,
pleasure after. [—what?"

Locklear's nose had brushed the matting. The noise wasfaint, but Scarface was on hisfeet and at the
doorway, riflein hand, in two seconds. Locklear's nose itched, and he pinched his nogtrils painfully. It
seemed that the damned tabby was never completely off-guard, made edgy asawtsai by hisfalureto
contact his crew. Locklear felt asneeze coming, sank down on his hedls, rubbed furioudly at his nose.
When he stood up again, Scarface stood a pace outside, demanding a response with his comm set while
Kit stood at the doorway. Locklear scratched carefully at the mat, willing Kit aloneto hear it. No such
luck.

Scarface began to pace back and forth outside, and L ocklear scratched louder. Kit's ear-umbrellas
flicked, lifted. Another scratch. She turned, and saw him move the matting. Her mouth opened dightly.
She's going to warn him, Locklear thought wildly.

"Perhapswe could stroll down theravine, milord,” she said eagily, taking afew steps outside.

Locklear saw the big kzin commander pass the doorway once, twice, muttering furioudy about
indecison. He caught thewords, " . . . Return to the lifeboat with you now if | have not heard from them
very soon," and knew that he could never regain an advantage if that happened. He paced his advance
past the matting to coincide with Scarface's movements, easing the beam rifle into plain sght on thefloor,
now with his head and shoulders out above the dusty floor, now hiswaist, now his—his—his sneeze
came without warning.

Scarface legped for the entrance, snatching his Sdearm as he cameinto view, and Locklear gave
himsdlf up then even though he was aiming the heavy beam rifle from a prone postion, an empty threst.
But abushy tail flashed between the warrior's ankles, and his next bound sent him skidding forward on
hisface, the sdearm till in hishand but pointed away from Locklear.

And the muzzle of Locklear's beam rifle poked so near the commander's nose that he could only
focusonit cross-eyed. Locklear said it dmost pleasantly: "Could even amonkey miss such atarget?'

"Perhaps," Scarface said, and swallowed hard. "But | think that rifle is exhausted.”

"The one your nervous brickshitting navigator used? It probably was," said Locklear, brazening it out,
adding the necessary liewith, "I broiled him with this one, which doesn't have that cute little light glowing,
doesit? Now then: skate that little shooter of yours acrossthefloor. Y our crew isal bugbait, Scarface,



and the only thing between you and kitty heaven ismy good humor.”

Much louder than need be, unless he was counting on Kit's hel p: "Have you no end of insults? Have
you no sense of honor? Let us settle thisas equals.” Kit stood at the doorway now.

"The sidearm, Grraf-Commander. Or meet your ancestors. Y our crew tried to kill me—and monkey
see, monkey do."

The sidearm clattered across the rough floor mat. Locklear chose to avoid further insult; thelast thing
he needed was aloss of sdlf-control from the big kzin. "Hands behind your back. Kit, get the strongest
cord we have and bind him; the feet, then the hands. And Stay to one side. If | haveto pull thistrigger,
you don't want to get splattered.”

Minutes later, holding the sidearm and gitting at the table, L ocklear studied the prisoner who sat, legs
before him, back against the doorway, and explained the facts of Kzersatz life while Kit cleaned his
wounds. She murmured that his cheek scar would someday be t'rralap as he explained the options. "'So
you see, you have nothing to lose by giving your honorable parole, because | trust your honor. Y ou have
everything to lose by refusing, because you'll wind up as barbecue.”

"Men do not eat captives," Scarface said. ™Y ou speak of honor and yet you lie.”

"Oh, I wouldn't eat you. But they would. There are two kzinrret herewho, if you'l recall, hate
everything you stand for."

Scarface looked glumly at Kit. "Can this be true?’

Shereplied, "Can it be true that modern kzinrret have been bred into cattle?”

"Both can betrue," he conceded. "But monk—men are devious, false, conniving little brutes. How
can akzinrret of your intelligence gpprove of them?”

"Rockear has defeated your entire force—with alittle help,” she said. "1 am content to pledge my
honor to amae of his resourcefulness, especialy when he does not abuse hisleadership. | only wish he
were of our race," she added wistfully.

Scarface: "My parole would depend on your absol ute truthfulness, Rockear.”

A pausefrom Locklear, and anod. "Y ou've got it as of now, but no backing out if you get some
surprises|ater.”

"One question, then, before | givemy word: are all my crew truly casualties?"

"Deader than thisbeam rifle," Locklear said, grinning, holding its muzzle upward, squeezing itstrigger.

Later, after pledging his parole, Scarface observed reasonably that there was aworld of difference
between an insufficient charge and no charge. Theroof thatching burned dowly &t first; dowly enough
that they managed to remove everything worth keeping. But at |ast the whole place burned merrily

enough. To Locklear's surprise, it was Scarface who mentioned safe removal of the zzrou, and pulled it
loose easly after afew deft manipulations of the transmitter.

Kit seemed amused asthey ate a fresco, a hundred meters from the embers of their manor. "Itisa
tradition in the ancient culture that amgjor change of household leadership requires burning of the old
manor,” she explained with asmile of her ears.

Locklear, dill uneasy with the big kzin warrior so near and now without his bonds, surreptitioudy felt
the Sdearm in hisbdlt and asked, "Am | not ill the leader?!

"Yes," shesad. "But what kind of |eader would deny happinessto hisfollowers?' Her lowered
glance toward Scarface could hardly be misunderstood.

The ear umbrellas of the big male turned a degper hue. "1 do not wish to dishonor another warrior,
Locklear, but—if | am to remain your captive here as you say, um, such femaes may be impossibly
oversimulaing.”

"Not to me" Locklear said. "No offense, Kit; I'm hdf inlove with you mysdlf. Infact, | think the best
thing for my own sanity would be to seek, uh, females of my own kind."



"Y ou intended to take us back to the manworlds, | takeit," said Scarface with some smugness.

"After abit more research here, yes. The hell with wars anyhow. There'salot about this planet you
don't know about yet. Fascinating!”

"You will never get back in alifeboat,” said Scarface, "and the cruiser isnow only amemory.”

"Youdidnt!"

"| assuredly did, Locklear. My first act when you released my bonds was to send the self-destruct
sgnd.”

Locklear put his head between his hands. "Why didn't we hear the lifeboat go up?

"Because | did not think to set it for destruct. It is not exactly amagjor asst.”

"For meit damned well is," Locklear growled, then went on. "Look here: | won't release Kit from
any pair-bonding to me unless you promise not to sabotage mein any way. And | further promise not to
try turning you over to some military bunch, because I'm the, uh, mayor of thisfrigging planet and | can
declare peace onit if | want to. Honor bound, honest injun, whatever the hell that means, and dl the
rigamarole that goes with it. Goddammit, | could have blown your head off."

"But you did not know that."

"With the sdearm, then! Don't ch'r—don't fiddle me around. Put your honor on the line, migter, and
put your big paw againg mineif you meanit."

After along look at Kit, the big kzin commander reached out a hand, palm vertical, and L ocklear
met it with hisown. "Y ou are not the man weleft here," said the vanquished kzin, eyeing Locklear
without malice. "Brown and tough as dried meat—and older, | would say."

"Getting hunted by armed kzinti tendsto age afdler,” Locklear chuckled. "I'm glad we found peace
with honor."

"Was any commander,” the commander asked no onein particular, "ever faced with so many
conflicts of honor?"

"You'll resolvethem," Locklear predicted. "Think about it: I'm about to make you the head captive of
abrand new region that has two newborn babesin it, two intelligent kzinrret at least, and over an
eight-squared other kzinti who have been in stasisfor longer than you can bdieve. Wake 'em, or dont,
it'sup to you, just don't interfere with me because | expect to be here part of the time, and somewhere
else a other times. Kit, show him how to use the airboat. If you two can't figure out how to use the stuff
inthis Outsder zoo, | missmy—"

"Outsders?' Scarface did not seem to like the sound of that.

"That's just my guess,” Locklear shrugged. "Maybe they have hidden sensorsthet tell ‘'em what
happens on the planet Zoo. Maybe they don't care. What | care about, is exploring the other compounds
on Zoo, one especidly. | may not find any of my kind on Newduvai, and if | do they might have
foreheads a hdf-inch high, but it bearslooking into. For that | need the lifeboat. Any reason why it
wouldn't take me to another compound on Zoo?"!

"No reason." After amoment of rumination, Scarface put on hisbest negotiation face again. "If |
teach you to be an expert pilot, would you let me disable the hyperwave comm set?"

Locklear thought hard for asmilar time. "Y es, if you swear to leaveitsloca functionsintact. Look,
fella, we may want to talk to one another with it."

"Agreed, then," said the kzin commander. That night, Locklear dept poorly. Helay awake for atime,
wondering if Newduval had its own specimen cave, and whether he could find it if one existed. Thefact
was that Kzersatz smply lacked the kind of company he had in mind. Not even the right kind of
cathouse, he groused silently. He was not enormoudy heartened by the prospect of wooing a
Neandertha nymphet, either. Well, that was what field research wasfor. Please, God, at least a few
Cro-Magnons! Patience, Locklear, and earplugs, because he could not find deep for long.



It was not merely that he was done, for the embers near his palet kept him astoasty askzinrret fur.
No, it wastheinferna yowling of those cats somewhere below intheravine.

Briar Patch

If Locklear had been thinking straight, he never would have stayed in the god business. But when a
man has been thrugt into the Fourth Man-Kzin War, won peace with honor from thetigerlike kzinti ona
synthetic zoo planet, and released long-stored specimens o that his vast prison compound resemblesthe
kzin homeworld, it's hard for that man to keep his sense of mortdity.

It'shard, that is, until someone decidesto kill him. Hisfirst mistake was lugt, impure and smple. A
week after he paroled Scarface, the one surviving kzin warrior, Locklear admitted his problem during
supper. "All that caterwauling intheravine," he said, refilling his bowl from the hearth sewpot, "isdriving
me nuts. Good thing you haven't let therest of those kzinti out of stas's; the racket would be
unbelieveble!”

Scarface wiped his muzzle with abrawny forearm and handed his own bowl to Kit, his new mate.
The darkness of the huge K zersatz region was tempered only by coals, but Locklear saw those coas
flicker in Scarface's cat eyes. "A condition of my surrender wasthat you release Kit to me," the big kzin
growled. "And besides: do humans mate so quietly?'

Because they were speaking Kzin, the word Scarface had used was actudly "ch'rowl"—itsdlf a
sexua goad. Kit, who wasrefilling the bowl, let dip atiny mew of surprise and pleasure. "Please, milord,”
she sad, offering the bowl to Scarface. "Poor Rockear is dready overstimulated. Isit not 07" Her huge
eyesflicked to Locklear, whom she had grown to know quite well after Locklear waked her from
age-long deep.

"Dead right," Locklear agreed with amorose glance. "Not by the word; by the goddamn deed!"

"Sheismine," Scarface grinned; akzin grin, the kind with big fangs and no amusement.

"Cam down. | may have been an animd psychologit, but | only have letches for human femaes,”
Locklear gloomed toward hiskzin companions. "And every night when | hear you two flattening the grass
out there," he nodded past the half-built walls of the hut, "I get, uh, . . ." He did not know how to
trandate "horny" into Kzin.

"You get the urgeto travel," Scarface finished, making it not quite a suggestion. The massive kzin
gared into darkness asif peering across the force walls surrounding K zersatz. Those towering invisible
walls separated the air, and lifeforms, of Kzersatz from other synthetic compounds of thisincredible
planet, Zoo. "1 can seethe treetopsin the next compound as easily asyou, Locklear. But | see no
monkeysinthem."

Before his defeat, Scarface had been " Graf-Commander." The same gtrict kzin honor that bound him



to his surrender, forbade him to curse his captor asamonkey. But he could still sharpen the barb of his
wit. Kit, with red affection for Locklear, did not gpprove. "Benice," she hissed to her mate.

"Forget it," Locklear told her, stabbing with hisKzin wtsai blade for ahunk of mest in his stew. "Kit,
he's stuck with his military code, and it won't let him insist that his captor get the hell out of here. But he's
right. | till don't know if that next compound | call Newduvai isredly Earth-like." He smiled at Scarface,
remembering not to show histeeth, and added, " Or whether it has my kind of monkey."

"And we must not try to find out until your war wounds have completely hedled,” Kit replied.

The eyes of man and kzin warrior met. "Whoa," Locklear said quickly, sparing Scarface the trouble,
"We won't be scouting over there; | will, but you won't. I'm an ethologi<t," he went on, holding up ahand
to bar Kit'sinterruption. "If Newduvai is as completely stocked as K zersatz, somebody—maybe the
Outsiders, maybe not, but damn certain along time ago—somebody intended all these compoundsto be
kept separate. Now, | won't say | haven't played god herealittle. . ."

"And intend to play it over therealot,” said Kit, who had never yet surrendered to anyone.

"Hear me out, I'm not going to start mixing species from Kzersatz and Newduva any morethan |
dready have, and that'sfinal." He pried experimentdly at the scab running down hisknifearm. "But I'm
pretty much healed, thanks to your medkit, Scarface. And | meant it when | said you'd have free run of
this place. It'sintended for kzinti, not humans. High time | took your lifeboat over those force walsto
Newduva."

"Bootswill missyou,” sad Kit.
Locklear smiled, recaling the other kzin female held released from stasisin avery pregnant condition.

According to Kit, akzin mother would not emerge from her birthing creche until the eyes of her twins had
opened—another week, at least. "Give her my love" he said, and swilled the last of his stew.

"A pity you will not do that yoursdlf," Kit Sghed.

"Milady." Scarface became, for the moment, every inch a Graf-Commander. "Would you ask meto
ch'row ahuman femae?' Hewaited for Kit to control her mixed expression. "Then please be slent on
the subject. Locklear isawarrior who knows what he fightsfor.”

Locklear yawned. "There's an old song that says, 'Ain't gonnastudy war no more," and a s ogan that
goes, 'Makelove, not war.' "

Kit stood up with afetching twitch of her tail. "I believe our leader has spoken, milord,” she purred.

Locklear watched them swaying together into the night, and his parting call was plaintive. "Just try
and keep it down, okay? A fellow needshisdeep.”

* % %

Thekzin lifeboat was over ten meterslong, well-armed and furnished with emergency rations. In
accord with their handshake armistice, Scarface had given flight ingtructions to his human pupil after
disabling the hyperwave portion of its comm s&t. He had given no ingtructions on armament because
Locklear, a peaceable man, saw no further use for anything larger than asidearm. Neither of them could
do much to make the lifeboat seating comfortable for Locklear, who was small even by human standards
in an acceleration couch meant for atwo-hundred-kilo kzin.

Locklear paused inthe air lock in midmorning and raised one arm in auniversal peace sign. Scarface
returned it. "I'll cal you now and then, if those force walls don't stop the signal,” Locklear called. "If you
let your other kzinti out of stasis, call and tell me how it works out.”

"Keep your tail dry, Rockear," Kit called, perhaps forgetting he lacked that appendage—a
compliment, of sorts.

"Will do," he cdled back asthe air lock swung shut. Moments later, he brought the little craft to life
and, cursing the cradle-rock motion that branded him anovice, urged the lifeboat into the yellow sky of
Kzersatz.

Locklear made one pass, a"goodbye sweep,” high above the region with its yellow and orange



vegetation, taking care to stay well inside the frostline that defined those invisible force walls. He spotted
the cave from the still-flattened grass where Kit had herded the awakened animals from the crypt and
their deep of forty thousand years, then steepened his climb and used aero boost to begin histrgectory.
No telling whether the force walls stopped suddenly, but he did not want to find out by plowing into the
damned things. It was enough to know they stopped below orbital height, and that he could tossthe
lifeboat from Kzersatz to Newduvai in alow-energy bdligtic arc.

And he knew enough to conserve energy in the craft's main accumul ators because one day, when the
damned stupid Man-Kzin War was over, hed need that energy to jump from Zoo to some part of
known space. Unless, he amended silently, somebody found Zoo first. The war might dready be over,
and certainly the warlike kzinti must have the coordinates of Zoo . . .

Then hewas a the top of histrgectory, seeing the planetary curvature of Zoo, noting thetiny satellite
sunletsthat bathed hundred-mile-diameter regionsin light, redizing that awarship could condemn any
one of those circular regions to desth with one well-placed shot againgt its synthetic, automated little sun.
Hewas dready past the circular force wals now, and felt an enormous temptation to dow the ship by
main accumulator energy. A good pilot could lower that lifeboat down between the walls of those force
cylinders, in the hard vacuum between compounds. Outsiders might be lurking there, idly studying the
gpoecimensthrough invisblewadls.

But Locklear was no expert with akzin lifeboat, not yet, and he had to use hiswristcomp to trandate
the warning on the console screen. He set the wing extensonsjust in timeto avoid heavy buffeting,
thankful that he had not needed orbital speed to manage his brief trgectory. He bobbled a maneuver
once, twice, then felt the drag of Newduvai's atmaosphere on the lifeboat and gave the lifting surfacesfull
extension. He put the craft into a shalow bank to starboard, keeping the vast circular frostline far to
portside, and punched in an autopilot instruction. Only then did he dare to turn his gaze down on
Newduvai.

Like Kzersatz it boasted a big lake, but this one glinted in a sun heartbreakingly like Earth's. A
rugged jumble of dliffs soared into cloud at one sde of the region, and green hills mounded above plains
of mottled hues: tan, brown, green, Oh, God, al that green! He'd forgotten, in the saffron of Kzersatz,
how much he missed the emerald of grass, the blue of sky, the darker dusty green of Earth forests. For it
was, in every repect, perfectly Earthlike. He wiped hismigting eyes, grinned at himsdlf for such
foolishness, and eased the lifeboat down to alazy circular course that kept him two thousand meters
abovetheterrain. If the builders of Zoo were consistent, one of those shalow creekbeds would begin not
in amarshy meadow but in ahorizonta shaft. And there he would find—he dared not think it through any
further.

After hisfirst complete circuit of Newduvai, he knew it had no herds of animals. No birds dotted the
lakeshore; no bugs whacked his viewport. A dozen streams meandered and leapt down from the frostline
where clouds dumped their moisture against cold encircling force walls. One stream ended in a second
small lake with no obvious outlet, but none of the creeks or dry washes began with a cave.

Mindful of hisclumsinessin thisdien craft, Locklear set it down in soft sand where adry wash delta
met the kidney-shaped lake. After further consulting between hiswristcomp and the ship's compuiter, he
punched in his most important queries and listened to the ship cool while its sensors analyzed Newduvai.

Gravity: Earth normd. Atmosphere, solar flux, and temperature: dl Earth normd. "And not acritter in
sght,” hetold the cabin walls. In aburst of insight, he asked the compuiter to list anything that might be a
hedth hazard to akzin. If man and kzin could make steaks of each other, they probably should fear the
same pathogens. The computer took itstime, but its most fearsome finding was of tetanusin the dust.

Hewaited no longer, thrusting at the air lock in his hurry, filling hislungs with arich soup of odors,
and found his eyes brimming again as he stepped onto allittle piece of Earth. Smells, he reflected, redly
got you back to basics. Scents of cedar, of dust, of grasses and yes, of wildflowers. Just like home—yet,
in some skinprickling way, not quite.

Locklear sat down on the sand then, with an earthlike sunlet baking his back from a turquoise sky,



and he wept. Outsiders or not, any bunch that could engineer apiece of home on the rim of known space
couldn't bedl bad.

He was tasting the lake water's very faint brackishness when, in a process that took lessthan a
minute, the sunlight dimmed and was gone. "But it's only noontime," he protested, and then laughed a
himsdlf and made a notation on hiswristcomp, using itsfaint light to guide him back to the air lock.

Aswith Kzersatz, he saw no stars; and then he realized that the position of Newduvai's sun had been
halfway to the horizon when—amost asit happened on K zersatz—the daily ration of sunlight was
guenched. Why should Newduvai's sun keep the same time as that of Kzersatz? It didn't; nor did it wink
off as suddenly asthat of Kzersatz.

He activated the still-functioning local mode of thelifeboat's comm s, intending to pass hisfindings
on to Scarface. No response. Scarface's handset was an alband unit; perhaps some wavelength could
bounce off of debrisfrom the kzin cruiser scuttled in orbit—but Locklear knew that was a dender hope,
and soon it seemed no hope at dl. He spent the longest few hours of hislife then, turning floodlights on
thelake in the forlorn hope of seeing afish legp, and with the vague fear that atyrannosaur might pay him
asocid cal. But no matter where he turned the lights he saw no gleam of eyes, and the sand was
innocent of any tracks. Sleep would not come until he began to address the problem of the stasiscryptin
logica ways.

* % %

Locklear came up from his seat with abound, facing asun that brightened as he watched. His
wristcomp said not quite twelve hours had passed since the sunlet dimmed. Hisbelly said it waslate. His
memory said yes, by God, therewas one likely plan for locating that horizonta shaft: fly very near the
frostline and scan every dark cranny that was two hundred meters or so insde theforce wals. On
Kzersatz, the stasis crypt had ended exactly beneath the frostline, perhaps a portal for those who'd built
Zoo. And the front entrance had been two hundred metersinsde the force walls.

Helifted the lifeboat dowly, ignoring hunger pangs, beginning to plot arough map of Newduva on
the computer screen because he did not know how to make the computer do it for him. Soon, he passed
adry plateau with date palms growing in its declivities and followed the ship's shadow to morefertile soil.
Near frostline, he set the aeroturbine reactor just above idle and, moving briskly a hundred meters above
the ground, began a careful scan of the terrain because he was not expert enough with kzin computersto
automate the search.

After three hours he had covered more than half of his sweep around Newduvai, past semidesert and
grassy fields to pine-dotted mountain dopes, and the lifeboat's reactor coolant was overheating from the
dow pace. Locklear set the craft down nicely near that smaler mountain lake, chopped al power
systems, and headed for scrubby treesin the near distance. Scattered among the pines were cedar and
gmall oak. Nearer stood tall poplar and chestnut, invaded by wild grape with immature fruit. But nearest
of al, the reason for hislanding here, were gnarled little pear trees and, amid wild shoots of rank growth,
treesladen with small ripe plums. He wolfed them down until juice dripped from his chin, washed in the
lake, and then found the pears unripe. No matter: he'd seen dates, grapes, and chestnut, which suggested
amodd of some Mediterranean region. After identifying juniper, oleander and honeysuckle, he sent his
wristcomp scurrying through its megabytes and narrowed his opinion of the area asurrogate dice of Asa
Minor.

He might have sat on sunwarmed stones until dark, lulled by this sensation of being, somehow, back
home without a care. But then he glanced far across the lower hills and saw, proceeding dowly acrossa
parched desert plateaul many miles distant, awhirlwind with itswhiplike curve and bloom of dust whereit
touched the soil.

"Uh-huh! That's how you reseed plants without insect vectors," he said doud to the builders of Zoo.
"But whirlwinds don't make honey, and they'll sting anyway. Hell, even | can play god better than that,”
he said, and bore a pocketful of plumsinto the lifeboat, filled once more with theitch to find the cave that
might not even exist on Newduvai.



But it wasthere, dl right. Locklear saw it only because of the perfect arc of obsidian, gleaming
through atangle of brush that had grown around the cave mouth.

He made a botch of the landing because he was trembling with anticipation. A corner of hismind
kept warning him not to assume everything here was the same as on Kzersatz, so L ocklear stopped just
outside that brush-choked entrance. His wtsai blade made short work of the brush, revedling a polished
floor. He strode forward, wtsai in one hand, hisbig kzin sdearm in the other, to the now-familiar
luminous film that flickered, severd metersingde the cave mouth, across an obsidian portal. He thrust his
blade through the film and saw, as he had expected to see, stronger light flash behind the portal. Then he
stepped through and stopped, listening.

He might have been back in the Kzersatz crypt: aquiet so deep his own breathing made echoes; the
long obsidian central passage, with nine branches on each side, ending in afrost-covered force wall that
filled the passageway. And the clear plastic containers ranked in the side passages were of three sizeson
smooth metal bases, as expected. But Locklear took onelook at the nearest specimen, spinning dowly in
its stasis cage, and knew that here the resemblance to Kzersatz ended forever.

* * *

The mongter lay in something like afetd crouch, tumbling dowly in responseto the grav polarizer as
it had been doing for many thousands of years. It was black, with great forward-curving horns and heavy
shoulders, and when released—if anyone dared, he amended—it would stand six feet at the shoulder.
Locklear figured its weight at aton. Some European zoologists had once tried to breed cattle back to this
brute, but with scant success, and Locklear had not seen so much as a sketch of it since his undergrad
work. It was abull aurochs, abeast which had survived on Earth into historic times; and counting the
cows, Locklear redlized there were over forty of them.

No point in kidding himsalf about his priorities. Locklear walked past the stasized camels and gerhbils,
hurried faster beyond small horses and cheetahs and bats, began to trot as he ran to the next passage
past lions and hares and grouse, and was sprinting as he passed whole schools of fish (without water?
Why the hdl not? They werein sasis, he reminded himsalf—) in their respective containers. He was out
of breath by the time he dashed between specimens of reindeer and saw the monkeys.

NO! A mistake any kzin might have made, but: "How could | play such a shameful joke on mysdlf?"
They werein fetd curls, and some of them boasted alot of body hair. And each of them, Locklear
redlized, was human.

Inakind of reverence he sudied them dl, careful to avoid touching the metal baseswhich, on
Kzersatz, opened the cages and released the specimens. Narrowheaded and swarthy they were, no taller
than he, with heavy brow ridges and high cheekbones. Noses like prizefighters; forearmslike
blacksmiths; and some had pendul ous mammaries and afew had—had—"Tits," he breathed. "Therésa
difference! Thank you, God."

Men and women like these had first been studied in ariver valey near old Dissddorf, hardy folk
who had preceded modern humans on Earth and, in al probability, had intermarried with them until forty
or fifty thousand years before. Locklear, rubbing at the gooseflesh on hisarms, began to study each of
the stasized nudes with great care. He would need every possible advantage because they would be
disoriented, perhaps even furious, when they waked. And the last thing Locklear needed wasto start off
on thewrong foot with afrenzied Neanderthaer.

Only anidiot would release amob of Neandertha huntersinto atiny world without taking stepsto
protect endangered game animals. Thekilling of adozen deer might doom the rest of that speciesto dow
extinction here. On the other hand, Locklear might have released dl the animals and waited for a season
or more. But certain of the young women in stasis were not exactly repellent, and he did not intend to
wait ayear before making their acquaintance. Besides, his notes on a Neanderthal community could
make him famous on adozen worlds, and Locklear was anxiousto get on with it.

His second option was to wake the people and guide them, by forceif necessary, outside to fruits
and grains. But each of them would see those stasized animals, probably as meet on the hoof, and might



not respond to his demands. It was beyond belief that any of them would speak alanguage he knew.
Thenit struck him that he dready knew how to disassemble a stasis cage, and that he had as much time
as he needed. With alonging glance backward, Locklear retraced his steps to the lifeboat and started
looking for something with whedls.

But kzin lifeboats do not carry cargo dollies, and the sun of Newduvai had dimmed before he found a
way to remove the wheeled carriage below the reactor's heat exchanger unit. Evidently the unit needed
replacement often enough that kzin engineersingtaled a carriage with it. That being so, L ocklear decided
not to use the lifeboat's reactor any more than he had to.

Heworked until hunger and aching muscles drove him to the cabin, where he cut dices of bricklike
kzin rations and ate plumsfor dessert. But before he fell adeep, Locklear made some decisionsthat
might save hishide. Thelifeboat must be hidden away from inquisitive savage fingers, hewould even
camouflage the stasis crypt so that those savages would not know what lay insde; and it was absolutely
crucid that he present himsalf as a shaman of great power. Without afew tawdry magics, he might not be
ableto distance himself as an observer; might even be chalenged to combat by some strong male. And
Locklear remembered those hornlike fingernails and bulging muscles dl too well. He saw no sensein
shooting aman, even aNeanderthal, merely to prove a point that could be made in peaceable ways.

He spent over aweek preparing his hardware. Histrids on Kzersatz had taught him how, when dll
you've got isahammer, the whole world isanail; and that you must hammer out afew other tools as
soon as possible. He soon found the lifeboat's military toolbox complete with wire, pistol-grip arc welder,
and motorized drill.

Hetook time off to gather fruit and to let hisfrustrations drain away. It was hard not to throw rocks
at the sky when he commanded a state-of -the-art kzin craft, yet could not cannibalize much of it for the
things he needed. "Maybe | should release adog from stasisso | could kick it," he told himself doud,
while attaching an oak branch as awagon tongue for the whedled carriage. But lacking any other game,
he figured, the dog would probably attack before he did.

Then he used oak stavesto lever acage base up, with flat stones as blocks, and eased his makeshift
wagon benegath. The doe ingde was heavy with young. Most likely, she would retreet far from him before
bearing her fawns, and he knew what to do with the tuneable grav polarizer below that cage. Soon the
clear plastic container sat gleaming in the sun, and Locklear poked hard at the base before retreating to
the cave mouth.

Ason Kzersatz, the container levered up, the red doe sank to the cage base, and the base did
forward. A moment later the cresture moved, stood with lovely dender limbs shaking, and then saw him
waving an oak stave. She reached grassy turf in one graceful bound and sped off with legps he watched
in admiration. Then, feding somehow more lonely as the doe vanished, he sighed and disconnected the
plastic container, then set about taking the entire cage to pieces. Already experienced with these gadgets,
he would need at least two of the grav polarizer units before he could move stasized specimens outside
with ease.

Disconnected from the stasis unit, a polarizer toroid with its power source and wiring could be tuned
to lift varied loads; for example, acontainer housing aschool of fish. The main thing wasto avoid tipping
it, which Locklear managed by wiring the polarizer securely to the underside of hiswheded carriage.
Another hour saw him tugging hisburden to the air lock, where he wrestled that entire, still-functioning
cageful of fish ingde. Thefish, he saw, had sucking mouths meant for bottom-feeding on vegetable trash.
They looked rather like carp or tilapia. Raising the lifeboat with great care, he eased toward the big lake
some miles distant. It was no grest trick to dump the squirming mass of life from the air lock port into the
lake from aheight of two meters, and then he celebrated by landing near thefirst laden fig tree he saw.
Munching and lazing in the sun, he decided that his fortunes were looking up. But then, Locklear had
been wrong before. . .

* % %

Heknew that his next steps must be planned carefully. Before hiding the kzin craft away he must



duplicate the airboat he had built on Kzersatz. After an exhaustive seerch—meanwhile mapping
Newduva's mgor features—he felled and stripped dender pines, hauling them in the lifeboat to his
favorite spot near the small mountain lake. By now he had found atemporary spot in abarren cleft near
frogtlineto hide the lifeboat itself, and began by stripping off its medium-caliber beam weapons from
extension gtruts. The strut skins were attached by long screws, which Locklear saved. The weapon
wiring camein handy, too, as he began fitting the raftlike platform of hisairboat together. When he
readlized that the lifeboat's dings and emergency seats could be stripped for afabric sail, he began to fedl
afamiliar exatement.

Thisarboat waslarger than hisfirgt, with its Sngle sail and swiveling double-pole ked for balance.
With wiresfor rigging, he could hunker down just behind the mast and operate the gravity control vernier
through adot in theflat deck. He could carry over two hundred kilos of balast, the mass of astasis cage
with ahuman specimen ingde, far from the crypt before setting that specimen free. "I'll haveto carry the
cage back, of course. Who knows what trouble a savage might create, fiddling with astasis cage?' He
snorted at himsdlf; hed dmost said "monkeying,” and it was dangerous to assume he was smarter than
these ancient people. But wasn't he, redlly? If Neanderthaders had died out on Earth, they must have been
inferior in someway. Well, he was sure as hell going to find out.

If hisnew airboat was larger than thefirgt, it was also more unwieldy. He used it to ferry logsto his
cabin gteat thesmal lake, cursing his need to tack in the light breezes, wishing he had a better
propulsion system, for over aweek before the solution hit him.

At the time he was debating the release of more animals. The mammoths, he promised himsalf, would
come last. No wonder the builders of Newduvai had |eft them nearest the crypt entrance! Their cage
tops would each make adandy greenhouse and their grav polarizerswould lift tons. Or push tons.

"Some things don't change," he told himsdlf, laughing doud. "I was dumb on Kzersatz and I've been
dumb here." So he released the hares, gerbils, grouse and some other species of bird with beaks meant
for crunching seeds. He promptly ingtalled their grav units around his airboat seat for propulsion,
removing the mast and kedl polesfor reuse as cabin roof beams. That was the day Locklear nearly killed
himself caroming off the lake's surface at Sixty miles an hour, whooping like afool. Now the homemade
craft was no longer aboat; it was a scooter, and would scoot with an extrafifty kilos of cargo.

It might have been dation with the sporty performance of his scooter that made him so optimistic,
faling to remember that you haveto kill pessmists, but optimists do it themselves. Thelog cabin, five
meters square with fireplace and frond-thatched shed roof, needed only apalet of ding fabric and
fragrant boughs beneath. A big palet, he decided. It had been Kit who taught him that he should have
food and shelter ready before waking strangersin strange lands. He had figs and apricot dices drying,
kzin rationsfor the strong of tooth, and kzin-sized drinking vessals from the lifeboat. He moved afew
more items, including aclever kzin memory pad with eectronic stylus and screen, from lifeboat to cabin,
then attached a ten-meter cable harness from the scooter to the lifeboat's overhead weapon pylon.

It was only necessary then to set the scooter's bottom grav unit to dight buoyancy, and to pilot the
kzin lifeboat very dowly, towing the scooter.

The cleft where he landed had become a soggy meadow from icemelt near the frostline high on
Newduvai's perimeter, protected on one side by the towering force wal and on the other by jagged
basdt. The lifeboat could not be seen from below, and if hisfirst aerid vistorswere kzinti, they'd haveto
fly dangeroudy near that force wall before they saw it. He sedled the lifeboat and then hauled the scooter
down hand over hand, puffing with exertion, letting the scooter bounce harmlesdy off the lifeboat's hull as
he clambered aboard. Then he cast off and twiddled with those grav unit verniers until the wind whistled
in hisears en route to the stasis crypt. He was aready expert at modifying stasis units, and he would have
lots of them to play with. If he had to protect himsdf from awild woman, he could hardly wish for
anything better.

Hetrundled the crystdl cageinto sunlight still wondering if held chosen the right—specimen? Subject?
"Woman, dammit; woman!" He wastrying to wear too many hats, he knew, with the one labeled "lecher”



perched on top. He landed the scooter near his cabin, placed bowls of fruit and water nearby, and
pressed the cage baseplate, retreating beyond his offerings.

She sank to the cage floor but only shifted position, till adeep, the breeze moving strands of chestnut
hair a her cheeks. She was smdl and muscular, her breasts firm and immature, pubic hair sparse, limbs
dender and marked with scratches; and yes, he realized as he moved nearer, shehad a
forty-thousand-year-old zit on her little chin. Easily the best-looking choice in the crypt, not yet fully
developed into the Neanderthal body shape, she seemed capable of deep in any position and was
snoring lightly to proveit.

A genuine teen-ager, he mused, grinning. Aloud he said, "Okay, Lolita, up and at 'em.” She ftirred;
ahand reached up asif tugging at an invisble blanket. "Y ou'll missthe school shuttle," he said louder. It
had never failed back on Earth with hissigter.

It didn't fail here, either. Shewaked dowly, blinking as she sat up in lithe, nude, heartbreaking
innocence. But her yawn snapped in two as she focused on him, and her pantomime of snatching astone
and hurling it at Locklear was convincing enough to make him duck. She legped away scrabbling for red
stones, and between her screams and her clods, al in Locklear's direction, she seemed to betrying to
cover hersdf.

He retreated, but not far enough, and grabbed a chunk of dirt only after taking one clod on histhigh.
He threatened atoss of his own, whereupon she ducked behind the cage, watching him warily.

Wiéll, it wouldn't matter what he said, so long ashe said it calmly. Histone and gestures would have
to serve. "Youreared little shit before breskfadt, Lolita," he said, smiling, tossing his clod gently toward
the bowls.

She saw the food then, frowning. His open hands and strained smileinvited her to the food, and she
moved toward it till holding clods ready. Wolfing plums, she paused to gape as he pulled aplum from a
pocket and began to edt. "Never seen pockets, hm? Stick around, little girl, I'll show you lots of
interesting things." The humor didn't work, even on himsdf; and a hisfirst step toward her sheran likea
deer.

Every time he pointed to himself and said his name, she screamed something brief. She moved
around the area, checking out the cabin, draping avine over her breasts, and after an hour Locklear gave
up. Hed made alatchcord for the cabin door, so she couldn't do much harm. She watched from fifty
meters distance with great wondering brown eyes as he waved, lifted the scooter, and sped away with
her cage and anew idea.

An hour later he returned with a second cage, curaing as he saw L olitatrying to smash his cabin
window with an oak stave. The clear plastic, of cage materiad, was tough stuff and he laughed asthe
scooter settled nearby, pretending he didn't itch to whack her rump. She began alitany of stone-age
curses, then, as she saw the new cage and its occupant. Locklear actualy had to mount the scooter and
chase her off before she would quit peting him with anything she could throw.

He made the same preparations as before, thistime with shreds of smelly kzin rationsaswell, and
stood leaning againgt the cage for long moments, facing Lolita, who lurked fifty meters away, to make his
point. The young woman revolving dowly insde the cage was a hismercy. Then he pressed the
baseplate, turned his back asthe plastic levered upward, and strode off afew paceswith asigh. Thisone
was a Neandertha and no mistake: curves alittle too broad to be exciting, massve forearms and caves,
pug nose, considerable body hair. Nice tits, though. Sop it, fool!

The young woman stirred, sat up, looked around, then let her big jaw drop comically as she stared at
L ocklear, whose smile was avery rickety construction. She cocked her head at him, impassive, an
instant before he spoke.

"Y ou're no beauty, lady, so maybe you won't throw rocks at me. Too late for breakfast,” he
continued in his sweetest tones and a pointing finger. ""How about lunch?’

She saw the bowls. Slowly, with caution and surprising grace, she stepped from the scooter's deck



gill eyeing him without smile or frown. Then she squatted to ingpect the food, knees gpart, facing him,
and Locklear grew faint at the sght. He looked away quickly, flushing, aware that she continued to stare
a him while sampling human and kzin rations with big strong teeth and wrinklings of her nose that made
her oddly attractive. More attractive. Why the hell doesn't she cover up or something?

He pulled another plum from a pocket, and this magic drew asmile from her asthey ate. Heredized
she was through eating when she wiped sticky fingersin her straight black hair, and stepped back by
reflex as she stepped toward him. She stopped, with a puzzled inclination of her head, and smiled a him.
That was when he stood his ground and let her approach. He had hoped for something like this, so the
watching Lolita could see that he meant no harm.

When the woman stood within arm's length of him she stopped. He put ahand on hisbreast. "Me
Locklear, you Jane," he said.

"(Something,)" she said. Maybe Kh-roofeh.

Hewas going to try saying it himsdf when she sartled him into awave of actud physical weakness.
With eyes half-closed, she cupped her full breastsin both hands and smiled. Helooked at her erect
nipples, feding the rush of blood to hisface, and showed her hishandsin a broad hel pless shrug.
Whereupon, she took his hands and placed them on her breasts, and now her big black eyes were not
those of a savage Neanderthal but a sultry smiling Levantine woman who knew how to make a point.
Two paints.

Three points, as hefdt arising response and knew her hands were seeking that rise, hands that had
never known velcrolok closures yet seemed to have an intelligence of their own. Hiswhole body was
tingling now as he caressed her, and when her hands found that fabric closure, she shared afresh amile
with him, and tried to pull him down on the ground with her.

So hetook her handsin hisand waked her to the cabin. She "hmm"ed when he pulled the latchcord
loop to open the door, and "ahh"ed when she saw the big pallet, and then offered those swarthy full
breasts again and put her face against the hollow of histhroat, and toyed inside his velcrolok closure until
he astonished her by pulling his entire flight suit off, and offered her body in ways smpleand
sophisticated, and Locklear accepted dl the offers he could, and made afew of hisown, al of which she
accepted expertly.

He had hisfirst sensation of something eerie, something just below his awareness, ashelay inert on
his back bathed in honest swest, his partner lying facedown more or less across him like one stick
abandoned across another stick after both had been rubbed to kindle ablaze. He saw amovement at his
window and knew it was Lolita, peering sllently in. He sighed.

His partner sighed too, and turned toward the window with a quick, vexed burst of some command.
The face disappeared.

He chuckled, "Did you hear the little devil, or smell her?' Actually, his partner had more of the eau
de sweatsock perfume than Lolitadid; now more pronounced than ever. He didn't care. If the past
half-hour had been any omen, he might never care again.

She stretched then, and sat up, dragging ahedl that was rough as arasp across his calf. Her heavy
ragged nails had scratched him, and he was oily from God knew what mixture of greasesin her long hair.
Hedidn't give adamn about that either, reflecting that aman should allow afew squeaksin the hinges of
the pearly gates.

She said something then, softly, with that tilt of her head that suggested inquiry. "Locklear,” he
replied, tapping his chest again.

Her look was somehow pitying then, as she repeated her phrase, placing one hand on her head, the
other on his.

"Oh yesh, you'remy girl and I'm your guy," he said, nodding, placing hishands on hers.

She sat quite till for amoment, her eyes sad on his. Then, ddighting him, she placed one hand on his



breast and managed a passable, "L och-leah.”

He grinned and nodded, then cocked his head and placed a hand between her (wonderful!) breasts.
No homecoming queen, but dynamite in deep shadows. . .

He paid more attention as she said, approximately, "Ch'roof'h," and when he repeated it she laughed,
closing her eyeswith downcast chin. A big chin, a really whopping big one to be honest about it, and
then he caught her gaze, not angry but perhaps reproachful, and again he felt the passage of something
like acold breeze through his awareness.

She rubbed his gooseflesh down for him, responding to his"ahh's, and presently she astonished him
again by beginning to query him on the names of things. Locklear knew that he could thoroughly confuse
her if heinsisted on perfectly grammatica tenses, cases, and syntax. Hetried to keep it smple, and soon
learned that "head down, eyes shut" was the same as a negative headshake. "Chin elevated, smiling” was
the same as anod—and now herealized held seen her giving him yesses that way from the first moment
sheawoke. A smile or afrown wasthe samefor her asfor him—but that heads-up smile was adefinite
gediure.

She drew him outside again presently, studying the terrain with lively curiosity, miming actionsand
listening as he provided words, responding with words of her own.

The name he gave her was, in part, because it was faintly like the one she'd offered; and in part
because she seemed willing to learn hisways while revealing ancient ways of her own. He named her
"Ruth." Locklear fet crestfalen when, by midafternoon, he redized Ruth was learning hislanguage much
fagter than he waslearning hers. And then, as he glanced over her shoulder to seelittle Lolita cresping
nearer, he began to understand why.

Ruth turned quickly, with a shouted command and warning gestures, and L olita dropped the
sharpened stick she'd been carrying. Locklear knew beyond doubt that Lolita had made no sound in her
approach. There was only one explanation that would fit al hisdata: Ruth unafraid of him from thefirgt;
offering hersdf asif she knew his desires; keeping track of Lolitawithout looking; and her uncanny speed
inlearning hislanguage.

And that moment when sheld placed her hand on his head, with an inquiry that was somehow pitying.
Now he copied her gesture with one hand on his own head, the other on hers, and lowered his head,
eyesshut. "No," he said. "L ocklear, no telepath. Ruth, yes?'

"Ruth, yes." She pointed to Lolitathen. "No—telpat.”

She needed another ten minutes of pantomime, attending to hiswords and obvioudy to his thoughts
as he spoke them, to get her point across. Ruth wasa"gentle," but like Locklear himsdlf, Lolitawasa

* k% %

When darkness came to Newduvai, Lolitagot chummier in ahurry, complaining until Ruth let her into
the cabin. Despite that, Ruth didn't seem to like the girl much and accepted Locklear's namefor her,
shortening it to "Loli." Ruth spoke to her in their common tongue, not so much guttura asthroaty, and
Locklear had astrong impression that they were old acquaintances. Either of them could tend afire
expertly, and both were wary of the light from his kzin memory screen until they found that it would not
sngeacuriousfinger.

L ocklear was bothered on two counts by Loli'singstence on taking pieces of kzin plastic film to
make abikini suit: first because Ruth plainly thought it Silly, and second because the kid was more
gppeding with it than she was when stark naked. At least the job kept Loli silently occupied, listening and
watching as Locklear got on with the business of talking with Ruth.

Their mgor breskthrough for the evening came when Locklear got theideas of past and future,
"before’ and "soon," acrossto Ruth. Her telepathy was evidently the key to her quick grasp of his
language; yet it seemed to work better with emotional states than with abstract ideas, and she grew upset
when Loli became angry with her own first clumsy efforts at making her pantiesfit. Clearly, Ruthwasa



lady who liked her harmony.

For Ruth was, despite her rude looks, alady—when she wasn't in the sack. Even so, when at last
Ruth had seen to Loli's comfort with spare fabric and Locklear snapped off the light, he felt inviting hands
on him again. "No thanks," he said, chuckling, patting her shoulder, even though he wanted her again.
And Ruth knew hedid, judging from her dy indstence.

"No. Loli here" hesaid finaly, and fet Ruth shrug asif to say it didn't matter. Maybeit didn't matter
to Neanderthds, but—"Soon," he promised, and shared a hug with Ruth before they fell adeep.

During the ensuing week, he learned much. For onething, he learned that Loli wasachronic painin
the backside. She ate like akzin warrior. She liked to seeif thingswould bresk. Sheliked to spy. She
interfered with Locklear's pace during his afternoon "naps’ with Ruth by whacking on the door with
gticks and stones, until he sworehewould " . . . hit Loli soon.”

But Ruth would not hear of that. "Hit Loli, same hit Ruth head. Locklear like hit Ruth head?"

But one afternoon, when she saw Locklear studying her with friendly intensity, Ruth spoketo Loli at
some length. The girl picked up her short spear and, crooning her happiness, loped off into the forest.
Ruth turned to Locklear smiling. "Loli find fruitweater, soon Ruth make fruitfood.” A few minutes of
miming showed that she had promised to make some kind of dessert, if Loli could find a beehive for
honey.

Locklear had seen beehivesin stasis, but explained that there were very few animasloose on
Newduvai, and no hurtbugs.

"No hurtbugs? Lali no find, long time. Good," Ruth replied firmly, and led him by the hand into their
cabin, and "good" was the operative word.

On hisnext trip to the crypt, Locklear needed al day for his solitary work. He might put it off
forever, but it was clear by now that he must populate Newduvai with game before he released their
most fearsome predators. The little horses needed only to see daylight before galloping off. Camelswere
quicker till, and the deer bounded off like golf balls down afreeway. The predators would smply have
to wait until the herds were larger, and the day was over before he could rig grav polarizersto trundle
mammoths to the mouth of the crypt. Hislast job of the day was his most troublesome, releasing small
cages of bees near groves of fruit trees and wildflowers.

Locklear and Ruth managed to convey alot with only afew hundred words, though some of those
words had to do multiple duty while Ruth expanded her vocabulary. When she said "new," for example,
it often carried a stigma. Neanderthals, he decided, were very conservative folk, and they sensed alie
beforeyou told it. If Ruth was any measure, they dso had little gptitude for math. She understood one
and two and many. She understood "none," but not as anumber. If there wasn't any, she conveyed to
him, why try to count it? She had him there.

Eventualy, between food-gathering forays, he used pebbles and sketchesto tell Ruth of the many,
many other animals and people he could bring to the scene. She was no sketch artist; in fact, sheinsisted,
women were not supposed to draw things—especidly huntthings. Ah, he said, magics were only for
men?Y es, she said, then mystified him with pantomimes of deep and pain. That was for men, too, and
food-gathering was for women.

He pursued the mystery, sketching with the kzin memo screen. At last, when she pretended to cut her
throat with hiswtsai knife, he understood, and added the word "kill" to her vocabulary. Men hunted and
killed.

Dry-mouthed, he asked, "Man like kill Locklear?'

Now it was her turn to be mystified. "No kill. Why kill magic man?’

Because, hereplied, "Locklear like Ruth, one-two other man like Ruth. Kill Locklear for Ruth?"

He had never seen her laugh doud, but he saw it now, the big teeth gleaming, breasts shaking with
merriment. "Locklear like Ruth, good. Many man like Ruth, good.”



Hewasdlent for along time, fighting the temptation to tell her that many men liking Ruth was not
good. Then: "Ruth like many man?"'

She had learned to nod by now, and did it happily.

The next five minutes were troubled onesfor Locklear. Ruth did not seem to understand monogamy
inany form. Apparently, everybody took potluck in the sex department and was free to accept or reject.
Some people were smply more popular than others. "Many man like Ruth,” she said. "Many, many,

"Okay, for Christ's sake, | get theidea," he exploded, and again he saw that look of sadness—or
perhaps pain. "Locklear see, Ruth popular with man.”

It seemed to be ther first quarrdl. Tentatively, she sad, "L ocklear popular with woman."
"No. Little popular with woman."

"Much popular with Ruth," she said, and began to rub his shoulders. That wasthe day she asked him
about her gppearance, and he responded the best way he could. She thought it Silly to trim her strong,
useful nails; sllier to wash her hair. Still, she did it, and he claimed she was pretty, and she knew helied.

When it occurred to him to ask how he could look nicefor her, Ruth said, "L ocklear pretty now."
But he never thought to wonder if she might belying.

* * %

Whatever Ruth said about women and hunting, it did not seem to gpply to Loli. Whiledoft inthe
scooter one day to study distribution of the animals, Locklear saw the girl chasing ahare acrossa
meadow. She was no douch with ashort spear and nailed the hare on her second toss, dispatching it
with astone after abrief struggle. He lowered the scooter very, very dowly, watching her tear at the
animal, disgusted when he redlized she was egting it raw.

She saw his shadow when the scooter was hovering very near, and sat there blushing, looking at him
with the innards of the hare across her 1ap.

She understood few of hiswords—or seemed to, at the cabin—but histone was clear enough. "Y ou
couldn't shareit, you little bastard. No, you sneak out here and stuff yoursdlf." She began to suck her
thumb, pouting. Then perhaps Loli redlized the boss must be placated; she tried asmile on her
blood-streaked face and held her gridy trophy out.

"No. Ruth. Giveto Ruth," he scowled, pointing toward the cabin. She elevated her chin and smiled,
and heflew off grumbling. He couldn't much blame the kid; kzin rations and fruit were getting pretty
tiresome, and the gruel Ruth made from grain wasn't dl that exciting without bits of mest. It was going to
be rougher on the animals when he woke the men.

And why wakethem at dl? Y ou've got it good here, he reminded himsdlf in Sequence Umpteen of
his private didogue. Y ou have your own little world and a harem of one, and you know when her period
comes so you know when not to play. And one of these days, Loli will be aknockout, 1 suspect. A
much niftier dish than poor Ruth, who doesn't know what a skag she'd be in modern society, thank God.

Moments like this made him squirm. Setting Ruth's looks aside, he had no complaint, not even about
the country itself. Not much seasond change, no dangerous animals unless you want to release them,
certainly none of the most dangerous animd of al. Except for kzinti, of course. One on one, they were
meaner predators than men—even Neanderthal savages.

"That'swhy | haveto release'em," he said to thewind. "If afully-manned kzin ship comes, I'll need
anamy." He no longer kidded himsalf about scholarship and the sociology of homo neanderthalensis,
which was grictly asecondary item. It was sobering to look yourself over and see self-interest riding you
like ahunchback. So he flew directly to the crypt and spent the balance of the day releasing the
whoppers: aurochs and bison, which didn't make him sweat much, and a haf-dozen mammoths, which
did.

A mammoth, he found, was aflighty beast not given to confrontations. He could set one shambling



off with ashout, itstrunk high like a periscope tasting the breeze. Every one of them turned into thewind
and disappeared toward the frostline, and now the crypt held only its most dangerous creatures.

He returned to the cabin periloudy late, the sun of Newduvai dying while he was till ahundred
meters from the wisp of smoke rising from the cabin. He landed blind near the cabin, very dowly but with
ajolt, and saw the faint gleam of the kzin light legp from the cabin window. Ruth might not have a head
for figures, but sheld seen him sngp that light on fifty times. And she must've sensed my panic. | wonder
how far off she can do that. . . .

Ruth aready had succulent broiled haunches of Lali's hare, keeping them warm over cods, and it
wrenched his heart as he saw she was drooling as she waited for him. He wiped the corner of her mouth,
kissed her anyhow, and sat at the rough pole table while she brought his supper. Loli had obvioudy
eaten, and watched him asif fearful that he would order her outside.

Hauling mammoths, even with agrav polarizer, isexhausting work. After finishing off aleg of hare,
and faling adeep at thetable, Locklear was only haf-aware when Ruth picked him up and carried him to
their pallet aseadly as she would have carried achild.

The next day, he had Ruth convey to Lali that she was not to hunt without permission. Then, with less
difficulty than he'd expected, he sketched and quizzed her about the food of a Neanderthal tribe. Yes,
they hunted everything: bugsto mammoths, it was dl protein; but chiefly they gathered roots, grains, and
fruits.

That made sense. Why risk getting killed hunting when tubers didn't fight back? He posed hisbig
question then. If he brought atribe to Newduvai (this brought a smile of anticipation to her broad face),
and forbade them to hunt without his permission, would they obey?

Gentles might, she said. New people, such asLali, wereless obedient. Shetried to explain why,
conveying something about tel epathy and hunting, until he waved the question aside. If he showed her
deeping gentles, would she tell him which ones were good? Oh yes, she said, adding a phrase she knew
heliked: "No problem.”

But it took him an hour to get Ruth on the scooter. That stuff wasal very well for greast magic men,
sheimplied, but women's magics were more prosaic. After afew minutesidling just above theturf, he
gped up, and she liked that fine. Then he dowed and lifted the scooter abit. By noon, hewas cruising
fast asthey surveyed groups of aurochs, solitary gazelles, and skittish horses from high above. It was she,
sampling the wind with her nose, who directed him higher and then pointed out amammoth, ahuge
gpecimen using its tusksto find roots.

He watched the huge animd briefly, estimating how many square miles amammoth needed to feed,
and then made a decision that saddened him. Earth had kept right on turning when the last mammoths
disappeared. Newduvai could not afford many of them, ripping up foliage by the roots. Perhapsthe
Outsiders didn't care about that, but Locklear did. If you had to start sawing off linksin your food chain,
best if you started at the top. And he didn't want to pursue that thought by himself. At the very top was
man. And kzin. It wasthe kind of thing he'd like to discuss with Scarface, but he'd made two tripsto the
lifeboat without a pegp from its all-band comm <.

Finaly, heflew to the crypt and set hislittle craft down nearby, reassuring Ruth as they walked
indgde. She paused for flight when she saw the rest of the mammoths, dowly tumbling insde their cages.
"Much, much, much magic,”" she said, and patted him with great confidence.

But it wasthe sight of forty Neanderthalsin stasisthat redly affected Ruth. Her face twisted with
remorse, she turned from the nearest cage and faced L ocklear with tears streaming down her cheeks.
"Locklear kill?"

"No, no! Seep," heingsted, miming it.
Shewas not convinced. "No deeptalk,” she protested, placing ahand on her head and pointing
toward the rugged mae nearby. And doubtless she wasright; in stasis you didn't even dream.

"Before, Locklear take Ruth from little house," he said, tapping the cage, and then she remembered,



and wanted to take the man out then and there. Instead, he got her help in moving the cage onto his
improvised dolly and outside to the scooter.

They were hdfway to the cabin and athousand feet up on the heavily-laden scooter when Ruth
somehow struck the cage base with her foot. Locklear saw the transparent plastic begin to rise, shouted,
and nearly turned the scooter on its side as he legped to dam the plastic down.

"Good God! Y ou nearly let awild man loose on agoddamn raft, athousand feet inthe air,” he raged,
and saw her cringe, holding her head in both hands. "Okay, Ruth. Okay, no problem," he continued more
dowly, and pointed at the cage base. "Ruth no hit little house more. Locklear hit, soon.”

They remained silent until they landed, and Locklear had time to review Newduvai'sfirg in-flight
arline emergency. Ruth had not feared a beating. No, it was his own panic that had punished her. That
figured: akzin teepath sometimes suffered when someone nearby was suffering.

He brought food and water from the cabin, placed it near the scooter, then paused before pressing
the cage base. "Ruth: gentle man talk in head same Ruth talk in head?"

"Yes, dl gentlestak in head." She saw what he was getting at. "Ruth talk to man, say Locklear much,
much good magic man."

He pointed again at the man, amuscular young specimen who, without so much body hair, might
have excited little comment at a collegiate wrestling match. "Ruth friend of man?

She blushed as shereplied: "Yes. Friend long time.”

"That'swhat | was afraid of," he muttered with aheavy sigh, pressed the baseplate, and then stepped
back severa paces, nearly bumping into the curious Loli.

The man's eyesflicked open. Locklear could see the heavy musclestense, yet the man moved only
his eyes, looking from him to Ruth, then to him again. When he did move, it was as though he'd been
playing possum for forty thousand years, and his movements were as oddly graceful as Ruth's. He held
up both hands, smiling, and it was obvious that some silent message had passed between them.

L ocklear advanced with the same posture. A flat touch of hands, and then the man turned to Ruth
with aburg of throaty speech. He was no taler than Locklear, but immensay more heavily boned and
muscled. He stood as erect as any man, unconcerned in his nakedness, and after a double handclasp with
Ruth he made asmiling motion toward her breasts.

Again, Locklear saw the deeper color of flushing over her face and, after a head-down gesture of
negation, she said something while staring at the young man'sface. Puzzled, he glanced at Locklear witha
comical half-smile, and Locklear tried to avoid looking at the man's budding erection. He told the man his
name, and got areply, but as usua Locklear gave him aname that seemed appropriate. He called him
"Minutemen.”

After aquick med of fruit and water, Ruth did the trandating. From the first, Minuteman accepted
the fact that Locklear was one of the "new" people. After Locklear's demondrations with the kzin memo
screen and alevitation of the scooter, Minuteman gave him more physical space, perhapsasign of
deference. Or perhaps wariness, time would tell.

Though Loli showed no fear of Minuteman, she spokelittle to him and kept her distance—with an
egg-Szed stonein her littlefist at al times. Minuteman trested Loli as aguest might trest an unwelcome
pet. Oh yes, thought Locklear, he knows her, all righty. . ..

The hunt, Locklear claimed, was a celebration to welcome Minuteman, but he had an ulterior motive.
He made his point to Ruth, who chattered and gestured and, no doulbt, silently communed with
Minuteman for long moments. It would be necessary for Minuteman to accompany Locklear on the
scooter, but without Ruth if they wereto lug any sizeable game back to the cabin.

When Ruth stopped, Minuteman said something more. "Y es, no problem,” Ruth said then.

Minuteman, hisfacid scarswrithing as he grinned, managed, "Y ef, no pobbem,” and laughed when
Locklear did. Amazing how fast these people adapt, Locklear thought. He wakes up on a strange



planet, and an hour later he's right at home. A wonderful trusting kind of innocence; even
childlike. Then Locklear decided to seejust how far that trust went, and gestured for Minuteman to Sit
down on the scooter after he wrestled the empty stasis cage to the ground.

Soon they were scudding along just above the trees at a pace guaranteed to scare the hell out of any
sensible Neandertha, Minuteman desperatdly trying to make a show of confidence in the leadership of
thissuicidal shaman, and Locklear was satisfied on two counts, with one count yet to come. First, the
scooter's pace near trees was enough to make Minuteman hold on for dear life. Second, the young
Neandertha would view Locklear's easy mastery of the scooter as perhaps the very greatest of
magics—and maybe Minuteman would pass that datum on, when the time came.

Thethird item was ashame, redly, but it had to be done. A shaman without the power of ultimate
punishment might be seen as expendable, and Locklear had to show that power. He showed it after
passing over specimens of aurochs and horse, both noted with delight by Minuteman.

The goat had been grazing not far from three does until he saw the scooter swoop near. Hewas an
old codger, probably driven off by the younger buck nearby, and L ocklear recdled that the gestation
period for goats was only five months—and besides, he told himsdlf the Outsiders could be pretty dumb
in some matters. Y ou didn't need twenty bucks for twenty does.

All of the animas bounded toward arocky dope, and Minuteman watched them as L ocklear
maneuvered, forcing the old buck to turn back time and again. When at last the buck turned to face them,
Locklear brought the scooter down, moving straight toward the hapless old fellow. Minuteman did not
turn toward Locklear until he heard the report of the kzin sidearm which Locklear held in both hands,
and by that time the scooter was only aman's height above the rocks.

At the report, the buck dammed backward, ssumbling, shot in the breast. Minuteman ducked away
from the sound of the shot, seeing Locklear with the sidearm, and then began to shout. Locklear let the
scooter settle but Minuteman did not wait, leaping down, rushing at the old buck, which till kicked inits
degth agony.

By thetime Locklear had the scooter resting on the dope, Minuteman was tearing at the buck's
throat with histeeth, trying to dodge flinty hooves, the powerful armslocked around his prey. In thirty
seconds the buck's eyes were glazing and its movements grew more feeble by the moment. Locklear put
away the Sdearm, feding his sscomach churn. Minuteman was drinking the animad's blood; sucking it, in
fact, inakind of frenzy.

When at last he sat up, Minuteman began to massage his temples with bloody fingers—perhapsa
ritual, Locklear decided. The young Neanderthd's gaze at L ocklear was not pleasant, though he was
suitably impressed by the invisible spear that had noisly smashed aman-Sized goat off itsfeet leaving
nothing more than atiny holein the animd's breast. L ocklear went through a pantomime of shooting, and
Minuteman gestured his"yes." Together, they placed the heavy carcass on the scooter and returned to
the cabin. Minuteman seemed oddly subdued for a hunter who had just chewed avictim's throat open.

Locklear guffawed at what he saw at the cabin: in the cage so recently vacated by Minuteman was
Lali, revolving inthe dow dance of gasis. Ruth explained, "Loli likelittle house, like deep. Ruth likefor
Loli deep. Many likefor Loli degplong time," she added darkly.

It was Ruth who butchered the anima with the wtsai , while talking with Minuteman. Locklear
watched smugly, noting the absence of flies. Damned if he was going to rel ease those from their cages,
nor the mosguitoes, locusts and other pests which lay with the predatorsin the crypt. Why would any
god worth his salt pester a planet with flies, anyhow? The butterflies might be worth the trouble.

Hewas till ruminating on these matters when Ruth handed him the wtsai and entered the cabin
slently. She seemed preoccupied, and Minuteman had wandered off toward the oaks so, just to be
sociable, he said, "Minuteman see Locklear kill with magic. Minuteman like?!

She built asmoky fire, stretching skewers of stringy meat above the smoke, before answering. "No
good, talk bad to magic man.”



"It'sokay, Ruth. Tak trueto Locklear."

She propped the cabin door open to adjust the draft, then sat down beside him. "Minuteman fedl
bad. Locklear no kill meat fast, meat hurt long time. Meat fed much, much bad, so Minuteman fed much
bad before kill mesat. Locklear new person, no fed bad. Loli no fed bad. Minuteman no want hunt with
Locklear."

As she attended to the barbecue and L ocklear continued to ferret out more of this mystery, he grew
more chastened. Neandertha boys, learning to kill for food, began with animalsthat did not have ahighly
developed nervous system. Because when the anima felt pain, al the gentles nearby felt some of it too,
especidly women and girls. Neanderthal hunt teams were dl-male affairs, and they learned every trick of
stedth and quick kills because aclumsy kill meant adow one. Minuteman had known that, lacking a
club, he himsalf would fed theleast pain if the goat bled to death quickly.

And large animals? Y ou dug pit traps and visited them from a distance, or drove your prey off a
digtant cliff if you could. Neanderthd telepathy did not work much beyond twenty meters. The hunter
who approached awounded animal to pierce itsthroat with a spear was very brave, or very hungry. Or
he was one of the new people, perfectly capable of irritating or even fighting agentle without fedling the
dightest psychic pain. The gentle Neanderthal, of course, was not protected against the new person's
reflected pain. No wonder Ruth took care of Loli without liking her much!

Heasked if Loli wasthefirst "new" Ruth had seen. No, she said, but the only one they had alowed
inthetribe. A hunt team had found her wandering aone, terrified and hungry, when shewas only as high
asaman'sleg. Why hadn't the hunters run away? They had, Ruth said, but even then Loli had been quick
on her feet. Rather than fed her gnawing fear and hunger on the perimeter of their camp, they had taken
her in. And had regretted it ever Since, " . . . long time. Long, long, long time!”

Locklear knew that he had gained acrucial insght; a Neandertha behaved gently becauseit wasin
his own best interedts. It was, at least, until modern Cro-Magnon man appeared without the blessing, and
the curse, of telepathy.

Ruth'sfirst telepathic greeting to the waking Minuteman had warned that he wasin the presence of a
great shaman, a"new" but nonethel ess a good man. Minuteman had been so glad to see Ruth that he had
proposed a brief roll in the grass, which involved great pleasure to participants—and it was expected that
the audience could share their joy by telepathy. But Ruth knew better than that, reminding her friend that
Locklear was not tel epathic. Besides, she had the strongest kind of intuition that Locklear did not want to
see her enjoying any other man. Peculiar, even bizarre; but new people were hard to figure. . . .

It was clear now, why Ruth's word "new" seemed to have an unpleasant side. New people were
savage people. So much for labels, Locklear told himsdf. Modern man isthe real savage!

Ruth took Loli out of stasisfor supper, perhapsto sharein the girl's pleasure a such afeast. Through
Ruth, Locklear explained to Minuteman that he regretted giving pain to his guest. He would be happy to
let gentles do the hunting, but dl animals belonged to Locklear. No animas must be hunted without prior
permission. Minuteman was agreeable, especialy with amouthful of succulent goat rib in hisbig lantern
jaws. Tonight, Minuteman could share the cabin. Tomorrow he must choose asite for acamp, for
L ocklear would soon bring many, many more gentles.

Locklear fell adeegp dowly, no thanksto the ache in hisjaws. The others had wolfed down that
barbecued goat asif it had been well-aged porterhouse, but he had been able to choke only alittle of it
down after endless chewing because, savory taste or not, that old goat had been tough asakzin's
knuckles.

He wondered how Kit and Scarface were getting along, on the other side of those force walls. He
redlly ought to fire up the lifeboat and vist them soon. Just as soon as he got things going here. With his
mind-bending discovery of thetruly gentle nature of Neanderthas, he was feding very optimistic about
the future. And modestly hungry. And very, very deepy.

* % %



Minuteman spent two days quartering the vast circular expanse of Newduvai while Locklear piloted
the Scooter. In the process, he picked up a smatter of modern words though it was Ruth, in the evenings,
who straightened out misunderstandings. Minuteman's clear choice for amagor encampment was beside
Newduvai's big lake, near the point where a stream joined the "big water." The Stewasaday'swak
from the cabin, and Minuteman stressed that his choice might not be the choice of triba eders. Besides,
gentles tended to wander from season to season.

Though tempted by his power to command, Locklear decided against using it unless absolutely
necessary. He would release them al and let them sort out their world, with the exception of excess
hunting or tribal warfare. That didn't seem likely, but: "Ruth," he asked after the second day of recon,
"seed| peoplein little housesin cave?'

"Yes" shesadfirmly. "Many many in tribe of Minuteman and Ruth. Many many in other tribe.”
But "many many" could mean adozen or less. "Ruth see dl in other tribe before?"
"Many times," she assured him. "Others give killstones, Ruth tribe give food."

"Y ou trade with them," he said. After she had studied hisface a moment, she agreed. He perssted:
"Bad trades? Problem?’

"No problem,” she said. "Trade one, two man or woman sometime, before big fire."

He asked about that, of course, and got an answer to a question he hadn't thought to ask. Ruth's last
memory before waking on Newduvai—and Minuteman's too—was of the grest fire that had driven
severd tribesto the base of acliff. There, with trees burgting into flame nearby, the men had gathered
around their women and children, beginning their song to welcome degth. It was at that moment when the
Outsiders must have put them in stasis and whisked them off to the rim of Known Space.

Almost an ethica decision, Locklear admitted. Almost. "No little gentlesin cave," he reminded Ruth.
"L ocklear much sorry."

"No good, think of little gentles" she said glumly. And with that, they passed to matters of triba
leadership. The old men generdly led, though an old woman might have followers. It seemed aloose kind
of democracy and, when some faction disagreed, they could Smply move out—perhaps no farther than a
short wak away.

Locklear soon learned why the gentles tended to stay close: "Big, bad animas eat gentles," Ruth said.
"New peopletake food, kill gentles," she added. Lions, wolves, bears—and modern man—were their
reasonsfor safety in numbers.

Ruth and Minuteman had both seen much of Newduvai from the air by now. To check hisown
conclusions, Locklear said, "Plenty food for many people. Plenty for many, many, many people?’

"Plenty,” said Ruth, "for dl peoplein little houses; no problem.” Locklear ended the session on that
note and Minuteman, perhaps with some silent urging from Ruth, choseto deep outside.

Again, Locklear had atrouble getting to deep, even after a half-hour of ddightful tusdewith the
willing, homely, gentle Ruth. He could hardly wait for morning and his gregt socid experiment.

* % %

Hiswork would have gone much faster with Minuteman's muscular help, but Locklear wanted to
share the crypt's secrets with asfew as possible. The lake site was only fifteen minutes from the crypt by
scooter, and there were no predators to attack a stasis cage, so Locklear transported the gentles by
twos and left them in their cages, cursing his rotten time-management. 1t soon was obviousthat the job
would take two days and he'd set his heart on results now, now, now!

He was setting the scooter down near his cabin when Minuteman shot from the doorway, began to
lope off, and then turned, approaching Locklear with the biggest, ugliest smile he could manage. He
chattered away with al the innocence of aferret in abirdhouse, his malenessin repose but rather large
for that innocence. And wet.

Ruth waved from the cabin doorway.



"Right," Locklear snarled, too exhausted to let his anger kindle to white-hot fury. "Minuteman, |
named you well. Y our pants would be down, if you had any. Ahh, the hel withit."

Loli wasadeep in her cage, and Minuteman found employment el sewhere as L ocklear ate chopped
goat, grapes, and gruel. He did not look at Ruth, even when she sat near him as he chewed.

Finaly he walked to the pallet, looking from it to Ruth, shook his head and then lay down.
Ruth cocked her head in that way she had. "Like Ruth stay &t fire?"

"l don't give agood shit. Yes, Ruth stay at fire. Good." Some perversity made him want her, but it
was not as strong as his need for deep. And rglecting her might be akind of punishment, he thought
deepily. ...

L ate the next afternoon, Locklear completed his airlift and returned to the cabin. He could see
Minuteman sitting disconsolate, chinin hands, at the edge of the clearing. Apparently, no one had seen fit
to take Loli from stasis. He couldn't blame them much. Actudly, he thought as he entered the cabin, he
had no logica reason to blame them for anything. They enjoyed each other according to their own
tradition, and hewas out of step withit. Damn right, and | don't know if | could ever get in step.

He cdled Minuteman in. "Many, many gentles at big water," he said. "No big bad meat hurt gentles.
Like see gentles now?" Minuteman wanted to very much. So did Ruth. He urged them onto the scooter
and handed Ruth her woven basket full of dried gpricots, giving both hindquarters of the goat to
Minuteman without comment. Soon they wereflitting above conifers and poplars, and then Ruth saw the
dozens of cages glistening beside the lake.

"Gentles, gentles," she exclaimed, and began to weep. Locklear found himself angry at her pleasure,
the anger of awronged spouse, and set the scooter down abruptly some distance from the stasis cages.

Minuteman was off and running instantly. Ruth disembarked, turned, held ahand out. "Locklear like
wake gentles? Ruth tell gentles, Locklear good, much good magics.”

"Tdl 'em anything you like," he barked, "after you screw ‘'em dl!"

In the distance, Minuteman was capering around the cages, shouting in glee. After amoment, Ruth
sad, "Ruth like go back with Locklear."

"The hdl you will! No, Ruth like push-push with many gentles. Locklear no like" And hetwisted a
vernier hard, the scooter lifting quickly.

Paintively, growing faint on the breeze: "Ruth hurt in head. Like Locklear much . . ." And whatever
edsedhesadwaslost.

He returned to the hidden kzin lifeboat, hating the idea of the silent cabin, and monitored the comm
st for hours. It availed him nothing, but its boring repetitions eventudly put him to deep.

* * %

For the next week, Locklear worked like aman demented. He used a stasis cage, ashe had on
Kzersatz, to store his remaining few hunks of smoked goat. He flew surveillance over the new
encampment, so high that no one would spot him, which meant that he could see little of interest, beyond
the fact that they were building huts of bundled grass and some dark substance, perhaps mud. The stasis
cageslay in disarray; he must retrieve them soon.

It was pure luck that he spotted a half-dozen deer one morning, a half-day'swalk from the
encampment, running as though from a predator. Presently, hovering beyond big chestnut trees, he saw
them: men, patiently herding their prey toward an arroyo. He grinned to himsdlf and waited until arise of
ground would cover his maneuver. Then he swooped low behind the deer, swerving from sideto sdeto
group them, yelping and growling until he was hoarse. By that time, the deer had put amile between
themsalves and their red pursuers.

No better time than now to get afew things straight. Locklear swept the scooter toward the
encampment a a stately pace, circling twice, hearing thin shouts as the Neanderthal s noted his approach.
He watched them carefully, one hand checking hiskzin sidearm. They might be gentle but afew aready



carried spears and they were, after dl, expertsat the quick kill. He let the scooter hover at knee height, a
congtant reminder of his great magics, and noted the stir he made as the scooter glided silently to astop
at the edge of the camp.

He saw Ruth and Minuteman emerge from one of the dozen beehive-shaped, grass-and-wattle huts.
No, it wasn't Ruth; he admitted with chagrin that they al looked very much dike. The women paused
firgt, and then he did spot Ruth, waving at him, afew steps nearer. The men moved nearer, faling silent
now, laying their new spears and stone axes down asif by prearrangement. They stopped afew paces
ahead of the women.

An older male, dmost covered in curly gray hair, continued to advance using a pear—no, it was
only along walking staff—to aid him. He too stopped, with aglance over his shoulder, and then Locklear
saw abad old fellow with awithered leg hobbling past the younger men. Both of the oldsters advanced
together then, full of yearsand dignity without agtitch of clothes. The gray man might have been sixty,
with alittle potbelly and knobby joints suggesting arthritis. The cripple was perhaps ten years younger but
stringy and mestless, and hisright thigh had been hideoudy smashed along time before. Hisright leg was
inchestoo short, and hisleft hip seemed disfigured from years of walking to compensate.

Locklear knew he needed Ruth now, but feared to risk violating some taboo so soon. "L ocklear,” he
sad, showing empty hands, then tapping his breast.

The two old men cocked their headsin aparody of Ruth'sfamiliar gesture, then the curly one began
to spesk. Of courseit wasdl gibberish, but the walking staff lay on the ground now and their hands were
empty.

Wondering how much they would understand telepathicaly, Locklear spoke with enough volume for
Ruth to hear. "Gentles hunt mesat in hills" he said. "Locklear no like." He was not smiling.

The old men used brief phrasesto each other, and then the crippled one turned toward the huts. Ruth
began to walk forward, smiling wistfully &t Locklear as she stopped next to the cripple.

She waited to hear afew words from each man, and then faced Locklear. "All one tribe now, two
leaders” she said. " Skywater and Shortleg happy to see great shaman who save dl from big fire. Ruth
happy see Locklear too," she added softly.

Hetold her about the men hunting deer, and that it must stop; they must make do without meet for
awhile. Shetrandated. The old men conferred, and their gesture for "no" was the same as Ruth's. They
replied through Ruth that young men had dways hunted, and awayswould.

Hetold them that the animaswere his, and they must not take what belonged to another. The old
men said they could see that he felt in his head the animaswere his, but no one owned the great mother
land, and no one could own her children. They felt much bad for him. He was avery, very great shaman,
but not so good at telling gentles how to live.

With gresat care, having chosen the names Cloud and Gimp for the old fellows, he explained that if
many animaswere killed, soon there would be no more. One day when many little animals were born, he
would let them hunt the older ones.

Thegig of their reply wasthis: Locklear obvioudy thought he wasright, but they were older and
therefore wiser. And because they had never run out of game no matter how much they killed, they
never could run out of game. If it hadn't aready happened, it wouldn't ever happen.

Abruptly, Locklear motioned to Cloud and had Ruth trandate: he could prove the scarcity of gameif
Cloud would ride the scooter as Ruth and Minuteman had ridden it.

Much silent discussion and some out loud. Then old Cloud climbed aboard and in amoment, the
scooter was above the trees.

From amile up, they could identify most of the game animds, especidly herd beastsin open plains.
There weren't many to see. "No babiesat al,” Locklear said, trying to make gesturesfor "small.” "Cloud,
gentles must wait until babies are born." The old fellow seemed to understand L ocklear's thoughts well



enough, and spoke a bit of gibberish, but his head gesture was a Neandertha "no."

Locklear, furious now, used the verniers with abandon. The scooter fled across parched arroyo and
broken hill, closer to the ground and now so fast that Locklear himsdlf began to fed nervous. Old Cloud
sensad his unease, grasping handholds with gnarled knuckles and hunkering down, and Locklear knew a
savage eation. Serve the old bastard right if | splattered him all over Newduvai. And then he saw
the old man staring at his eyes, and knew that the thought had been received.

"No, | wont doit," he said. But apart of him had wanted to; still wanted to out of sheer frustration.
Cloud'sface was arigid mask of fear, big teeth showing, and Locklear dowed the scooter as he
approached the encampment again.

Cloud did not wait for the vehicle to sttle, but debarked asfast as painful old joints would permit
and stood facing hisfollowers without a sound.

After amoment, with dozens of Neanderthas staring in stunned silence, they all turned their backs, a
wave of moansrising from every throat.

Ruth hesitated, but she too faced away from Locklear.
"Ruth! No hurt Cloud. Locklear no like hurt gentles.”

The moans continued as Cloud strode away. "L ocklear need to talk to Ruth!™ And then asthe entire
tribe began to walk away, he raised hisvoice: "No hurt gentles, Ruth!™

She stopped, but would not look a him as shereplied. "Cloud say new people hurt gentles and not
know. Locklear hurt Cloud before, want kill Cloud. Locklear go soon soon,” she finished in asob.
Suddenly, then, she was running to catch the others.

Some of the men were groping for spears now. Locklear did not wait to see what they might do with
them. A haf-hour later he was using the dolly in the crypt, ranking cage upon cagejust insdethe
obscuring film. With severa lion cages stacked like bricks at the entrance, no sensible Neanderthal would
go astep further. Later, he could use disassembled stasis units as booby traps as he had done on
Kzersatz. But it was nearly dark when he finished, and Locklear was hurrying. Now, for thefirst time
ever on Newduval, he felt gooseflesh when he thought of camping in the open.

* * *

For days, he considered areturn to Kzersatz in the lifeboat, meanwhile improving the cabin with
Loli'shelp. He got that help very smply, by refusing to let her deep in her stasis cage unless she did help.
Loli wasvery bright, and learned hislanguage quickly because she could not rely on telepathy. Operating
on the sour-grape theory, hetold himsdlf that Ruth had been mud-fence ugly; he hadn't felt any redl
affection for aNeanderthal bimbo. Not really . . .

He managed to ignore L oli's budding charms by reminding himsdf that she was no more than twelve
or 0, and gradudly she began to trust him. He wondered how much that trust would suffer if she found
he was taking her from stasis only on the days he needed help.

Asthe days faded into weeks, the cabin became atwo-room affair with a connecting passage for
firewood and storage. L oli, after endless scraping and soaking of the stiff goathide in acorn water,
fashioned hersdlf a one-piece garment. She taught L ocklear how repeated boiling turned acornsinto
edible nuts, and wove mats of plaited grass for the cabin.

Helet her roam in search of small game once aweek until the day she returned empty-handed. He
was cutting hinge materia of stainless sted from a stasis cage with Kzin shears a the time, and smiled.
"Don't fed bad, Loli. There's plenty of mesat in storage.” The more he used complete sentences, the more
she seemed to be picking up thelingo.

She shrugged, picking at a scab on one of her hard little feet. "L oli not hunt. Gentles hunt Loli." She
read his sare correctly. "Gentles not try to hurt Loli; thismany follow and hide," she said, holding up four
fingers and making acomica pantomime of astedthy hunter.

He held up four fingers. "Four," he reminded her. "Did they follow you here?"



"Maybewant to follow Lali here" shesad, grinning. “Loali think much. Loli go far far—"
"Very far," he corrected.

"Very far to dry place, gentles no follow feet there. Loli hide, run very far where gentles not see.
Come back to Locklear."

Y es, they'd have trouble tracking her through those desert patches, he redlized, and she couldve
doubled back unseen in the arroyos. Or she might have been followed after dl. "Loli issmart,” he said,
patting her shoulder, "but gentles are smart too. Gentles maybe want to hurt Locklear.”

"Gentles cover big holes, spearsin holes, come back, maybe find kill animal. Maybekill Locklear.”

Y eah, they'd do it that way. Or maybe set afire to burn him out of the cabin. "Loli, would you fedl
bad if the gentleskilled me?*

In her vast innocence, Loli thought about it before answering. "Littlewhile, yes. Loli don't liketo live
aone. Gentlesdltimeliketo play,” she said, with abump-and-grind routine so outrageous that he burst
out laughing. "L ocklear don't trade food for play,” she added, making it obvious that Neandertha men
did.

"Not until Loli isolder,” he said with brutal honesty.

"Loli isawoman," she said, pouting as though he had dandered her.

To shift away from this dangeroustopic he said, "Y es, and you can help me make this place safe
from gentles." That wasthe day he began teaching the girl how to disassemble cagesfor their most potent
parts, the grav polarizers and Stasis units.

They burned off the surrounding ground cover bit by bit during the nightsto avoid telltale smoke, and
Loli assured him that Neanderthal s never ventured from camp on nights as dark as Newduvai's. Sooner
or later, he knew, they were bound to discover hislittle homestead and he intended to make it a place of
terrifying magics

Asluck would haveit, he had over two monthsto prepare before afar more potent new magic
thundered across the sky of Newduvai.

* k% %

Locklear swalowed hard the day he heard that long roll of synthetic thunder, recognizing it for what it
was. He had told Loli about the kzinti, and now he warned her that they might be near, and saw her
coltish legsflash into the forest as he sent the scooter scudding close to the ground toward the heights
where hislifeboat was hidden. He would need only one close look to identify akzin ship.

Dismounting near the lifeboat, peering past an outcrop and shivering because he was so near the cold
forcewdls, he saw aforeshortened dot hovering near Newduvai's big lake. Winks of light streaked
downward from it; he counted five shots before the ship ceased firing, and knew that itstarget had to be
the big encampment of gentles.

"If only | had those beam cannons | took gpart,” he growled, unconscioudy taking the side of the
Neanderthds as tendrils of smoke fingered the sky. But he had removed the weapon pylon mountslong
before. He released along-held breath as the ship dwindled to adot in the sky, hunching his shoulders,
wondering how he could have been so naive asto forswear war atogether. Killing was abitter draught,
yet not haf so bitter asdying.

The ship disappeared. Ten minutes later he saw it again, making the kind of circular sweep used for
cartography, and thistimeit passed only amile distant, and he gasped—for it was not akzin ship. The
little cruiser escort bore Interworld Commission markings.

"The goddamn tabbies must have taken one of ours,” he muttered to himself, and cursed as he saw
the ship break off its sweep. No question about it: they were hovering very near his cabin.

Locklear could not fight from the lifeboat, but at least he had plenty of spare magazinesfor hiskzin
sdearminthelifeboat's lockers. He crammed his pockets with spares, expecting to see smokeroiling
from his homestead as he began to skulk his scooter low toward home. Hislittle vehicle would not bulk



large on radar. And the tabbies might not realize how soon it grew dark on Newduvai. Maybe he could
even the oddsalittle by landing near enough to snipe by thelight of his burning cabin. He snegked the last
two hundred meters afoot, already steding himsdlf for the sght of aburning cabin.

But the cabin was not burning. And the kzinti were not pillaging because, he saw with utter disbelief,
the armed crew surrounding his cabin was human. He had dready stood erect when it occurred to him
that humans had been known to defect in previous wars—and he was carrying a kzin wegpon. He placed
the sidearm and spare magazines benegth a stone overhang. Then Locklear strode out of the forest
rubber-legged, too weak with relief to be angry at thefiring on the village.

Thefirst man to see him was arawboned, ruddy private with the height of abelter. He brought his
assault rifle to bear on Locklear, then snapped it to "port arms.” Three others spun asthe big belter
shouted, "Gomulkal Weve got onel”

A big fireplug of aman, wearing sergeant's stripes, whirled and moved away from a cabin window,
motioning a smaller man beneath the other window to stay put. Striding toward the belter, he used the
heavy bellow of command. "Parker, escort him in! Schmidt, watch the perimeter.”

The belter trotted toward L ocklear while an athletic specimen with ayelow crew cut moved out to
watch the forest where L ocklear had emerged. Locklear took the belter's free hand and shook it
repeatedly. They walked to the cabin together, and the rest of the group relaxed visibly to see Locklear
al but capering in hisddight. Two other armed figures gppeared from across the clearing, onewith
curvestoo lush to be male, and Locklear invited them dl in with, "There are no kzinti on this piece of the
planet; welcometo Newduvai."

Leaning, Sitting, they al found their ease in Locklear's room, and their gazes were as curious as
Locklear's own. He noted the varied shoulder patches: We Made It, Jinx, Wunderland. The woman,
wesaring the bars of alieutenant, was evidently a Flatlander like himsalf. Commander Curt Stockton wore
a Canyon patch, standing wiry and erect beside the woman, with pale gray eyes that missed nothing.

"| was captured by akzin ship," Locklear explained, "and marooned. But | supposethat'sal inthe
records; | call the planet "Zoo' because | think the Outsiders designed it with that in mind.”

"We had these coordinates, and something vague about prison compounds, from trandations of kzin
records,” Stockton replied. Y ou must know alot about this Zoo place by now."

"A far amount. Listen, | saw you firing on avillage near the big lake an hour ago. Y ou mustn't do it
again, Commander. Those people are real Earth Neanderthas, probably the only onesin the entire
galaxy.”

The blocky sergeant, David Gomulka, did his gaze to lock on Stockton's and shrugged big doping
shoulders. The woman, a close-cropped brunette whose cinched belt advertised her charms, gave
Locklear abrilliant smile and sat down on his palet. "I'm Grace Agostinho; Lieutenant, Manaus
Intelligence Corps, Earth. Forgive our manners, Mr. Locklear, weve been in heavy fighting dong the Rim
and thisisn't exactly what we expected to find."

"Me neither," Locklear smiled, then turned serious. "I hope you didn't destroy thet village."

"Sorry about that," Stockton said. "We may have caused afew casuaties when we opened fire on
those huts. | ordered the firing stopped as soon as | saw they weren't kzinti. But don't look so glum,
Locklear; it'snot asif they were human."

"Damn right they are,” Locklear indsted. "Asyou'll soon find out, if we can get their trust again. I've
even taught afew of 'em some of our language. And that's not al. But hey, I'm dying of curiosity without
any newsfrom outside. Isthewar over?'

Commander Stockton coughed lightly for attention and the others seemed as attentive as L ocklear.
"It looks good around the core worlds, but in the Rim sectorsit's still anybody'swar.” He jerked athumb
toward the two-hundred-ton craft, twice the length of akzin lifeboat, that rested on its repul sor jacks at
the edge of the clearing with its own small pinnace clinging to its back. "The Anthony Wayne isthe kind
of cruiser escort they don't mind turning over to small combat teams like mine. The big brass gave usthis



mission after we captured some kzinti files from atabby dreadnought. Not asgood asR & R back
home, but we're glad of the break.” Stockton's grin was infectious.

"I haven't had timeto set up adidtillery,” Locklear said, "or I'd offer you drinks on the house."
"A man could get parched here," said aswarthy little private.

"Good idea, Gazho. Y ou're detailed to get some medicina brandy from the med stores,” said
Stockton.

Asthe private hurried out, Locklear said, "Y ou could probably let the rest of the crew out to stretch
their legs, you know. Not much to guard against on Newduvai."

"What you seeisdl thereis" said acompact private with high cheekbones and a Crashlander medic
patch. Locklear had not heard him spesk before. Softly accented, laconic; amost a scholar's diction. But
that'swhat you might expect of amilitary medic.

Stockton's quick gaze riveted the man asif to say, "that's enough.” To Locklear he nodded. "Meet
Soichiro Lee; anintern before the war. Has atendency to act asif acombat team is ademocratic outfit
but," his glance toward L ee was amused now, "he's agood sawbones. Anyhow, the Wayne can take
care of herself. Welve set her auto defenses for voi ce recognition when the hatch is closed, so don't go
wandering closer than ten meters without one of us. And if one of those hairy apesthrowsarock at her,
she might just burn him for histroubles.”

Locklear nodded. "A crew of seven; that's pretty thin."

Stockton, carefully: ™Y ou want to expand on that?'

Locklear: "I mean, you've got your crew pretty thinly spread. The tabbies have the same problem,
though. The bunch that marooned me here had only four members.”

Sergeant Gomulka exhaed heavily, catching Stockton's glance. " Commander, with your permission:
Locklear here might have some ideas about those tabby records.”

"Umm. Yeah, | suppose,” with some reluctance. "L ocklear, apparently the kzinti felt there was some
vauable secret, awegpon maybe, here on Zoo. They intended to return for it. Any ideawhat it was?"

Locklear laughed doud. "Probably it was me. It ought to be the whole bleeding planet,” he said. "If
you stand near the force wall and look hard, you can see what looks like a piece of the Kzin homeworld
closeto thisone. Y ou can't imagine the secrets the other compounds might have. For Sarters, thelife
forms| found in stasis had been here forty thousand years, near as| cantell, before| released 'em.”

"You released them?"

"Maybe| shouldn't have, but—" He glanced shyly toward Lieutenant Agostinho. "I got pretty
lonesome.”

"Anyonewould," she said, and her smile was more than understanding.
Gomulkarumbled in evident disgust, "Why would alot of walking fossls beimportant to the tabby
war effort?'

"They probably wouldn't," Locklear admitted. "And anyhow, | didn't find the specimens until after the
kzinti left." He could not say exactly why, but this did not seem the time to rega e them with his
adventures on Kzersatz. Something just beyond thetip of his awvareness was flashing like a caution signal.

Now Gomulkalooked at his commander. " So that's not what we're looking for," he said. "Maybeit's
not on thisNewduvai dump. Maybe next door?"

"Maybe. Well take it one dump at atime,” said Stockton, and turned as the swarthy private popped
into the cabin. "Ah. | trust the Armagnac didn't insult your palate on the way, Nathan,” he said.

Nathan Gazho looked at the bottl€'s broken sedl, then began to distribute nested plastic cups, his
breath dready laced with his quick nip of the brandy. "Y ou don't miss much,” he grumbled.

But I'm missing something, Locklear thought as he touched his half-filled cup to that of the doe-eyed,
languorous lieutenant. Slack discipline? But combat troops probably ignore the spit and polish. Except



for this hotsy who keeps looking at me asif we shared a secret, they've al got the hand caluses and
haircuts of shock troops. No, it'ssomething ese. . .

Hetold himsdf it was rel uctance to make himsdf ahero; and next he told himself they wouldn't
believe him anyway. And then he admitted that he wasn't sure exactly why, but he would tell them nothing
about hisvictory on Kzersatz unless they asked. Maybe because | suspect they'd round up poor
Scarface, maybe hunt him down and shoot him like a mad dog no matter what | said. Yeah, that's
reason enough. But something else, too.

Night fell, with its dmost audible thump, while they emptied the Armagnac. Locklear explained his
scholarly fear that the gentleswere likely to kill off animalsthat no other ethologist had ever studied on
the hoof; mentioned Ruth and Minuteman as well; and decided to say nothing about Loli to these
hardbitten troops. Anse Parker, the gangling belter, kept bringing the topic back to the tantaizingly vague
secret mentioned in kzin files. Parker, Locklear decided, thought himself subtle but managed only to be
trangparently cunning.

Augtin Schmidt, the wide-shouldered blond, had little capacity for Armagnac and kept toasting the
day when" . .. dl thiscrgp ishistory and I'm aman of means,” snging that refrain from an old barracks
ballad in asurprisngly sweet tenor. Locklear could not warm up to Nathan Gazho, whose gaze took
inventory of every item in the cabin. The man's expensive wristcomp and pinky ring mismatched him like
earrings on aweasd.

David Gomulkawas al noncom, though, with aveteran's gift for controlling men and asure hand in
measuring booze. If the two officers felt any unease when he called them "Curt" and "Grace," they
managed to avoid showing it. Gomulkaspun out the tale of hisfirst hand-to-hand engagement againgt a
kzin penetration team with details that proved he knew how the tabbies fought. Locklear wanted to say,
"That'sright; that'show it is" but only nodded.

It waslate in the evening when the commander cut short their speculations on Zoo, stood up,
snapped the bt flash from itsring and flicked it experimentally. "We could dl use some deep,” he
decided, with the smile of ayoung father a his men, some of whom were older than he. "Mr. Locklear,
we have more than enough room. Please be our guest in the Anthony Wayne tonight.”

Locklear, thinking that Loli might steal back to the cabin if she were somewhere nearby, said, "I
appreciate it, Commander, but I'm right at home here. Redlly."

A nod, and areflective gnawing of Stockton's lower lip. "I'm responsible for you now, Locklear.
God knows what those Neanderthals might do, now that we've st fire to their nests.”

"But—" The men were gtretching out their kinks, paying slent but close atention to the interchange.

"I must ing<t. | don't want to put it in terms of command, but | am the local sheriff here now, soto
gpesk." The engaging grin again. "Come on, Locklear, think of it as repaying your hospitaity. Nothing's
certaininthis place, and—" hislast phrase bringing soft chuckles from Gomulka, "they'd throw mein the
brigif I let anything happen to you now."

Thetaciturn Parker led the way, and Locklear smiled in the darkness thinking how Loli might wonder
at theintensaly bright, intensely magica beamsthat bobbed toward the ship. After Parker called out his
name and along number, the ship's hatch steps dropped at their feet and Locklear knew the reassurance
of climbing into an Interworld ship with itsfamiliar smells, whines and beeps.

Parker and Schmidt were loudly in favor of anightcap, but Stockton's, "Not agood idea, David," to
the sergeant was met with anod and barked commands by Gomulka. Grace Agostinho made asimilar
offer to Locklear.

"Thanks anyway. Y ou know what I'd redly like?'
"Probably,” she said, with apursed-lipped amile.
Hewas blushing as he said, "Ham sandwiches. Beer. A dice of thrillcake," and nodded quickly when



she hauled afrozen shrimp teriyaki from their food lockers. When it popped from the radioven, he sat
near the ship'sbridgeto edt it, idly noting afew dark foodstains on the bridge linolamat and listening to
Gracetdl of smal newsfrom home. The Amazon dam, anew "mustseg’ holo musica, acontroversa
cure for the common cold; the kind of tremendoustrifles that cemented friendships.

She left him briefly while he chased scraps on his plate, and by the time she returned most of the
crew had secured their pneumatic cubicle doors. "It's aways satisfying to feed a man with an appetite,”
sad Grace, smiling at hisclean plate as she did it into the galley scrubber. "I'll see you're fed well onthe
Wayne." With hands on her hips, she said, "Wéll: Private Schmidt has sentry duty. HEll show you to
your quarters.”

Hetook her hand, thanked her, and nodded to the dightly wavering Schmidt, who led the way back
toward the ship's engine room. He did not ook back but, from the sound of it, Grace entered acubicle
where two men were arguing in subdued tones.

Schmidt showed him to the reermost cubicle but not the rearmost dozen bunks. Those, he saw, were
ranked inside a cage of duralloy with no privacy whatever. Dark crusted stains spotted the floor insde
and outside the cage. A fax sheet lay in the passageway. When Locklear glanced toward it, the private
saw it, tried to hide a startled response, and then essayed adrunken grin.

"Gotta have atight ship," said Schmidt, banging his head on the duraloy as heretrieved the fax and
balled it up with one hand. He tossed the wadded fax into a flush-mounted waste receptacle, did the
cubicle door open for Locklear, and managed a passable sal ute. "Have agood one, pd. Y ou know how
to adjust your rubberlady?"

Locklear saw that the mattresses of the two bunks were standard modelswith adjustable inflation
and webbing. "No problem,” hereplied, and did the door closed. Hewashed up at thetiny inset Sink,
used the urinal dot below it, and surveyed his clothes after removing them. They'd al seen better days.
Maybe he could wangle some new ones. He was deepier than he'd thought, and adjusted his rubberlady
for a soft setting, and was adegp within moments.

He did not know how long it was before he found himsdlf gitting bolt-upright in darkness. He knew
what waswrong, now: everything. It might be possible for alittle escort ship to plunder recordsfrom a
derelict mile-long kzin battleship. It was barely possible that the same craft would be sent to check on
some big kzin secret—Dbut not without at least a cruiser, if the kzinti might be heading for Zoo.

He rubbed atrickle of swesat asit counted hisribs. He didn't have to be a military buff to know that
ordinary privates do not have access to medical lockers, and the commander had told Gazho to get that
brandy from med stores. Right; and al those motley shoulder patches didn't add up to a picked combat
crew, ether. And one more thing: even in his haf-blotted condition, Schmidt had snatched that fax sheet
up asthough it was evidence against him. Maybeit was. ..

He waved the overhead lamp on, grabbed hisratty flight suit, and did his cubicle door open. If
anyone asked, he was looking for a cleaner unit for histogs.

A low thrum of the ship's deegping hydraulics; adightly louder buzz of someone deeping, most likely
Schmidt while on sentry duty. Not much discipline at all. | wonder just how much commanding
Sockton really does. Locklear stepped into the passageway, moved several paces, and eased hisfree
hand into the waste receptacle dot. Then he thrust the fax wad into his dirty flight suit and padded silently
back, cursing the sigh of hisdoor. A moment later he was colder than before.

Thefax waslabded, "PRISONER RIGHTS AND PRIVILEGES," and had been signed by some
Provost Marshad—or adoctor, to judge fromitsillegibility. Hed bet anything that fax had falen, or had
been torn, from those duralloy bars. Rust-colored crusty stains on the floor; asimilar stain near the ship's
bridge; but no obvious damage to the ship from kzin weapons.

It took all his courage to go into the passageway again, flight suit in hand, and replace the wadded fax
sheet where held found it. And the door seemed much louder thistime, almost asob instead of asigh.

Locklear felt like sobbing too. He lay on his rubberlady in the dark, thinking about it. A hundred



scenarios might explain some of the facts, but only one matched them dl: the Anthony Wayne had been a
prisoner ship, but now the prisoners were caling themsalves "commander” and "sergeant,” and thered
crew of the Anthony Wayne had made those stainsinside the ship with their blood.

He wanted to shout it, but demanded it sllently: So why would a handful of deserters fly to Zoo?
Before hefdl at last into atroubled deep, he had asked it again and again, and the answer was dways
the same: somehow, one of them had learned of the kzin records and hoped to find Zoo's secret before
ather sdedid.

These people would be deadly to anyone who knew their secret. And almost certainly, they'd never
buy the truth, that Locklear himself was the secret because the kzinti had been so sure he was an
I nterworld agent.

* % %

L ocklear awoke with a sensation of dread, then a brief upsurge of joy at deeping in modern
accommodations, and then he remembered his conclusionsin the middle of the night, and his optimism fell
off and broke.

To mend it, he decided to smile with the innocence of a Candide and plan histactics. If he could get
to the kzin lifeboat, he might steer it like adow battering ram and disable the Anthony Wayne. Or they
might blow him to flindersin midair—and what if hisfears were wrong, and despite dl evidencethis
combat team was genuine? In any case, disabling the ship meant marooning the whole ot of them
together. It wasn't aplan calculated to lengthen hislife expectancy; maybe he would think of another.

The crew was aready bustling around with breskfasts when he emerged, and yes, he could use the
ship's cleaning unit for his clothes. When he asked for spare clothing, Soichiro Leewasfirst to deny it to
him. "Our spares are still—contaminated from a previous engagement,” he explained, with ameaningful
look toward Gomulka.

| bet they are, with blood, Locklear told himsalf as he scooped his synthesi zed eggs and bacon.
Their uniformsal seemed to fit well. Probably their own, he decided. The stylized winged gun on
Gomulkas patch said he could fly gunships. Lee might be a medic, and the sensuous Grace might be a
redl intelligence officer—and al could be renegades.

Stockton watched him egt, friendly as ever, armsfolded and relaxed. "Gomulkaand Gazho did a
recon in our pinnace at dawn," he said, sucking atooth. " Seems your gpemen are dready rebuilding a
another Site; aterrace at thisend of thelake. A lot closer to us."

"I wish you could think of them as people,”" Locklear said. "They're not terribly bright, but they don't
swing onvines™"

Chuckling: "Bright enough to be nuisances, perhapstry and burn us out if they find the ship here,"
Stockton said. "Maybe bright enough to know what it is the tabbies found here. Y ou said they cantak a
little. Wdll, you can help usinterrogate ‘em.”

"They aren't too happy with me," Locklear admitted as Gomulka sat down with steaming coffee. "But
I'll try on one condition.”

Gomulkas voice carried arumble of barely hidden threet. " Conditions? 'Y ou're talking to your
commander, Locklear.”

"Itsavery smpleone," Locklear said softly. "No morekilling or threstening these people. They call
themselves'gentles,’ and they are. The New Smithson, or haf the Interworld University branches, would
give ayear's budget to study them dive."

Grace Agostinho had been working at a map terminal, but evidently with an ear open to their
negotiations. As Stockton and Gomulka gazed at each other in silent surmise, she took the few stepsto
St beside Locklear, her hip warm againgt his. Y ou're an ethologist. Tell me, what could the kzinti do with
these gentles?'

Locklear nodded, sipped coffee, and findly said, "I'm not sure. Study them hoping for ingghtsinto



the underlying psychology of modern humans, maybe.”
Stockton said, "But you said the tabbies don't know about them.”

"True,; at least | don't see how they could. But you asked. | can't believe the gentles would know
what you're after, but if you have to ask them, of course I'll help.”

Stockton said it was necessary, and gppointed Lee acting corpora at the cabin as hefilled most of
the pinnace's jJumpseats with himself, Locklear, Agostinho, Gomulka, and the lank Parker. Thelittle craft
sat on downdoping detawingsthat ordinarily nested against the Wayne's hull, and had intakesfor
gas-reactor jets. "Newest piece of hardware we have,” Stockton said, patting the pilot's console. It was
Gomulka, however, who took the controls.

Locklear suggested that they gpproach very dowly, with hands visbly up and empty, asthey settled
the pinnace near the beginnings of anew gentles campsite. The gentles, including their women, dl rushed
for primitive lances but did not flee, and Anse Parker was the only one carrying an obvious weapon as
the pinnace's canopy swung back. Locklear stepped forward, talking and smiling, with Parker at their
backs. He saw Ruth waiting for old Gimp, and said he was much happy to see her, which wasan
understatement. Minuteman, too, had survived the firing on their village.

Cloud had not. Ruth told him so immediately. "L ocklear make many desathsto gentles,” she accused.
Behind her, some of the gentles stared with faces that were anything but gentle. "Gentles not like talk to
Locklear, he says. Go now. Please," she added, one of the last words he'd taught her, and she said it
with urgency. Her glance toward Grace Agostinho was interested, not hogtile but perhaps pitying.

Locklear moved away from the others, farther from the glaring Gimp. "More new people come," he
cdled from adistance, pleading. "Think gentles big, bad animas. Stop when they see gentles; much much
sorry. Locklear say not hurt gentlesmore.”

With her head cocked sideways, Ruth seemed to be testing his mind for lies. She spoke with Gimp,
whose face registered a deep sadness and, perhaps, some confusion as well. Locklear could hear a buzz
of low conversation between Stockton nearby and Gomulka, who still sat at the pinnace controls.

"Locklear think good, but bad things happen,” Ruth said at last. "Kill Cloud, many more. Gentles not
likefight. Locklear know this" she said, dmost crying now. "Please go!"

Gomulka came out of the pinnace with his sdearm drawn, and Locklear turned toward him, aghast.
"No shooting! You promised,” he reminded Stockton.

But: "Well haveto bring the gpe-woman with the old man," Stockton said grimly, not liking it but
determined. Gomulka stood quietly, the big doping shoulders hunched.

Stockton said, "Thisisan explosive situation, Locklear. We must take those two for interrogation.
Have the woman tell them we won't hurt them unlesstheir peopletry to hunt us.”

Then, as Locklear froze in horrified anger, Gomulka belowed, "Tell 'em!”

Locklear did it and Ruth began to cal in their language to the assembled throng. Then, at Gomulkas
command, Parker ran forward to grasp the pathetic old Gimp by the arm, standing more than a head
taller than the Neanderthd. That was the moment when Minuteman, who must have understood only a
little of their parley, leaped wegponless at the big belter.

Parker swept a contemptuous arm at the little fellow's reach, but let out a howl as Minuteman, with
those blacksmith arms of his, wrenched that arm as one would wave a stick.

The report was shattering, with echoes dapping off the lake, and Locklear whirled to see Gomulkas
two-handed aim with the projectile sdearm. "No! Goddammit, these are human beings,”" he screamed,
rushing toward the falen Minuteman, faling on his knees, placing one hand over thelittle fellow's breast
asif to stop the blood that was pumping from it. The gentles panicked at the thunder from Gomulka's
weapon, and began to run.

Minuteman'sthroat pulse still throbbed, but he was in deep shock from the heavy projectile and his
pulse died as Locklear watched helpless. Parker was dready clubbing old Gimp with hisrifle-butt and



Gomulka, his sidearm out of sight, grabbed Ruth as shetried to interfere. The big man might aswell have
walked into atrain wreck while the train was still moving.

Grace Agostinho seemed to know she was no fighter, retreating into the pinnace. Stockton, whipping
the ornamental braid from his epaulets, began to fashion nooses as he moved to help Parker, whose left
arm was half-usdess. Locklear cameto hisfeet, saw Gomulkas big fist smash at Ruth'stemple, and
dived into the fray with one arm locked around Gomulka's bull neck, trying to haul him off-baance. Both
of Ruth's hands grappled with Gomulka's now, and Locklear saw that she was dowly overpowering him
while her big teeth sought histhroat, only the whites of her eyes showing. It wasthe last thing Locklear
would seefor awhile, as someone raced up behind him.

* % %

He awoke to a gentle touch and the chill of antiseptic spray behind hisright ear, and focused on the
real concern mirrored on Stockton's face. He lay in the room he had built for Loli, Soichiro Lee knedling
beside him, while Ruth and Gimp huddled as far asthey could get into a corner. Stockton held a standard
issue parabellum, arms folded, not pointing the weapon but keeping it in evidence. "Only amild
concussion,” Lee murmured to the commander.

"Y ou with us again, Locklear?' Stockton got anod in response, motioned for Leeto leave, and
sghed. "I'm truly sorry about dl this, but you were interfering with amilitary operation. Gomulkais—he
has alot of experience, and agood commander would be stupid to ignore his suggestions.”

Locklear was barely wise enough to avoid saying that Gomulka did more commanding than Stockton
did. Pushing himsdlf up, blinking from the headache that split his skull like an axe, he said, "'l need some
ar."

"You'll haveto get it right here," Stockton said, "because | can't—won't let you out. Consider
yourself under arrest. Behave yourself and that could change.” With that, he shoul dered the woven mat
aside and his dow footsteps echoed down the connecting corridor to the other room.

Without adoor directly to the outside, he would have to run down that corridor where armed yahoos
waited. Digging out would make noise and might take hours. Locklear did down against the cabinwall,
head in hands. When he opened them again he saw that poor old Gimp seemed comatose, but Ruth was
looking a himintently. "I wanted to be friend of dl gentles,” he sghed.

"Yes. Gentlesknow," she replied softly. "New people with gentles not good. Stok-Tun not want hurt,
but others not care about gentles. Ruth hear in head,” she added, with apalm against the top of her head.

"Ruth must not tell," Locklear indsted. "New people maybekill if they know gentles hear that way."

She gave him avery modern nod, and even in that hopelesdy homely face, her shy smileheld a
certain beauty. "Locklear help Ruth fight. Ruth like Locklear much, much; even if Locklear is—new."

"Ruth, 'new' means 'ugly,’ doesn't it? New, new," he repeated, screwing hisfaceinto a hideous
caricature, making claws of hishands, snarling in exaggerated mimicry.

He heard voices raised in muffled excitement in the other room, and Ruth's head was cocked again
momentarily. "Ugly?" She made faces, too. "Part yes. New means not same as before but aso ugly,
maybe bad."

"All the gentles congdered me the ugly man. Y es?!

"Yes," shereplied sadly. "Ruth not care. Like ugly man if good man, too."

"And you knew | thought you were, uh.. . ."

"Ugly?Yes. Ruth try and fix before.”

"I know," he said, miserable. "L ocklear like Ruth for that and many, many more things."

Quickly, as boots stamped in the corridor, she said, "Big problem. New people not think Locklear
tell truth. New woman—"

Schmidt'srifle barrdl moved the mat aside and helet it do his gesturing to Locklear. "On your feet,
buddy, you've got some explaining to do."



Locklear got up carefully so his head would not roll off his shoulders. Stumbling toward the doorway
he said to Ruth: "What about new woman?"

"Much, much new in head. Ruth fed sorry," she called as L ocklear moved toward the other room.

* % %

They were dl crowded in, and seven pairs of eyeswere intent on Locklear. Gracesgaze held a
liquid warmth but he saw nothing warmer than iciclesin any other face. Gomulkaand Stockton sat on the
benches facing him across his crude table like judges at atrial. Locklear did not have to be told to stand
before them.

Gomulka reached down at his own feet and grunted with effort, and the toolbox crashed down on
the table. Hisvoice was not its usua command timbre, but menacingly soft. " Gazho noticed thiswas all
tabby stuff," hesaid.

"Part of an honorabletrade,” Locklear said, dry-mouthed. "I could have killed akzin and didn't.”

"They trade you afucking LIFEBOAT, too?'

Those goddamn pinnace sorties of his! Thelight of righteous fury sngpped in the big man'sface,
but Locklear stared back. "Matter of fact, yes. Thekzinisacat of hisword, sergeant.”

"Enough of your bullshit, | want the truth!™

Now Locklear shifted his gaze to Stockton. "I'm telling it. Enough of your bullshit, too. How did your
bunch of bozos get out of the brig, Stockton?"

Parker blurted, "How the hell did—" before Gomulka spun on his bench with asilent glare. Parker
blushed and swallowed.

"We're asking the questions, Locklear. The tabbies must've left you agirlfriend, too," Stockton said
quietly. "Lee and Schmidt both saw some little hotsy queen of the jungle out near the perimeter while we
were gone. Make no mistake, they'll hunt her down and there's nothing | can say to stop them."

"Why nat, if you're acommander?’

Stockton flushed angrily, with aglance at Gomulkathat was not kind. " That's my problem, not yours.
Look, you want some graight talk, and hereit is: Agostinho has seen the goddamned trandations from a
tabby dreadnought, and there is something on this godforsaken place they think isimportant, and we
were in this Rim sector when—when we got into some problems, and shetold me. I'm an officer, | realy
am, believe what you like. But we have to find whatever the hell thereison Zoo."

"S0 you can plea-bargain after your mutiny?'

"That's ENOUGH," Gomulka bellowed. "Y ou're alittle too cute for your own good, Locklear. But if
you're ever gonnaget off thisball of dirt, it'll be after you help usfind what the tabbies are after.”

"It'sme" Locklear said smply. "I've dready told you."

Silent congternation, followed by disbelief. " And what the fuck are you," Gomulka spat.

"Not much, | admit. But as| told you, they captured me and got the idea | knew more about the Rim
sectorsthan | do."

"How much kzinshit do you think I'll swalow?' Gomulkawas standing, now, advancing around the
table toward his captive. Curt Stockton shut his eyes and sighed his helplessness.

Locklear was wondering if he could grab anything from the toolbox when avoice of sweet reason
stopped Gomulka. "Brutaity hasn't solved anything hereyet,” said Grace Agostinho. "I'd liketo talk to
Locklear dlone." Gomulka stopped, glared at her, then back at Locklear. "1 can't do any worse than you
have, David," she added to the fuming sergeant.

Beckoning, she walked to the doorway and Gazho made sure hisrifle muzzle grated on Locklear's
ribs asthe ethologist followed her outside. She said, "Do | have your honorable parole? Bear in mind that

evenif you try to run, they'll soon have you and the girl who's running loose, too. They've aready
destroyed some kind of flying raft; yours, | takeit,” she smiled.



Damn, hell, shit, and blast! "Mine. | won't run, Grace. Besides, you've got a parabellum.”

"Remember that," she said, and began to stroll toward the trees while the cabin erupted with
argument. Locklear vented more slent damns and hells, she waan't leading him anywhere near his hidden
kzin 9dearm.

Grace Agostinho, surprisingly, first asked about Loli. She seemed amused to learn he had waked the
girl firgt, and that he'd regretted it at hisleisure. Gradualy, her questions segued to answers. "Discipline
on awarship can bevicious," she mused asif to hersdlf. "Curt Stockton was—is a career officer, but it's
hisview that there must be limitsto discipline. His own commander was a hard man, and—"

"Jesus Chrig; you're saying he mutinied like Fetcher Chrigian?”

"That's not entirdly wrong,”" she said, now very feminine as they moved into aglade, out of sight of the
cabin. "David Gomulkais arougher sort, aman of some limited ideas but more of action. I'm afraid Curt
filled David with idessthat, ah, . . ."

"Stockton started a boulder downhill and can't stopit,” Locklear said. "Not the first time aman of
idess has started something he can't control. How'd you get into this mess?”

"An affair of the heart; I'd rather not talk about it . . . When I'm drawntoaman, . . . well, | tend to
show it," she said, and preened her hair for him as she leaned againgt afdlen tree. "Y ou must tell them
what they want to know, my dear. These are desperate men, in desperate trouble.”

Locklear saw the promisein those huge dark eyes and gazed into them. "I swear to you, the kzinti
thought | was some kind of Interworld agent, but they dropped me on Zoo for safekeeping.”

"And wereyou?" Softly, softly, catchee monkey . . .

"Good God, no! I'm an—"

"Ethologidt. | heard it. But the kzin suspicion does seem reasonable, doesn't it?”

"l guess, if you're paranoid.” God, but thisis one seductive lieutenant.

"Which meansthat David and Curt could sell you to the kzinti for safe passage, if | let them,” she
said, moving toward him, her hands pulling apart the closures on hisflight suit. "But | don't think that'sthe

secret, and | don't think you think so. Y ou're afascinating man, and | don't know when I've been so
attracted to anyone. Isthis so awful of me?"

He knew damned well how powerfully persuasive awoman like Grace could be with that voluptuous
willowy sexudlity of hers. And he remembered Ruth's warning, and believed it. But he would rather
drown in honey than in vinegar, and when she turned her face upward, he found her mouth with his, and
willingly let her lust kindle hisown.

Presently, lying on forest humus and watching Grace comb her hair clean with her fingers, Locklear's
breathing dowed. He inventoried her charms as she shrugged into her flight suit again; returned her
impudent smile; began to readjust histogs. "If this be torture,” he declaimed like an actor, "make the most
of it."

"Up to the stlandards of your local ladies?!

"Ohyes" hesad fervently, knowing it wasonly asmdl lie. "But I'm not sure | understand why you
offered.”

She squatted becomingly on her knees, brushing at hisclothing. ™Y ou're very attractive,” she said.
"And mysterious. And if you'll help us, Locklear, | promise to plumb your mysteries as much asyou
like—and viceversa"

"An offer | can't refuse, Grace. But | don't know how | can do morethan | have dready."

Her frown held little anger; more of perplexity. "But I've told you, my dear: we must have that kzin
secret.”

"And you didn't believewhat | said."
Her secret smile again, teasing: "Redlly, darling, you must give me some credit. | am intheintdligence



corps.

Hedid seeaflash of irritation cross her face thistime as helaughed. " Grace, thisis crazy,” he said,
gill grinning. "1t may be absurd that the kzinti thought | was an agent, but it'strue. | think the planet itself
isamind-boggling discovery, and | said sofirgt thing off. Other than that, what can | say?”

"I'm sorry you're going to be thisway about it," she said with the pout of a nubile teenager, then
hitched up the sidearm on her belt asif to remind him of it.

She's sure something, he thought as they strode back to his clearing. If | had any secret to hide, could
sheget it out of mewith thiskind of atention? Maybe—but she'sall technique and no real passion.
Exactly thegirl you want to bring hometo your friendly regimenta combat team.

Grace motioned him into the cabin without aword and, as Schmidt sent him into the room with Ruth
and the old man, he saw both Gomulka and Stockton |eave the cabin with Grace. | don't think she has
affairs of the heart, hereflected with awry smile. Affairs of the glands beyond counting, but maybe
no heart to lose. Or no character?

He sat down near Ruth, who was sitting with Gimp's head in her lgp, and sghed. "Ruth much smart
about new woman. Locklear see now," he said and, gently, kissed the homely face.

The crew had alate lunch but brought none for their captives, and L ocklear was taken to his judges
in the afternoon. He saw hammocks dung in hisroom, evidence that the crew intended to stay awhile.
Stockton, as usud, began as pleasantly as he could. "L ocklear, snce you're not on Agostinho'slist of
known intelligence assetsin the Rim sectors, then maybe we've been peering at the wrong side of the
coin."

"That'swhat | told the tabbies," Locklear said.

"Now we're getting somewhere. Actually, you're akzin agent; right?"

Locklear stared, then tried not to laugh. "Oh, Jesus, Stockton! Why would they drop me here, in that
ca=?'

Evidently, Stockton's pleasant Sde was|oosdaly attached under trying circumstances. He flushed
angrily. "Youtdl us"

"Y ou can find out damned fast by turning me over to Interworld authorities” Locklear reminded him.

"And if you turn out to be a plugged nickel," Gomulka snarled, "you're home free and we're in deep
shit. No, | don't think we will, little man. Well do anything we haveto do to get the facts out of you. If it
takes shooting hostages, we will."

Locklear switched his gaze to the bedeviled Stockton and saw no help there. At this point, afew lies
might help the gentles. "' A redl officer, are you? Shoot these poor savages? Go ahead, actualy you might
be doing me afavor. Y ou can seethey hate my gutsl The only reason they didn't kill metoday isthat they
think 1'm one of you, and they're scared to. Every one you knock off, or chase off, isjust one lesswho's
out to tan my hide."

Gomulka, dyly: "So how'd you say you got that tabby ship?’
Locklear: "On Kzersatz. Cdl it grand theft, | don't giveadamn.” Knowing they would explore

K zersatz sooner or later, he said, "The tabbies probably thought | hightailed it for the Interworld fleet but
| could barely fly thething. I waslucky to get down herein one piece.”

Stockton's chin jerked up. "Do you mean there's akzin force right across those force walls?"
"Therewas; | took care of them mysdlf.”

Gomulka stood up now. "Sure you did. | never heard such jizm in twenty years of barracks brags.
Grace, you never did likealot of hollering and blood. Go to the ship." Without aword, and with the
same liquid gaze she would turn on L ocklear—and perhaps on anyone e se—she nodded and walked
Out.



As Gomulkareached for his captive, Locklear grabbed for the heavy toolbox. That little hand welder
would ruin aman's entire afternoon. Gomulka nodded, and suddenly Locklear felt hisarms gripped from
behind by Schmidt's big hands. He brought both feet up, kicked hard against the table, and asthe table
flew into the faces of Stockton and Gomulka, Schmidt found himself propelled backward againgt the
cabinwal.

Shouting, cursing, they overpowered Locklear at last, hauling the top of hisflight suit down so that its
arms could betied into asort of straitjacket. Breathing hard, Gomulkaissued hisfina backhand dap
toward Locklear's mouth. Locklear ducked, then spat into the big man's face.

Wiping spittle away with his deeve, Gomulka muttered, " Curt, we gotta soften this guy up.”

Stockton pointed to the scars on Locklear's upper body. ™Y ou know, | don't think he softensvery
well, David. Ask yoursdlf whether you think it's useful, or whether you just want to do it.”

It was another of those ideas Gomulka seemed to value greatly because he had so few of hisown.
"Wdl goddammit, what would you do?'

"Coercion may work, but not thiskind." Studying the slent Locklear in the grip of three men, he
came near smiling. "Maybe give him acomm set and drop him among the Neanderthals. When he's good
and ready to talk, we rescue him."

A murmur among the men, and asnicker from Gazho. To prove he did have occasiond idess,
Gomulkareplied, "Maybe. Or better, maybe drop him next door on Kzinkatz or whatever the fuck he
cdlsit." Hiseyesdid dowly to Locklesr.

To Locklear, who waslicking atrickle of blood from his upper lip, the suggestion did not register for
acount of two beats. When it did, he needed athird beat to make the right response. Eyes wide, he
screamed.

"Yeah," said Nathan Gazho.
"Yeah, right," camethe chorus.
Locklear struggled, but not too hard. "My God! They'll—They EAT people, Stockton!"

"WEell, it lookslike avoice vote, Curt,” Gomulka drawled, very pleased with hisidea, then turned to
Locklear. "But that's democracy for you. Y ou'll have anice comm set and you can call uswhen you're
ready. Just don't forget the story about the boy who cried ‘wolf'. But when you call, Locklear—" the big
sergeant's voice was low and amost pleasant "—be ready to deal.”

* * %

Locklear felt awild impulse, as Gomulka shoved him into the pinnace, to beg, "Please, Br'er Fox,
don't throw mein the briar patch!" He thrashed abit and let hiseyesroll convincingly until Parker, with a
choke hold, pacified him half-unconscious.

If he had any doubts that the pinnace was orbit-rated, L ocklear lost them as he watched Gomulka at
work. Parker sat with the captive though Lee, beside Gomulka, faced a console. The three pirates
negotiated athree-way bet on how much time would pass before Locklear begged to be picked up. His
comm s&t, roughly shoved into his ear with its button switch, had fresh batteries but Lee reminded him
again that they would be returning only onceto bail him out. The pinnace, alovely little craft, arced up to
orbital height and, with only its transparent canopy between him and hard vac, Locklear found real fear
added to his pretense. After pitchover, tiny bursts of light at the wingtips steadied the pinnace asit began
its reentry over the saffron jungles of Kzersatz.

Because of its different schedule, the tiny programmed sunlet of Kzersatz was only an hour into its
morning. "Keep one eye on your sweep screen,” Gomulka said asthe roar of deceleration died away.

"l am," Leereplied grimly. "Locklear, if we get jumped by atabby ship I'll put aburst right into your
guts, firg thing."

As L ocklear made ashow of moaning and straining at his bonds, Gomulka banked the pinnacefor its
mapping sweep. Presently, Lee'sinfrared scanners flashed an overlay on his screen and Gomulka



nodded, but finished the sweep. Then, by manua control, he dowed the little craft and brought it at a
leisurely paceto the IR blips, amile or so above the dien veldt. Lee brought the screen's video to high
magnification.

Anse Parker saw what Locklear saw. "Only afew tabbies, hun? And you took care of ‘em, huh?
Y ou son of abitch!" He glared at the scene, where adozen kzinti moved unaware amid half-buried huts
and cooking fires, and swatted L ocklear across the back of his head with an open hand. "Lookslike
they've gone native," Parker went on. "Hey, Gomulka: they'll be candy for us."

"I noticed,” Gomulkareplied. "Y ou know what? If we bag 'em now, we're helping thislittle shit. We
can come back any time we like, maybe have ourselves a tabby-hunt."

"Yeah; show 'emwhat it'slike" Lee snickered, "after they've had their manhunt.”

Locklear groaned for effect. A village ready-madein only afew months! Scarface didn't waste any
time getting his own primitives out of stasis. | hope to God he doesn't show up looking glad to see me.
To avoid that possibility he pleaded, "Aren't you going to give me arunning chance?'

"Surewe are," Gomulkalaughed. "Tabbieswill pick up your scent anyway. Be on you likefliesona
turd." The pinnace flew on, unseen from far below, Lee bringing up the video now and then. Once he
sad, "Can't figure out what they're hunting in that field. If | didn't know kzinti were trict carnivores|'d
say they werefarming.”

Locklear knew that primitive kzinti ate vegetables aswell, and so did their meat animas; but he kept
hissilence. It hadn't even occurred to these piratical desertersthat the kzinti below might be as prehistoric
as Neanderthaers. Good; et them think they understood the kzinti! But nobody knows ‘em like 1 do,
he thought. It was an arrogance he would recal with bitterness very, very soon.

Gomulka set the pinnace down with practiced ease behind a stone escarpment and Parker, his gaze
nervoudy sweeping the jungle, used hisgun barrel to urge Locklear out of the craft.

Soichiro Legs gentle smile did not match hisfina words: "If you manage to hide out here, just
remember well pick up your little girlfriend before long. Probably a better piece of snatch than the
Manaus machine," he went on, despite a sudden glare from Gomulka. "How long do you want usto use
her, asshole? Think about it," he winked, and the canopy's "thunk” muffled the guffaws of Anse Parker.

Locklear raced away asthe pinnace lifted, making it look good. They had tossed Br'er Rabhit into
his persona briar patch, never suspecting he might have friends here.

Hewasthankful that the village lay downhill as he began his one athletic specidty, long-distance
jogging, because he could once again fed the synthetic gravity of Kzersatz tugging at hisbody. He judged
that he was atwo-hour trot from the village and paced himself carefully, walking and resting now and
then. And planning.

As soon as Scarface learned the facts, they could set atrap for the returning pinnace. And then, with
captives of hisown, Locklear could negotiate with Stockton. It was clear by now that Curt Stockton
consdered himsdlf aleader of virtue—because he was aman of ideas. David Gomulkawas a man of
action without many important idess, the perfect mode of a playground bully long after graduation.

And Stockton? He would've been the kind of clever kid who decided early that violence was an
inferior way to do things, because he wasn't very good at it himsdlf. Ingtead, held enlist a Gomulkato
stand nearby while the clever kid tried to beat you up with words; debate you to death. And if that finaly
faled, he could dways sigh, and walk away leaving the bully to do hisdirty work, and imagine that his
own hands were clean.

But Kzersatz was awhole 'nother playground, with different rules. Locklear smiled at the thought and
jogged on.

An hour later he heard the beast crashing in panic through orange ferns before he saw it, and redlized
that it was pursued only when he spied ayoung mal e flashing with snuous efficiency behind.

No one ever made friends with akzin by interrupting its hunt, so Locklear ssood motionless among



pa mferns and watched. The prey reminded him of apygmy tyrannosaur, amost the height of aman but
with teeth meant for grazing on foliage. The kzin bounded nearer, disdaining the wtsai knife at his belt,
and screamed only as he legped for thekill.

The prey's armored hide and thrashing tail made the struggle interesting, but the issue was never in
doubt. A kzin warrior was trained to hunt, to kill, and to eat that kill, from kittenhood. The roars of the
lizard dwindled to ahissing gurgle; the tail and the powerful legs stilled. Only after the kzin vented his
victory scream and ripped into his prey did Locklear step into the clearing made by flattened ferns.

Hands up and empty, Locklear caled in Kzin, "The kzinisamighty hunter!" To spesk in Kzin, one
needed a good fal setto and plenty of spit. Locklear's command wasfair, but the young kzin reacted as
though the man had spouted fire and brimstone. He paused only long enough to snatch up hiskill, agood
hundred kilos, before bounding off at top speed.

Credtfalen, Locklear trotted toward the village again. He wondered now if Scarface and Kit, the
mate L ocklear had freed for him, had failed to speak of mankind to the ancient kzin tribe. In any case,
they would surely respond to hisuse of their language until he could get Scarface's hel p. Perhapsthe
young male had smply raced away to bring the good news.

And perhaps, he decided a hdf-hour later, he himsalf was the biggest fool in Known Space or
beyond it. They had ringed him before he knew it, padding silently through foliage the same mottled
ydlows and oranges astheir fur. Then, dmost smultaneoudy, he saw severd greset tigerish shapes
disengage from their camouflage ahead of him, and heard the scream as one legpt upon him from behind.

Bowled over by therush, feding hot breath and fangs at histhroat, L ocklear moved only hiseyes.
His attacker might have been the same one he surprised while hunting, and he felt needle-tipped claws
through hisflight suit.

Then Locklear did the only things he could: kept histemper, swalowed histerror, and repeated his
fird gredting: "Thekzinisamighty hunter.”

He saw, dtriding forward, an old kzin with ornate bandolier straps. The oldster called to the others,
"It istrue, the beast speaksthe Hero's Tongue! Itisas| prophesied.” Then, to the young attacker, " Stand
away a theready,” and Locklear fdt like bresthing again.

"l am Locklear, who first waked members of your clan from age-long deep,” he said in that ancient
didect hed learned from Kit. "I comein friendship. May | rise?"

A contemptuous gesture and, as L ocklear stood up, aworse remark. "Then you are the beast that
lay with apalace prret, acourtesan. We have heard. Y ou will win no friends here.”

A cold tendril marched down Locklear's spine. "May | speak with my friends? The kzinti have things
to fear, but | am not among them.”

More laughter. "The Rockear beast thinksit isfearsome," said the young male, his ear-umbrellas
twitching in merriment.

"I cometo ask help, and to offer it," Locklear said evenly.

"The priesthood knows enough of your help. Come," said the older one. And that ishow Locklear
was marched into avillage of prehistoric kzinti, ringed by hogtile predatorstwice hissize.

* % %

His reception party was al-male, its members staring a him in frank curiosity while prodding him to
thevillage. They finaly left him in an open area surrounded by hutswith his handstied, alesther collar
around his neck, the collar linked by a short braided rope to a hefty stake. When he squatted on the turf,
he noticed the soil was torn by hooves here and there. Dark stains and an abattoir odor said the place
was used for butchering animals. The curious gazes of passing femaes said he was only astrange animal
to them. The disappearance of the maesinto thelargest of the semi-submerged huts suggested that he
hed furnished the village with something worth atown mesting.

At last the meeting broke up, kzin males striding from the hut toward him, ahaf-dozen of the oldest



emerging last, each with afour-fingered paw tucked into his bandolier belt. Prominent scars acrossthe
breasts of these few were dl exactly smilar; somekind of saf-tortureritua, Locklear guessed. Last of dll
with theritua scars was the old one he'd spoken with, and this one had both paws tucked into his belt.
Got it; the higher your status, the less you need to keep your hands ready, or to hurry.

The old devil was enjoying al this ceremony, and so were the other big shots. Standing in
clearly-separated rings behind them were the other maes with afew femaes, then the other females,
evidently the entiretribe. Locklear spotted afew kzinti whose expressions and ear-umbrellas said they
were either sick or unhappy, but al played their obedient parts.

Standing before him, the oldster reached out and raked L ocklear's face with what seemed to be only
aceremonid insult. It brought weltsto his cheek anyway. The oldster spokefor dl to hear. ™Y ou began
the tribe's awakening, and for that we promise aquick kill."

"I waked severa kzinti, who promised me honor," Locklear managed to say.

"Traitors? They have no friends here. So you—have no friends here," said the old kzin with pompous
dignity. "Thisthe priesthood has decided.”

"You arethe leader?’

"First among equas,” said the high priest with asmirk that said he believed in no equals.

"Whilethistribe dept," Locklear said loudly, hoping to gain some support, "amighty kzin warrior
came here. | cal him Scarface. | return in peace to see him, and to warn you that otherswho look like
me may soon return. They wish you harm, but | do not. Would you take me to Scarface?"

He could not decipher the murmurs, but he knew amusement when he saw it. The high priest stepped
forward, untied the rope, handed it to the nearest of the husky males who stood behind the priests. "He
would see the mighty hunter who had new ideas,” he said. "Take him to see that hero, so that he will fully
gppreciate the situation. Then bring him back to the ceremony post.”

With that, the high priest turned his back and followed by the other priests, walked awvay. The
dozens of other kzinti hurried off, carefully avoiding any backward glances. Locklear said, to the huge
gpecimen tugging on his neck rope, "I cannot walk quickly with hands behind my back."

"Then you must learn,” rumbled the big kzin, and lashed out with afoot that propelled Locklear
forward. | think he pulled that punch, Locklear thought. Kept his claws retracted, at least. Thekzin
led him slently from the village and along a path until hidden by foliage. Then, Y ou are the Rockear," he
sad, dowing. "l am (something as unpronouncesble as most kzin names),” he added, neither friendly nor
unfriendly. He began untying Locklear's handswith, "1 mugt kill you if you run, and | will. But | amno
priest,” hesaid, asif that explained hiswillingnessto ease a captive's walking.

"You areagawart," Locklear said. "May | cdl you that?'

"Aslong asyou can," the big kzin said, leading theway again. "'l voted to my priest to let you live,
and teach us. So did most heroes of my group.”

Uh-huh; they have priestsinstead of senators. But this smells like the old American system
before direct elections. "Y our priest is not bound to vote asyou say?' A derisive snort was his answer,
and he pergsted. "Do you vote your priestsin?”

"Yes. Forlife" sad Stdwart, explaining everything.

"So they pretend to listen, but they do asthey like," Locklear said.

A grunt, perhaps of admission or of scorn. "It was dwaysthus," said Stalwart, and found that
Locklear could trot, now. Another half-hour found them moving across abroad veldt, and Locklear saw
the scars of agrassfire before heredized he wasin familiar surroundings. Stalwart led theway to arise
and then stopped, pointing toward the jungle. "There," he said, "is your scarfaced friend.”

Locklear looked in vain, then back at Stalwart. "He must be blending in with the ferns. Y ou people
do that very—"

"The highest tree. What remains of himisthere.”



And then Locklear saw theflying creatures he had called "batowls," tiny mites at a distance of two
hundred meters, picking at tatters of something that hung in anet from the highest treein theregion. "Oh,
my God! Won't he diethere?"

"Heis dead dready. He underwent the long ceremony,” said Stalwart, "many days past, with wounds
thet killed dowly."

Locklear'sglare wasincriminating: "'l suppose you voted againg that, too?"
"That, and the sacrifice of the paace prret indayspast,” said thekzin.

Blinking away tears, for Scarface had truly been acat of hisword, Locklear said, "Those prret. One
of them was Scarface's mate when | |€eft. |s she—up there, too?"

For what it was worth, the big kzin could not meet his gaze. "Drowning isthe dishonorable
punishment for females," he said, pointing back toward K zersatz's long shalow lake. "The priesthood
never avoidstradition, and she lies beneath the water. Another prret with kittens was permitted to rgoin
the tribe. She chose to be shunned instead. Now and then, we see her. It istreason to speak against the
priesthood, and | will not.”

Locklear squeezed his eyes shut; blinked; turned away from the hideous sight hanging from that
distant tree as scavengers picked at itsbones. "And | hoped to help your tribe! A pox on all your
houses," he said to no onein particular. He did not speak to the kzin again, but they did not hurry as
Stadwart led the way back to the village.

The only speaking Locklear did wasto the comm set in his ear, shoving its pushbutton switch. The
kzin looked back at him in curiosity once or twice, but now he was speaking Interworld, and perhaps
Stawart thought he was singing adeath song.

Inaway, it was true—though not a song of hisown degth, if he could helpiit. "Locklear caling the
Anthony Wayne," he said, and paused.

He heard the voice of Grace Agostinho reply, "Recording.”

"They've caught me aready, and they intend to kill me. I don't much like you bastards, but at least
you're human. | don't care how many of the male tabbies you bag; when they start torturing me | won't
be any further useto you."

Agan, Gracesvoicerepliedin hisear: "Recording.”

Now with aterrible suspicion, Locklear said, "Is anybody there? If you're monitoring melive, say
‘monitoring." "

Hiscomm s, in Grace's voice, only said, "Recording.”

Locklear flicked off the switch and began to walk even more dowly, until Stalwart tugged hard on
the leash. Any kzin who cared to look, asthey reentered the village, would have seen alittle man bereft
of hope. He did not complain when Stalwart retied his hands, nor even when another kzin marched him
away and fairly flung himinto atiny hut near the edge of the village. Eventudly they flung abloody hunk
of somerecent kill into his hut, but it was raw and, with his handstied behind him, he could not have held
it to hismouth.

Nor could he toggle his comm set, assuming it would carry past the roof thatch. He had not said he
would beinthevillage, and they would very likdy kill him aong with everybody esein the village when
they came. If they came.

Hefdt asthough he would drown in cold waves of despair. A vicious priesthood had killed his
friends and, even if he escaped for atime, he would be hunted down by the galaxy's most pitiless hunters.
And if hisown kind rescued him, they might cheerfully beat him to death trying to learn a secret he had
aready divulged. And even the gentle Neanderthd ers hated him, now.

Why not just give up? | don't know why, he admitted to himself, and began to search for something
to help him fray thethongs a hiswrists. He findly chose arough-barked pogt, sitting down in front of it
and staring toward the kzin male whose lower legs he could see benesth the door matting.



He rubbed until hiswristswere asraw asthat meet lying in the dust before him. Then he rubbed until
his muscles refused to continue, hisarms cramping horribly. By that time it was dark, and he kept faling
into an exhausted, fitful deep, starting to scratch at his bonds every time acramp woke him. Thefifth time
he awoke, it was to the sounds of scratching again. And asoft, distant call outside, which hisguard
answered just as softly. It took Locklear amoment to redlize that those scratching noises were not being
made by him.

The scratching became louder, filling him with adread of the unknown in the utter blackness of the
Kzersatz night. Then he heard ascrabble of clods tumbling to the earthen floor. Low, urgent, in the
fitz-rowr of afemaekzin: "Rockear, quickly! Help widen thishole!”

He wanted to shout, remembering Boots, the new mother of two who had scorned her tribe; but he
whispered hoarsdly: "Boots?!

An even more familiar voice than that of Boots. " Sheis entertaining your guard. Hurry!"

"Kit! I can't, my hands aretied,” he groaned. "Kit, they said you were drowned.”

"ldiots," said thefamiliar voice, panting as sheworked. A very faint glow preceded the indomitable
Kit, who had amodern kzin beltpac and used its glowlamp for brief moments. Without dowing her
frantic pace, she said softly, "They built awalkway into the lake and—dropped me from it. But my mate,
your friend Scarface, knew what they intended. He told me to bresthe—many timesjust before | fell.
With al the sones—weighting me down, | smply walked on the bottom, between the pilings—and
untied the stones benesth the planks near shore. Idiots,” she said again, grunting as her fearsome claws
ripped away another chunk of Kzersatz soil. Then, "Poor Rockear,” she said, seeing him writhe toward
her.

In another minute, with the glowlamp doused, Locklear heard the growling curses of Kit's passage
into the hut. She'd said femaes were good tunnders, but not until now had he realized just how good.
The nearest cover must be agood ten metersaway . . . "Jesus, don't bite my hand, Kit," he begged,
feding her fangs and the heeat of her breeth againgt his savaged wrists. A moment later he felt aflash of
white-hot pain through his shoulders as his hands came free. He'd been cramped up so long it hurt to
move fredy. "Well, by God it'll just haveto hurt," he said doud to himsdf, and flexed hisarms, groaning.

"| suppose you must hold to my tail,” she said. He felt the long, wondroudy luxuriant tail whisk across
his chest and because it wastotally dark, did as she told him. Nothing short of true and abiding
friendship, he knew, would provoke her into such manhandling of her glorious, her sensual, her
fundamentd tall.

They scrambled past mounds of soft dirt until Locklear felt cool night air on hisface. ™Y ou may quit
insulting my tail now," Kit growled. "We must wait ingde thistunnel awhile. Y ou takethis: | do not useit
wdl."

Hefdt the cold competence of the object in his hand and exulted as he recognized it asamodem
kzin sdearm. Crawling near with hisface at her shoulder, he said, "How'd you know exactly where
was?'

"Your littlelong-talker, of course. We could hear you moaning and panting in there, and the magic
tools of my mate located you."

But | didn't haveit turned on. Ohhh-no; | didn't KNOW it was turned on! The goddamned thing is
transmitting al thetime. . . He decided to score one for Stockton's people, and dug the comm set from
hisear. Still inthetunnd, it wouldn't transmit well until he moved outside. Crush it? Bury it? Intead, he
snapped the magazine from the sidearm and, after removing its ammunition, found that the tiny comm set
would fit indde. Completely enclosed by metal, the comm set would transmit no more until he chose.

He got al but three of the rounds back in the magazine, cursing every sound he made, and then
moved next to Kit again. "They showed me what they did to Scarface. | can't tell you how sorry | am,
Kit. Hewasmy friend, and they will pay for it."



"Oh, yes, they will pay,” she hissed softly. "Make no mistake, heistill your friend.”

A thrill of energy raced from the base of his skull down hisarmsand legs. "Y ouretelling me he's
dive?'

Asif to save her thetrouble of areply, amae kzin caled softly from no more than three paces away:
"Milady; do we have him?"'

"Yes" Kit replied.

"Scarfacel Thank God you're—"

"Not now," said the one-time warship commander. "Follow quietly.”

Having dept near Kit for many weeks, Locklear recognized her sseam-kettle hiss as a sufferer'ssigh.
"I know your noseis hopeless at following a spoor, Rockear. But try not to pull me completely gpart this
time." Again hefdt that long bushy tail passacross hisbreast, but thistime he tried to grip it more gently
asthey sped off into the night.

* * %

Sitting deep in acave with rough furniture and booby-trapped tunndls, Locklear wolfed stew under
the light of akzin glowlamp. He had dightly scandalized Kit with a hug, then did the same to Boots asthe
young mother entered the cave without her kittens. The guard would never be trusted to guard anything
again, said the towering Scarface, but that rescue tunnel was proof that akzin had helped. Now they'd be
looking for Boots, thinking she had done more than lure aguard thirty meters away.

Locklear told histae of success, failure, and capture by human pirates as he finished egting, then
asked for an update of the Kzersatz problem. Kit, it turned out, had warned Scarface againgt taking the
priests from stasis but one of the devout and not entirely bright males they woke had done the deed
ayway.

Scarface, with hissmal hidden cache of modern equipment, had expected to lead; had he not been
Tzak-Commander, once upon atime? The priests had seemed to agree—ong enough to make sure they
could coerce enough followers. It seemed, said Scarface, that ancient kzin priests hadn't the dightest
compunctions about lying, unlike modern kzinti. He had tried repeatedly to call Locklear with hisdl-band
comm set, without success. Depending on long custom, demanding that tradition take precedence over
new ways, the priests had engineered the capture of Scarface and Kit in ahook-net, the kind of cruel
devicethat tore at the victim'sflesh at the dightest movement.

Villagers had spent daysin building that walkway out over ashalowly doping lake, alabor of
loathing for kzinti, who hated to soak in water. Once it was extended to the point where the water was
four meters deep, the rough-hewn dock made an obvious reminder of ceremonia murder to any femae
who might try, as Kit and Boots had done ages before, to liberate hersalf from the ritual prostitution of
yore.

And then, as additional mentd torture, they told their bound captives what to expect, and made
Scarface watch as Kit was thrown into the lake. Boots, watching in horror from afar, had then watched
the torture and disposal of Scarface. She was amazed when Kit appeared at her birthing bower, having
seen her disgppear with great stonesinto deep water. The next day, Kit had killed abig ruminant,
climbing that tree a night to recover her mate and placing haf of her kill inthe net.

"My medkit did therest,” Scarface said, pointing to ugly scar tissue at several places on hisbig torso.
"These scum have never seen anyone recover from deep body punctures. Antibiotics can be magic, if
you gretch apoint.”

Locklear mused slently on their predicament for long minutes. Then: "Boots, you can't afford to hang
around near the village anymore. Y ou'll have to hide your kittens and—"

"They have my kittens," said Boots, with aglitter of pure hatein her eyes. "They will be cared for as
long as| do not disturb the villagers™

"Who told you that?"



"The high priest,” she said, mewling pitifully as she saw the glance of doubt pass between Locklear
and Scarface. The priests were accomplished liars.

"Wed best get them back soon,” Locklear suggested. "Are you sure this cave is secure?’

Scarface took him hafway out one tunnel and, using the glowlamp, showed him atrap of horrifying
amplicity. It wasagrav polarizer unit from one of the biggest cages, buried just benegth the tunnel floor
with aswitch hidden to one side. If you reached to the side carefully and turned the switch off, that
hidden grav unit wouldn't hurl you against the roof of the tunnel asyou waked over it. If you didnt, it did.
Smple. Terible. "I likeit," Locklear smiled. "Any moretricks I'd better know before | plaster mysaif
over your caling?'

There were, and Scarface showed them to him. "But the least energy expended, the least noise and
alarm to do the job, the best. Instead of polarizers, we might bury some stasis units outside, perhaps at
the entrance to their meeting hut. Then we catch those kshat priests, and use the lying scum for target
practice.”

"Good idea, and we may be ableto improve on it. How many units here in the cave?’

That was the problem; two stasis units taken from cages were not enough. They needed more from
the crypt, said Locklear.

"They destroyed that little airboat you left me, but | built a better one,” Scarface said with aflicker of
humor from hisears.

"Sodid|. Put abunch of polarizerson it to push yourself around and ignored the sail, didn't you?' He
saw Scarface's assent and winked.

"Two units might work if we trap the priests one by one," Scarface hazarded. "But they've been
meddling in the crypt. We might have to fight our way in. Andyou . . ." he hesitated.

"And | have fought better kzinti before, and here | stand,” Locklear said smply.

"That you do." They gripped hands, and then went back to set up their raid on the crypt. The night
was almost done.

* * %

When surrendering, Scarface had told Locklear nothing of his equipment cache. With two sidearms
he could have made life interesting for a man; interesting and short. But hisword had been his bond, and
now L ocklear was damned glad to have the stuff.

They left the femaesto guard the cave. Hitting low acrossthe veldt toward the stasis crypt with
Scarface at his scooter controls, they planned their tactics. "1 wonder why you didn't start shooting those
priests the minute you were back on your feet,” Locklear said over thewhistle of breezein their faces.

"The kittens," Scarface explained. "1 might kill one or two priests before the cowards hid and sent
innocent foolsto be shot, but they are perfectly capable of hanging akitten in the village until | gave
myself up. And | did not dare raid the crypt for stasis units without awarrior to back me up.”

"And I'll haveto do." Locklear grinned.
"Youwill." Scarface grinned back; atypicd kzin grin, al business, no pleasure.
They settled the scooter near the ice-rimmed force wall and moved according to plan, making haste

dowly to avoid the dightest sound, the huge kzin's head swathed in a bandage of leavesthat suggested a
wound while—with luck—hiding hisidentity for afew crucia seconds.

Watching the kzin warrior's muscular body dide among weeds and rocks, Locklear redlized that
Scarface was il not fully recovered from hisordedl. He made his move before he was ready because
of me, and I'm not even a kzin. Wish | thought | could match that kind of commitment, Locklear
mused as hetook his placein front of Scarface at the crypt entrance. His sidearm wasin his hand.
Scarface had sworn the priests had no idea what the weapon was and, with thiskind of ploy, Locklear
prayed he wasright. Scarface gripped Locklear by the neck then, but gently, and they marched in
together expecting to meet aguard just insde the entrance.



No guard. No sound at all—and then adistant hollow dam, as of agreat box closing. They split up
then, moving down each side corridor, returning to the main shaft sllently, exploring Sde corridors again.
After four of theseforays, they knew that no one would be at their backs.

Locklear was peering into the fifth when, glancing back, he saw Scarface's gesture of caution.
Scuffing steps down the Side passage, amumblein Kzin, then silence. Then Scarface resumed hishold on
hisfriend's neck and, after one mutua glance of worry, shoved Locklear into the side passage.

"Ho, seethe beast | captured,” Scarface caled, his voice booming in the wide passage, prompting
exclamations from two surprised kzin males.

Stasis cageslay in disarray, some open, some with transparent tops ripped off. One kzin, with the
breast scars and bandoliers of a priest, hopped off the cage he used as a seat, and placed a hand on the
butt of his sharp wtsai. The other bore scabs on his breast and wore no bandolier. He had been tinkering
with theinnards of asmall stasis cage, but whirled, jaw agape.

"It must have escaped after we left, yesterday,” said the priest, looking at the " captive,” then with
fresh curiogity at Scarface. "And who are—"

At that ingtant, Locklear saw what levitated, spinning, inside one of the medium-sized cages, spinning
amogt too fast to identify. But Locklear knew what it had to be, and while the priest was Saring hard at
Scarface, thelittle man lost control.

Hiscry wasin Interworld, not Kzin: "Y ou filthy bastard!" Before the priest could react, aroundhouse
right with the massive barrdl of akzin pistol took away both upper and lower incisors from the left Side of
his mouth. Caught this suddenly, even atwo-hundred-kilo kzin could be sent regling from the blow, and
asthe priest redled to hisright, Locklear kicked hard at his backside.

Scarface clubbed at the second kzin, the corridor ringing with snarls and zaps of warrior rage.
Locklear did not even notice, legping on the back of the fallen priest, hacking with hisgun barrel until the
wtsai flew from a smashed hand, kicking down with al hismight againgt the back of the priest's head.
The priest, a least twice Locklear's bulk, had lived alife much too soft, for far too long. Herolled over,
eyeswide not in fear but in anger at this outrage from apuny beast. It is barely possible that fear might
have worked.

The priest caught Locklear's boot in amouthful of broken teeth, not seeing the Sdearm asit swung at
histemple. The thump waslike an iron bar againgt amelon, the priest faling limp as suddenly asif some
switch had been thrown.

Sobbing, Locklear dropped the pistol, grabbed handfuls of ear on each side, and pounded the
priest’'s head againgt crud obsidian until hefelt aheavy grip on his shoulder.

"Heisdead, Locklear. Save your strength,” Scarface advised. As Locklear recovered hiswegpon
and sumbled to hisfeet, he was shaking uncontrollably. "Y ou must hate our kind more than | thought,”
Scarface added, studying Locklear oddly.

"Hewasn't your kind. | would kill aman for the same crime,”" Locklear said in fury, glaring & the
second kzin who squatted, bloody-faced, in acorner holding aforearm with an extraebow init. Then
L ocklear rushed to open the cage the priest had been watching.

Thetop levered back, and its occupant sank to the cage floor without moving. Scarface screamed his
rage, turning toward the injured captive. "Y ou experiment on tiny kittens? Shall we do the sameto you
now?"'

Locklear, histearsflowing fredly, lifted the tiny kzin kitten—a male—in hands that were tender,
holding it to hisbreast. "It's breathing," he said. "A miracle, after getting the centrifuge treatment in acage
meant for something far bigger.”

"Before kill you, do something honorable," Scarface said to the wounded one. "Tdll mewherethe
other kittenis"

The captive pointed toward the end of the passage. "I am only an acolyte," he muttered. "I did not



enjoy following orders.”

Locklear sped dong the cages and, at last, found Boot's fema e kitten revolving dowly in a cage of
the proper size. He redlized from the prominence of thetiny ribsthat the kitten would cry for milk when it
waked. If it waked. "Isshe dill dive?"

"Yes," the acolyte called back. "'l am glad this happened. | can die with aless-troubled conscience.”

After ahurried agreement and some rough questioning, they gave the acolyte a choice. He climbed
into acage hidden behind others at the end of another corridor and was soon revolving in stasis. The
kittenswent into one smd| cage. Working feverishly againg the time when another enemy might walk into
the crypt, they disassembled severa more stasis cages and toted the working parts to the scooter, then
added the kitten cage and, barely, levitated the scooter with its heavy load.

An hour |ater, Scarface bore the precious cage into the cave and Locklear, following with an armload
of parts, heard the anguish of Boots. "They'll hear you from a hundred meters,” he cautioned as Boots
gathered the mewing, emaciated kittensin her arms.

They feared at first that her milk would no longer flow but presently, from where Boots had crept into
the darkness, Kit returned. "They are suckling. Do not expect her to be much help from now on,” Kit
sad.

Scarface checked the magazine of his sdearm. "One priest has paid. Thereisno reason why | cannot
extract full payment from the others now," he said.

"Yes, thereis," Locklear replied, hisfingersflying with hand tools from the cache. "Before you can
get 'em dl, they'll send devout foolsto be killed while they escape. Y ou said so yourself. Scarface, |
don't want innocent kzin blood on my hands! But after my old promiseto Boots, | saw what that maniac
was doing and—Iet'sjust say my honor was at stake." He knew that any modern kzin commander would
understand that. Setting down the wiring tool, he shuddered and waited until he could speak without a
tremor in hisvoice. "If you'll help me get the wiring rigged for these stasis units, we can hidethemin the
right spot and take the entire bloody priesthood in one pile.”

"All a once?| should like to know how," said Kit, counting the few unitsthat lay around them.

"Wel, I'll tell you how," said Locklear, hiseyes bright with fervor. They heard him out, and then their
faces glowed with the same zedl.

When their traps lay ready for emplacement, they dept while Kit kept watch. Long after dark, as
Bootslay nearby cradling her kittens, Kit waked the others and served a cold broth. "Y ou take aterrible
chance, flying inthe dark," she reminded them.

"Wewill movedowly," Scarface promised, "and the village fires shed enough light for meto land.
Too bad about the senses of inferior species,” he said, hisear umbrdlasrisng with hisjoke.

"How would you like anice cold bath, tabby?" Locklear's question was mild, but it held an edge.

"Only monkeys need to bathe," said the kzin, till amused. Together they carried their hardware
outsde and, by thelight of aglowlamp, loaded the scooter while Kit watched for any telltae glow of
eyesinthedistance.

After ahurried nuzzle from Kit, Scarface brought the scooter up swiftly, switching the glowlamp to its
pinpoint setting and using it as seldom as possible. Their forward motion was so dow that, on the two
occasions when they blundered into the tops of towering fernpams, they jettisoned nothing more than
soft curses. An hour later, Scarface maneuvered them over alight yelow strip that became a heavily
trodden path and began to follow that path by brief glowlamp flashes. The village, they knew, would
eventudly comeinto view.

It was Locklear who said, " Off to your right.”

"Thevillagefires?| saw them minutes ago."

"Oh shut up, supercat,” Locklear grumped. " So where's our drop zone?"



"Near," wasthereply, and Locklear felt their little craft swing to the Sde. At the pace of aweed
seed, the scooter wafted down until Scarface, with one leg hanging through the viewd ot of his craft, spat
ashort, nasty phrase. One quick flash of the lamp guided him to alevel landing spot and then, with
admirable panache, Scarface let the scooter settle without a creak.

If they were surprised now, only Scarface could pilot his scooter with any hope of getting them both
away. Locklear grabbed one of the devicesthey had prepared and, feding hisway with only hisfest,
walked until he felt arise of turf. Then he retraced his steps, vented a heavy sigh, and began the
emplacement.

Ten minutes later he felt hisway back to the scooter, tapping twice on one of its planksto avoid
getting his head bitten off by an dl-too-ready Scarface. " So far, so good," Locklear judged.
"This had better work," Scarface muttered.

"Tel meabout it," said the retreating Locklear, grunting with apair of dasistoroids. After the sasis
unitsweredl in place, Locklear rested at the scooter before cregping off again, thistimewith the
glowlamp and avery doppy wiring harness.

When hereturned for the last time, he virtualy fell onto the scooter. "It'sdl there," he said,
exhausted, rubbing wrists fill raw from his brief captivity. Scarface found his bearings again, but it was
another hour before he floated up an arroyo and then used the lamp for alanding light.

He bore the degping Locklear into the cave asaman might carry achild. Soon they both were
snoring, and Locklear did not hear the sound that terrified the distant villagersin late morning.

Locklear'sfird hint that his planswere in shreds came with rough shaking by Scarface. "Wake up!
The monkeys have declared war," were the first words he understood.

Asthey lay at the main cave entrance, they could see sweeps of the pinnace as it moved over the
kzin village. Small energy beams lanced down severa times, at targets too widdly spaced to be the huts.
"They're targeting whatever moves," Locklear ranted, pounding afist on hard turf. "And I'll bet the priests
arehiding!"

Scarface brought up hisal-band set and let it scan. In moments, the voice of David Gomulka grated
from the speaker. " . . . Kill 'em all. Tell 'em, Locklear! And when they do let you go, you'd better be
ready to talk; over."

"l cantak to'em any timel like, you know," Locklear said to hisfriend. "The set they gave me may
have a coded carrier wave."

"We must stop thisterror raid,” Scarface replied, "before they kill usal!™

Locklear stripped his sdearm magazine of its rounds and fingered the tiny ear set from its meta cage,
screwing it into hisear. "Got metied up,” he said, trying to ignore the disgusted look from Scarface at this
unseemly lie. "Areyoureceiving . . "

"Well homein onyour sgnd," Gomulkacut in.

Locklear quickly shoved the tiny set back into the butt of his sdearm. "No, you won't," he muttered
to himsdf. Turning to Scarface: "We've got to transmit from another place, or they'll triangulate on me.”

Racing to the scooter, they fled to the arroyo and skimmed the vel dt to another spot. Then, il
moving, Locklear used thetiny set again. "Gomulka, they're moving me."

The sergeant, furioudy: "Where the fuck—?"

Locklear: "If you're shooting, let the naked savages dlone. Thered tabbies are the oneswith
bandoliers, got it? Bag 'em if you can but the naked ones aren't combatants.”

He put hislittle set away again but Scarface's unit, on "receive only," picked up the reply. ™Y our
goddamn signal is shooting al over hdl, Locklear. And whaddaya mean, not combatants? I've never had
achanceto hunt tabbieslikethis. No little civilian shit isgonnatell uswe can't teach 'em what it'sliketo
be hunted! Y ou got that, Locklear?"



They continued to monitor Gomulka, skating back near the cave until the scooter lay benesth
spreading ferns. Fleeing into the safety of the cave, they agreed on aterrible necessity. "They intend to
take ears and tails astrophies, or so they say,” Locklear admitted. ™Y ou must find the most peaceable of
your tribe, Boots, and bring them to the cave. They'll be cut down like so many vermin if you don't."

"No priests, and no acolytes," Scarface snarled. " Say nothing about us but you may warn them that
no priest will leave this cave divel That much, my honor requires.”

"l understand,” said Boots, whirling down one of the tunnels.

"Andyou and |," Scarface said to Locklear, "must lure that damned monkeyship away from thisarea.
We cannot let them see kzinti streaming in here.”

In early afternoon, the scooter did along rocky highlands before settling beneath a stone overhang.
"The best cover for sniperson Kzersatz, Locklear. | kept my cache here, and | know every cranny and
clearing. We just may trgp that monkeyship, if | am clever enough at primitive skills.”

"Y ou want to trap them here? Nothing smpler,” said Locklear, bringing out histiny comm st.
But it was not to be so smple.

* * *

Locklear, lying in the open on his back with one hand under saffron vines, watched the pinnace thrum
overhead. The clearing, ringed by tal fernpalms, was big enough for the Anthony Wayne, dmost
capaciousfor apinnace. Locklear raised one hand in greeting as he counted four headsinside the
canopy: Gomulka, Lee, Gazho, and Schmidt. Then helet his head fdl back in pretended exhaustion, and
waited.

Invain. The pinnace settled ten meters away, its engines still above idle, and the canopy levered up;
but the deserter crew had beam riflestrained on the surrounding foliage and did not accept the bait.
"They may be back soon," Locklear shouted in Interworld. He could hear the faint savage ripping at
vegetation nearby, and wondered if they heard it, too. "Hurry!"

"Tdl usnow, asshole," Gomulkaboomed, his voice coming both from the earpiece and the pinnace.
"The secret, now, or we leave you for the tabbies!”

Locklear licked hislips, buying seconds. "It's— It's somekind of drive. The Outsidersbuilt it here)”
he groaned, wondering feverishly what the devil histongue wasleading him into. He noted that Gazho
and Lee had turned toward him now, their eyes blazing with greed. Schmidt, however, was studying the
talest fernpalm, and suddenly fired athin line of fire dashing into its top, which was aready shuddering.

"Not good enough, Locklear,” Gomulkacalled. "Weve got great drives dready. Tell uswhereitis.”

"Inacavern. Other sde of—valley," Locklear said, taking histime. "Nobody has an—instantaneous
drive but Outsders," hefinished.

A whoop of delight, then, from Gomulka, one second before that fernpalm began to topple. Schmidt
was adready watching it, and screamed awarning in timefor the pilot to see the dender forest giant begin
itsagonizingly dow fal. Gomulka hit the panic button.

Too late. The pinnace, darting forward with its canopy still up, rose to meet the spreading top of the
tree Scarface had cut using claws and fangs alone. Asthe pinnace was borne to the ground, its canopy
twigting off its hinges, the swish of foliage and squed of metd filled the air. Locklear legped aside, rolling
away.

Among theydls of congternation, Gomulkas was loudest. "' Schmidt, you dumb fuck!"

"It washim," Schmidt yelled, coming upright again to train hisrifle on Locklear—who fired first. If
that dug had hit squarely, Schmidt would have been dead mest, but its passage dong Schmidt'sforearm
left only adeep bloody crease.

Gomulka, every inch awarior, let fly with his own sdearm though his nose was bleeding from the
impact. But Locklear, now protected by another tree, returned the fire and saw ahole appear in the
canopy next to the wide-staring eyes of Nathan Gazho.



When Scarface cut loose from thirty meters awvay, Gomulka made the right decision. Ydling
commands, laying down acover of firefirst toward Locklear, then toward Scarface, he drove histeam
out of theimmobile pinnace by sheer voice command while he peered past the armored lip of the
cockpit.

Scarface's call, in Kzin, probably could not be understood by the others, but Locklear could not
have agreed more. "Fight, run, fight again,” camethe snarling cry.

Five minutes later after racing downhill, Locklear dropped behind one end of afallen log and grinned
at Scarface, who lay at its other end. "Nice am with that tree.”

"l despise chewing vegetable matter," wasthereply. "Do you think they can get that pinnacein
operdion agan?'

"With safety interlocks? It won't move at more than acrawl until somebody repairs the—" but
Locklear fell slent at asudden gesture.

From uphill, a stealthy movement as Gomulka scuttled behind ahillock. Then to their right, another
brief rush by Schmidt, who held hisrifle one-handed now. This advance, basic to any team using
projectile weapons, would soon overrun their quarry. The big blond wasin the act of dropping behind a
fern when Scarface's round caught him squarely in the breast, therifle flying away, and Locklear saw
answering fire send tendrils of smoke from hislog. Hewas only aflicker behind Scarface, firing blindly to
force enemy heads down, asthey bolted downhill again in good cover.

Twice more, during the next hour, they opened up at long range to dow Gomulka's team. At that
range they had no success. Later, drawing nearer to the village, they lay behind stones at thelip of an
arroyo. "With only three," Scarface said with satisfaction. "They are advancing more dowly."

"And werewasting ammo,” Locklear replied. "'l have, uh, two eights and four rounds | eft. Y ou?"

"Eight and seven. Not enough againgt beam rifles.” The big kzin twisted, then, ear umbrellas cocked
toward the village. He studied the sun's position, then came to some interna decision and handed over
ten of his precious remaining rounds. "The brush in the arroyo's throat 1ooks flimsy, Locklear, but | could
crawl under itstops, so | know you can. Hold them up here, then retreat under the brushtopsin the
arroyo and wait at its mouth. With any luck | will reach you there.”

Thekzin warrior was aready |leaping toward the village. Locklear cried softly. "Where are you
gaing?”
Thereply wasadmogt lost in the arroyo: " For reinforcements.”

* * *

The sun had crept far across the sky of Kzersatz before Locklear saw movement again, and when he
did it was nearly too late. A stone descended the arroyo, whacking another stone with the crack of
bowling balls; Locklear redlized that someone had aready crossed the arroyo. Then he saw Soichiro Lee
ease hisrifleinto sght. Lee smply had not spotted him.

L ocklear took two-handed aim very dowly and fired three rounds, full-auto. The first impact puffed
dirt into Lee'sface so that Locklear did not see the others clearly. It was enough that Lee's head
blossomed, snapping up and back so hard it jerked historso, and the rifle clattered into the arroyo.

Thecdl of darm from Gazho was so near it spooked Locklear into firing blindly. Then he was
bounding into the arroyo's throat, diding into chest-high brush with spreading tops.

L ate shadows were hisfriends as he waited, hoping one of the men would go for the beam riflein
plain sight. Now and then he sat up and lobbed a stone into brush not far from Lee's body. Twice, rifles
scorched that brush. Locklear knew better than to fire back without a sure target while pinned in that
ravine.

When they began sending heavy fire into the throat of the arroyo, Locklear hoped they would
exhaust their plenums, but saw a shimmer of heat and knew his cover could burn. He wriggled away
downdope, past atrickle of water, careful to avoid shaking the brush. It was then that he heard the heavy



reports of akzin sdearm toward the village.

He nearly shot the rope-muscled kzin that sprang into the ravine before recognizing Scarface, but
within aminute they had worked their way together. "Those kshat priests,”" Scarface panted, "have
harangued a dozen othersinto chasing me. | killed one priest; the others are staying safely behind.”

"So where are our reinforcements?”

"Thedark will transform them."

"But welll be caught between enemies,”" Locklear pointed ot.

"Who will engage each other in darkness, a dozen fools againgt three monkeys."

"Two," Locklear corrected. But he saw the logic now, and when the sunlight winked out afew
minutes later he was watching the stedthy movement of kzin acolytes dong both lips of the arroyo.

Mouth closeto Locklear's ear, Scarface said, "They will send someone up thiswatercourse. Move
adde; my wtsai will dedl with them quietly.”

But when amilitary flarelit the upper reaches of the arroyo afew minutes later, they heard battle

screams and suddenly, comicaly, two kzin warriors came bounding directly between Locklear and
Scarface. Erect, heads above the brushtops, they leapt toward the action and were gone in amoment.

Following with one hand on afurry arm, Locklear sumbled blindly to the arroyo lip and sat down to
watch. Spears and torches hurtled from one side of the upper ravine while thin energy bursts lanced out
from the other. Blazing brush lent aflickering light aswell, and &t |east three great kzin bodies surged
acrossthe arroyo toward their enemies.

"Attimes" Scaface said quietly asif to himsdf, "1 think my species more vdiant than stupid. But they
do not even know their enemy, nor care.”

"Samefor those deserters,” Locklear muttered, fascinated at the firefight hisfriend had provoked.
"So how do we get back to the cave?’

"Thisway," Scarface sad, tapping hisnose, and set off with Locklear sumbling at hishedls.

* % %

The cave seemed much smaller when crowded with a score of worried kzinti, but not for long. The
moment they realized that Kit was missing, Scarface demanded to know why.

"Two acolytes entered,” explained one male, and Locklear recognized him as the mild-tempered
Stdwart. "They argued threeidiots into hel ping take her back to the village before dark.”

Locklear, in quiet fury: "No one stopped them?"

Stawart pointed to bloody welts on hisarms and neck, then at afemae lying curled on agrassy
pallet. "I had no help but her. Shetried to offer hersdf instead.”

And then Scarface saw that it was Boots who was hurt but nursaing her kittensin silence, and no cave
could have held hisrage. Screaming, snarling, clawsraking tails, he sent the entire pack of refugees
pelting into the night, to return home as best they could. It was Locklear'sideato let Stalwart remain; he
hed, after dl, shed hisblood in their cause.

Scarface did not subside until he saw Locklear, with the kzin medkit, ministering to Boots. "A fine
aly, but no expertin kzin medicine,” he scolded, choosing different unguents.

Boots, shamed at having permitted acolytesin the cave, pointed out that the traps had been disarmed
for theflow of refugees. "The priesthood will surely be back here soon,” she added.

"Not before afternoon,” Stalwart said. "They never mount ceremonies during darkness. If | am any
judge, they will drown the beauteous prret a high noon.”

Locklear: "Don't they ever learn?"
Boots "No. They arethe priesthood,” she said asif explaining everything, and Stalwart agreed.

"All the same," Scarface said, "they might do a better job thistime. You," he said to Stalwart; "could
you get to the village and back here in darkness?”



"If I cannot, call me acolyte. Y ou would learn what they intend for your mate?"

"Of course hemus," Locklear said, walking with him toward the main entrance. "But cal before you
enter again. We are setting deadly traps for anyone who triesto return, and you may as well spread the
word."

Stawart moved off into darkness, sniffing the breeze, and L ocklear went from placeto place,
switching on traps while Scarface tended Boots. This tender care from akzin warrior might be explained
as gratitude; even with her kittens, Boots had tried to subgtitute herself for Kit. Still, Locklear thought,
there was more to it than that. He wondered about it until he fell adeep.

* % %

Twice during the night, they were roused by tremendous thumps and, once, abrief kzin snarl.
Scarface returned each time licking blood from hisarms. The second time he said to a bleary-eyed
Locklear, "We can plug the entrances with corpsesif these acolytes keep squashing themselves against
our cellings" The grav polarizer traps, it seemed, made excellent sentries.

Locklear did not know when Stalwart returned but, when he avoke, the young kzin was aready
speaking with Scarface. Trueto their rigid code, the priests fully intended to drown Kit again in anoon
ceremony using heavier sones and, afterward, to lay Segeto the cave.

"L et them; it will be empty," Scarface grunted. "L ocklear, you have seen me pilot my little craft. |
wonder .. ."

"Hardest part is getting around those deserters, if any,” Locklear said. "'l can cover alot of ground
when I'm fresh.”

"Good. Can you navigate to where Boots had her birthing bower before noon?

"If I cant, cal meacolyte," Locklear said, smiling. He set off at alopejust after dawn, achingly adert.
Anyone he met, now, would be atarget.

After an hour, he waslogt. He found his bearings from a promontory, loping longer, walking less, and
was dizzy with fatigue when he climbed alow dliff to the overhang where Scarface had | ft his scooter.
Breathing hard, he was lowering his rump to the scooter when therifle butt whistled just over his head.

Nathan Gazho, who had located the scooter after scouring the areanear the pinnace, felt fierce glee
when he saw L ocklear's approach. But he had not expected Locklear to drop so suddenly. He sivung
again asLocklear, dmost aslarge as his opponent, darted in under the blow. Locklear grunted with the
impact againgt his shoulder, caught the weapon by itsbarrel, and used it like a prybar with both hands
though hisleft arm was growing numb. Therifle spun out of reach. Asthey struggled away from the
ten-meter precipice, Gazho cursed—thefirst word by either man—and snatched his utility knifefrom its
belt clasp, reding back, hisleft forearm out. His crouch, the shifting of the knife, its extraordinary honed
edge: marks of aman who had fought with knives before,

Locklear reached for the kzin sidearm but he had placed it in aleft-hand pocket and now that hand
was numb. Gazho darted forward in a swordsman's baestra, flicking the knifein ashort arc ashe
passed. By that time Locklear had snatched hisown wtsai from its sheath with hisright hand. Gazho saw
thelong blade but did not flinch, and Locklear knew he was running out of time. Standing four paces
away, he pump-faked twice asif to throw the knife. Gazho's protecting forearm flashed to the vertical at
the same ingtant when Locklear legped forward, hurling the wtsai as he squatted to grasp a stone of fist
Sze

Because L ocklear was no knife-thrower, the weapon did not hit point-first; but the heavy handle
caught Gazho squarely on the temple and, as he stumbled back, L ocklear's stone splintered his jaw.
Nathan Gazho's legs buckled and inertia carried him backward over the precipice, screaming.

Locklear heard the heavy thump as he was fumbling for his sdearm. From above, he could seethe
broken body twitching, and his single round from the sidearm was more kindness than revenge.
Trembling, massaging hisleft arm, he collected hiswtsai and the beam rifle before crawling onto the
scooter. Not until he levitated the little craft and guided it ineptly down the mountainside did he notice the



familiar fittings of the dandard-issuerifle. It had been fully discharged during the firefight, thanksto
Scarfacéstactic.

Many weeks before—it seemed a geologic age by now—L ocklear had found Boots private bower
by accident. Thelittle cave was hidden behind alow waterfall near the mouth of ashalow ravine, and
once he had |ocated that ravine from the air it was only amatter of following it, keeping low enough to
avoid being seen from the kzin village. The sun was amost directly overhead as L ocklear approached the
rendezvous. If hed cut it too close.. . .

Scarface waved him down near the falls and sprang onto the scooter before it could settle. "Let me
fly it," he snarled, shoving Locklear asdein away that suggested akzin on the edge of self-control. The
scooter lunged forward and, as he hung on, Locklear told of Gazho's death.

"It will not matter," Scarface replied as he piloted the scooter higher, squinting toward the village, "if
my mate diesthisday." Then his predator's eyesight picked out the horrifying details, and he began to
gnash histeeth in uncontrollablefury.

When they were within akilometer of the village, Locklear could see what had pushed hisfriend
beyond sanity. While most of the villagers stood back asif to distance themsdves from this pomp and
circumstance, the remaining acolytes bore a bound, struggling burden toward the |akeshore. Behind them
marched the bandoliered priests, arms waving beribboned lances. They were chanting, a cacophony like
meta chaff thrown into a power transformer, and Locklear shuddered.

Even at top speed, they would not arrive until that procession reached the walkway to deep water;
and Kit, her limbs bound together with great stones for weights, would not be able to escape thistime.
"WEIl haveto goin after her," Locklear caled into thewind.

"I cannot swim," cried Scarface, hiseyes ditted.

"l can," said Locklear, taking great bresths to hoard oxygen. As he positioned himsdlf for the leap,
hisfriend began to fire hissidearm.

Asthe scooter siwept lower and dower, one kzin priest crumpled. The rest saw the scooter and
exhorted the acolytes forward. The hapless Kit was flung without further ceremony into deep water but,
as he was | egping feet-first off the scooter, Locklear saw that she had spotted him. As he dammed into
deep water, he could hear the full-automatic thunder of Scarface's wespon.

Migudging hislesp, Locklear let inertiacarry him before striking out forward and down. Hisleft arm
was only at haf-strength but the weight of hisweapons helped carry him to the sandy bottom. Eyes open,
he struggled to the one darker mass|ooming ahead.

But it was only asmall boulder. Fedling the prickles of oxygen starvation across his back and scalp,
he swiveled, kicking hard—and felt one foot strike something like fur. He whedled, ignoring the demands
of hislungs, wresting hiswtsai out with one hand as he felt for cordage with the other. Three ferocious
dices, and those cords were severed. He dropped the knife—the same weapon Kit herself had once
dulled, then resharpened for him—and pushed off from the bottom in desperation.

He broke the surface, gasped twice, and saw awide-eyed priest fling alancein hisdirection. By
sheer dumb luck, it missed, and after alast deep inhaation Locklear kicked toward the bottom again.

The last thing awise man would do islocate adrowning tigressin deep water, but that iswhat
Locklear did. Kit, no swimmer, literally climbed up his sodden flightsuit, forcing him into an underwater
somersaullt, fine sand stinging his eyes. The next moment he was struggling toward the light again,
disoriented and panicky.

He broke the surface, swam to apiling at the end of the walkway, and tried to hyperventilate for
another hopelessforay after Kit. Then, between gasps, he heard a spitting cough echo in the space
between the water's surface and the underside of the walkway. "Kit!" He swam forward, seeing her
frightened gaze and her formidable clawslocked into those rough planks, and patted her shoulder.
Above them, someonewasraising kzin hdll. "Stay here," he commanded, and kicked off toward the
shdlows.



He waded with his sdearm drawn. What he saw on the walkway was abundant proof that the
priesthood truly did not seemto learn very fast.

Five bodies sprawled where they had been shot, bleeding on the planks near degp water, but more
of them lay curled on the planks within afew paces of the shore, piled atop one another. Onelast acolyte
stood on the walkway, staring over the curled bodies. He was staring at Scarface, who stood on dry land
with hisown long wtsai held before him, snarling achdlenge with eyesthat held the light of madness.
Then, despite what he had seen happen a half-dozen times in moments, the acolyte screamed and |eaped.

Losing consciousnessin midair, the acolyte fell heavily across hisfelows and drew into afoetd
crouch, as al the others had done when crossing the last Six meters of planking toward shore. Those units
Locklear had placed beneath the planks in darkness had kept three-ton herbivoresin stasis, and worked
even better on kzinti. They'd known damned well the priesthood would be using the walkway again
sooner or later; but they'd had no ideait would be this soon.

Scarface did not seem entirely sane again until he saw Kit wading from the water. Then he clasped
his mate to him, ignoring the wetness he so despised. Asked how he managed to trip the gangswitch,
Scarfacereplied, ™Y ou had told me it was on the insde of that piling, and thoseidiots did not try to stop
mefromwadingtoit.”

"I noticed you werewet," said Locklear, smiling. " Sorry about that."

"| shal be wetter with blood presently,” Scarface said with agrim look toward the pile of inert
deepers.

L ocklear, aghast, opened his mouth.

But Kit placed her hand over it. "Rockear, | know you, and I know my mate. It is not your way but
thisisKzersatz. Did you see what they did to the captive they took last night?’

"Big man, short black hair? Hisnameis Gomulka."
"Hisnameis meat. What they |eft of him hangs from apost yonder."

"Ohmy God," Locklear mumbled, swallowing hard. "But— ook, just don't ask meto help execute
anyonein dads”

"Indeed." Scarface stood, stretched, and walked toward the piled bodies. "Y ou may want to take a
brief walk, Locklear," he said, picking up adiscarded lance twice hislength. "Thisis kzin business, not
monkey business." But he did not understand why, as L ocklear strode away, the little man was laughing
ruefully at the choice of words.

* % %

Locklear'sarm was well enough, after two days, to let him divefor hiswtsai whilekznti villagers
watched in curiosity—and perhapsin distaste. By that time they had buried their dead in acommon plot
and, with the help of Stalwart, begun to repair the pinnace's canopy holes and twisted hinges. Thelittle
hand-welder would have sped the job grestly but, Locklear promised, "Well get it back. If we don't hit
firg, therell be a stolen warship overhead with enough clout to fry usall.”

Scarface had to agree. Asthe warrior who had overthrown the earlier regime, he now held not only
therights, but dso the respongbilities of leading his people. Lounging on grassy bedsin thevillage's
mesting hut on the third night, they durped hot stew and made plans. "Only the two of us can make that
raid, you know," said the big kzin.

"I wasthinking of volunteers,” said Locklear, who knew very well that Scarface would honor hiswish
if he made it ademand.

"If we had timeto train them,” Scarface replied. "But that ship could be searching for the pinnace a
any moment. Only you and | can pilot the pinnace so, if we are lost in battle, those volunteers will be
stranded forever among hostile monk—hostiles," he amended. "Nor can they use modern wegpons.”

"Stalwart probably could, he's anaturd mechanic. | know Kit can use aweapon—not that | want
her dong.”



"For abetter reason than you know," Scarface agreed, his ears winking acrossthefire at the
somnolent Kit.

"Heistrying to say | will soon bear hiskittens, Rockear,” Kit said. "And please do not take Boots
new mate away merely because he can work magicswith his hands.” She saw the surprisein Locklear's
face. "How could you miss that? He fought those acolytesin the cave for Boots sake.”

"I, uh, guess I've been pretty busy,” Locklear admitted.

"Wewill bebusier if that warship strikes before we do,” Scarface reminded him. "I suggest we go as
soon asitislight.”

Locklear sat bolt upright. "Damn! If they hadn't taken my wristcomp—I keep forgetting. The
schedules of those little suns aren't in synch;, it's probably daylight there now, and we can find out by
idling the pinnace near the force wals. Y ou can damned well see whether it'slight there.”

"I would rather go in darkness," Scarface complained, "if we could master those night-vision sensors
inthe pinnace.
"Maybe, intime. | flew the thing hereto the village, didn't 17"

"In daylight, after afashion,” Scarface said in afriendly insult, and flicked his sdearm from its holster
to check its magazine. "Would you liketo fly it again, right now?"

Kit saw thelittle man fill his hand as he checked his own weapon, and marveled at a cresture with the
courage to show such puny teethin such aferd grin. "l know you must go," she said asthey turned
toward the door, and nuzzled the throat of her mate. "But what do we do if you fail ?*

"Y ou expect enemies with the biggest ship you ever saw,” Locklear said. "And you know how those
stasis traps work. Just remember, those people have night sensors and they can burn you from a
distance."

Scarface patted her firm belly once. "Take great care," he said, and strode into darkness.

* % %

The pinnace's controls were smple, and Locklear's only worry was the thin chorus of whistles: air,
escaping from a canopy that was not quite perfectly sealed. He briefed Scarface yet again astheir craft
carried them over Newduvai, and piloted the pinnace so that its reentry thunder would roll gently, asfar
as possible from the Anthony Wayne.

It was late morning on Newduvai, and they could see the gleam of the Wayne's hull from afar.
Locklear did the pinnace at afurtive pace, brushing spiny shrubsfor the last few kilometers before
landing in asmdl desert wadi. They pulled hinge pinsfrom the canopy and hid them in the pinnace to
make its theft tedious. Then, stuffing aroll of binder tape into his pocket, Locklear began to trot toward
hisclearing.

"l am akitten again,” Scarface rgoiced, fairly floating ong in the reduced gravity of Newduvai. Then
he dowed, nosetwitching. "Not far," he warned.

L ocklear nodded, moved cautioudy ahead, and then sat behind a green thicket. Ahead lay the
clearing with the warship and cabin, seeming little changed—but aheavy limb held the door shut asif to
keep thingsin, not out. And Scarface noticed two mansized craters just outside the cabin's foundation
logs. After ten minutes without sound or movement from the clearing, Scarface was ready to employ
what he cdled the monkey ruse; not quite alie, but certainly amisdirection.

"Patience," Locklear counsdled. "I thought you tabbies were hunters.”
"Hunters, yes, not kulkers."

"No wonder you losewars," Locklear muttered. But after another haf-hour in which they ghosted in
deep cover around the clearing, he too was ready to move.

The massive kzin sghed, did hiswtsai to the rear and handed over his sidearm, then dutifully held his
big pawlike hands out. Locklear wrapped the thin, bright red binder tape around his friend's wrists many
times, then severed it with its specid stylus. Scarface was certain he could bite it through until hetried.



Then hewas happy to let Locklear draw the stylus, with its chemical enabler, across the tape where the
dit could not be seen. Then, hailing the clearing as he went, the little man drew hisown wtsai and
prodded his"prisoner” toward the cabin.

His neck crawling with premonition, Locklear stood five paces from the door and called again:
"Hello, thecabin!"

From insde, severa female voices and then only one, which he knew very well: "L ocklear go soon
soon!”

"Ruth saysthat many times," he replied, half amused, though he knew somehow that thistime she
feared for him. "New people keep gentlesinsde?!

Scarface, ganding uneasily, had his ear umbrellas moving fore and aft. He mumbled something as,
from insgde, Ruth said, "Ruth teach new talk to gentles, get food. No teach, no food,” she explained with
vast economy.

"I'll see about that," he caled and then, in Kzin, "what was that, Scarface?"
Low but urgent: "Behind us, fool."

Locklear turned. Not twenty paces away, Anse Parker was moving forward as silently as he could
and now the hatchway of the Anthony Wayne yawned open. Parker'srifle hung fromitsding but his
service parabellum was leveled, and he was amirking. "If thisdon't beat al: my prisoner has a prisoner,”
he drawled.

For afrozen ingtant, L ocklear feared the deserter had spied the wisai hanging above Scarface's
backs de—but the kzin'stail was erect, hiding the weapon. "Where are the others?' L ocklear asked.

"Around. Pacifyin' the nativesin that tabby lifeboat,” Parker replied. "I'll ask you the same question,
asshole”

The parabellum was not wavering. Locklear stepped away from hisfriend, who faced Parker so that
the wrist tape was obvious. "Gomulkas boys are in trouble. Promised me amnesty if 1'd comefor help,
and | brought ahostage," Locklear said.

Parker's movements were not fast, but so casua that Locklear was taken by surprise. The
parabellum's short barrel whipped across hisface, splitting hislip, bowling him over. Parker siood over
him, sneering. "Buncha shit. If that happened, you'd hide out. Y ou can tell abetter one than that.”

Locklear privately redlized that Parker wasright. And then Parker himsdlf, who had turned haf away
from Scarface, made adiscovery of his own. He discovered that, without moving one step, akzin could
reach out along way to stick the point of awtsai against aman'sthroat. Parker froze.

"If you shoot me, you are deader than chivary," Locklear said, propping himsalf up on an elbow.
"Tossthe pigtol away.”

Parker, curaing, did so, looking at Scarface, finding his chance as the kzin glanced toward the
wegpon. Parker shied away with asdelong legp, snatching for hisdung rifle. And ignoring the leg of
Locklear who tripped him nicely.

Ashisrifletumbled into grass, Parker rolled to hisfeet and began sprinting for the warship two
hundred meters away. Scarface outran him easly, then stationed himsdlf in front of the warship's hatch.
Locklear could not hear Parker'swords, but his gestures toward the wtsai were clear: thereain't no
justice.

Scarface understood. With that kzin grin that so many humansfailed to understand, he tossed the
wtsai near Parker'sfeet in pure contempt. Parker grabbed the knife and saw his enemy's face, howled in
fear, then raced into the forest, Scarface bounding lazily behind.

Locklear knocked the limb away from his cabin door and found Ruth insde with three others, all
young femaes. He embraced the homely Ruth with greet joy. The other young Neanderthaders
disappeared from the clearing in seconds but Ruth walked off with Locklear. He had aready seen the
spider grenades that lay with sensors outspread just outside the cabin'swalls. Two gentles had dready



died trying to dig their way out, she said.
Hetried to prepare Ruth for his aly's appearance but, when Scarface regppeared with his wtsai, she
needed timeto adjust. "I don't see any blood,” was L ocklear's comment.

"The blood of cowardsisdistasteful,” wasthe kzin'swry response. "I believe you have my sidearm,
friend Locklear."

They should have counted, said Locklear, on Stockton learning to fly the kzin lifeboat. But lacking
heavy weapons, it might not complicate their capture strategy too much. Asit happened, the capture was
more absurd than complicated.

Stockton brought the lifeboat bumbling down in late afternoon dmost in the same depressionsthe
craft's jackpads had made previoudy, within fifty paces of the Anthony Wayne. He and the lissome
Grace wore holstered pistols, stretching out their muscle kinks as they walked toward the bigger craft,
unaware that they were being watched. "Anse; we're back," Stockton shouted. "Any word from
Gomulka?'

Silence from the ship, though its hatch steps were down. Grace shrugged, then glanced at Locklear's
cabin. "The door prop isdown, Curt. He's trying to hump those animas again.”

"Damn him," Stockton railed, and both turned toward the cabin. To Grace he complained, "If you
were a better lay, he wouldn't aways be—good God!"

The source of hisaarm was along blood-chilling, gut-wrenching scresm. A kzin scream, thekind
featured in horror holovision productions, and very, very near. "Béttle stations, red dert, up ship,”
Stockton cried, bolting for the hatch.

Briefly, he had his pistol ready but had to grip it in histeeth as he reached for the hatch rails of the
Anthony Wayne. For that one moment he dmost resembled apiratical man of action, and that wasthe
moment when he stopped, one foot on the top step, and Grace bumped her head against his rump as she
fled up those steps.

"l don't think s0," said Locklear softly. To Curt Stockton, the muzzle of that dien Sdearm so near
must have looked like atorpedo launcher. Hisface drained of color, the commander allowed Locklear to
take the pistal from histrembling lips. "And Grace," Locklear went on, because he could not see her past
Stockton'sbulk, "I doubt if it's your style anyway, but don't give your pistol asecond thought. That kzin
you heard? Well, they're out there behind you, but they aren't in here. Toss your parabellum away and I'll
letyouin."

* * %

L ate the next afternoon they finished walling up the crypt on Newduvai, with asmall work force of
willing hands recruited by Ruth. Asthe little group of gentlesfiled away down the hillside, Scarface
nodded toward the rubble-choked entrance. "I still believe we should have executed those two,
Locklear."

"I know you do. But they'll keep in stasisfor aslong asthe war lasts, and on Newduvai—well,
Ruth's people agree with me that there's been enough killing." Locklear turned his back on the crypt and
Ruth moved to hisside, still wary of the huge aien whose speech sounded like the Szzle of fat ona
skewer.

"Your ways are strange,”" said the kzin, as they waked toward the nearby pinnace. "I know
something of Interworld beauty stlandards. Aslong as you want that female lieutenant dive, it ssemsto
me you would keep her, um, available.

"Grace Agogtinho's beauty isal on the outside. And theré'sagirl hiding somewhere on Newduval
that those deserters never did catch. In afew years shelll be—well, you'll meet her someday.” Locklear
put an arm around Ruth'swaist and grinned. "Thetruth is, Ruth thinks I'm pretty funny-looking, but some
things you can learn to overlook."

At the clearing, Ruth hopped from the pinnace first. "Ruth will fix place nice, like before" she



promised, and walked to the cabin.

"She'slearning Interworld fast,” Locklear said proudly. "Her telepathy helps—in alot of ways.
Scarface, do you redlize that her people may be the most tremendous discovery of modern times? And
theirony of it! The empathy these people share probably helped isolate them from the modern humans
that came from their own gene pool. Y et their kind of empathy might be the only viable futurefor us™" He
sighed and stepped to the turf. " Sometimes | wonder whether | want to be found.”

Standing beside the pinnace, they gazed at the Anthony Wayne. Scarface said, "With that warship,
you could do thefinding."

Locklear assessed the longing in the face of the big kzin. "'l know how you fed about piloting,
Scarface. But you must accept that | can't let you have any craft more advanced than your scooter back
on Kzersatz."

"But—surdly, the pinnace or my own lifeboat?"
"You seetha?' Locklear pointed toward the forest.

Scarface looked dutifully away, then back, and when he saw the sidearm pointing at his breest, a
look of terrible loss crossed hisface. "I seethat | will never understand you," he growled, clasping his
hands behind hishead. "And | seethat you still doubt my honor."

Locklear forced him to lean againgt the pinnace, arms behind his back, and secured his hands with
binder tape. "Sorry, but | haveto do this," he said. "Now get back in the pinnace. I'm taking you to
Kzersatz."

"But | would have—"

"Don't say it," Locklear demanded. "Don't tell me what you want, and don't remind me of your
honor, goddammit! Look here, | know you don't lie. And what if the next ship hereis another kzin ship?
Y ou won' lieto them ether, your bloody honor won't let you. They'll find you Sitting pretty on Kzersatz,
right?"

Teetering off-baance as he climbed into the pinnace without using his arms, Scarface till glowered.
But after amoment he admitted, "Correct.”

"They won't court-martia you, Scarface. Because alying, sneaking monkey pulled agun on you, tied
you up, and sent you back to prison. I'm telling you here and now, | see Kzersatz as a prison and every
tabby on this planet will be locked up there for the duration of the war!™ With that, Locklear sealed the
canopy and made a quick check of the console readouts. He reached across to adjust the inertia-redl
harness of his companion, then shrugged into hisown. Y ou have no choice, and no tabby telepath can
ever clamyou did. Now do you understand?"

The big kzin was|ooking below asthe forest dropped away, but Locklear could see his earsforming
the kzin equivaent of asmile. "No wonder you win wars," said Scarface.



The Children'sHour

by Jerry Pournelle
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Prologue

The kzin floated motionlessin the bubble of space. The yacht Boundless-Ranger was orbiting
beyond the circle of Wunderland's moons, and the planet obscured the disk of Alpha Centauri; Betawas
abrighter point of light. All around him the stars shone, glorious and chill, multihued. He was utterly
relaxed; the points of his claws showed dightly, and the pink tip of histongue. Long ago he had mastered
the impulse to draw back from vertigo, uncoupling the conscious mind and accepting the endlessfaling,
forever and ever. . ..

A small chiming brought him gradually back to selfhood. "Hrrrr," he muttered, suddenly conscious of
dry throat and nose. The bubble was retracting into the personal spacecraft; he oriented himsalf and
landed lightly asthe chamber switched to opague and Kzin-normd gravity. Twice that of Wunderland,
about afifth more than that of Earth, home of the great enemies.

"Arrrgg.”

The dispenser opened and he took out aflat dish of chilled cream, lapping gratefully. A human
observer would have found him very catlike at that moment, like some greeat orange-red tiger hunched
over the beautiful subtle curve of the saucer. A closer examination would have shown endless differences
of detail, the full-torso sheathing of flexible ribs, naked pink tail, the eyes round-pupiled and huge and
golden. Most important of al, the four-digit hands with afully opposable thumb, like ablack leather
glove,; that and the long braincase that siwept back from the heavy brow-ridges above the blunt muzzle.

Claws scratched at the door; he recognized the mellow but elderly scent.
"Enter," hesad.

The kzin who stepped through was ancient, his face seamed by aridge of scar that tracked through
hisright eye and left it milky-white and blind.

"Recline, Conservor-of-the-Patriarchd-Past,” he said. "Will you take refreshment?”

"I touch nose, honored Chuut-Riit," the familiar gravelly voice said.

The younger kzin fetched ajug of heated milk and bourbon from the dispenser, and afresh saucer.
Thetwo reclined in sllence for long minutes. Asaways, Chuut-Riit felt the dightest prickling of unease,
despite their long familiarity. Conservor had served his Sire before him, and hel ped to tutor the Riit

sblings. Yet il there was an unkzin quality to the ancient priest-sage-counselor . . . aHero srove dl his
lifetowin afull Name, to become a patriarch and sire aheroic Line. Here was one who had attained that



and then renounced it of hisown will, to follow wisdom purely for the sake of kzinkind. Rare and not
quite canny; such akzintosh was dedicated. The word he thought was from the Old Faith; sacrifices had
been dedicated, in the dayswhen kzinti fought with swords of wood and volcanic glass.

"What have you learned?' Conservor said &t last.

"Hrrr. That whichisdifficult to express," Chuut-Riit muttered.

"Y et you seem camer.”

"Yes. Therewasrisk in the course of study you set me." Chuut-Riit's hardy soul shuddered dightly.
Thehuman. .. fictions, that wastheterm. . . had been disturbing. Alien to the point of
incomprehengibility a one moment, mind-wrackingly kzinlike the next. "I beginto integrate the ingghts,
though."

"Excdllent. The soul of the true Conquest Hero is strong through flexibility, likethe sted of afine
sword—not therigidity of stone, which shatters beneath stress”

"Arreowg. Yes. Yet . .. my mind does not return to al its accustomed patterns.” He brooded,
twitching out his batwing ears. " Contemplating the stars, | am oppressed by their magnitude. Isthe
universe not merely greater than we imagine, but greeter than we can imagine? We seek the Infinite Hunt,
to shape dl that isto thewill of kzinkind. Y et isthis adeluson imposed by our genes, our nature?’ His
pelt quivered as skin rippled in ashudder.

"Such thoughts are the food of leadership,” Conservor said. "Only the lowly may keep dl sixteen
claws dug firmly in the earth. Ever since the outer universe came to Homeworld, such asyou have been
driven to feed on strange game and follow unknown scents.”

"Hrrrr." Heflicked histail-tip, bringing the discussion back to moreimmediate matters. "At lesst, |
think that now my understanding of the humans becomes moreintuitive. It would be vauable if others
could undertake this course of meditation and knowledge-stalking aswell. Traat-Admird, perhaps?'

Conservor flared hiswhiskersin agreement. "To alimited extent. As much as his spirit—a strong
one—can bear. Too long has the expansion of our hunting grounds waited here, unable to encompass
Sol, fettering the spirit of kzin. Whatever is necessary must be done.”

"Rrrrr. Agreed. Yet . . . yet there are times, my teacher, when | think that our conquest of the humans
may be as much alurker-by-water threat as their open resistance.”

Chapter 1

"Wewant you to kill akzin," the generd said.
Captain Jonah Matthieson blinked. Isthis some sort of flatlander idea of ajoke? he thought.

"Wl . . . that'smore or lesswhat |'ve been doing,”" the Sol-Bdter said, running ahand down the
short-cropped black crest that was his concession to military dress codes. Hewas atall man evenfor a
Bdter, dim, with danted green eyes.

The generd sighed and lit another cheroot. "Display. A-7, schematic,” he said. Therear wadll of the



officelit with adisplay of hashmarked columns; Jonah studied it for amoment and decided it represented
the duration and intensity of akzin attack: number of ships, wegpons, comparative casudties.

"Time sequence, phased,” the senior officer continued. The computer obliged, superimposing four
separate mats.

"That," he said, "isthe record of the four fleets the kzin have sent since they took Wunderland and the
Alpha Centauri system, forty-two years ago. Notice anything?'

Jonah shrugged: "We'relosng." Thewar with the felinoid aliens had been going on since before his
birth, snce humanity'sfirst contact with them, sixty years before. Interstellar warfare at sublight speeds
was agame for the patient.

"Fucking brilliant, Captain!" Generd Early was ashort man, even for aTerran: black, balding,
carrying aweight of muscle that was almost obscene to someoneraised in low gravity; helooked to bein
early middle age, which, depending on how much he cared about appearances, might mean anything up
to acentury and ahaf these days. With avisble effort, he controlled himself.

"Y eah, we'relosing. Thelr fleets have been getting bigger and their weapons are getting better. Weve
made some improvements too, but not asfast asthey have."

Jonah nodded. There wasn't any need to say anything.
"What do you think | did before the war?' the genera demanded.
"I havenoidea, ar."

"Sureyou do. ARM bureaucrat, like al the other generals,” Early said. The ARM wasthe UN's
enforcement arm, and supervised—mainly suppressed, before the kzin had arrived—technology of al
types. "Wdll, | was. But | dso taught military history inthe ARM academy. Damn near the only Terran
left who paid any attention to the subject.”

"d],"

"Right. We weren't ready for wars, any of us. Terransdidn't believe in them. Bdlters didn't either; too
damned independent. Well, the goddam pussies do.”

"Yesgar." Goddam, hethought. Thisjoker is older than | thought. It had been along time since
many in the Sol system took adeity'snamein vain.

"Right. Everyone knowsthat. Now think about it. We're facing arace of carnivoreswith aunified
interstellar government of completely unknown size, organized for war. They started ahead of us, and
now they've had Wunderland and its belt for better than a generation. If nothing else, a thisrate they can
eventudly swamp uswith numbers. Just one set of multimegatonners getting through to Earth . . "

He puffed on the cigar with short, vicious bregths. Jonah shivered insde himself at the thought: all
those people, dependent on asingle life-support system. . . . He wondered how flatlanders had ever
stood it. Why, asingle asteroid impact . . . The Belt wasless vulnerable. Too much deltavee required to
match thewildly varying vectors of its scores of thousands of rocks, its targets wesker individually but
vastly more numerous and scattered.

Heforced hismind back to the man before him, gagging dightly on the smell of the tobacco. How
does he get away with that on shipboard? For that matter, the habit had dmost died out; it must have
been revived since the pussies came, like so many archaic customs.

Like war and armies, the Belter thought sardonically. The branch-of-service flashes on the shoulder
of the flatlander's coverall were not ones he recognized. Of course, there were 18 billion people in the
solar system, and most of them seemed to be wearing some sort of uniform these days; flatlanders
particularly, they loved playing dress-up. Comes of having nothing useful to do most of their lives, he
thought. Except wear uniforms and collect knickknacks. There was atruly odd one on the flatlander's
desk, aweird-looking pyramid with an eyeinit, topped by atiny cross.

"So every timeit gets harder. First time was bad enough, but they redlly underestimated us. Did the
next time, too, but not so badly. They're getting better al thetime. Thislast one—that was bad.” Generd



Early pointedly eyed the ribbons on Jonah's chest. Two Comets, and the unit citation his squadron of
Darts had earned when they destroyed a kzin fighter-base ship.

"Asyou know. Y ou saw some of that. What you didn't see was the big picture—because we
censored it, even from our military units. Captain, they nearly broke us. Because we underestimated
them. Thistimethey didn't just 'shriek and legp.’ They camein tricky, fooled us completely when they
looked likeretreating . . . and we know why."

He spoke to the computer again, and the rear wall turned to holo image. A woman in lieutenant's
stripes, but with the same branch-badges asthe generd. Tall and dender, paler-skinned than most, and
muscular in the fashion of low-gravity typeswho exercise. When she spoke it wasin Belter diaect.

"The subject's name was Esteban Cheung Jagrannath,” the woman said. The screen split, and a
battered-looking individual appeared beside her; Jonah's eye picked out the glisten of sedlant over
artificia skin, the dying-rummy pattern of burst blood vessals from expl osive decompression, the mangy
look of someone given accel erated marrow treatments for radiation overdose. That is one
sorry-looking son of a bitch. "He clamsto have been born in Tiamat, in the Serpent Swarm of
Wunderland, twenty-five subjective years ago."

Now | recognize the accent, Jonah thought. The lieutenant's English had a guttural overtone despite
the crisp Belter vowels; the Belters who migrated to the asteroids of Alpha Centauri talked that way.
Wunderlander influence,

"Subject is apower-systems specidis, drafted into the kzin service as a crewman on a corvette
tender"—the blue eyes|ooked down to areadout below the pickup'sline of sight "—called—"
Something followed in the snarling hiss-spit of the Hero's Tongue.

"Roughly trand ated, the Bounteous-Mother's-Teats. Tits took a near-missfrom aradiation-pulse
bomb right toward the end. The kzin captain didn't have time to self-destruct; the bridge took most of the
blast. She was a big mother"—the generd blinked, snorted—"so afew of the repair crew survived, like
this gonzo. All humans, aswere most of the technicd staff. A few nonhuman, nonkzin species aswell, but
they weredl killed. Rity."

Jonah and the flatlander both nodded in unconscious union. The kzin empire was big, hostile, not
interested in negotiation, and contained many subject species and planets; and that was about the limit of
human knowledge. Not much background information had been included in the computers of the
previousfleets, and very little of that survived; vessalstoo badly damaged for their crewsto sdlf-destruct
before capture usudly held little beyond wreckage.

The generd spoke again: "Gracie, fast forward to the main point.” The holo-recording blurred ahead.
"Captain, you can review at your leisure. It'sal important background, but for now—" He signed, and
the recording returned to normal speed.

" ... the new kzin commander arrived three years before they |eft. His name's Chuut-Riit, which
indicatesacloserdationto the. . . Patriarch, that's as close as we've been able to get. Apparently, his
first command wasto delay the departure of thefleet.” A thin smile. "Chuut-Riit's not just related to their
panjandrum; he's an author, of sorts. Two works on strategy: Logistical Preparation as the Key to
Victory in War and Conguest Through the Defensive Offensive.”

Jonah shaped a soundlesswhistle. Not your typica kzin. If we have any ideaof what atypicd kzinis
like. Weve met their warriors, coming our way behind beams and bombs.

Thelieutenant'simage was agreeing with him. "The pussesfind him alittle eccentric, aswdll;
according to the subject, gossip had it that he fought awhole series of duels, starting dmost the moment
he arrived and held astaff conference. The new directivesincluded a pretty massveincreasein the
support infrastructure to go with the fleet. Meanwhile, he ordered a complete changeover in tactics,
especialy to ensure that accurate reports of the fighting got back to Wunderland.”

Theflatlander genera cut off the scene with awave. "So." He folded his hands and |eaned forward,
the ydlowish whites of hiseyesglittering in lights that must be kept ddliberately low. "Wearein trouble,



Captain. So far we've beaten off the pussies because we're alot closer to our main sources of supply,
and becausethey're.. . . predictable. Adequate tacticians, but with little strategic sense, even lessthan we
had at first, despite the Long Peace. The andysts say that indicates they've never come acrossmuchin
the way of sgnificant opposition before. If they had they'd have learned from it like they are—damn
it—fromus

"Infact, what little intelligence information weve gat, alot of it from prisoners taken with the Fourth
Fleet, backsthat up; the kzin just don't have much experience of war."

Jonah blinked. "Not what you'd assume," he said carefully.

A choppy nod. "Y ep. Surprisesyou, eh? Me, too."

Generd Early puffed delicately on hiscigar. "Oh, they're aggressive enough. Almost insandly o,
bardly gregarious enough to maintain acivilization. Rituaized conflict to the death isa centrd indtitution of

theirs. Some of the xenologists swear they must have gotten their technology from somebody e se, that
this culture they've got could barely rise above the hunter-gatherer stage on itsown.

"In any event; they're wedded to astyle of attack that'samost pitifully straightforward.” He looked
thoughtfully at the wet chewed end of his cigar and selected another from the sedled humidor.

"And asfar aswe can tell, they have only one society, one socia system, onereligion, and one state.
That fitsin with some other clues weve gotten. The kzin species has been united for along
time—millennia They have alonger continuous history than any human culture.” Another puff. "They're
curioudy geneticaly uniform, too. We know more about their biology than their beliefs, more corpses
than live prisoners. Less variation than you'd expect; large numbers of them seem to be shlings.”

Jonah dtirred. "Wdll, thisisdl very interesting, Generd, but—"

"—what'sit got to do with you?' Theflatlander leaned forward again, tapping paired thumbs
together. "This Chuut-Riit isafirg-class menace. Y ou see, we're losing those advantages | mentioned.
The kzin have been shipping additiond force into the Wunderland system in relays, not so much wegpons
as knocked-down industrid plants and personnel; furthermore, they've got the locals well organized. It's
afully industrialized economy, with an Earth-type planet and an asteroid belt richer than Sal's; the
population’'s much lower—hundreds of millionsinstead of nearly twenty billion—but that doesn't matter

Jonah nodded in histurn. With ample energy and raw materias, the geometric-increase potentia of
automated machinery could build awar-making capacity in asngle generation, given the knowledge and
skillsthe kzin inner sphere could supply. Faster than that, if afew crucid administrators and technicians
were imported too. Earth's witless hordes were of little help to Sol's military effort, adrain on resources,
and not even useful as cannon fodder in aconflict largely fought in space.

"So now they'rein a pogition to outproduce us. We have to keep our advantagesin operationa
efficency.”

"Y ou play chesswith good chessplayers, you get good,” the Belter said.

"No. It's academic whether the pussies are more or lessintelligent than we. What'sintelligence,
anyway? But we've proven experimentaly that they're culturaly and geneticaly lessflexible. Man, when
thiswar started we were absolute pacifists, we hadn't had so much as ariot in three centuries. We even
censored history so that the mgjority didn't know there had ever been warsl That was less than a century
ago, lessthan asinglelifetime, and look at what we've done since. The pussiesare only just now starting
to smarten up about us."

"This Chuut-Riit sounds asif he's, oh shit. Sir."

A wide white grin. "Exactly. An exceptionaly able rat-cat, and they'reless proneto either genius or
stupidity than we are. In aposition to knock senseinto their heads. He hasto go.”

The Earther stood and began striding back and forth behind the desk, gesturing with the cigar.
Something more than the stink made Jonah's ssomach clench.



"Covert operations is another thing we've had to reinvent, just lately. We need somebody who's
good with spacecraft . . . a Belter, because the ones who settled the Serpent Swarm belt of Wunderland
have stayed closer to the ancestral stock than the Wunderlanders downside. A good combat man, who's
proved himself capable of taking on kzin hand-to-hand. And someone who's good with computer
systems, because our informantstell usthat isthe skill most in demand by the kzin on Wunderland itsdlf.”

The generd hated and stabbed toward Jonah with the hand that held the stub of burning weeds.
"Last but not least, someone with contactsin the Alpha Centauri system.”

Jonah felt awave of rdlief. A littlereief, because the generd was il grinning at him.

"Sir, I've never left—"

An upraised hand hated him. "Lieutenant Raines?' A woman camein and saluted smartly, first the
generd and then Jonah; he recognized her from the holo report. "1'd like you to meet Captain
Matthieson."

* % %

"Hrrrr," the cub crooned, plastering itsdlf to the ground.

Chuut-Riit, Scion of the Patriarch, kzinti overlord of the Wunderland system, Grand Admird of the
Conquest FHest; pulled on the string.

The clump of feathers dragged through the long grass, and the young kzin crept after it on dl fours,
belly flat to the ground. The grasswas Terran, as dien to Wunderland asthe felinoids, and bright green;
the brown-spotted orange of the cub's fur showed clearly as be snaked through the meter-high stems.
Eyesflared wide, pupils swallowing amber-yellow iris, and the young kzin screamed and |legped.

"Huufff!" it exclamed, as Chuut-Riit's hand made the lure blur out from undernesth the pounce.

"Sire!" it mewled complainingly, sprawled onitsbelly. The fur went flat asthe adult kzinti picked it up
by the scruff of the neck; reflex made the cub'slimbs splay out tiffly.

"Y ou made anoise, youngling,” Chuut-Riit said, leaning forward to lick his son's earsin affectionate
admonishment "Y ou'll never catch your prey that way." His nogtrilsflared, taking in the pleasant scent of
hedthy youngder.

"Sorry, Sire," the cub said, abashed. His head pivoted; a dozen of his brotherswererioting up from
the copse of treesin the valey below, where the guards and aircars were parked. They showed as
ripplesin the long grass of the hillside, with bursts of orange movement as cubs soared up in legps after
the white glitter of butterflies, or just for the sake of movement. They could leap ten metersor more, in
this gravity; Wunderland was only about haf Kzin-normal, less than two-thirds of Earth's pull.

"Gertrude-nursel” Chuut-Riit called.

A Wunderlander woman came puffing up, dressed in awhite uniform with body-apron and gloves of
tough synthetic. Chuut-Riit extended the cub at the end of onetree-thick arm.

"Yes, Chuut-Riit," the nurse said; akzin with afull Name was never addressed by title, of course.
"Come dong, now, young magter,” the nurse said, in a passable imitation of the Hero's Tongue. House
servants were alowed to spesk it, asa specia favor. "Dinner-time.”

The God aone knowswhat sort of accent the young will learn, Chuut-Riit thought, amused.

"Eat?' The cub made athroaty rumble. "Want to eet, Gertrude-human.” The kzin dropped into
Wunderlander. "Isit good? Isit warm and salty? Will there be cream?’

"Certainly not," Gertrude said with mock severity. Her charge bounced up as hisfather released him,
wrapping arms and legs and long pink prehensiletall around the human, pressing his muzzleto her chest
and purring.

"Dinner! Dinner!" the other cubs chorused asthey arrived on the hilltop; they made a hasty obeisance
to Chuut-Riit and the other adults, then followed the nurse downd ope, walking upright and making little
bounds of excitement, ther tailsheld rigid. "Dinner!"



"l caught amouse, it tasted funny.”

"Gertrude-human, Funny-Spots ate abug!”

"l did not, | spitit out. Liar, tieaknot inyour tail!"

The two quarreling youngsters flew together and rolled down ahead of the othersin aball,
play-fighting. Chuut-Riit rippled hiswhiskers, and the fur on his blunt-muzzled face moved in the kzinti
equivaent of achuckle as hergoined the group at thekill. Traat-Admira wasthere, his closest
supporter; Conservor-of-the-Patriarchal -Past, holy and ancient; and Staff-Officer, most promising of the
inner-world youngsters who had come with him from homeworld. Thekill was afine young buffalo bull,
and had even given them something of afight before they brought it down beneath atall native toshborg
tree. Thekzinti maesweredl in high good humor, panting dightly asthey lolled, occasiondly worrying a
mouthful freefrom the carcass.

"A finelot of younggters,” Conservor sad, alittle wigtfully; such as he maintained no harem, athough
they were privileged to sire offspring on the mates of othersat ritual intervals. "Very well-behaved for
ther age”

Chuut-Riit threw himsalf down and pulled aflask out of hishunter's pack, pouring it into broad
shallow bowlsthe others held out. The strong minty-herb scent of the liquor filled the air, dong with the
pleasant scent of fresn-killed mest, grass, trees. The Viceroya hunting preserve sprawled over hundreds
of kilometers of rich land, and the signs of agriculture had almost vanished in the generation snce the
conquest. It was amixed landscape, the varying shades of green from Terra, native Wunderlander
reddish-gold, and here and there a spot of kzin orange. The animaswere likewise diverse: squat thickset
armored beasts from homeworld, tall spindly loca formslike stick-figures from a cartoon,
Earth-creatures halfway between.

Wefit in aswell as anything, Chuut-Riit thought. More, since we own it. Thekzinti lay sprawled
ontheir bellies, their quarter-ton of stocky muscle and dense bone relaxed into the grass. Bat-wing ears
were fully extended and lips were loosened from fangsin fellowship; al here were old friends, and
sharing akill built trust a alevel deeper even than that.

Thekzinti governor sank hisfangsinto a haunch, rearing back and shaking his head until atwo-kilo
gobbet pulled loose. He threw back his head to bolt it—Kkzinti teeth were designed for ripping and
tearing, not chewing—and extended the claws on one four-digit hand to pick bits of gristle from histeeth.

"Rrrrr, yes, they're promising,” he said, nodding to the boil of cubs around the table where the human
nurse was cutting chunks of rib from aporker. "Thelocd servants are very good with infants, if you
sect carefully.”

"Somekzintosh isvery glad of that!" Staff-Officer joked, making a playful-protective grab a his
crotch.

The others bristled in mock-fear-amusement. Kzinti females were usdlessfor child-rearing beyond
the nursing stage, being subsapient and speechless; the traditional caregiver for youngsters was a gelded
male. Such were usudly very docile, and without hope for offspring of their own tended to identify with
any cubsthey were exposed to. Still, it was alittle distasteful to modern sensibilities; one of the many
conveniences of alien daveswastheir suitability for such work. Humanswere very useful. . . .

" Speaking of which, Traat-Admird, tell me again of your protégé's pet.”

Traat-Admird lapped at his cup for an instant longer and belched. "Yiao-Captain. He swearsthis
human of hishasfound an astronomica anomay worth investigating.” A sdewaysflick of the head, akzin
shrug. "l sent him to that ancestor-forsaken outpost in . . . urrrr, Skogarna, to test his patience.” The
word was dightly derogatory, in the Hero's Tongue . . . but among Chuut-Riit's entourage they were
working to change that.

"Good hunting up there," Staff-Officer said brashly, then touched his nose in a patently insncere
apology when the older malesgave him aglare.



"Chhrrrup. Asyou say. Worth dispatching a Swift Hunter to investigate, at least . . . which bringsus
to the accelerated Solward surveillance.

"To receive quickly the news of the Fourth Fleet's triumphant leap upon the humans?' Conservor
asked.

Thetip of histail twitched. The others could sniff the dusty scent of irony. For that matter, it would be
better than a decade before the news returned; worst-case analysis and political redlities both demanded
that the years ahead be spent readying a Fifth Fleet.

A part of Chuut-Riit's good humor left him. Moodily, he drew his wtsai and used the pommé of the
knifeto crack athighbone.

"Grrf," he muttered; sucking marrow. Hisown tail thumped the ground. "I await inconclusive results
a best." They dl winced dightly. Four fleets, and the home system of the monkeyswas till ressting the
Eterna Pack. Chuut-Riit's power here was still new, still shaky; it had been necessary to ship most of
those who resented a homeworld prince as governor off with the Fourth Fleet. Sincethey adso
congtituted the core of policy resistance to his more cautious strategy, that had considerable political
merit aswell.

"No, it ispossible that the wild humanswill attempt some countermeasure. What, | cannot
guess—they till have not made extengve use of gravity polarizer technology, which means we control
interstellar space—but my noseis dry when | consider the time we have left them for thought. A decade
for eech attack . . . They aretricky prey, these hairlesstree-swingers.”

* k% %

"God, what have you doneto her?" Jonah asked, as they grabbed stanchions and halted by the
viewport nearest his ship.

The observation corridor outside the central graving dock of the base-asteroid was aluxury, but
then, with amultimegaton mass to work with and unlimited energy, the Sol-system miilitary could afford
that type of extravagance. Take anicke-iron rock. Drill a hole down the center with bomb-pumped
lasers. Put aspin on the resulting tube, and rig large mirrors with the object at their foca points; thesunis
dim beyond the orbit of Mars, but in zero-G you can build big mirrors big. The nickd-iron pipe hests,
glows, turns soft astaffy, swells outward evenly like cotton candy at afair; cooling, it leaves a huge open
gpace surrounded by athick shell of metal-rich rock. Robots drill the tunnels and corridors, humans and
robots install the power sources, life-support, gravity polarizers. . .

An enlisted crewman bounced by them horizontal to their plane of reference, sketching adoppy
saute as he twisted, hit the corner feetfirgt, and rebounded away. The air had the cool clean tang that
Bdtersgrew up with, and an industrial-tasting underlay of ozone and hot metal: the sealsinsde UNSN
base Gibraltar were adequate for health but not up to Bdlt civilian standards. Even while he hung
motionless and watched the technicians gutting his ship, some remote corner of Jonah's mind noted that
again. Hatlanders had a nerve-wracking tendency to make-do solutions.

My ship, he thought.

UNSN Catskinner hung in the vacuum chamber, surrounded by the flitting shapes of spacesuited
repair workers, compuwaldos, and robots; torches blinked blue-white, and a haze of detached fittings
hinted the haste of the work. Benegth it the basic shape of the Dart-class attack boat showed, amassive
fusion-power unit, tiny life-support bubble, and the asymmetric fringe of weapons and sensors designed
for deep-space operation.

"What have you doneto her?" Jonah said again.

"Made modifications, Captain,” Rainesreplied. "The basc drive and armament systems are
undtered.”

Jonah nodded grudgingly. He could see the clustered grips for the spike-pods, featureless
egg-shaped ovoids, that were the bas ¢ wegpon for light vessels, a one-megaton bomb pumping an



X-ray laser. In battle they would spread out like the wings of araptor, a pattern thousands of kilometers
wide daved to the computersin the control pod; and the other weapons, fixed lasers, ball-bearing
scatterers, railguns, particle-beam projectors, the antennae for stealthing and beam-deflection fields.

Unconscioudly, the pilot's hands twitched; his reflexes and memory were back in the crashcouch,
fingersmoving infinitesmaly in the lightfield gloves, holosfeeding datainto hiseyes. Dodging with
fusion-powered feet, dtriking with misslefigts, his Dartslocked with the kzinti Vengeful Sashersina
dance of battle that was as much like zero-G ballet asanything ese. . ..

"What modifications?' he asked.

"Grappling points for attachment to aramscoop ship. Battleship class, technicdly, athough she'sa
one-off, experimenta; they're calling her the Yamamoto. The plan is that we ride piggyback, and she
goes through the Wunderland system at high Tau, accelerating al the way from here to Alpha Centauri,
and drops us off on the way. They won't have much time to prepare, at those speeds.”

The ship would be on the hedls of the wave-front announcing its arrival. She called up data.on her
beltcomp, and he examined it. Hislips shaped asilent whistle; big tanks of onboard hydrogen, and initia
boost from half the launch-lasersin the solar system. There was going to be a lot of energy behind the
Yamamoto. For that matter, the fields aramscooper used to collect interstellar matter were supposed to
befata to higher lifeforms.

Lucky it'sjust us sods in uniform, then, hethought sardonically, continuing aoud: " Greet. And just
how are we supposed to stop?' At .90 light, things started to get redlly strange. Particles of interstellar
hydrogen began acting like cosmicrays. . . .

"Oh, that'ssmple,” Rainessaid. For thefirgt timein their brief acquaintance, she smiled. Damn, she's
good looking, Jonah thought with mild surprise. Better than good. How could | not notice?

"Weram oursalvesinto the sun,”" she continued.

Severd billion years before, there had been a species of sophonts with apeculiar ability. They caled
themsalves (as nearly as humans could reproduce the sound) the thrint; others knew them as Savers. The
ability amounted to an absolutely irresistible form of telepathic hypnoss, evolved asahunting aidinan
ecosystem where most animal's advanced enough to have aspind cord were at least mildly telepathic; this
was alow-probability development, but in auniverse aslarge as ours anything possible will occur sooner
or later. On their native world, thrintun could give a subtle prod to aprey-animd, enough to tip its
decision to come down to the waterhole. The thrint evolved intelligence, as an additional advantage. After
al, their prey had millions of yearsto develop resstance.

Then aspaceship landed on the thrint homeworld. Its crew immediately became daves; absolutely
obedient, absolutely trustworthy, willing and enthusiastic daves. Operating on nervous systemsthat had
not evolved in an environment saturated with the Power, any thrint could control dozens of sophonts.
With the amplifiersthat dave-technicians developed, athrint could control an entire planet. Slaves
industrialized a culture in the hunting-band stage, in asingle generation. Controlled by the Power, daves
built an interstellar empire covering most of agaaxy.

Savesdid everything, because the thrint had never been a very intdlligent species, and onceloose
with the Power they had no need to think. Eventually they met, and thought they had endaved, avery
clever race indeed, the tnuctipun. The revolt that eventudly followed resulted in the extermination of
every tool-using sentient in the Galaxy, but beforeit did the tnuctipun made some remarkablethings. . . .

* * *

"A Saver dassfidd?' he said. Despite himsdf, awe showed in hisvoice. One such fied had been
discovered on Earth, then lost, one more on a human-explored world. Three centuries of study had found
no dightest clue concerning their operating principles; they were asincomprehensbleasa
molecul ar-distortion battery would have been to Thomas Edison. Monkey-see monkey-do copies had
been made, each taking more time and expense than the Gibraltar, and so far exactly two had



functioned. One was supposedly guarding UNSN headquarters, wherever that was.
"Uh-mmm, give the captain abig cigar, right thefirg time."
Jonah shuddered, remembering the flatlander's smoke. "No, thanks."
"Too right, Captain. Just afigure of gpeech.”

"Cadl me Jonah. Were going to be camped enough on thistrip without poking rank-elbowsin each
other'sribs.”

"Jonah. The Yamamoto skims through the system, throwing rocks." At .90 of ¢, missiles needed no
warheads. The kinetic energies involved made the impacts as destructive as antimatter. "Wego in asan
offcourse rock. Course corrections, then on with the stasisfield, go ballistic, use the outer layer of the sun
for braking down to orbital speeds.”

Nothing outside its surface could affect the contents of a Saver field; let the path of the Catskinner
sray too far inward and they would spend the rest of the lifespan of the universe at the center of Alpha
Centauri'ssun, inasingleingtant of frozen time. For that matter, the sasisfield would probably survive
the re-contraction of the primal monobloc and its explosion into anew cosmic cycle. . . . Heforced his
mind away from the prospect.

"And we're putting in aClass-VI1 computer system.”

Jonah raised abrow. Class-VII systems were consciousness-level; they aso went irredeemably
insane sometime between Sx months and ayear after activation, asdid any artificia entity complex
enough to be aware of being aware.

"Our . . . misson won' take any longer than that, and it'sworth it." A shrug. "Look, why don't we hit
acafeteriaand tak some more. Redly tak, you're going to have briefings running out of every orifice
before long, but that isn't the same.™

Jonah sighed, and stopped thinking of ways out of the role for which he had been "volunteered.” This
was too big to be dodged, far and away too big. Two stasisfiedsin thewhole Sol system; one guarding
United Nations Space Navy HQ, the other on his ship. His ship, a Dart-Commander like ten thousand or
so others, until thisweek. How many Class-VII computers? Nobody built consciousness-level systems
anymore, except occasionally for research; it Smply wasn't cost-effective. Build them much more
intelligent than humans and they went non-comp amost a once; ahuman-level machine gaveyou a
sentient with asx-month lifespan that could do arithmetic in its head. Ordinary computers could do the
math, and for thinking people were much cheagper. It was a dead-end technology, like direct interfacing
between human neura systems and computers. And they had revived it, for aspecia purpose mission.

"Shit," Jonah mumbled, asthey cameto alock and reoriented themselves feet-down. Therewasa
gravity warning strobing beside it; they pushed through the air-screen curtain and into the dragging
acceleration of aone-G fidd. The crewfolk about them were mostly flatlander now, rlaxed in the
murderous weight that crushed their frameslifdong.

"Naacht wh'r?" Ingrid asked. In Wunderlander, but the Sol-Belter did not have to know that
bastard offspring of Danish and Plattdeutsch to sense the meaning.

"l justredized. . . hell, | just redlized how important thismust dl be. If the high command were
willing to put that much effort into this, willing to sacrifice half of our most precious military asset, throw in
acomputer that costs more than this base complete with crew . . . then they must have put at least equal
effort into searching for just theright pilot. Theré'ssmply no point in trying to get out of it. Tanj. | need a
drink.”

* * %

"Take your grass-eater stink out of my air!" Chuut-Riit shrieked. He was standing, looking twice
hissze as his orange-red pelt bottled out, teeth exposed in what an uninformed human might have
mistaken for agrin, naked pink tail lashing. The reference to smell was purdly metaphorical, sincethe
conversation was ‘cast. Which was as well, he was pouring aggression-pheromonesinto the air a arate



that would have made aroomful of adult male kzin nervousto the point of lost control.

The holo images on thewall before him laid themsalves belly-down on the decking of their ship and
crinkled their ears, their fur lying flat in propitiation.

"Leave the recordings and flee, devourers of your own kittens!" screamed the kzinti governor of
the Alpha Centauri system. The Hero's Tongue isremarkably rich in expressive insults. "Roll in your
own shit and mate with sthondats!" Thewall blanked, and alight blinked in one corner asthe data
was packed through the link into his privatefiles.

Chuut-Riit's fur smoothed as he strode around the great chamber. 1t stood open to the sky, beneath a
near-invisible domethat kept the scant rain of thisarea off the kudlotlin-hide rugs. They were priceless
imports from the home world; the stuffed matched pair of Chunguen on agranite pedesta were souvenirs
acquired during the pacification of that world. He looked at them, soothing his eyeswith the
memory-taste of asuccessful hunt, a other mementos. Wild smells drifted in over thin wallsthat were
crystal-enclosed sandwiches of circuitry; in the distance something squaled hungrily. The
paace-preserve-fortress of aplanetary governor, governor of the richest world to be conquered by kzin
in living memory. Richest in wedlth, richest in honor . . . if the next atack on the human homeworld was
something more than afifth disagter.

"Secretariat,” herasped. Thewal lit.

A human looked from adesk, stood and came to attention. "Henrietta," the kzin began, "hold my
cdlsfor therest of the day. I've just gotten the final download on the Fourth Fleet fiasco, and I'm alittle
upset. Run it against my projections, will you?' Most of the worst-case scenarios he had run were quite
closeto the actua results; that did not make it much easier to bear.

"Y es, Chuut-Riit," he ssid—No, God devour it, she, I've got to start remembering human
females are sentient. At least he could tell them gpart without smdlling them, now. Even distinguish
between individuas of the same subspecies. There are so many types of them!

"I don't think you'l find major discrepancies.”

"That bad?' the human said.

The expression was aclosed curve of thelips, the locas had learned that baring their teeth at akzin
was not agood idea. Smile, Chuut-Riit reminded himself. Betokening amusement, or friendliness, or
submission. Which isit feeling? Born after the Conquest Fleet arrived here. Reared from acub inthe
governor's paace, superbly efficient . . . but what does it think inside that ugly little head?

"Worse, the——"—helgpsed into the Hero's Tongue, since no human language was sufficient for
what he felt about the Fourth Fleet's hapless Kfraksha-Admiral—"couldn't apply the strategy properly in
circumstances beyond the cal culated range of probable response.”

It wasimpossible to set out too detailed aplan of campaign, when communication took over four
years. His fur began to brigtle again, and he controlled his reaction with amonumenta effort of will. |
need to fight something, he thought.

"Screen out al callsfor the next sixteen hours, unlessthey're Code VI or above." A thought
prompted at him. "Oh, It'syour offspring's naming-day next week, isnt it?"

"Y es, Chuut-Riit." Henrietta had once told him that among pre-Conquest humansit had been amark
of deferenceto refer to asuperior by title, and of familiarity to use names. Histail twitched.
Extraordinary. Of course, humans al had names, without having to earn them. In a sense, they're
assigned names as we are rank titles, he thought.

"Well, I'll drop by at the celebration for an hour or so and bring one of my cubs." That would be safe
enough if closdy supervised; mogt intelligent species had long infancies.

"We are honored, Chuut-Riit!" The human bowed, and the kzin waved ahand to break contact.

"Vauable" he muttered to himsdf, risng and pacing once more. Humans were the most valuable
subject-species the kzin had yet acquired. Or partially acquired, he reminded himsdlf. Most kzin nobles



on Wunderland had large numbers of human servants and technicians about their estates, but few had
gone asfar ashein using their adminigtrative taents.

"Fools" he said in the same undertone; hiskzin peers knew his opinion of them, but it was lill
inadvisable to get into the habit of saying it doud. "I am surrounded by fools." Humansfdl into groups
naturally, they thought organization. The remote ancestors of Kzin had hunted in small packs; the
prehumansin much larger ones. Supidity to deny the evidence of senses and logic, hethought with
contempt. These hairless monkeys have talents we lack.

Most refused to admit that, as though it somehow diminished the Hero to grant a servant could do
what the master could not. Idiocy. Chuut-Riit yawned, apink, red, and white expanse of ridged palate,
tongue, and fangs, his speciess equivaent of adismissive shrug. Isit beneath the Hero to admit that a
sword extends his claws, or a computer his mind? With human patience and organizationd talent at
the service of the Heroes, there was nothing that they could not accomplish! Even monkey
inquistivenesswas atrait not without merit, irritating though it could be.

He pulled hismind away from vigtas of endlessvictory, ahunt ranging over whole spird arms; that
wasafamiliar vison, onethat had driven him to intrigue and duel for this position. To use atool
effectively, you had to know its balance and heft, its strengths and weaknesses. Humans were more
gregarious than kzin, more ready to identify with aleader-figure; but to dicit such cooperation, you had
to know the symbol-systems that held power over them. | must wear the mask they can see. Besides
which, their young are. . . what istheir word? Cute. | will select the cub carefully, one just
weaned, and stuff it full of meat first. That will be safest.

Chuut-Riit intended to take his offspring, the best of them, with him to Earth, after the conquest. Early
exposure to humanswould give them an intuitive grasp of the animasthat he could only smulate through
careful sudy. With afully domesticated human species at their disposal, his sons sons sons could even
aspireto.. . . no, unthinkable. And not necessary to think of it; that was generations away.

Besdesthat, it would take agreat dedl of time to tame the humans properly. Useful dready, but far
too wild, too undependable, too varied. A millennium of culling might be necessary before they were fully
shaped to the purpose.

* * %

", ..didntjust bull in," Lieutenant Raines was saying, as she followed the third aguavit with abeer
chaser. Jonah spped more cautioudy at his, thinking that the asymmetry of nearly pure dcohol and lager
was typicaly Wunderlander. "Only it wasn't caution—the pussiesjust didn't want to mess the place up
and weren't expecting much resstance. Rightly so."

Jonah restrained himself from patting her hand as she scowled into her beer. It was dim in their nook,
and the gravity was Wunderland-standard, .61 Earth. Theinitia refugees from the Alpha Centauri system
had been mostly planetsiders, and from the dominant Danish-Dutch-German-Balt ethnic group. They had
grown even more clannish in the generation since, which showed in the tal ceramic geinsaong thewalls,
plastic wainscoting that made avaiant attempt to imitate fumed oak, and ahuman bartender in wooden
shoes, lederhosen, and a beard clipped closer on one side than the other.

The drinks dipped up out of the center of the table, of course.

"That was, teufdl, three years ago, my time. We'd had some warning, of course, once the UN started
masering what the crew of the Angel's Pencil found on the wreckage of that kzin ship. Plenty of
singleships, and any reaction drive's awegpon; couple of big boost-lasers. But"—a shrug—"you know
how it was back then."

"Beforemy time, Lieutenant,” Jonah said, then cursed himsdlf as he saw her wince. Raines had been
born nearly three quarters of a century ago, even if her private duration included only two and ahalf
decades of it.

"Ingrid, if you're going to be Jonah instead of Captain Matthiesson. Time—I keep forgetting, my
head remembers but my gut forgets.. . . Well, wejust weren't set up to think in terms of war, that was



ancient history. We held them off for nearly six months, though. Long enough to refit the three dowships
in orbit and give them emergency boogt; | think the pussies didn't catch up and blast us Smply because
they didn't give adamn. They couldn't decel erate us and get the shipsback . . . arrogant sonsof . . ."
Another of those broad urchin grins. "Well, bitchesisn't quite appropriate, isit?'

Jonah laughed outright. ™Y ou were in Munchen when the kzin arrived?’

"No, I'd been studying at the Scholarium there, software design philasophy, but | was on sabbatica
in Vdlburg with two friends of mine, working out some, ah, persond problems.”

The bartender with the unevenly forked beard was nearly as attenuated as a Belter, but he had the
disturbingly mobile ears of a pure-bred Wunderland herrenmann, and they were pricked forward.
Alpha Centauri's only habitable planet has athin atmosphere; the originad settlers have adapted, and keen
hearing is common among them. Jonah smiled at the man and stabbed afinger for aprivacy screen. It
flickered into the air acrossthe outlet of the booth, and the refugee sal oonkeeper went back to polishing
amug.

"That'd be, hmmm, Claude Montferrat-Pame and Harold Y arthkin-Schotmann?*

Raines nodded, moodily drawing adesign on the tabletop with aforefinger dipped in the dark beer.
"Yes. .. teufd, they're both of themin their fifties now, getting on for middle-aged.” A sigh. "Look . . .
Harold'sa—hmmm, hard to explain to a Sol-Belter, or even someone from the Serpent Swarm who
hasn't spent alot of time dirtside. His father was a Herrenmann, one of the Nineteen Families, senior line.
His mother wasn't married to him."

"Oh," Jonah said, racking his memory. History had never been an interest of his, and his generation
had been brought up to the War, anyway. " Problems with wills and inheritances and suchlike?

"Y ou know what abastard is?'

"Sure. Someone you don't like, such asfor example that flatlander bastard who assigned meto this."
Heraised hissteinin sdlute. "Though I'm fast becoming resgned to it, Ingrid.”

She half-smiled in absent-minded acknowledgment, her mind 4.3 light-years and four decades away.
"It means he got an expensive educetion, anicelittle nest-egg settled on him . . . and that he'd never,
never be alowed past the front door of the Y arthkin-Schotmanns family schloss. Lucky to be alowed to
use the name. An embarrassment.”

"Might eat &t aman," Jonah said.

"Likealittlekzin in the guts. Especidly when he grew enough to redize why hisfather only camefor
occasiond vigts, and then that his haf-gblings didn't have haf hisbrains or drive and didn't need them
either. It drove him, he had to do everything twice asfast and twice as good, take crazy risks. . . made
him abit of abastard in the Sol sense of the word too, spineslike apincodillo, sense of humor that could
flay agruntfish.”

"And Montferrat-Pame?'

"Claude? Now, he was Herrenmann all through; younger son of ayounger son, poor asan Amish
dirt-farmer, and .. . ." A laugh. ™Y ou had to meet Claude to understand him. | think he got serious about
me mostly because | kept turning him down—it was a new experience and drove him crazy. And Harold
he halfway liked and halfway enjoyed needling . . ."

* % %

Municipd Director of Internd Affairs Claude Montferrat-Palme adjusted his cape and looked up at
the luminous letters that floated disembodied ten centimeters from the smooth brown brick of the building
infront of him.

HAROLD'STERRAN BAR, it read. A WORLD ON ITSOWN. Below, in smaller letters:
HUMANSONLY.

Ah, Harold, hethought. Alwaysthe one for apiece of usdessmedodrama. Asif kzin would belikely
to frequent this section of Old Munchen, or wish to enter a human entertainment spot if they did, or asif



they could be stopped if by some fluke of probability they did end up down here.

His escort stirred, looking around nervoudy. The Karl-Jorge Avenue was dark, most of its
glowstripslong ago stolen or smply spray-painted in the random vandalism that breedsin livesfuded by
purposaess anger. It wasfairly clean, because the kzin insisted on that, and the four-story brick buildings
were solid enough, because the early settlers had built well. Brick and concrete and cobbled streets
glimmered faintly, sill damp from the afternoon'srain; loud wailing music echoed from open windows,
and there would have been groups of idle-looking youths loitering on the front steps of the tenements, if
the car had not had Munchen Polezi plates.

Baha'i, he thought, mentaly snapping hisfingers. Hewastal, even for aHerrenmann, with one sde
of hisface cleanshaven and the other a close-trimmed brown beard cut to afoppish point; the plain blue
uniform and circular brimmed cap of the city police emphasized the degp-chested greyhound build. This
was a Baha'i neighborhood.

"You may go," he said to the guards. "1 will call for the car.”

"Sir," the sergeant said, the guide-cone of her stunner waving about uncertainly. Helmet and nightsight
goggles made her eyes unreadable. " 'Tisiz arough digtrict.”

"l am aware of that, Sergeant. Also that Harold's place is a known underworld hangout. Assignment
to my headquarters squad is a promotion; please do not assumethat it entitles you to doubt my
judgment.” Or you may find your self back walking a beat, without such opportunities for
income-enhancement, went unspoken between them. He ignored her salute and walked up the two low
dairs.

The door recognized him, read retinas and encephal ograph patterns, did open. The coa-black
doorman was astdl asthe police officer and twice as broad, with highly-illegal impact armor underneath
the white coat and bow tie of Harold's Terran Bar. Theimpassive smoky eyes above the ritually scarred
cheeks gave him a polite once-over, an equaly polite and empty bow.

"Peased to see you here again, Herrenmann Montferrat-Paime," he said.

Y ou grafting ratcat-loving collaborationist son of a bitch. Montferrat added the unspoken portion
himsdlf. And | love you too.

Harold's Terran Bar was ahistoricdl revival, and therefore less out of place on Wunderland than it
would have been in the Sol system. Once through the vestibul€sinner bead-curtain doorway Montferrat
could see mogt of the smoke-hazed main room, araised platform in a C around the sunken dance-floor
and thelong bar. Strictly human-service here, which was less of an affectation now than it had been when
the place opened, twenty years ago. Machinery was dearer than it used to be, and human labor much
cheaper, particularly since refugees began pouring into Munchen from a countryside increasingly
preempted for kzin estates. Not to mention those displaced by strip-mining . . .

"Good evening, Claude.”

He started; it was away's disconcerting, how quietly Harold moved. There a his elbow now,
expressionless blue eyes. Face that should have been ugly, big-nosed with athick lower lip and drooping
eyelids. Hewas. . . what, sixty-three now? Just going grizzled at the temples, which was an affectation or
asgn that hisincome didn't stretch to redlly first-class geriatric treatments. Short, barrel-chested; what
sort of genetic mismatch had produced that build from a Herrenmann father and a Belter mother?

"Looking me over for signs of impending dissolution, Claude?' Harold said, steering him toward his
usud table and snapping hisfingersfor awaiter. "It beawhile yet."

Perhaps not so long, Montferrat thought, looking at the pouches beneath his eyes. That could be
stress. . . or Harold could be really skimping on the geriatrics. They become mor e expensive every
year. Thekzin don't care. . . there are people dying of old age at seventy, now, and not just
Amish. Shut up, Claude, you hypocrite. Nothing you can do about it.

"Y ou will outlast me, old friend."



"A caseof cynica gpathy wearing better than cynical corruption?' Harold asked, seating himsdlf
across from the police chief.

Montferrat pulled a cigarette case from hisjacket's inner pocket and snapped it open with aflick of
thewrigt. It was plain white gold, from Earth, with aParisjewder'sinitialsinsde the frame and adate
two centuries old, one of hisfew inheritancesfrom his parents.. . . Harold took the proffered cigarette.

"You will joinmein aschnapps?' Montferrat said.

"Claude, you've been asking that question for twenty years, and I've been saying no for twenty years.
| don't drink with the paying customers.”

Y arthkin leaned back, let smoke trickle through his nogtrils. Theliquor arrived, and aplateful of
grilled things that resembled shrimp about as much as alemur resembled aman, gpart from being
dark-green and having far too many eyes. "Now, didn't my bribe arrive on time?"

Montferrat winced. "Harold, Harold, will you never learn to phrase these things politely?* He pedled
the trand ucent shell back from one of the grumblies, snapped off the head between thumb and forefinger
and dipped it in the sauce. "Exquiste. . ." he breathed, after thefirst bite, and chased it down with a
swallow of schnapps. "Bribes? Merely atoken recompense, when out of the goodness of my heart and in
memory of old friendship, | secure licenses, produce permits, contacts with owners of estates and fishing
boats—"

"—g0 you can have afirg-rate place to guzzle—"

"—1 dlow this questionabl e establishment to flourish, risking my position, despite the, shall we say,
dubious characters known to frequent it—"

"—because it makes a convenient listening post and you get alot of, shall we say, lucrdive
contacts."

They looked at each other coolly for amoment, and then Montferrat laughed. "Harold, perhapsthe
rea reason | alow thisden of iniquity to continue isthat you're the only person who still has the audacity
to deflate my hypocrises.”

Y arthkin nodded calmly. "Comes of knowing you when you were an idedlistic patriot, Director. Like
being in hospita together . . . Will you be gambling tonight, or did you come to pump me about the
rumors?*

"Rumors?' Montferrat said mildly, shelling another grumbly.

"Of another kzin defegt. Two shiploads of our esteemed ratcat masters coming back with their fur
snged.”
"For god's sakel" Montferrat hissed, looking around.

"No bugs" Y arthkin continued. "Not even by your ambitious assstants. They offered a hefty
swesetener, but | wouldn't want to see them in your office. They don't stay bought.”

Montferrat smoothed his mustache. "Wll, the kzin do seem to have arather lax attitude toward
Security at times" hesaid. Mostly, they don't realize how strong the human desire to get together
and chatter is, he mused.

"Then there's the rumor about aflatlander counterstrike,” Y arthkin continued.

Montferrat raised abrow and cocked his mobile Herrenmann earsforward. "Not becoming a
believer inthe myth of liberation, | hope," he drawled.

Y arthkin waved the hand that held the cigarette, leaving atrail of blue smoke. "I did my bit for
liberation. Got |eft at the dtar, as| recall, and took the amnesty,” he said. His face had become even
more blank, merely the dightest hint of asardonic curveto thelips. "Now I'm just an innkeeper. What
goes on outside these wallsis no business of mine." A pause. "It isyours, of course, Director. People
know the ratcats got their whiskers pasted back, for the fourth time. They're encouraged . . . o
desperate. The kzin will be stepping up thewar effort, which meansthey'll be putting more pressure on
us. Not to mention that they're breeding faster than ever.”



Montferrat nodded with afrown. Battle casudties made little difference to akzin population; their
nonsentient femaeswere hdd in harems by asmall minority of males, in any event. Heavy |osses meant
the lands and mates of the dead passing to the survivors. . . and more young males thrown out of the
nest, looking for lands and aName of their own. And kzin took up a lot of space; they weighed inat a
quarter-ton each, and they were pure carnivores. Nor would they eat synthesized meat except on board
amilitary spaceship. There were il fewer than ahundred thousand in the Wunderland system, and more
than twenty times that many humans, and even so it was getting crowded.

"More flighters crowding into Munchen every day," Y arthkin continued in that carefully neutrd tone.

Refugees. Munchen had been asmall town within their own lifetimes; the origina settlers of
Wunderland had been aclose-knit coterie of plutocrats, looking for € bow room. Limited
indugtridization, even in the Serpent Swarm, and rather little on the planetary surface. Huge domains
staked out by the Nineteen Families and their descendants; later immigrants had fitted into the cracks of
the pattern, astenants, or carving out smalholdings on the fringes of the settled zone. Many of them were
ethnic or religious separatists anyway.

Until the kzin came. Kzin nobles expected vast territories for their own polygamous households, and
naturally seized the best and most-devel oped acreages. Some of the human landworkers stayed to labor
for new magters, but many more were displaced. Or eaten, if they objected.

Forced-draft industridization in Munchen and the other towns; kzin did not livein cities, and cared
little for the socid consequences. Their planets had always been sparsely settled, and they had developed
the gravity polarizer early in their history, hence they mined their asteroid belts but put little industry in
space. Refugees flooding in, to work in industries that produced war matérid for the kzin fleets, not
housing or consumer-goodsfor human use. . .

"It must be abonanzafor you, selling exit-permitsto the Swarm,” Harold continued. Outside the
base-agteroid of Tiamat, the Belters were much more loosdly controlled than the groundside population.
"And exemptions from military cal-up.”

Montferrat smiled and leaned back, following the schnapps with lager. "There must be regulations,”
he said reasonably. "The Swarm cannot absorb al the would-be immigrants. Nor can Wunderland afford
to losethelabor of al who would liketo leave. The kzin demand technicians, and we cannot refuse; the
burden must be alocated.”

"Nor can you afford to pass up the palm-greasing and the, ach, romantic posshbilities—" Yarthkin
began.

"Alert! Alert! Emergency broadcast!" The mirror behind the long bar flashed from reflective to
broadcast, and the smoky gloom of the bar's main hall erupted in shouted questions and screams.

The strobing pattern of light settled into the civil-defense blazon, and the unmistakable precison of an
atificid voice. "All civiliansareto remain in their residences. Emergency and security personne to their
duty stations, repesat, emergency and security personnd to their—"

A blast of static and white noise loud enough to send handsto ears, before the system's emergency
overrides cut in. When reception returned the broadcast was two-dimensional, a pace-armored figure
reading from a screenprompt over the receiver. The noisein Harold's Terran Bar sank to shocked silence
at the sght of the human shape of the combat armor, the blue-and-white UN sgil onitschest.

"—o dl citizens of the Alpha Centauri system,” the Terran was saying. In Wunderlander, but with a
thick accent that could not handle the gutturals. " Evacuate areas of military or industria importance
immediately. Repeat, immediately. The United Nations Space Command is attacking kzinti military and
industria targetsin the Alpha Centauri system. Evacuate areas—" The broadcast began again, but the
screen split to show the same message in English and two more of the planet's principa languages. The
door burst open and a squad of Munchen Polezi burst through.

"Scheissel" Montferrat shouted, rising. He froze as the receiver in his uniform cap began hissing and
snarling override-transmisson in the Hero's Tongue. Y arthkin relaxed and smiled as the policeman



sprinted for the exit. He cocked one eye towards the ceiling and slently flourished Montferrat'slast glass
of schnapps before sending it down with asnap of hiswrist.

* % %

"Weird," Jonah Matthieson muttered, looking at the redshifted cone of light ahead of them. Better
thisway. Thisway he didn't haveto think of what they were going to do when they arrived. He had been
asingleship pilot before doing his military service; the Bdlt till needed miners. Y ou could do software
design anywhere there was a computer system, of course, and minershad a lot of sparetime. His
reflexeswere apilot's, and they included a strong inhibition against high-speed intercept trgjectories.

Thiswas going to be the highest-speed intercept of al time.

Theforward end of the pilot's cabin was very smple, a hemisphere of smooth synthetic. For that
matter, the rest of the cabin was quite basic as well; two padded crashcouches, which was one more
than normal, an autodoc, an autochef, and rather basic sanitary facilities. That Ieft just enough room to
move—in zero gravity. Right now they were under one-G acceleration, crushingly uncomfortable. They
had been under one-G for weeks, subjective time; the Yamamoto was being run to flatlander
specifications.

"Compensate,” Ingrid said. The view swam back, the blue stars ahead and the dim red behind turning
to the normal variation of colors. The dua-sun Centauri system was dead ahead, 1ooking uncomfortably
close. "We're making good time. It took thirty years coming back on the dowboat, but the Yamamoto's
going to put us near Wunderland in five point seven. Objective, that is. Probably right on the heds of the
pussy scouts."

Jonah nodded, looking ahead at the innocuous twinned stars. His hands were in the control-gloves of
his couch, but the pressure-sensors and lightfields were off, of course. There had been very littleto doin
the month-subjective since they Ieft the orbit of Pluto. Accelerated learning with RNA boosters, and he
could now speak as much of the Hero's Tongue as Ingrid—enough to understand it. Kzin evidently didn't
liketheir davesto speak much of it; they weren't worthy. He could also talk Belter-English with the
accent of the Serpent Swarm, Wunderland's dominant language, and the five or Six other tongues
prevaent in the many ethnic enclaves. . . sometimes he found himself dreaming in Pahlavi or Croat or
Amish Pletterdeisz. It wasn't going to be along trip; with the gravity polarizer and the big orbital lasers
to push them up to ramscoop speeds, and no limit on the acceleration their compensators could handle. .

We must be nipping the heels of photons by now, he thought. Speeds only robot ships had
achieved before, with experimenta fields supposedly keeping the killing torrent of secondary radiation
out. ..

"Tell me some more about Wunderland,” he said. Neither of them were fidgeting. Beltersdidnt; this
sort of cramped environment had been normd for their people since the settlement of the Sol-system Belt
three centuries before. It was the thought of how they were going to stop that had his nervestwigting.

I've dready briefed you twenty times,” she replied, with something of asnap in thetone. Military
formdity worethin pretty quickly in close quarterslikethis. "All the first-hand stuff isfifty-gix years out of
date, and the nine-year-old materid'sin the computer. Y ou're just bored."

No, I'mjust scared shitless. "Well, talking would be better than nothing. Spending amonth strapped
to thisthing is even more monotonous than being arockjack Y ou wereright, I'm bored.”

"And scared.”

He looked around. She was lying with her hands behind her heed, grinning at him.

"I'm scared too. The offswitch is exterior to the surface of the effect.” It had to be; time did not pass
indde agassfidd.

"The designers were pretty sureit'd work.”

"I'm sure of only two things, Jonah."



"Which are?'

"Well, the first oneisthat the designers aren't going to be diving into the photosphere of asun at
point-ninelights.”

"Oh." That had occurred to him too. On the other hand, it really was easier to be objective when
your lifewasn't ontheline. . . and in any case, it would be quick. "What's the other thing?'

Her smile grew wider, and she undid the collar-catch of her uniform. "Evenin agravity fied, there's
one thing | want to experience again before possible death.”

* % %

"Overview, schematic, trgectory,” Traat-Admirad commanded. The big semicircle of the kzinti
dreadnought's bridge was dim-lit by the blue and red glow of screens and telltales, crackly with the ozone
scents of aerted kzintosh; Throat-Ripper was preparing for action.

Spray-fans appeared on the big circular display-screen below his crash couch. Traat-Admird's fangs
glinted wet as he consdered them. The ship would passfairly near Wunderland, and quite near Alpha
Centauri itself. Singshot effect was modest with something moving at such speeds, but . . . ah, yes. The
other two suns of this cluster would also help. Still, it would be along time before that vessel headed
back towards the Sol system, if indeed that wastheir aim.

Wheat forsaken-of-ancestors trick isthis? he wondered. Then: Were those Kfraksha-Admiral's last
thoughts?

He shook off the mood. "dentification?’

"Definitely aramscoop vessdl, Dominant One," Riesu-Feet-Operations said. "Estimated speed is
approximately .9071 c. Inthe 1600 kilokzinmass range."

About the mass of alight cruiser, then. Hiswhiskersruffled. Quite aweight to get uptosucha
respectable fraction of ¢, when you did not have the gravity polarizer. On the other paw, the humans
used very powerful launch-boost lasers—useful as wegpons, too, which had been an unanticipated
disaster for the kzinti fleets—and by now they might have the gravity polarizer. Polarizer-drive vessdls
could get up to about .8 c if they were willing to spend the energy, and that was well above ramscoop
initia peeds.

"Hrrr. That is congderably above the mass-range of the robot vessals the humans used"—for
scouting new systems and carrying small freight loads over interstellar distances. They used big dowboats
at .3 c for colonization and passenger traffic. "Feet postions, tacticad.”

The screen changed, showing the positions of his squadrons, stingfighter carriers and dreadnoughts,
destroyers and cruisers. Mot were gtill crawling across the disk of the Alpha Centauri system, boosting
from their ready Stations near replenishment asteroids or in orbit around Wunderland itself. He scowled;
the human probe was damnably well stedlthed for something moving that fast, and there had been little
time. His own persona dreadnought and battle-group were thirty AU outside the outermost planet,
beginning to accelerate back in toward the star. The problem was that no sane being moved at interstellar
Speedsthis close to high concentrations of matter, which put the enemy vessdl in an entirely different
energy envelope.

We must strike in passing, he thought; he could fedl the claws dide out of the black-lesther-glove
shapes of his hands, pricking against the restsin the gloves of his space armor.

"Dominant One," Riesu-Heet-Operations said. Thetonein hisvoice and a sudden waft of
spoiled-ginger scent brought Traat-Admird's ears folding back into combat position, and histongue
lapped across hisnoseingtinctively. "Separation . . . No, it'snot breaking up . . . We're getting relay
from the outer-system drone sentindls, Traat-Admird. The human shipislaunching.”

"Launching what?"

"Traat-Admird . . . ahhh. Projectiles of various sorts. Continuous launch. None over one-tenth
kzinfist mass." About twenty grams, in human measurements—but stedthing could bein use, hiding much



larger objectsin the clutter. " Some are buckshot arrays, others dugs. Spectroscopic analysisindicates
mogt are of nickd-iron compostion. Magnetic flux. The human ship is using magnetic launchers of very
grest power for initia guidance.”

Traat-Admira's fur went flat, then fluffed out to stand erect al over hisbody.

"Trgectoried" he screamed.

"Eresauuuu—" the officer mewled, then pulled himself together. "Dominant One, intersection
trgectoriesfor the planet itself and the following ingtalations—"

Alarm klaxons began to screech. Traat-Admira ignored them and reached for his communicator.
Chuut-Riit was not going to be happy, when he learned of how the humans replied to the Fourth Fleet.

Chuut-Riit had told him that some humans were worthy of respect. He was beginning to beieveiit.

* * %

Raines and Jonah commanded the front screen to stop mimicking a control board; beyond a certain
level fear-adrendine was an anti-gphrodisiac. Now the upper haf was an unmodified view of the Alpha
Centauri system; the lower was a battle schematic, dots and graphs and probability-curves like bundles
of fuzzy sticks. The Yamamoto was going to crossthe disk of the Wunderland system in subjective
minutes, mere hours even by outside clocks, with her ramscoop fiel ds spreading a corona around her
deadly to any life-form with anervous system, and the fusion flare a sword behind her half a parsec long,
fed by the fantasticaly rich gas-field that surrounded a star. Nothing but beam-wespons stood a chance
of catching her, and even messages were going to take prodigies of computing power to unscramble. Her
own weaponswere quite Smple: iron eggs. Ve ocity equas mass, when they intercepted their targets, the
resultswould be in the megaton-yield range.

Jonah'slips skinned back from histeeth, and the hair struggled to raiseitself dong his spine. Plains
ape reflex, hethought, smeling the rank odor of fight/flight sweet trickling down hisflanks. Your genes
think they're about to tackle a Cape buffalo with a thighbone club. Hisfingers pressed the insde of
the chair seat in acomplex pattern.

"Responding,” said the computer inits usua husky contralto.

Wasit imagination that there was more inflection in it? Conscious computer, but not a human
consciousness. Memory and ingtincts designed by humans. . . freewill, unless he or Ingrid used the
override keys. Unless the high command had left deeper drives. Perhaps not so much freewill; a
computer would see the path most likely to succeed and follow it. How would it be to know that you
were a made thing, and doomed to encysted madnessin six months or less? Nobody had ever been able
to learn why. He had speculated to himself that it was a matter of time; to a consciousness that could
think in nanoseconds, that could govern its own sensory input, what would be the point of remaining
linked to arefractory cosmos? It could make its own universe, and have it last forever in afew
milliseconds. Perhaps that was why humanswho linked directly to acomputer system of any size went
catatonicaswdll. . . .

"Detection. Neutronic and € ectromagnetic-range sensors.” The ship's system was linked to the
hugely powerful but subconscious level machines of the Yamamoto. "Point sources.”

Rubies sprang out across the battle map, and they moved as he watched, swelling up on either side
and pivoting in relation to each other. A quick glimpse at the fire-bright point source of Alpha Centauri in
the upper screen showed a perceptible disk, swelling as he watched. Jonah's skin crawled at the sight;
thiswas like ancient history, air and sea battles out of Earth's past. He was used to maneuversthat lasted
hours or days, matching relative vel ocities while the planets moved dowly and the sun might aswell bea
fixed point at the center of the universe. . . perhaps when gravity polarizers were smal and cheap enough
tofitin Dart-classboats, it would dl belikethis.

"The pussies have the system pretty well covered,” he said.
"And the Swarm's Belters," Ingrid replied. Jonah turned his head, dowly, at the sound of her voice.



Shocked, he saw aglistening in her eyes.
"Home. . ." shewhispered. Then more decisively: "ldentification, human-range sensors, discrete.”

Half the rubiesflickered for afew seconds. Ingrid continued to Jonah: "Thisisamessy system; more
of itsmassin asteroids and assorted junk than yours. Belters use more deep-radar and don't rely on
telescopes as much. The pussies couldn't have changed that much;, they'd cripple the Swarm's economy
and destroy itsvaueto them." Sowly. "That'sthe big station on Tiamat. They've got agarrison therg, it's
amgjor shipbuilding center, was even"—she swallowed—"fifty years ago. Those othersare
bubbleworlds . . . More detectors on Wunderland than there used to be, and in close orbit. At the poles,
and that |ooks like a military-geosynchronous setup.”

"Enemy action. Laser and particle-beam weapons." Nothing they could do about that. "Enemy
vessdls are detonating high-yield fusion wegpons on our anticipated trgectory.”

Attempting to overload the ramscoop, and unlikely to succeed unless they had something tailored for
it, like cesum gas bombs. The UNSN had done theoretica studies, but the pussies were unlikely to have
anything on hand. Thistrick was not in their book, and they were rather inflexiblein tactics.

Of coursg, if they did have something, the Yamamoto would become arather dangerous dug of
high-velocity gasin nanoseconds. Catskinner might very well survive, if the sasisfield kicked in quickly
enough . . . in which case her passengers would spend the next severa thousand yearsin stasis, waiting
for just theright target to dow them down.

"Home," Ingrid said, very softly.

Jonah thought briefly what it would be like to return to the Sol-Belt after fifty years. Nearly athird of
the average lifetime, longer than Jonah had been dive. What it would belike, if he ever got home. The
Yamamoto could expect to see Sol again in twenty years objective, allowing timeto pass through the
Alpha Centauri system, decelerate and work back up to arespectable Tau vaue. The plan-in-theory was
for him and Ingrid to accomplish their mission and then boost the Catskinner out in the direction of Sol,
turn on the stasis field again and wait to be picked up by UNSN craft.

About aslikely asdoing it by putting our heads between our knees and spitting hard, he thought
sardonically.

"Ships," the computer said in its dispassionate tone. "Movement. Status, probable class and dispersa
cones.”

Color-coded lines blinking over the tactical map. Columns of print scrolling down one margin, coded
ve ocities and key-data; hypnoatic training triggered burstsinto their minds, crystaline shards of fact, faster
than conscious recall. Jonah whistled.

"Loaded for bandersnatch,” he said. There were a lot of warships spraying out from bases and
holding-orbits, and that was not counting those too small for the Yamamoto's detection systems: their
own speed would be degrading signal dragtically. Between the ramscoop fields, their vel ocity, and normal
shidding, therewas very little that could touch the ramscooper, but the kzin were certainly going to try.

"Aggressive bastards," he said, keeping hiseyesfirmly fixed on thetactica display. Getting in theway
of the Yamamoto took courage, individually and on the part of their commander. Nobody had used a
ramscoop ship like this before; the kzin had never developed a Bussard-type drive; they had had the
gravity polarizer for along time, and it had aborted work on reaction jet systems. But they must have
made staff studies, and they would know what they were facing. Which was something more in the nature
of alarge-scale cosmic event than a ship. Mass equas velocity: by now the Yamamoto had the effective
bulk of amedium-sized moon, moving only atenth dower than alaser beam.

That reminded him of what the Catskinner would be doing shortly—and the Dart did not have
anything like the scale of protection the ramscoop warship did. Even amicrometeorite. .. Alpha
Centauri was ablack disk edged by firein the upper haf of the screen.

"Projectilesaway,”" the computer said. Nothing physical, but another inverted cone of trgectories



splayed out from the path of the Yamamoto. Highly polished chrome-tungsten-sted dloy dugs, which
had spent the trip from Sol riding grapnd-fiddsin the Yamamoto's wake. Otherswere clusters of small
shot, or balloons, to transmit energy to fragile targets; at these speeds, adug could punch through aship
without dowing enough to do more than leave asmall glowing hole through the structure. Wildly varying
abedos, from fully-stedlthed to deliberately reflective; the Catskinner was going to be rather
conspicuous when the Slaver stasis field's impenetrable surface went on. Now the warship's magnetics
were twitching the kinetic-energy weapons out in sprays and clusters, at velocities that would send them
across the Wunderland system in hours. It would take the firepower of aheavy cruiser to sgnificantly
damage one, and there were a lot of them. Iron was cheap, and the Yamamoto grossy overpowered.

"Y ou know, we ought to have done this before," Jonah said. The sun-disk filled the upper screen,
then snapped down severd sizes asthe computer reduced thefield. A sphere, floating in thewild arching
discharges and coronas of a G-type sun. "We could have used ramrobots. Or the pussies could have
copied our designs and doneit to us."

"Nope," Ingrid said. She coughed, and he wondered if her eyes werelocking on the sphere again as
it clicked down to asize that would fit the upper screen. "Ramscoop fields. Think about it."

"Oh." When you put it that way, he could think of about a haf-dozen waysto destabilize one; drop,
oh, ultracompressed radon into it. Countermeasures. . . luckily, nothing the kzin were likely to have right
on hand.

"For that matter," she continued, "throwing relativistic wegpons around indde asolar system isabad
idea. If you want to keep it.”

"Impact,” the computer said hel pfully. An asteroid winked, the tactical screen'sway of showing an
expanding sphere of plasma: nickd-iron, oxygen, nitrogen, carbon-compounds, some of the latter kzin
and humans and children and their pet budgies.

"You haveto am a dtationary targets,” Ingrid was saying. "The things that war is supposed to be
about seizing. It'sasinsane asfighting aplanetside war with fusion weapons and no effective defense.
Only possbleonce."

"Once would be enough, if we knew where the kzin home system was." For avengeful moment he
imagined robot shipsfalling into asun from infinite distances, scores of light-years of acceleration at
hundreds of G's, their own massesraised to near-stellar proportions. "No. Then again, no."

"I'm glad you said that,” Ingrid replied. Softly: "1 wonder what it's like, for them out there.”
"Interesting,” Jonah said tightly. "At the very lead, interesting.”

Chapter 2

"Please, keep cam,” Harold Y arthkin-Schotmann said, for the fourth time. "For Finagle's sake, Sit
down and shut up!"

This one seemed to sink in, or perhaps the remaining patrons were getting tired of running around in



circlesand shouting. The aff weredl at their posts, or preventing the paying customers from hitting each
other or breaking anything expensive. Severa of them had police-mode stunners under their dinner
jackets, like his; hideousillega, hence quite difficult to square. Not through Claude—he was quite
conscientious about avoiding things that would serioudy annoy the ratcats—but there were plenty lower
down the totem pole who lacked his gentlemanly sense of their own long-term interests.

Everyone was watching the screen behind the bar again; the UNSN announcement was off the air,
but the Munchen news service was dapping in random readouts from al over the planet. For oncethe
collaborationist government was too busy to follow their naturd ingtincts and keep everyone in the dark,
and the kzin had never given much of adamn; the only thing they cared about was behavior, propaganda
be damned.

Theflatlander warship was till headed insystem; from the look of things they were going to use the
sun for as much of a course-ateration as possible. He could fed rusty spaceman's reflexes creaking into
action. That was a perfectly sensible ploy; ramscoop shipswere not easy to turn. Even at their speeds,
you couldn't use the interstellar medium to bank; turning meant applying laterd thrust, and it would be
easer to decderate, turn and work back up to high Tau. Unlessyou could use agravitationa ding, likea
kid on roller-skates going hell-for-leather down a street and then dapping ahand on alamppost—and
even adtar's gravity was pretty feeble at those speeds.

Heraised his glass to the sometime mirror behind the bar. 1t was showing a scene from the south
polar zone. Kzin were stuck with Wunderland'slight gravity, but they preferred acooler, drier climate
than humans. Thefirst impact had looked like aline of light drawn down from heaven to earth, and the
shockwave flipped the robot camerainto a spin that had probably ended on hard, cold ground. Y arthkin
grinned, and snapped hisfingersfor coffee.

"With asandwich, sweetheart," he told the waitress. "Heavy on the mustard.” He loosened his
archaic tie and watched flickershots of boiling dust-clouds crawling with networks of purple-white
lightning. Closer, into canyons of night seething up out of red-shot blackness. That must be molten rock;
something had punched right through into the magma.

"Sam." The man at the musicomp looked up from trailing his fingers across the keyboard; it was
configured for piano tonight. An archaism, like the whole setup. Popular, as more and morefledin
fantasy what could not be avoided in redlity, back into ahistory that was at least human. Of course,
Wunderlanders were prone to that; the planet had been a patchwork of refugees from an increasingly
homogenized and technophile Earth anyway. |'ve spent a generation cashing in on a nostalgia boom,
Y arthkin thought wryly. Was that because | had foresight, or was | one of the first victims?

"Sir?' Sam wasKrio, like McAndrews the doorman, although he had never gone the whole route
and taken warrior scars. Just astough in afight, though. Hed been enrolled in the Sensor-Effector
program &t the Scholarium, been agunner with Y arthkin in the brief war in space, and they had been
together in the hills. And he had come dong when Y arthkin took the amnesty, too. Even more of a
wizard with the keys than he had been with ajizzer or astrakaker or aratchet knife.

"Pay something appropriate, Sam. 'Stormy Westher." "

The muscian'sface lit with avast white grin, and he launched into the ancient tune with awill, even
snging hisown verson, trandated into Wunderlander. Y arthkin murmured into hislapdl to turn down the
hysterica commentary from the screen, still babbling about dastardly attacks and massive casudlties.

It took a man back. Humans were dying out there, but so wereratcats. . . Here'slooking at you,
he thought to the hypothetical crew of the Yamamoto. Possibly nothing more than recordings and
sensor-effector mechanisms, but he doubted it.

"Stormy weather for sure,” he said softly to himsalf. Megatons of dust and water vapor were being
pumped into the atmosphere. "Bad for the crops.” Though there would be a harvest from this, yes
indeed. | could have been on that ship, he thought to himself, with asudden flare of murderous anger. |
was good enough. There are probably Wunderlanders aboard her; those slowships got through. If



| hadn't been left sucking vacuum at the airlock, it could have been me out there!

"But not Ingrid,” he whispered to himsdlf. "The bitch wouldn't have the guts." Sam waslooking at
him; it had been along time since the memory of the last days came back. With apracticed effort of will
he shoved it deeper below the threshold of consciousness and produced the same mocking smile that had
faced the world for most of hisadult life.

"I wonder how our esteemed ratcat masters are taking it,” he said. "Been awhile since the ones
here've had to lap out of the same saucer as uslowlife monkey-boys. I'd like to seeit, | truly would."

* * %

" ... edimate probability of successful interception at lessthan one-fifth,” thefigurein the screen
sad. "Vengeance-Fang and Rampant-Sayer do not respond to signas. Lurker-At-Waterholes
continuesto accelerate at right angles to the ecliptic. We must assume they were struck by the ramscoop
fidds"

The governor watched closdly; the dight bristle of whiskers and rapid open-shut flare of wet black
nodtrilswasasign of intense frugration.

"You have legpt well, Traat-Admird," Chuut-Riit said formaly. "Break off pursuit. The distant
shadow-watcherswould have their chance.”

A good tactician, Traat-Admird; if he had come from abetter family, he would have a double name
by now. Would have adouble name, when Earth was conquered, aname, and vast wealth. One percent
of al the product of the new conquest for life, snce he wasto be in supreme military command of the
Fifth Fleet. That would make him founder of aNoble Line, hisbonesin aworship shrinefor athousand
generations, Chuut-Riit had hinted that he would send severa of his daughtersto the admird's harem,
|etting him mingle his blood with that of the Patriarch.

"Chuut-Riit, arewetolet the. . . the. . . omnivores escape unscathed?' The admira's earswere
quivering with the effort required to keep them out at parade-re<t.

A rumble came from the space-armored figures that bulked in the dim orange light behind the flotilla
commandant. Good, the planetary governor thought. They are not daunted.

"Y our bloodlust iscommendable, Traat-Admird, but the fact remains that the human ship istraveling
at velocitieswhichrender it . . . Itisat adifferent point on the energy gradient, Traat-Admird."

"We can pursue asit leavesthe system!”

"In ships designed to travel a point-eight lightspeed? From behind? Remember the Human Lesson.
That isa very effective reaction drivethey areusing.”

A deep ticking sound came from histhroat, and Traat-Admird's earslaid back ingtinctively. The
thought of trying to maneuver past that planetary-length sword of nucleer fire. . .

Chuut-Riit paused to | et the thought sink home before continuing: " This has been agtartling tactic. We
assumed that possession of the gravity polarizer would lead the humans to neglect further development of
their so-efficient reaction drives, aswe had done; hr'rrearow t'chssseee mearowet'aatrurrte,
this-does-not-follow. We must prepare countermeasures, investigate the possibility of ramscoop
interstellar missiles. . . At least they did not strike at this system's sun, or drop areally large massinto the
planetary gravity well."

Thefur of thekzin on Throat-Ripper's bridge lay flat, sculpting the bone-and-muscle planes of their
faces.

"Indeed, Chuut-Riit," Traat-Admira said fervently.

"A series of polarizer-driven missiles, with laser-cannon boost, deployed ready to destabilize
ramscoop fields. . . In any case, you are ordered to break off action, assist with emergency rescue
efforts, detach two unitswith interstellar cgpacity to shadow the intruder until it leavestheimmediate
vicinity. Waste no more Heroes in futility; instead, we must repair the damage and redouble our
preparations for the next attack on Sol."



"Asyou command, Chuut-Riit, dthough it goes againg the grain to let the | eaf-eating monkeys
escape, when the Fifth Fleet is so near completion.”
The governor rose, letting hisweight forward on hands whose claws did free. He restrained any

further display of impatience. | must teach him to think. To think correctly, he must be allowed to
make errors.

"Its departure has aready been delayed. Will losing further unitsin fruitless pursuit speed the repairs
and modifications which must be made? Attend to your orders™

"At once, Chuut-Riit!"

The governor hed himsdf impressively immobile until the screen blanked. Then he turned and leaped
with atearing shriek over the nearest wall, out into the unnatura storm and darkness. A haf-hour later he
returned, meditatively picking bits of hide and bone from between histeeth with athumb-claw. His pelt
was plastered flat with mud, leaves, and blood, and a thorned branch had cut a bleeding trough across

his doping forehead. The screenswere il flicking between various disasters, each one worse than the
last.

"Any emergency cals?' heasked mildly.
"None at the priority levels you established,” the computer replied.

"Murmeroumph,” he said, opening his mouth wideinto the killing gapeto get a an irritating fragment
between two of the back shearing teeth. " Staff."

Onewadl turned to the ordered bustle of the household's management centrum. "Ah, Henrietta," he
sad in Wunderlander. "Y ou have that preliminary summary ready?"

The human swallowed and averted her eyesfrom the bits of something that thekzin wasflicking
from hisfangs and muzzle. The others behind her were looking drawn and tense aswdll, but no signs of
panic. If | could recognize them, the kzin thought. They panic differently. A Hero overcomewith
terror elther fled, striking out at anything in his path, or went into mindless berserker frenzy.

Berserker, he mused thoughtfully. The concept was fascinating; reading of it had convinced him that
kzin and humankind were enough dike to cooperate effectively.

"Y es, Chuut-Riit," shewas saying. "Ingalations Seven, Three, and Twevein the north polar zone
have been effectively destroyed, loss of industrid function in the seventy-five to eighty percent range.
Over ninety percent at Six, the main fusion generator destabilized in the pulse from anear-miss."
lonization effects had been quite spectacular. "Casudtiesin the range of five thousand Heroes, thirty
thousand humans. Four mgor orbital facilities hit, but there was less collateral damage there, of course,
and more near-misses.” No air to transmit blast in space. "Reports from the asteroid belt fill coming in.”

"Merrower," he said, meditatively. Kzin government was heavily decentralized; the average Hero did
not make agood bureaucrat, that was work for daves and computers. A governor was expected to
confine himsdf to policy decisons. Still . . . "Have my persona spaceship prepared for lift. | will be doing
atour."

Henrietta hesitated. " Ah, noble Chuut-Riit, the ferad humanswill be active, with defense functions
thrown out of order."

She wasfar too experienced to mistake Chuut-Riit's expression for asmile.

"Markham and his gang? | hopethey do, Henrietta, | sincerely hopethey do.” Herelaxed. "I'll view
the reports from here. Send in the groomers, my pelt must befit to be seen.” A pause. "And
replacementsfor one of the bull buffalo in the holding pen.”

The kzin threw himself down on the pillow behind his desk, massive head propped with its chin on
the stone surface of the workspace. Grooming would help him think. Humansweresogood at it . . . and
blowdryers, blowdryers done were worth the trouble of conquering them.

* % %

"Prepare for separation,” the computer said. The upper field of the Catskinner's screen was a



crawling dow-motion curve of orange and yellow and darker spots; the battle schematic showed the last
few dugs dropping away from the Yamamoto, using the gravity of the sun to whip around and curve out
toward targetsin adifferent quarter of the ecliptic plane. More than afew were ddiberately misaimed,
headed for catastrophic destruction in Alpha Centauri's photosphere as camouflage.

It can't be getting hotter, he thought.

"Gottdamn, it'shot,” Ingrid said. "I'm swine-swesting."

Thanks, hethought, refraining from spesking aoud with a savage effort. "Purely psychosomatic,” he
grated.

"Therésonething | regret,” Ingrid continued.

"What'sthat?'

"That we're not going to be able to see what happens when the Catskinner and those dugs make a
high-Tau trangit of the sun's outer envelope,” she said.

Jonah felt aamile crease the rigid sweat-dick muscles of hisface. The consequences had been
extragpolated, but only roughly. At the very least, there would be solar-flare effects like nothing this
system had ever witnessed before, enough to foul up every receptor pointed thisway. "It would be
interesting, at that.”

"Prepare for separation,” the computer continued. "Five seconds and counting.”

One. Ingrid had crossed hersdlf just before the field went on. Astonishing. There were worse people
to be crammed into a Dart with for amonth, even among the more interesting half of the human race.

Two. They were probably going to be closer to an active star than any other human beings had ever
been and survived to tell the tale. Provided they survived, of course.

Three. His grandparents had consdered emigrating to the Wunderland system; he remembered them
complaining about how the Belt had been then, everything regulated and taxed to death, and psychists
hovering to resanitize your mind as soon as you came in from a prospecting trip. If that'd happened, he
might have ended up as a conscript technician with the Fourth Flet.

Four. Or aguerrilla: the prisoners had mentioned activity by "fera humans" Jonah bared histegthiin
an expresson akzin would have had no trouble at dl understanding. | intend to remain very feral
indeed. The kzin may have done us a favor; we were well on the way to turning ourselves into
sheep when they arrived. If I'm going to be a monkey, I'll be a big, mean baboon, by choice.

Five. Ingrid wasright, it was a pity they wouldn't be able to seeit.

"Personaly, | just wish that ARM bastard who volunteered mefor thiswas here—"
—di scontinuity—

"Ready for separation, Sr,” the computer said.
Buford Early grunted. He was alone in the corvette's control room; none of the others had wanted to
come out of degpdeep just to Sit helplesdy and watch their fate decided by chance.

"Thekzinti aren't the ones who should be called pussies,” he said. Early chuckled softly, enjoying a
pun not one human in ten million would have appreciated. Patterns of sunlight crawled across hisface
from the screens; the Inner Ring was built insde the hull of a captured kzinti corvette, but the
UNSN—and the ARM—had stuffed her full of surprises. "1 don't know what the youth of today is
comingto.”

At that he laughed outright; he had been born into afamily of the. . . even mentally, he decided not to
gpecify . . . secret path. Born along, long time ago, longer even than the creaking quasi-androids of the
Struldbrug Club would have believed; there were geriatric technologies that the ARM and its masters
guarded as closely as the wegpons and destabilizing inventions people knew abouit.



Damn, but I'm glad the Long Peace is over, he mused. It had been far too long, whatever the
uppermost leadership thought, although of course he had backed the policy. Besides, there was no read
fun in being master in the Country of the Cows, Earthers had gotten just plain boring, however docile.

"Boring thisisn't, nojive" he said, watching the disk of Alpha Centauri grow. " About—"
—discontinuity—

"Greow-Captain, thereisan anomaly in thelast projectilel”

"They are dl anomalies, Sensor-Operator!” The commander did not move his eyesfrom the
schematic before hisface, but histone held conviction that the humans had used irritatingly nonstandard
wespons soldy to annoy and humiliate him. Behind his back, the other two kzin exchanged glances and
moved expressive ears.

The Sasher -class armed scout held three crewkzin in its delta-shaped control chamber: the
commander forward and the Sensor and Wegpons operators behind him to either sde. There werethree
gmall screensingtead of the sngle larger divisible one ahuman boat of the same size would have had, and
many more manualy activated controls. Kzin had broader-range senses than humans, fagter reflexes, and
they trusted cybernetic systemsrather less. They had also had gravity control amost from the beginning
of spaceflight; afailure serious enough to immobilize the crew usudly destroyed the vessdl.

"Simply tdl me" the kzin commander said, "if our particle-beam isdriving it down." The cooling
system was whining audibly asit pumped energy into its centra tank of degenerate matter, and gtill the
cabin was furnace-hot and dry, full of the wild odors of fear and blood that the habitation-system poured
out in combat conditions. The ship shuddered and banged as it plunged in a curve that was not quite
suicidally closeto the outer envelope of the sun.

Before Greow-Captain a stepped-down image showed the darkened curve of the gas envelope, and
the gouting coriolis-driven plumes as the human projectiles plowed their way through plasma. Shocks of
discharge arched between them asthey drew away from the kzin craft above, away from the beams that
sought to tumble them down into denser layers where even their vel ocity would not protect them. Or at
least throw them enough off course that they would recede harmlesdy into interstellar space. Thelight
from the holo-screen crawled in iridescent streamers across the flared scarlet synthetic of the kzin's
helmet and the huge lambent eyes; the whole corona of Alpha Centauri waswrithing, flowers of nuclear
fire, athunder of forces beyond the understanding of human or kzinkind.

The two Operators were uneasily conscious that Greow-Captain felt neither awe nor the dightest hint
of fear. Not because he was more than normally courageous for ayoung mae kzin, but because he was
utterly indifferent to everything but how thiswould look on hisrecord. Another uneasy glance went
between them. Y ounger sons of nobles were notorioudy anxiousto earn full Names at record ages, and
Greow-Captain had complained long and bitterly when their squadron was not assigned to the Fourth
Feet. Operationd efficiency might suffer.

They knew better than to complain openly, of course. Whatever the state of hiswits, there was
nothing wrong with Greow-Captain's reflexes, and he aready had an imposing collection of kzin-ear
dueling trophies.

"Greow-Captain, the anomaly is greater than avariance in reflectivity,” the Sensor-Operator yowled.
HAf hisingruments were usdessin the flux of energetic particlesthat were sheeting off the Sasher's
screens. He hoped they were being deflected; as alowly Sensor-Operator he had not had a chance to
breed—not so much asasiff of kzinrret fur since they carried him mewling from the teats of his mother
to thetraining creche. "The projectile is not absorbing the quanta of our beam as the previous one did,
nor isits surface ablating. And itstrgectory isincompatible with the shape of the others; thisislarger, less
dense, and moving" . . . apause of lessthan asecond to query the computer . . . "moving asif its outer
shell were absolutely frictionless and reflective, Greow-Captain. Should this not be reported?!



Reporting would mean retreat, out to where amessage-maser could punch through the chaotic
broad-spectrum noise of an injured star's bellow.

"Do my Heroesrefuse to follow into danger?' Greow-Captain snarled.

"Lead us, Greow-Captain!" Put that way, they had no choice; which waswhy asensible officer
would never have put it that way. Both Operators silently cursed the better diet and personal -combat
training available to offgpring of anoble's household. It had been along time since kzin met an enemy
capable of exercising greater salective pressure than their own socid system. Hisvery scent was
intimidating, overflowing with the ketones of afresh-mest diet.

"Wegpons-Operator, shift your aim to the region of compressed gases directly ahead of our target,
al energy wegpons. | am taking us down and accderating past red-line." With alittle luck, he could ignite
the superheated and compressed monatomic hydrogen directly ahead of the projectile, and let the
multimegaton explosion flip it up or down off the ballistic trgjectory the humans had launched it on.

Muffled howls and spitting sounds came from the workstations behind him; the thin black lips
wrinkled back more fully from hisfangs, and dender lines of salivadrooled down past the open neckring
of hissuit. Warren-dwellers, he thought, asthe Sasher lurched and swooped.

His hands darted over the controls, prompting the machinery that was throwing it about at hundreds
of accelerations. Vatach hunters. Thelittle quasi-rodents were dl lower-caste kzin could get in the way
of live meat. Although the anomay was interesting, and he would report noticing it to
Khurut-Squadron-Captain. | will show them how a true hunter—

Theinput from the kzin boat's wegpons was barely afraction of the kinetic energy the Catskinner
was shedding into the gases that dowed it, but that was just enough. Enough to set off chain-reaction
fusion in asizable volume around the invul nerably-protected human vessd. The kzin craft wasfar enough
away for the wave-front to arrive before the killing blow:

"—sahield overload, loss of directiond hhnrrreaw—"

The Sensor-Operator shrieked and burned as induction-arcs crashed through his position.
Wegpons-Operator was screaming the hiss of anurang kitten as his claws dashed at the usaless
controls.

Greow-Captain's last fractional second was spent in acry aswell, but hiswas of purerage. The
Sasher'sfusion-bottle destabilized at dmost the same nanosecond as her shields went down and the

gravity control vanished; an imperceptible instant later only a mass-spectroscope could havetold the
location as atoms of carbon and iron scattered through the hot plasmaof the inner solar wind.

—discontinuity—

"Shit," Jonah said, with quiet conviction. "Report. And stabilize that view." The stresking pinwhed
in the exterior-view screen dowed and hated, but the control surface besideit continued to show the
Catskinner twirling end-over-end at arate that would have pasted them both as athin reddish film over
the interior without the compensation fieds. Gravity polarizers were awonderful invention, and hewas
very glad humans had mastered them, but they were nerve-wracking.

The screen plit down the middle as Ingrid began establishing their possible paths.

"Weare," the computer said, "traveling twice asfast as our projected velocity at switchoff, and ona
path twenty-five degrees further to the solar north." A pause. "We are dtill, you will note, in the plane of
theediptic."

"Thank Finaglefor smdl favors," Jonah muttered, working his handsin the control gloves. The
Catskinner wasrunning on her accumulators, the fusion reactor and its so-detectable neutrino flux shut
down.

"Jonah,” Ingrid said. "Take alook." A corner of the screen lit, showing the surface of thesunand a



gigantic pillar of flare reaching out in their wake like the tongue of ahungry fire-dementd. "The pusses
are burning up the communications spectra, yowling about |osng scout-boats. They had them down low
and dirty, trying to throw the dugs that went into the photosphere with us off-course.”

"Lovely," the man muttered. So much for quietly matching vel ocities with Wunderland while the
commnet isstill down. To the computer: "What's ahead of us?'

"For gpproximately twenty-three point six light-years, nothing.”
"What do you mean, nothing?'

"Hard vacuum, micrometeorites, interstellar dust, possible spacecraft, bodiestoo smdl or
nonradiating to be detected, superstrings, shadowmatter—"

"Shut up!" he snarled. "Can we brake?!
"Y es. Unfortunately, thiswill require savera hours of thrust and exhaust our onboard fuel reserves.”

"And put up afucking great sign, 'Hurrah, we're back' for every pussy in the system,” he grated.
Ingrid touched him on thearm.

"Wait, | haveanidea. . . . Isthere anything substantia in our way, that we could reach with lessof a
burn?'

"Severd agteroids, Lieutenant Raines. Uninhabited.”

"What's the Satus of our stasis-controller?"

A pause. "Still . .. | must confess, | am surprised.” The computer sounded surprised that it could be.
"Still functiond, Lieutenant Raines™

Jonah winced. "Areyou thinking what | think you'rethinking?' he said plaintively. " Another
colligon?'
Ingrid shrugged. "Right now, it'll be less noticeable than along burn. Computer, will it work?"

"Ninety-saeven percent chance of achieving astable Swarm orbit. Therisk of emitting infrared and
visble-light Sgnasisunquantifiable. Thefied switch will probably continueto function, Lieutenant
Raines"

"It should, it's covered in neutronium.” Sheturned her head to Jonah. "Well?

He sighed. "Offhand, | can't think of a better solution. When you can't think of a better solution than a
high-speed collision with arock, something's wrong with your thinking, but I can't think of what would be
better to think . . . What do you think?"

"That an unshielded collison with arock might be better than another month imprisoned with your
senseof humor. . .. Gott, dl thosefish puns. . ."

"Computer, prepare for minimal burn. Any distinguishing characteristics of those rocks?"
"Onelargely glicate, one eighty-three percent nicke-iron with traces of—"

"Spare me. The nickd-iron, it'sdenser and lesslikely to break up. Prepare for minima burn.”
"I have so prepared, on the orders of Lieutenant Raines.”

Jonah opened his mouth, then frowned. "Wait aminute. Why isit dways Lieutenant Raines? Y ou're
adamned sight more respectful of her."

Ingrid buffed her fingernails. "While you were briefing up on Wunderland and the Swarm. . . . | was
helping the team that programmed our tin friend.”

* % %

"Areyou sure?'

Theradar operator held her temper in check with an effort. She had not been part of the Nietzsche's
crew long, but more than long enough to learn that you did not back-talk Herrenmann UIf
Reichgein-Markham. Bastard's as arrogant as a kzin himself, shethought resentfully.

"Yes, gr. It'sdefinitely heading our way since that microburn. Overpowered thruster, unusual



spectrum, and unlessit's unmanned they have agravity polarizer. Two hundred G's, they pulled.”

The guerrillacommander nodded thoughtfully. "Then it iseither kzin, which isunlikely in the extreme
since they do not use reaction drives on any of their standard vessdls, or . . ."

"And, g, it'scool. Hardly radiating at al, when the fuson plant's off. If we weren't close and didn't
know whereto look . . . granted, thisisn't amilitary sensor, but | doubt the ratcats have seen him."

Markham's long face drew into an expression of disgpprovd. "They are cdled kzin, soldier. | will
tolerate no vulgaritiesin my command.”

Bastard. "Yesdr."

The man wastugging at his asymmetric beard. "Evacuate the asteroid. It will beinteresting to see
how they decelerate, perhaps some gravitic effect . . . and even more interesting to find out what those fat
cowardsin the Sol system think they are doing.”

* k% %

"Preparefor gasis," the computer said.

"How?" Ingrid and Jonah asked in unison. Therock came closer, tumbling, half akilometer on aside,
fdling forever inadow slent spiral. Closer ...

"Interesting,” the computer said. "Thereisaship adjacent.”

"What?" Jonah said. Hisfingersdid into the control gloveslike snakes fleeing amongoose, then
froze. It wastoo late, and they were committed.

"Very wel sedthed." A pause, and the agteroid grew in the wal before them, filling it from end to
end.

Tin-brained idiot's a sadist, Jonah thought.

"And the asteroid isan artifact. Well hidden aswell, but at this range my semi-passive sysems can
pick up atunnel complex and shut-down power system. Life support on maintenance. Twelve secondsto
impact.”

"Is anybody there?' Jonah barked.

"Negative, Jonah. The ship isoccupied; | scan twinned fusion drives, and hull-mounted weaponry,
concealed as part of the grappling apparatus. X-ray lasers, possible rail-guns. Two of the cargo bays
have dropd ots that would be of appropriate size for kzin light-seeker missles. Eight seconds to impact.”

"Put usinto combat mode," the Sol-Belter snapped. " Prepare for emergency stabilization as soon as

the stasisfield is off. Warm for boost. Ingrid, if were going to talk you'll probably be better ableto
convince them of our—"

—di scontinuity—

"—bonafides"

Theripping-cloth sound of the gravity polarizer hummed louder and louder, and there was awobble
felt more asasublimind tugging at the inner ear, asthe system strained to Slop aspin asrapid asa
gyroscope's. The asteroid was fragments glowing adull orange-red streaked with dark dag, receding;
the Catskinner was moving backward under twenty G's, her |aser-pods star-fishing out and railguns
humming with maximum charge.

"Aliveagain,” Jonah breathed, fegling the response under hisfingertips. Thewall ahead had divided
into adozen panels, schematics of information, stresses, possibilities; the central wasthe exterior view.
"Tightbeam sgnd, identify yoursaves™

"Sent. Recalving Sgnd aso tightbeam.” A pause. "Obsolete hailing paitern. Requesting identification.”

"Reguest video, same pattern.”



The screen flickered twice, and an off-right pand it with afurious bearded face, tightly contained
fury, in aface no older than his own, lessthan thirty; beard close-shaven on one side, pointed on the
right, yellow-blond and wiry, like the close-cropped mat on the narrow skull; pale narrow eyes, mobile
ears, long-nosed with a prominent bony chin beneath the carefully cultivated goatee. Behind him a
control-chamber that was like the one in the Belter museum back at Ceres, an early-model independent
miner—but modified, crammed with jury-rigged systems of which many were marked inthe
squiggles-and-angles kzin script; crammed with people aswell, some of them in armored spacesuits. An
improvised warship, then. Most of the crew werein negtly tailored gray skinsuits, with adesign of a
phoenix on their chedts.

"Explain yourzdfs" the man said, with adight gutturd overtoneto his Belter English, enough to mark
him as one born speaking Wunderlander.

"UNSN Catskinner, Captain Jonah Matthieson commanding, Lieutenant Raines as second.
Presently,” he added dryly, "on detached duty. As representative of the human armed forces, | require
your cooperdtion.”

"Cooperation!" That was one of the spacesuited figures behind the Wunderlander, atal man with hair
cut in the Belter crest, and adorned with smal silver bells. "Y ou fucker, you just missiled my bloody base
and ayear'stakingd"

"Wedidn't missleit, wejust rammed intoit,” Jonah said. "Takings? What are these people, pirates?’

"Cam yourzelf, McAlligare," the Wunderlander said. His eyes had narrowed dightly at the
Sol-Bdter'swords, and his ears cocked forward. " Permit self-introduction, Hauptmann Matthieson.
Commandant UIf Reichstein-Markham, at your zerfice. Commandant in the Free Wunderland navy, zat
is. My, ahh, coworker here is an independent entrepreneur who iss pleazed to cooperate wit' the naval
forces."

"Goddam you, Markham, that was ayear's profits yours and mine both. Shop the bastard to the
ratcats, now. We could get a pardon out of it, easy. Hell, you could get that piece of dirt back on
Wunderland you're dways on about.”

The sdlf-proclaimed Commandant held up ahand pam-forward to Jonah and turned to speak to the
owner of the ex-asteroid. "Y ou try my patience, McAlligaire. Zilence."

"Slenceyoursdf, dirtsder. I—"

"—am now dispensable.” Markham's finger tapped the console. Stunners hummed in the guerrilla
ship, and thefigures not in gray crumpled.

The Commandant turned to afigure offscreen. " Strip zem of al useful equipment and space zem,” he
said casudly. Turning to the screen again, with adight smile. "It istrue, you haff cost us vauable matérid
... Youwill understant, a clandestine war requires unort'odox measures, Captain. Ve are forced
sometimes to requisition goods, as the Free Wunderland government cannot levy ordinary taxes, and it
iss necessary to exchange these for vital suppliesvit t'ose not of our cause." A more genuine smile. "Asan
officer ant achentelman, you vill appreciate the relief of no lonker having to ded vit this schweinerie.”

Ingrid spoke softly to the computer, and another portion of the screen switched to an exterior view of
the Free Wunderland ship. An airlock door swung open, and figures spewed out into vacuum with a puff
of vapor; some struggled and thrashed for nearly aminute. Another murmur, and agreen line drew itsalf
around the figure of Markham. Stress-reading, Jonah reminded himself. Pupil-dilation monitoring. |
should have thought of that. Interesting: he thinks he'stelling the truth.

One of the gray-clad figures gave adry retch at her console. "Control yourzelf, soldier,” Markham
snapped. To the screen: "Wit' dl the troubles, the kzin are unlikely to have noticed your, ah, sudden
deceleration.” The green line remained. "Still, ve should establish vectors to aless conspicuous spot. Then
| can offer you the hozpitdity of the Nietzsche, and we can discuss your mission and how | may assst
you at leisure." The green line flickered, shaded to green-blue. Mentd reservations.

Not on board your ship, that's for sure, Jonah thought, smiling into the stedly fanatic'sgazein the



screen. "By dl means” he murmured.

* % %

" ...Z0, asyou can imagine, we are anxious to take advantage of your actions," Markham was
saying. The control chamber of the Catskinner was crowded with him and the three "advisors' he had
inssted on; dl three looked wirecord-tough, and adl had stripped to usefully lumpy coverdls. And they dl
had something of the outer-orbit chill of Markham's expression.

"Toraid kzin outposts while they're off-balance?" Ingrid said. Markham gave her aquick glance
down the eagle sweep of hisnose.

"Y ou vill understand, wit' improvised equipment it is not dways pozzible to attack the kzin directly,”
he said to Jonah, pointedly ignoring the junior officer. "Asthe great military tinker Clausewitz sad, the
role of aguerrillaisto avoid strength and attack weakness. Ve undertake to sabotage their operations by
dizrupting commerce, and to aid ze groundside partisans wit' intelligence and supplies as often as
pozzible

Trandated, you hijack ships and bung the crews out the airlock when it isn't an unmanned cargo pod,
al for the Greater Good. Finagle's ghogt, thisis one scary bastard. Luckily, | know some things he
doesnt.

"And thelate unlamented McAlligtaire?!

A frown. "Vdl, unfortunately, not al are as devoted to the Cause as might be hoped. In terms of
redpolitik, it issto be eggspected, particularly of the common folk when so many of deir superiors haff
decided that collaboration wit' the kzin is an unavoidable necessity.” The faded blue eyes blinked at him.
"Not an unreasonable supposition, when Earth has abandoned us—until now . . . Zo, of the oneswilling
to help, many are merdly the lawless and corrupt. Motivated by money; vel, if one must shovel manure,
oneusesapitchfork.”

Jonah smiled and nodded, grasping the meaning if not the agricultural metaphor. And the end
justifies the means. My cheeks are starting to hurt. "Well, | have my mission to perform. Ona
need-to-know basis, let'sjust say that Lieutenant Rainesand | have to get to Wunderland, preferably to
acity. With cover identities, currency, and instructions to the underground there to assst us, if it's safe
enough to contact.”

"Vel." Markham seemed lost in thought for moments. "I do not believe ve can expect afleet from
Earth. They would have followed on the hedls of the so-effective attack, and such would beimpossible to
hide. Y ou are an afterthought.” Decision, and amouth drawn into acold line. ™Y ou must tell me of this
mission before scarce resources are devoted to it.”

"Impossible. Thiswhole attack was to get Ingri—the lieutenant and me to Wunderland.” Jonah
cursed himsdf for the dip, saw Markham's earstwitch dightly. His mouth was dry, and he could fed his
vison focusing and narrowing, bringing the aquiline festures of the guerrillachieftain into closer view.

"Zo. This| serioudy doubt. But ve haff become adept at finding answers, even some kzin haff ve
persuaded.” Thethree"aides’ drew their weapons, smooth and fast; two stunners and some sort of
homemade dart-thrower. "Y ou vill answer. Pozzibly, if the answers come quickly and wizzout damage, |
vill let you proceed and giff you the help you require. This ship vill be of extreme useto the Cause,
vhatever the bankers and merchants of Earth, who have done for us nothing in fifty years of fighting,
intended. Ve who haff fought the kzin vit' our bare hands, while Earth did nothing, nothing . . ."

Markham pulled himself back to sef-command. "If it isinadvisable to assist you, you may join my
crew or die." Hiseyes, flatly dispassionate, turned to Ingrid. Y ou arefrom zis system. Y ou dso vill
speak, and thenjoin or . . . no, thereis dways a market for workable bodies, if the mind isfirst removed.
Search them thoroughly and take them acrossto the Nietzsche in abubble” A sgnto hisfollowers. "The
firgt thing you must learn, isthat | am not to belied to.”

"I don't doubt it," Jonah drawled, lying back in his crashcouch. "But you can't teke this ship.”



"Ah." Markham smiled again. "Codes. Y ou vill furnish them.”
"Theship," Ingrid said, consdering her fingertips, "hasamind of itsown. Y ou may test it."
The Wunderlander snorted. "A zelf-aware computer? Impozzible. Laboratory curiosities.”

"Now that," the computer said, "could be considered an insult, Landholder UIf Reichstein-Markham.”
The wegpons of Markham's companions were suddenly thrown away with stifled curses and cries of
pan. "Inductionfidds. .. Your error, Sr. Spaceshipsin this benighted vicinity may be metd shellswith
various systems tacked on, but | am an organism. And you are in my intestines.”

Markham crossed hisarms. "Y ou are two to our four, and in the same environment, SO no gases or
other such may be used. Y ou vill tel methe control codesfor this machine eventualy; it is easy to make
such adevice mimic certain functions of sentience. Better for you if you come quietly.”

"Landholder Markham, | grow annoyed with you," the computer said. "Furthermore, consider that
your knowledge of cyberneticsisfifty yearsout of date, and that the kzin are atechnologically
conservative people with no particular gift for information systems. Watch."

A railgun yapped through the hull, and there was a bright flare on the flank of the stubby toroid of
Markham's ship. A voice babbled from the handset at his belt, and the view in the screen swooped
crazily asthe Catskinner dodged.

"That was your main screen generator,” the computer continued. ™Y ou are now open to energy
weapons. Need | remind you that this ship carries more than thirty parasite-rider X-ray lasers, pumped
by one-megaton bombs? Do we need to aert the kzin to our presence?

There was a sheen of sweat on Markham'sface. "I haff perhaps been somevhat hasty,”" he said flatly.
No nonsentient computer could have been given thisdegree of initiative. "A fault of youth, as mein mutter
issaying." His accent had become thicker. " As chentlemen, we may come to some agreement.”

"Or we can barter like merchants," Jonah said, with malice aforethought. Out of the corner of hiseye,
he saw Ingrid flash an "O" with her fingers. "Ishetdling the truth?"

"To within ninety-seven percent of probability,” the computer said. "From pupil, skin-conductivity,
encephaographic and other evidence." Markham hid his start quite well. "'l suggest the bargaining
commence. Commandant Reichstein-Markham, you would also bewedll advised not to . . . engagein
falsehoods.”

* % %

"Y ou are not on the datarecord of vessals detached for this duty,” the kzin in the forward screen said.

Buford Early watched carefully as the readouts beside the catlike face formed themselvesinto a
bar-graph; worry, generalized anxiety, and belief. Not as good as the readings on humans—ARM
computer technology was as good as telepathy on that, and far more reliable—but enough. Around him
the four-person combat crew tensed at their consoles, athough at this range reaction to any attack would
have to belargely cybernetic. The control chamber was very quiet, and the air had aneutral pine-scented
coolnessthat leached out the smell of fear-swest. They were along way from home, and going into
harm'sway.

"Ktrodni-Stkaa has ordered me to observe and report upon the efficiency with which these
operationsare carried out,” he said; the computer would trandate that into the Hero's Tongue, adding a
kzin image and appropriate body language. The Inner Circle's stedlthing included an ability to broadcast
energies which duplicated the e ectromagnetic and neutrino sgnatures of akzinti corvette.

The kzin officer's muzzle jerked toward the screen and the round pupils of hiseyesflared wide.
Hostility. Aggressive intent, the computer indicated silently.

"Thisisnot Ktrodni-Stkaals sector!” the kzin snarled. Literdly; lines of sdivatrailed from thethin
black lips asthey peded back from the inch-long ivory daggers of the fangs. Early felt tiny hairs crawling
aong his spine, asingtincts remembered ancestors who had fought lions with spears.

Early shrugged. Formal lines of authority in the kzinti armed forces seemed to be surprisingly loose;



the prestige of individua chieftains mattered agood deal more, and the networks of patronage and blood
kinship. And it was not at dl uncommon for ahigh-ranking, full-name kzin to jump the chain of command
and send personal representatives to the site of an important action. Ktrodni-Stkaa seemed to be about
fourth from the top in the kzinti military hierarchy, to judge from the broadcast monitoring they had been
ableto do, and alocaly-born opponent of Chuut-Riit.

"Report on your progress,” he went on, insultingly refusing to give his own name or ask the other
kzin's

"Y ou may monitor,” theaien replied.

Receiving dataflow, the computer added.

Thekzinti shipswere floating near an industrid habitat, an eongated cylinder that had been spun for
gravity, with acrazy quilt of life-bubbles and fabricator frameworks spun out for kilometers on either
sde. There had been arough order to it, before the missiles from the Yamamoto struck. Those had been
ballonets and string-wire; broad surfaces worked well in vacuum and transferred energy more readily to
the target. The main spin-habitat was tumbling now, pedled open dong itslong axis, many of the other
components were drifting away, with their connecting lattices and pipelines severed asif by giant flying
cheesecutters. Two kzinti corvettes hung near, with space-armored figures flitting about; they were much
like the one the Inner Mind had been rebuilt from. A troop-transport must be loading with refugees from
the emergency bubbles, and a human-built salf-propelled graving dock had been brought for heavy repair
work.

Which will be needed, Early reflected, the strikeswould have |asted microseconds, but the damage
was comprehensive. Frozen air glittered in the blind unmerciful light, particles of water-ice and oresand
meta mists, of blood and bone. The close-ups showed bodies drifting amid the wrecked fabricators and
processing machines, and doubtless the habitat had been arefuge for children and pregnant mothers, as
was common in the Sol-belt. Certain things required gravity, and he doubted the kzinti had spread gravity
polarizers around wholesdle.

A pity, hethought coldly, alittle surprised at his own lack of emation. Y ou could not live aslong as
he had, in the service to which he had been born, without becoming