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I ntroduction

Thefranchiseuniverselived

When | firgt began snesking into the playgrounds of other authors, | had my
doubts. Still, Phil Farmer seemed to be having alovely time reshaping the
worlds hed played in asachild. So | wrote a Dunsany story and an
extrapolation of Lovecraft and an attempt at aBlack Cat detective story
and astudy of Superman's sex life.

Fred Saberhagen invited me to write a Berserker story, and | found it
indecently easy.

MEDEA: Harlan's World was a collaboration universe. Slow to become a book,
it ultimately became aclassic study of how creative minds may build and
populate asolar system.

So Jm Baen and | invited sdlected authors to write stories set 14,000

years ago, when magic gill worked. Wefilled two books with tales of the
Warlock's era. (We aso drove Niven half nuts. Theideawasfor Jm to do
al thework and meto take dl the credit. But Jm parted company with Ace
Books, and | had to learn morethan | ever wanted to know about being an
editorl)

Vi



viii  Larry Niven

| entered auniverse infested with lizard-like piratedavers, because of

David Drake's urging, and because of anotion | found irresstable: the
murder of Halley's Comet. When Susan Shwartz asked severd of usto write
new tales of the Thousand and One Nights, | rapidly redlized that
Scheherazade had overlooked a seriousthrest. | stayed out of Thieves
World-too busy-but | was tempted.

Still, would readers and the publishing industry continue to support this
kind of thing? It seemed like too much fun.

And now DC Comics has me reworking the background universe of Green
Lanteml Green Lanternisamost asold as1 am | But hismythoswill be
mine, for the next few years at least.

I'm having awonderful time. I've got to say, being paid for this stuff
fedslike chesting.

What began with "The Warriors' has evolved further than my own ambitions
would have carried it.

Jm Baen and | decided to open up the Man-Kzin Wars period of known
space, because | don't have the background to tell war stories. Still,

I had my doubts. | have friends who can write of war; but any writer good
enough to beinvited to play in my universe will have demondrated that

he can make his own. Would anyone accept my offer? | worried also that
intruders might mess up the playground, by violating my background
assumptions.

But the kzinti have been well treated, and I'm learning more about them
than | ever expected. Y ou too will be charmed and fiL scinated by kzinti
family life as shown in "The Children's Hour," not to mention Pournell€'s
and Stirlinesinnovative use of Sasis
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fields. Likewisethereis Dean Ing'slook at intelligent stone-age kzinti
femaes: Ing finished hisstory for the first volume, then just kept
writing. Now Pourndle and Stirling are talking about doing the same.
| too have found that known space stories keep getting longer. It'safun
universe, easier to enter than to leave.

Onething | hoped for when | opened up the Warlock's universe to other
writers. | had run out of ideas. | hoped to be re-inspired. My wish was
granted, and | have written several Warlock's-era stories since.
If the same doesn't hold for the era of the ManKzin Wars, it won't be the
fault of the authors represented here. I'm having awonderful time reading
known space soriesthat | didn't have to write. If | do find myself
re-inspired, these stories will have doneit.

-Larry Niven
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If Locklear had been thinking straight, he never would have stayed in the

god business. But when aman has been thrust into the Fourth Man-Kzin War,
won peace with honor from the tigerlike Kzinti on a synthetic zoo planet,

and released long-stored specimens so that his vast prison compound resem-
bles the Kzin homeworld, it's hard for that man to keep his sense of

mortdlity.

Itshard, 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 intheraving" he sad, refilling hisbowl from the

hearth stewpat, "is driving me nuts. Good thing you haven' let the rest of
those Kzinti out of stas's; the racket would be unbelievabld”

Scarface Ariped his muzzle with a brawny forearm and handed his own bowl to
Kit, hisnew mate. The
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darkness of the huge K zersatz region was tempered only by coals, but
Locklear saw those codsflicker in Scarface's cat eyes. "A condition of

my surrender was that you release Kit to me," the big Kzin growled. "And
besides, do humans mate so quietly?’

Because they were speaking K zin, the word Scarface had used was actualy
"ch'rowl"-itsalf asexua goad. Kit, who wasrrefilling the bowl, let dip

atiny mew of surprise and pleasure. "Please, milord,” she said, offering

the bowl to Scarface. "'Poor Rockear is dready overstimulated. Isit not
0?" 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, thekind with big fangsand

no amusement.

"Cam down. | may have been an animal psychologit, but | only have
letches for human femaes," Locklear gloomed toward his Kzin companions.
"And every night when | hear you two flattening the grass out there," he
nodded past the half-built walls of the hut, | get, uh, . . ." Hedid not

know how to trandate "horny" into Kzin.

"Y ou get the urgeto travel”, Scarface finished, making it not quitea
suggestion. The massive Kzin stared into darkness asif peering across

the force walls surrounding Kzersatz. Those towering invisblewalls
separated the air, and lifeforms, of Kzersatz from other synthetic
compounds of thisincredible planet, Zoo. | can seethetregtopsin the

next compound as easily asyou, Locklear. But | see no monkeysin them."
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Befbre his defeat, Scarface had been " Tzak-Commander. " The same strict
Kzin honor that bound him to his surrender, forbade him to curse his captor
asamonkey. But he could still sharpen the barb of hiswit. Kit, with redl
affection for Locklear, did not approve. "Benice," she hissed to her mate.
"Forget it," Locklear told her, stabbing with his Kzin wtsai blade for a

hunk of mesat in his stew. "Kit, he's stuck with his military code, and it

won't let him insst that his captor get the hell out of here. But he's

right. 1 still don't know if that next compound | call Newduvai isredly
Earthlike." 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
youwon't. I'm an ethologist,” he went on, holding up ahand to bar Kit's
interruption. "If Newduval is as completely stocked as Kzersatz,
somebody-maybe the Outsiders, maybe not, but damn’ certain along time
ago-somebody intended all these compounds to 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'sfind." He pried
experimentdly at the scab running down hisknife arm. "But I'm pretty much
hesled, thanks to your medkit, Scarface. And | meant it when | said you'd
have free
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run of thisplace. It'sintended for Kzinti, not humans. High time| took
your lifeboat over those force wallsto Newduvai .-
"Bootswill missyou," sad Kit.
Locklear amiled, recalling the other Kzin femae held released from
gasisin 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
thelast of hisstew.
"A pity you will not do that yoursdf,” Kit sghed.
"milady." Scarface became, for the moment, every inch a Tzak-Commander.
"Would you ask meto ch'rowl ahuman femae?' Hewaited for Kit to con-
trol her mixed expression. "Then please be silent on the subject.
Locklear isawarrior who knows what hefightsfor."
Locklear yawned. "There's an old song that says, 'Ain't gonna study war
no more,' and adogan that goes, 'Make love, not war." "
Kit sood up with afetching twitch of her tail. | believe our leader has
spoken, milord," she purred.
L ocklear watched them swaying together in the night, and his parting call
was plaintive. "Just try and keep it down, okay? A fellow needs his

deep,”

The Kzin lifeboat was over ten meterslong, well armed and furnished with
emergency rations. In accord with their handshake armistice, Scarface had
given flight indructionsto his human pupil after disabling the

hyperwave portion of its comm set. He had given no ingtructions on
armament because L ocklear, a peaceable man, saw no further use for
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anything larger than asidearm. Nether of them could do much to make the
lifeboat seeting comfortable for Locklear, who was small even by human
standardsin an accel eration couch meant for atwohundred-kilo Kzin.
Locklear paused in theairlock in midmorning and raised onearmin a
universal peace sign. Searface returned it. "I'll call you now and then, if
those force wallsdon't stop the signa,” Locklear caled. "If you let your
other Kzinti out of stasis, cal and tell me how it works out.”

"Keep your tall dry, Rockear," Kit caled, perhaps forgetting he lacked
that appendage-a compliment, of sorts.

"Will do," he called back asthe airlock 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.

L ocklear made one pass, a"goodbye sweep,” high above the region with its
yelow and orange vegetation, taking care to stay well inddethe frostline
that defined those invisible force walls. He spotted the cave from the
dtill-flattened grass where Kit had herded the awakened animas from tht-
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 orbita height, and
that he could toss the lifeboat from K zersatz to Newduvai in alow-energy
bdligicarc.

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

Then he was at 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 wellplaced
shot againgt its synthetic, automated little sun. He was aready past the
circular fbrce walls now, and felt an enormous temptation to Sow 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
pecimensthrough invisblewadls.

But Locklear was no expert with aKzin lifeboat, not yet, and he had to
use hiswristcomp to trand ate the warning on the console screen. He st
thewing extensonsjust in timeto avoid heavy buffeting, thankful that

he had not needed orbita'speed to manage his brief trgjectory. He
bobbled a maneuver once, twice, then felt the drag of Newduvai's
atmosphere on the lifeboat and gave the lifting surfaces fall extension.
He put the craft into a shallow bank to starboard, keeping the vast
circular frostlinefar to portside, and punched in an autopilot

ingtruction. Only then did he dare to turn his gaze down on Newduvai.
Like Kzersatz it boasted a big lake, but thisone
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glinted in asun heartbreskingly like Earth's. A rugged jumble of cliffs

soared into cloud at one side of the region, and green hills mounded above
plains of mottled hues. tan, brown, green, Oh, God, dl that greenl Hed
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 his misting eyes, grinned at
himsdlf for such foolishness, and eased the lifeboat down to alazy circular
course that kept him two thousand meters above the terrain. If the builders
of Zoo were cons stent, one of those shalow creekbedswould begin notina
marshy meadow but in ahorizontd 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 |akeshore; no bugs whacked his viewpor-t. A
dozen streams meandered and legpt down from the frostline where clouds
dumped their moisture againgt cold encircling force walls. One stream ended
in asecond smdl lake with no obvious outlet, but none of the creeks or
dry-washes began with acave.

Mindful of hisclumsnessin thisdien craft, Locklear set it down in soft

sand where a drywash delta met the kidney-shaped lake. After further
consulting between hiswristcomp and the ship's computer, he punched in his
most important queries and listened to the ship cool whileits sensors
andyzed Newduva.

Gravity: Earth norma. Atmosphere, solar flux, and temperature: al Earth
normd. "And not acritter in sght,” hetold the cabin walls. In aburst

of ingght, he asked the computer to list anything that might be ahedlth
hazard to aKzin. If man and Kzin could
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make steaks of each other, they probably should fear the same pathogens.
The computer took itstime, but its most fearsome finding was of tetanus
inthe dust.

Hewaited no longer, thrusting at the airlock in hishurry, filling his

lungs with arich soup of odors, and found his eyes brimming again ashe
stepped onto alittle piece of Earth. Smélls, hereflected, redlly got

you back to basics. Scents of cedar, of dust, of grasses and yes, of
wildflowers. just like home-yet, in some skin-prickling way, not quite.
Locklear sat down on the sand then, with an earthlike sunlet baking his
back from aturquoise sky, and he wept. Outsiders or not, any bunch that
could engineer a piece of home on the rim of known space couldn't be dll
bad.

He was tagting the lake water's very faint brackishnesswhen, ina
process that took |ess than aminute, the sunlight dimmed and was gone.
"But it'sonly noontime," he protested, and then laughed at himsdf and
made a notation on hiswristcomp, using itsfaint light to guide him back
to the airlock.

Aswith Kzersatz, he saw no stars; and then he realized that the position
of Newduvai's sun had been hafway to the horizon when-amost asit hap-
pened on Kzersatz-the daily ration of sunlight was quenched. Why should
Newduvai's sun keep the sametime asthat of Kzersatz? It didn't; nor did
it wink off as suddenly asthat of Kzersatz.

He activated the dtill-functioning loca mode ofthe lifeboat's comm s,
intending to pass his findings on to Scarface. No response. Scarface's
handset was an al-band unit; perhaps some wave ength could bounce off
of debrisfrom the Kzin cruiser scuttled in orbitbut L ocklear knew that
was a dender hope, and soon
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it seemed no hope at dl. He spent the longest few hours of hislife then,
turning floodlights on the lake in the forlorn hope of seeing afish leep,

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 stasis crypt in logical ways.

Locklear came up from his seat with abound, facing a sun that brightened
as he watched. Hiswristcomp said not quite twelve hours had passed since
the sunlet dimmed. Hisbelly said it was|late. His memory said yes, by

God, there was onelikdy plan for locating that horizontal shaft: fly

very near the frostline and scan every dark cranny that was two hundred
meters or so ingdethe force walls. On Kzersatz, the stasis crypt had

ended exactly beneath the frostline, perhaps aporta for those who'd

built Zoo. And the front entrance had been two hundred metersinsde the
forcewalls.

He lifted the lifeboat dowly, ignoring hunger pangs, beginning to plot
arough map of Newduval 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 more fertile soil. Near frostline, he set the aeroturbine reactor just
aboveidle and, moving briskly a hundred meters above the ground, began
acareful scan of the terrain because he was not expert enough with Kzin
computers to automeate the search.
After three hours he had covered more than half of
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his sweep around Newduval, past semi desert and grassy fieldsto
pine-dotted mountain dopes, and the lifeboat's reactor coolant was
overheating from the dow pace. Locklear set the craft down nicely near
that smaller mountain lake, chopped al power systems, and headed for
scrubby treesin the near distance. Scattered among the pines were cedar
and small oak. Nearer stood tall poplar and chestnut, invaded by wild
grape with immature fruit. But nearest of dl, 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 amodel of
some Mediterranean region. After identifying juniper, oleander, and hon-
eysuckle, he sent hiswristcomp scurrying through its megabytes and
narrowed his opinion of the area asurrogate dice of AsaMinor.

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 acrossthe lower hills and saw, proceeding dowly acrossa
parched desert plateau many miles distant, awhirlwind with itswhiplike
curve and bloom of dust where it touched the soil.

"Uh-huh! That's how you reseed plants without insect vectors,” he said
aoud 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 Newduval.
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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 abotch 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. Hiswtsai blade made short work of
the brush, reveding 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 metersinsde the cave mouth, across an
obsidian portd. 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 hisown
breathing made echoes; the long obsidian centra passage, with nine
branches on each sde, ending in afrost-covered force wall that filled
the passageway. And the clear plastic containersranked in the side
passages were of three sizes on smooth metd bases, as expected. But
Locklear took onelook at the nearest specimen, spinning dowly inits
stasis cage, and knew that here the resemblance to Kzersatz ended
forever.

The monger lay in something like afetd crouch, tumbling dowly in
response to the grav polarizer asit had been doing for many thousands

of years. It was black, with grest forward-curving horns and heavy
shoulders, and when released-4f anyone dared, he amended-it would stand
Sx feet a the shoulder.
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Locklear figured its weight at aton. Some European zool ogists 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 a bull aurochs, abeast which had survived on Earth into historic
times; and counting the cows, Locklear realized there were over forty of
them.

No point in kidding himsaf about his priorities. Locklear walked past

the stasized camels and gerhils, hurried faster beyond smal 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 school s of
fish (without water? Why the hell not? They werein stasis, he reminded
himself-) in their respective containers. He was out of bresth by the

time he dashed between specimens of reindeer and saw the monkeys.

NOI A mistake any Kzin might have made, but.. "How could | play sucha
shameful joke on mysdlf?* They wereinfetd curls, and some of them
boasted alot of body hair. And each Of them, Locklear redized, was
human.

Inakind of reverence he studied them dl, careful to avoid touching the
metal bases which, 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, forearms
like blacksmiths; and some had pendul ous mammaries and afew had-had-
"Tits," he breathed. "Theres adifference Thank you, God. "

Men and women like these had first been studied in ariver valey near

old Dussdaldorf, hardy folk who had preceded modern humans on Earth and,
indl
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probability, had intermarried with them until forty or fifty thousand years
before. Locklear, rubbing at the gooseflesh on his arms, 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 the wrong foot
with afrenzied Neanderthaer.
Only anidiot would release amob of Neandertha huntersinto atiny world
without taking stepsto protect endangered game animas. Thekilling of a
dozen 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
aseason or more. But certain of the young women in stasiswere not exactly
repellant, and he did not intend to wait ayear befbre making their
acquaintance. Besides, his notes on a Neanderthal community could make him
famous on a dozen worlds, and L ocklear was anxiousto get on with it.
His second option was to wake the people and guide them, by force if
necessary, outside to fruits and grains. But each of them would see those
stasized animals, probably as meat on the hoof, and might not respond to
his demands. It was beyond belief that any of them would speak alanguage
he knew. Then it struck him that he aready knew how to disassemble a
stasis cage, and that he had as much time as he needed. With alonging
glance backward, Locklear retraced his stepsto the lifeboat and started
looking for something with whedls.
But Kzin lifeboats do not carry cargo dollies, and the sun of Newduva had
dimmed before he found away to remove the whedled carriage below the
reac-
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tor's heat exchanger unit. Evidently the unit needed replacement often
enough that Kzin engineersingdled acarriage with it. That being so,
L ocklear decided not to use the lifeboat's reactor any more than be had
to.
Heworked until hunger and aching muscles drove him to the cabin where
he cut dices of bricklike Kzin rations and ate plums for dessert. But
before hefell adeep, Locklear made some decisionsthat might save his
hide. The lifeboat must be hidden away from inquisitive savagefingers,
he would even camouflage the stasis crypt so that those savages would not
know what lay insde; and it was absolutely crucia that he present
himsdlf as a shaman of great power. Without afew tawdry magics, he might
not be able to distance himself as an observer~ might even be chalenged
to combat by some strong mae. And Locklear remembered those hornlike
fingernails and bulging musclesal too well. He saw no sensein shooting
aman, even aNeanderthal, merely to prove a point that could be madein
peaceable ways.
He spent over aweek preparing his hardware. Histrials on Kzersatz bad
taught him how, when dl you've got isahammer, thewholeworldisa
nail; and that you must hammer out afew other tools as soon as possible.
He soon found the lifeboat's mihtary toolbox complete with wire,
pistol-grip are 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
sate-of-theart Kzin craft, yet could not cannibalize much of it for the
things he needed. "Maybe | should release adog from stasisso | could
kick it," hetold himsdlf
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aoud, while attaching an oak branch as awagon tongue for thewheeled
carriage. But lacking any other game, he figured, the dog would probably
attack before he did.

Then he used oak stavesto lever a cage base up, with flat stonesas
blocks, and eased his makeshift wagon benegath. The -doe inside was heavy
with young. Most likely, shewould retreat far from him before bearing her
fitwns, and he knew what to do with the tuneable grav polarizer below that
cage. Soon the clear plagtic 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 creature 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 leaps he
watched in admiration. Then, feding somehow more londly asthe 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 aschooal of fish. The main thing wasto avoid tipping it, which
Locklear managed by wiring the polarizer securdly to the underside of his
whedled carriage. Another hour saw him tugging his burden to the airlock,
where hewrestled that entire, till-functioning
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cageffil of fishingde. 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

|ake some miles distant. It was no grest trick to dump the squirming mass
of lifefrom the airlock port into the lake from a height 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 hisfortunes were looking
up. But then, Locklear had been wrong before. ...

He knew that his next steps must be planned careffilly. Before hiding the
Kzin craft away he must duplicate the airboat he had built on K zersatz.
After an exhaudtive search-meanwhile mapping Newduvat's mgor
features--he felled and stripped dender pines, hauling them inthe
lifeboat to hisfavorite spot near the small mountain lake. By now he had
found atemporary spot in abarren cleft near frostline to hide the
lifeboat itself, and began by stripping off its medium-caiber beam
wegpons from extension struts. The strut skins were attached by long
screws, which Locklear saved. The wespon wiring came in handy, too, as
he began fitting the raftlike platform of hisairboat together. When he
redlized that the lifeboat's dings and emergency seats could be stripped
for afitbric sail, he began to fed afiLmiliar excitement.

Thisairboat was larger than hisfirg, withitssangle sail and

swiveling double-pole ked for balance. With wiresfbr rigging, he could
hunker down just behind the mast and operate the gravity control vernier
through adot in the flat deck. He could carry over two hundred kilos

of balagt, the mass of astass cage with ahuman specimen inside, fitr
from the crypt
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before setting that specimen free. "I'll haveto carry the cage back, of
course. Who knows what trouble a savage might creete, fiddling with astasis
cage?' He snorted at himsdf; held dmost said "monkeying,” and it was
dangerous to assume he was smarter than these ancient people. But wasn't he,
really? If Neanderthaers had died out on Earth, they must have been
inferior in someway. Well, he was sure as hell going to find out.
If his new airboat was larger than thefirg, it was aso more unwieldy. He
used it to ferry logsto his cabin Site at the smal lake, cursaing 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 himsdlf, would come last. No wonder the builders of Newduvai had
left them nearest the crypt entrancel Their cage tops would each make a
dandy greenhouse and their grav polarizerswould lift tons. Or push tons.
"Somethings don't change," he told himsdlf, laughing doud. "1 was dumb on
Kzersatz and I've been dumb here." So he released the hares, gerhils,
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 wasthe day Locklear nearly killed himsalf 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 extra
fifty kilos of cargo.
It might have been e ation with the sporty perform-
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ance of his scooter that made him so optimistic, failing to remember that
you haveto kill pessmigts, but optimistsdo it themselves. Thelog

cabin, five meters square with fireplace and frond-thatched shed roof,
needed only apalet of ding fabric and fragrant boughs benegth. A big
pallet, he decided. It had been Kit who taught him that he should have
food and shelter ready before waking strangersin strange lands. He had
figsand apricot dicesdrying, Kzin rations for the strong of tooth, and
Kzin-szed drinking vessels from the lifeboat. He moved afew moreitems,
including a.clever Kzin memory pad with eectronic stylus and screen, from
lifeboat to cabin, then attached aten-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 wall and on the other by jagged basalt. 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 thewind whistled in hisearsen

route to the stasis crypt. He was dready 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.
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Hetrundled the crysta cage into sunlight <till wondering if hedd chosen

the right-specimen? Subject? "Woman, dammit; womanl™ 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, still adeep, the

breeze moving strands of chestnut hair at her cheeks. Shewassmall and
muscular, her breasts firm and immature, pubic hair sparse, limbs dender

and marked with scratches,; and yes, he realized as he moved nearer, she had
afortythousand-year-old zit on her little chin. Easily the best-looking
choicein the crypt, not yet fully developed into the Neandertha body

shape, she seemed capable of deep in any position and was snoring lightly

to proveit.

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

it didn't fkil here, either. She waked dowly, blinking asshesat 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

L ocklear was convincing enough to make him duck. She legped away scrabbling
for real stones, and between her screamsand her clods, al in Lockleais
direction, she seemed to be trying to cover hersdif.

He retreated, but not far enough, and grabbed a
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chunk of dirt only after taking one clod on histhigh. He threstened a
toss of his own, whereupon she ducked behind the cage, watching him
warily.
Well, it wouldn't matter what he said, so long ashe said it calmly. His
tone and gestures would have to serve. "You're ared 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 amile
invited her to the food, and she moved toward it ill holding clods
ready. Wolfing plums, she paused to gape as he pulled aplum froma
pocket and began to eat. "Never seen pockets, hm? Stick around, little
girl, Il show you lots of interesting things." The humor didn't work,
even on himsdf; and at hisfirst step toward her sheran like adeer.
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 W 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, cursing ashe saw Lalita
trying to smash his cabin window with an oak stave. The clear plastic,
of cage materid, was tough stuff and he laughed as the 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
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her off before she would quit pelting him with anything she could throw.

He made the same preparations as before, thistime with shreds of smelly
Kzinrationsaswdl, and stood leaning against the cage for long moments,
facing Lolitawho lurked fifty meters away, to make his point. The young
woman revolving dowly insde the cage was a his mercy. Then he pressed
the baseplate, turned his back as the plastic levered upward, and strode
off afew paceswith asigh. This one was a Neanderthal and no mistake;
curves alittle too broad to be exciting, massive forearms and calves, pug
nose, consderable body hair. Nicetits, though. Stop it, fool!

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

"You're no beauty, lady, o 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 sill eyeing him without smile or frown. Then she
squatted to inspect the food, knees gpart, facing him, and Locklear grew
faint at the Sght. Helooked away quickly, flushing, aware that she
continued to stare at 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
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magic drew asmile from her asthey ae. He redized she wasthrough
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 at him. That was when he stood
his ground and | et 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 a
hand on his breast. "Me Locklear you Jane, " he said.

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

Hewas going to try saying it himsalf when she dartled him into awave

of actua physica weakness. With eyes haf-closed, she cupped her full
breasts in both hands and smiled. He looked at her erect nipples, fedling
the rush of blood to hisface, and showed her his handsin abroad
helpless shrug. Whereupon, she took his hands and placed them on her
breasts, and now her big black eyeswere not those of a savage
Neandertha but a sultry smiling Levantine woman who knew how to make a
point. Two points.

Three points, as he felt 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 wastingling
now as he caressed her, and when her hands found that fabric closure, she
shared afresh smilewith him, and tried to pull him down on the ground
with her.

So hetook her handsin hisand walked 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 palet, and then offered those swarthy fiffl
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breasts again and put her face against the hollow of histhroat, and toyed
indde hisvelcrolok closure until he astonished her by pulling hisentire
flight suit Off, and offered her body in ways smple and sophisticated, and
Locklear accepted all 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, as he lay 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 a
movement a hiswindow and knew it was L dlita, peering slently in. He
sighed.
His partner sighed, too, and turned toward the window with aquick, vexed
burst of some command. The face disappeared.
He chuckled, "Did you hear thelittle devil, or smdl her?* Actudly, his
partner had more of the eau de sweatsock perfume than Lolitadid; now more
pronounced than ever. He didn't care. if the past haf-hour had been any
omen, he might never care again.
She stretched then, and sat up, dragging ahedl that was rough as arasp
across hiscaf. Her heavy ragged nails had scratched him, and hewas oily
from God knew what mixture of greasesin her long hair. Hedidn't givea
damn about that either, reflecting that aman should alow afew squeaksin
the hinges of the pearly gates.
She said something then, softly, with that tilt of her head that suggested
inquiry. "Locklear," be replied, tapping his chest again.
Her look was somehow pitying then, asshere-
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peated her phrase, placing one hand on her head, the other on his.

"Ohyeah, youremy girl and I'm your guy,” he said, nodding, placing his
hands on hers.

She sat quite till for amoment, her eyes sad on his. Then, delighting

him, she placed one hand on his breast and managed a passable,

"Loch-legh."

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

He paid more attention as she said, approximately, "Ch'roofh,” and when
he repeated it she laughed, closing her eyeswith downcast chin. A big
chin, aredly whopping big one to be honest abouit it, and then he caught
her gaze, not angry but perhaps reproachful, and again he felt the

passage of something like a cold breeze through his awvareness.

She rubbed his gooseflesh down for him, responding to his*ahhs, 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 he
ingsted on perfectly grammatical tenses, cases, and syntax. Hetried to
keep it smple, and soon learned that "head down, eyes shut" was the same
asanegative headshake. "Chin devated, amiling” wasthesame asa
nod-and now he realized held seen her giving him yessesthat way from the
first moment she awoke. A smile or afrown wasthe samefor her asfor
him-but that heads-up smile was a definite gesture.

Shedrew him outsde again presently, sudying the terrain with lively
curiosity, miming actions and listening as he provided words, responding
with words of her own.
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The name he gave her was, in part, because it wasfaintly like the one
sheld offered; and in part because she seemed willing to learn hisways
while reveding ancient ways of her own. He named her "Ruth. " Locklear
fdlt crestfallen when, by midafternoon, he redlized Ruth was learning his
language much faster than he waslearning hers. And then, as he glanced
over her shoulder to seelittle Lolita creeping nearer, he began to
understand why.

Ruth turned quickly, with a shouted command and warning gestures, and
Lolitadropped the sharpened stick, she'd been carrying. Locklear knew
beyond doubt that L olita had made no sound in her approach. There was
only one explanation that would fit al hisdata: Ruth unafraid of him

from thefirg; offering hersdlf asif she knew hisdesires; keeping

track of Lolitawithout looking; and her uncanny speed in learning his
language.

And that moment when sheld placed her hand on hishead, 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, eyes shut. "No," he
said. .'Locklear, no telepath. Ruth, yes?!

"Ruth, yes." She pointed to Lalitathen. "No-telpat. "

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

When darkness cameto Newduvai, Lolita got chummier in ahurry,
complaining until Ruth let her into the cabin. Despite thet, Ruth didn't
seemtolikethe



28 Man-Kzin Warsl|

girl much and accepted L ocklear's namefor her, shortening it to "Loh.”
Ruth spoke to her in their common tongue, not so much guttera asthroaty,
and Locklear had a strong impression that they were old acquai ntances.
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 sngea
curiousfinger.

L ocklear was bothered on two counts by Loh'sing stence on taking pieces
of Kzin plagtic film to make abikini suit: first because Ruth plainly

thought it silly, and second because the kid was more appedling with it
than she was when stark naked. At least the job kept Loh silently
occupied, listening and watching as Locklear got on with the business of
talking with Ruth.

Their mgjor breakthrough for the evening came when Locklear got the ideas
of past and future, "before” and "soon," acrossto Ruth. Her telepathy
was evidently the key to her quick grasp of hislanguage; yet it seemed

to work better with emotional states than with abstract ideas, and she
grew upset when Loh became angry with her own first clumsy efforts at
making her pantiesfit. Clearly, Ruth was alady who liked her harmony.
For Ruth was, despite her rude looks, aladywhen she wasn't in the sack.
Even so, when at last Ruth had seen to Loh's comfort with sparefitbric
and Locklear snapped off the light, he fdlt inviting hands on him again.

"No thanks," he said, chuckling, patting her shoulder, even though he
wanted her again. And Ruth knew he did, judging from her dy ingstence.
"No. Loh here" hesaid findly, and fdt Ruth shrug asif to say it

didn't matter. Maybeit didn't
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matter to Neanderthals, but-"Soon," he promised, and shared ahug with Ruth
before they fell adeep.

During the ensuing week, he learned much. For onething, he learned that
Loli wasachronic pain in the backsde. She ate like aKzin warrior. She
liked to seeif thingswould break. Sheliked to spy. Sheinterfered with
Locklear's pace during his afternoon 1. naps' with Ruth by whacking on the
door with sticks and stones, until he swore he would 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
intendty, Ruth spoketo Loli a somelength. The girl picked up her short
spear and, crooning her happiness, loped off into the forest. Ruth turned

to Locklear amiling. "Loli find fruitwater, soon Ruth make fruitfood.” A

few minutes of miming showed that she had promised to make some kind of
dessert, if Loli could find abeehivefor honey.

Locklear had seen beehivesin stasis, but explained that there were very
few animasloose on Newduval, 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 his next trip to the crypt, Locklear needed dl 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 still, and the deer bounded off like golf balls
down afreeway. The predators would smply have to wait
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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. Neanderthds, be decided, were very conservative folk, and they
sensed alie before you told it. If Ruth was any measure, they also had
little aptitude for math. She understood one and two and many. She
understood "none," but not as a number. 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 sketches
to tell Ruth of the many, many other animals and people he could bring

to the scene. Shewas no sketch artist; in fact, she inssted, women were
not supposed to draw things-especidly huntthings. Ah, he said, magics
wereonly for men? Y es, she said, then mystified him with pantomimes of
deep and pain. That was for men, too, and foodgathering was for women.
He pursued the mystery, sketching with the Kzin memo screen. At lat,
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, "L ocklear like Ruth, one-two other men like Ruth.
Kill Locklear for Ruth?'
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He had never seen her laugh aloud, but he saw it now, the big teeth

gleaming, breasts shaking with merriment. "L ocklear like Ruth, good. Many
man like Ruth, good.”

Hewasslent 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 ones for Locklear. Ruth did not seem to
understand monogamy in any form. Apparently, everybody took pot luck 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, many

"Okay, for Christ's sake, | get the idea, he ex ploded, and again he saw
that look of sadness---or perhaps pain. "L ocklear see, Ruth popular with
man." It seemed to betheir first quarrel. Tentatively, he said, "L ocklear
little popular with woman."

"Much popular with Ruth,” she said, and began to rub his shoulders. That
was the day she asked him about her appearance, and he responded the best
way he could. Shethought it silly to trim her strong, useful nails;

sllier to wash her hair. Still, shedid 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,
"Locklear pretty now." But he never thought to wonder if she might be

lying.

Whatever Ruth said about women and hunting, it did not seem to apply to
Loli. While doft in the scooter one day to study distribution of the
animals,
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Locklear saw the girl chasing a hare across a meadow. She was no souch
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 a the animd, disgusted when heredlized she
was edting 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 redized the boss must be placated; shetried asmile
on her bloodstreaked face and held her gridy trophy out.
"No. Ruth. Giveto Ruth," he scowled, pointing toward the cabin. She
elevated her chin and smiled, and he flew off grumbling. He couldn't much
blamethe 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, |
suspect. A much niftier dish than poor Ruth, who doesn't know what askag
she'd bein 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 seasona change,
no danger-
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ous animals unless you want to release them, certainly none of the most
dangerous animd of all. Except for Kzinti, of course. One on one, they were
meaner predators than men-even Neandertha savages.

"That'swhy | havetorelease| em”, hesaid tothewind. "If a

fully-manned Kzin ship comes, I'll need an army." He no longer kidded
himsdf about scholarship and the sociology of homo neanderthaens's, which
was gtrictly asecondary item. It was sobering to look yourself over and

see sdf-interest riding you like ahunchback. So he flew directly to the

crypt and spent the balance of the day rel easing the whoppers: aurochs and
bison, which didn't make him sweat much, and a half-dozen mammoths, which
did.

A mammoth, he found, was aflighty beast not given to confrontations. He
could set one shambling off with a shout, itstrunk high like a periscope
tasting the breeze. Every one of them turned into the wind and disappeared
toward the frostline, and now the crypt held only its most dangerous
Ccreatures.

He returned to the cabin periloudy late, the sun of Newduvai dying while

he was till a hundred 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 ahead 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 Laoli's hare, kegping them
warm over cods, and it wrenched his heart as he saw she was drooling as
shewaited for him. He wiped the corner of her mouth,
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kissed her anyhow, and sat at the rough pole table while she brought his
supper. Lali 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 falling adeep at the table, Locklear

was only haf-aware when Ruth picked him up and carried him to thelr
pallet as easily as she would have carried achild.

The next day, he had Ruth convey to Loli that she was not to hunt without
permission. Then, with less difficulty than held expected, he sketched

and quizzed her about the food of aNeandertha tribe. Y es, they hunted
everything: bugsto mammoths, it wasal 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 his big question then. If he brought atribe to Newduvai
(this brought asmile of anticipation to her broad fiL.ce), and forbade

them to hunt without his permission, would they obey?

Gentles might, she said. New people, such asLoh, were less obedient. She
tried to explain why, conveying something about telepathy and hunting,
until he waved the question aside. If he showed her degping gentles,
would shetdl him which oneswere 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 wasall

very wdll for great magic men, sheimplied, but women's magics were more
prosaic. After afew minutesidling just above the turf, he sped
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UP, and she liked that fine. Then he dowed and lifted the scooter abit. By
noon, hewas cruising fast as they surveyed groups of aurochs, solitary
gazelles, and sKittish horses from high above. It was she, sampling thewind
with her nose, who directed him higher and then pointed out amammoth, a
huge specimen using itstusksto find roots.
He watched the huge animal briefly, estimating how many square milesa
mammoth 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 himsdlf. At the very top was man. And
Kzin. It wasthe kind of thing he'd like to discuss with Scarface, but hed
made two tripsto the lifeboat without a peep from its all-band comm set.
Findly, heflew to the ctypt and set hislittle craft down nearby,
reassuring Ruth asthey waked ingde. She paused for flight when she saw
the rest of the mammoths, dowly tumbling inside their cages. .. Much,
much, much magic,”" she said, and patted him with great confidence.
But it was the sight of fbrty Neanderthalsin stasisthat redlly affected
Ruth. Her face twisted with remorse, she turned from the nearest cage and
faced Locklear with tears streaming down her cheeks. "L ocklear kill?"
"No, no! Seep," heindsted, mimingiit.
She was not convinced. "No deeptalk,” she protested, placing ahand on her
head and pointing
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toward the rugged male nearby. And doubtless she wasright; in stasisyou
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 hisimprovised
dolly and outside to the scooter.

They were hafway to the cabin and a thousand 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 intheair," heraged, 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 slent until they landed, and Locklear had timeto review
Newduva'sfirg in-flight airline emergency. Ruth had not feared a
besting. No, it was his own panic that had punished her. That figured:
aKzin telepath 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 hewas 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
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have excited little comment at a collegiate wrestling match. "Ruth ftiend of
men?'

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
curiousLoli.

The man's eyesflicked open. Locklear could see the heavy musclestense,
yet the man moved only hiseyes, looking from him to Ruth, thento him
again. When he did move, it was as though held 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 aburst of throaty speech. Hewasno taller
than Locklear, but immensely more heavily-boned and muscled. He stood as
erect as any man, unconcerned in his nakedness, and after adouble
handclasp with Ruth he made a smiling motion toward her bressts.

Again, Locklear saw the deeper color of flushing over her face and, after
ahead-down gesture of negation, she said something while staring at the
young man'sface. Puzzled, he glanced a L ocklear with acomical
half-smile, and Locklear tried to avoid looking at the man's budding
erection. He told the man his name, and got areply, but asusua Locklear
gave him aname that seemed appropriate. He cadled him "Minuteman.”
After aquick med of fruit and water, Ruth did the trandating. From the
first, Minuteman accepted the fitet that L ocklear was one of the "new"
people. After
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L ocklear's demondirations with the Kzin memo screen and alevitation of
the scooter, Minuteman gave him more physical space, perhapsasign of
deference. Or perhaps wariness; timewould tell.

Though Loli showed no fear of Minuteman, she spoke little to him and kept
her distance-with an egg-sized sonein her littlefist a al times.

Minuteman trested Loli asaguest might treat an unwelcome pet. Oh yes,
thought L ocklear, he knows her, dl righty....

The hunt, Locklear claimed, was a cel ebration to wel come Minuteman, but
he had an ulterior motive. He made his point to Ruth, who chattered and
gestured and, no doubt, 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, hisfacia scarswrithing as he grinned, managed, "Y es, no
problem,” and laughed when L ocklear did. An-wzing how fast these people
adapt, Locklear thought. He wakes up on a strange planet, and an hour
later helsright a hoine. A wonderful trusting kind of innocence; even
childlike. Then Locklear decided to see just 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 desperately
trying to make ashow of confidence in the leadership of
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thissuicida shaman, and Locklear was satisfied on two counts, with one
count yet to come. Firg, the scooter's pace near trees was enough to make
Minuteman hold on for dear life. Second, the young Neanderthal would view
Locklear's easy mastery of the scooter as perhaps the very greatest of
magicsand maybe Minuteman would pass that datum on, when the time came.
Thethird item was ashame, redlly, 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
gpecimens 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 hear. He was an old codger, probably driven off by the
younger buck nearby, and Locklear recaled 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 Locklear 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
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from the sound of the shot, seeing Locklear with the Sdearm, and then
began to shout. Locklear let the scooter settle but Minuteman did not
wait, legping down, rushing at the old buck which still kicked inits
death agony.
By the time Locklear had the scooter resting on the dope, Minuteman was
tearing at the bucles throat with histeeth, trying to dodge ffinty
hooves, the powerful armslocked around his prey. In thirty secondsthe
buck's eyes were glazing and its movements grew more feeble by the
moment. Locklear put away the Sdearm, fedling his ssomach chum.
Minuteman was drinking the animd's blood; sucking it, in fact, inakind
of frenzy.
When at last he sat up, Minuteman began to massage histempleswith
bloody fingers-perhaps aritual, Locklear decided. The young
Neanderthd's gaze a L ocklear was not pleasant, though he was suitably
impressed by the invisible spear that had noisily smashed aman-sized
goat off itsfeet leaving nothing more than atiny holein the animaFs
breast. Locklear 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 Loli, revolving in the dow dance of stasis.
Ruth explained, "L.0li likelittle house, like deep. Ruth like for Loh
deep. Many likefor Loh deep long time," she added darkly.
It was Ruth who butchered the anima with the wtsal, while talking with
Minuteman. L ocklear watched



BRIAR PATCH 41

smugly, noting the absence of flies. Damned if he was going to release those
from their cages, nor the mosquitoes, 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 S0, 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."

1 It'sokay, Ruth. Talk trueto Locklear."

She propped the cabin door open to adjust the draft, then sat down beside
him. "Minuteman fed bad. Locklear no kill mest fast, meat hurt long time.
Mest fed much, much bad, so Minuteman fed much bad before kill mest.

L ocklear new person, no fed bad. Laoli no fed bad. Minuteman no want hunt
with Locklear. "

As she attended to the barbecue and Locklear continued to ferret out more
of thismystery, he grew more chastened. Neanderthal boys, learning to kil
for food, began with animasthat did not have a highly developed nervous
system. Because when the anima felt pain, al the gentles nearby felt some
of it, too, especiadly women and girls. Neanderthal hunt teams were
al-mdeaffairs, and they learned every trick of stedlth and quick kills
because a clumsy kill meant adow one. Minuteman had known that, lacking
aclub, he himsdf would fed theleast painif the goat bled to death

quickly.
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And large animas?'Y ou dug pit traps and visited them from a distance,

or drove your prey off adistant cliff if you could. Neanderthd

telepathy did not work much beyond twenty meters. The hunter who
approached awounded animal to pierce its throat 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 feding 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!

He asked if Loli wasthefirst "new" Ruth had seen. No, she said, but the
only onethey had alowed in thetribe. A hunt team had found her
wandering aone, terrified and hungry, when shewasonly ashighasa
man's leg. 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 snce, . . . long time. Long, long, long timd"

Locklear knew that he had gained a crucid insght; a Neanderthal behaved
gently becauseit wasin hisown interests. It was, a least, until modem
CroMagnon man appeared without the blessing, and the curse, of telepathy.
Ruth'sfirgt telepathic greeting to the waking Minuteman had warned that

he wasin the presence of agreat shaman, a"new" but nonetheless agood
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.



BPJAR PATCH 43

But Ruth knew better than that, reminding her friend that L ocklear was not
telepathic. Besides, she had the strongest kind of intuition that L ocklear
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'sword "new" seemed to have an unpleasant side.
New people were savage people. So much for labels, Locklear told himself.
Modern nwn isthered savage

Ruth took Lali out of stasisfor supper, perhapsto sharein thegirl's
pleasure at 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 al animas belonged to Locklear. No animas
must be hunted without prior permission. Minuteman was agreegble,
especidly with amouthful of succulent goat rib in hisbig lantern jaws.
Tonight, Minuteman could share the cabin. Tomorrow he must choose asite
for acamp, for Locklear would soon bring many, many more gentles.
Ucklear fell adeegp dowly, no thanksto the achein 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'sknuckles.

He wondered how Kit and Scarface were getting along, on the other side of
thoseforcewalls. Heredly ought to fire up the Iffeboat and visit them

soon. just as soon as he got things going here. With his mind-bending
discovery of thetruly gentle nature of Neanderthds, he was fedling very
optimistic about the future. And modestly hungry. And very, very deepy.
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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 amagjor
encampment was beside Newduvai's big lake, near the point where a stream
joined the "big water." The Sitewas aday's wak from the cabin, and
Minuteman stressed that his choice might not be the choice of triba

elders. Besides, gentles tended to wander from season to season.

Though tempted by his power to command, Locklear decided against using
it unless absolutely necessary. Hewould release them dl 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, 11 see dl 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 his face amoment,
she agreed. He persisted: "Bad trades? Problem?”

"No problem," she said. "Trade one, two man or woman sometimes, before
bigfire"

He asked about that, Of course, and got an answer to a question he hadn't
thought to ask. Ruth'slast memory before waking on Newduvai-and Minute-
man's, too-was of the greet fire that had driven



BiRIAR PATCH 45

severd tribesto the base of acliff. There, with treesbursting into
flame nearby, the men had gathered around their women and children,
beginning their song to welcome degth. 1t was at that moment when the
Outsders must have put them in stasis and whisked them off to the rim of
Known Space.
Almost an ethica decision, Locklear admitted. Alnwst. "No little gentles
incave" hereminded Ruth. "L ocklear much sorry.”
"No good, think of little gentles,”" she said glumly. And with that, they
passed to matters of tribal |eadership. The old men generaly 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 walk away.
L ocklear soon learned why the gentles tended to stay close: "Big, bad
animaseat gentles," Ruth said. "New people take food, kill gentles,”
she added. |Aons, wolves, bears-and modern man-were their reasons for
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.
Fenty for many, many, many people?'
Plenty, said Ruth, for al peoplein little houses; no problem. Locklear
ended the session on that note and Minuteman, perhaps with some silent
urging from Ruth, chose to deep outside.
Again, Locklear had atrouble getting to deep, even after a half-hour
of delightful tusdewith thewilling, homely, gentle Ruth. He could
hardly wait for morning and hisgreat socia experiment.
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Hiswork would have gone much faster with Minuteman's muscular help, but
L ocklear wanted to share the crypt's secrets with asfew as possible. The
lake ste 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 twaos and left them in their cages, cursing hisrotten
time-management. 1t soon was obvious that the job would take two days and
he'd set his heart on results now, now, nowl

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 theinnocence of aferret in abirdhouse, his maenessin repose but

rather large for that innocence. And wet.

Ruth waved from the cabin doorway.

"Right," Locklear snarled, too exhausted to let hisanger kindleto

white-hot fury. "Minuteman, | named you well. Y our pants would be down,
if you had any. Ahh, the hell withit."

Loli wasadeegpin her cage, and Minuteman found employment elsewhere as
Locklear ate chopped goat, grapes, and gruel. He did not look at Ruth,
even when she sat near him as he chewed.

Finally 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 at 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
rejecting her might be akind of punishment, he thought deepily....



BRIAR PATCH 47

L ate the next afternoon, Locklear completed hisairlift and returned to the
cabin. He could see Minuteman sitting disconsolate, chin in hands, at the
edge of the clearing. Apparently, no one had seen fit to take Loli from

dasis. He couldn't blame them much. Actually, he thought as he entered the
cabin, he had no logical reason to blame them for anything. They enjoyed
each other according to their own tradition, and he was out of step with

it. Damn' right, and | don't know if | could ever get in step.

He cdled Minuteman in. "Many, many gentlesat big water," he said. "No big
bad meet 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 Min-
uteman without comment. Soon they were flitting 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 ingtantly. Ruth disembarked, turned, held a
hand out. "L ocklear like wake gentles? Ruth tell gentles, Locklear good,
much good magics.”

"Tdl 'em anything you like," he barked, "after you screw 'em dll”

In the distance, Minuteman was capering around the cages, shouting in glee.
After amoment, Ruth said, "Ruth like go back with Locklear."

"The hdl you willl No, Ruth like push-push with many gentles. Locklear no
like" And hetwisted avernier hard, the scooter lifting quickly.
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Maintively, growing faint on the breeze: "Ruth hurt in heed. Like

L ocklear much And whatever else she said was|ost.

He returned to the hidden Kzin lifeboat, hating the idea of the silent
cabin, and monitored the comm set 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 astasis
cage, as he 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 seelittle of interest, beyond
the fact that they were building huts of bundled grass and some dark
substance, perhaps mud. The stasis cages lay in disarray; he must

retrieve them soon.

It was pure luck that he spotted a haf-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 himself and
waited until arise of ground would cover his maneuver. Then he siwooped
low behind the deer, swerving fi-om sde to sde to group them, yelping
and growling until he was hoarse. By that time, the deer had put amile
between themselves and their red pursuers.

No better time than now to get afew things straight. Locklear swept the
scooter toward the encampment at a stately pace, circling twice, hearing
thin shouts as the Neandertha s noted his approach. He watched them
carefully, one hand checking his Kzin sdearm. They might be gentle but
afew dready carried spears
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and they were, after al, expertsat the quick kill. He let the scooter

hover at knee height, a constant reminder of his great magics, and noted the
great stir he made asthe scooter glided slently 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 dl looked very much dike. The women paused first, and then he did
spot Ruth, waving a him, afew steps nearer. The men moved nearer, faling
slent now, laying their new spears and stone axes down asif by
prearrangement. They stopped afew paces ahead of the women.

An older mae, dmost covered in curly gray hair, continued to advance
using aspear-no, it was only along walking staff-to aid him. Hetoo
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 years and dignity without a stitch

of clothes. The gray man might have been sixty, with alittle pot belly and
knobby joints suggesting arthritis. The cripple was perhaps ten years
younger but stringy and meatless, and hisright thigh had been hideoudy
smashed along time before. Hisright leg was inches too short, and his

left hip seemed disfigured from years of walking to compensate.

Locklear knew he needed Ruth now, but feared to risk violating some taboo
S0 soon. "Locklear, 11 he said, showing empty hands, then tapping his
breast.

The two old men cocked their headsin aparody of Ruth's familiar gesture,
then the curly one began to spesk. Of courseit wasal gibberish, but the
waking
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gaff lay on the ground now and their hands were empty.
Wondering how much they would understand telepathicaly, Locklear spoke
with enough volumefor Ruth to hear. "Gentles hunt meet in hills'" he
sad. "Locklear no like" Hewas not amiling.
The old men used brief phrasesto each other, and then the crippled one
turned toward the huts. Ruth began to walk forward, smiling wistfully at
Locklear as she stopped next to the cripple.
She waited to hear afew words from each man, and then faced Locklear.
"All onetribe now, two leaders," she said. " Skywater and Shortleg happy
to see great shaman who save al from big fire. Ruth happy see Locklear,
too," she added soffly.
Hetold her about the men hunting deer, and that it must stop; they must
make do without mest for awhile. She trandated. The old men conferred,
and their gesture for "no" was the same as Ruth's. They replied through
Ruth that young men had aways hunted, and always would.
Hetold them that the animaswere his, and they must not take what
belonged to another. The old men said they could seethat hefeltin his
head the animas were his, but no one owned the great mother land, and
no one could own her children. They felt much bad for him. Hewasavery,
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 animalswerekilled, soon therewould
be no more. One day when many little animals were born, he would let them
hunt the older ones.
"The gigt of their reply wasthis: Locklear obvioudy
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thought he was right, 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 dready happened, it wouldn't ever
happen.

Abruptly, I;Dcklear 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 slent 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, especialy
herd beastsin open plains. There weren't many to see. "No babies at

al," Locklear said, trying to make gesturesfor "small.” "Cloud, gentles
must wait until babiesare 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.”

L ocklear, 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 sensed his
uneese, grasping handholds with gnarled knuckles and hunkering down, and
Locklear knew asavage eation. Servethe old bastard right if | splat-

tered him dl over Newduvai. And then he saw the old man staring at his
eyes, and knew that the thought had been received.

"No, | won't doit," hesaid. But apart of him had wanted to; ill

wanted to out of sheer frustration. Cloud's face was arigid mask of

fear, big teeth showing, and Locklear dowed the scooter as he approached
the encampment again.
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Cloud did not wait for the vehicle to settle, but debarked asfast as
painful old jointswould permit and stood facing his followers without
asound.

After amoment, with dozens of Neanderthals staring in stunned silence,
they dl turned their backs, awave 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
Ruthl" And then asthe entire tribe began to walk away, heraised his
voice: "No hurt gentles, Ruth!™

She stopped, but would not ook at him as she replied. "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 insde the obscuring film. With
severa lion cages stacked like bricks at the entrance, no sensible
Neandertha 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 hefinished, and Locklear was hurrying. Now, for thefirgt time
ever on Newduval, he felt gooseflesh when he thought of camping inthe

open.

For days, he considered areturn to Kzersatz in the lifeboat, meanwhile
improving the cabin with Loli's help. He got that help very smply, by
refusng
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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, he told himsdlf that Ruth had
been mud-fence ugly; he hadn't felt any redl affection for aNeanderthal
bimbo. Not redly ...

He managed to ignore L oli's budding charms by reminding himself that she
was no more than twelve or so, and gradually 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 aflkir with a
connecting passage for firewood and storage. L oli, after endless scraping
and soaking of the stiff goathide in acorn water, fashioned hersdf a
one-piece garment. She taught L ocklear how repeated boiling turned acorns
into edible nuts, and wove mats of plaited grassfor the cabin.

Helet her roam in search of small game once aweek until the day she
returned empty-handed. He was cutting hinge materiad of stainless sted
from astasis cage with Kzin shears at the time, and smiled. "Don't fed

bad, Loli. There's plenty of mest in storage.” The more he used complete
sentences, the more she seemed to be picking up the lingo.

She shrugged, picking at ascab on one of her little feet. "Loli not hurt.
Gentleshunt Loh." She read his stare correctly.. " Gentles not try to hurt
Loli; thismany follow and hide," she said, holding up four fingersand
making acomical pantomime of astedlthy hunter.

Hehdd up four fingers. "Four," he reminded her. "Did they follow you
here?"
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"Maybewant to follow Loli here" shesad, grinning. "Lali think much.
Loli gofer far-"

"Very far," he corrected.

"Very far to dry place, gentlesno 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
realized, and she could've 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
anima. Maybekill Locklesr."

Y eah, they'd do it that way. Or maybe set afire to burn him out of the
cabin. "Loli, would you fed bad if the gentleskilled me?’

In her vast innocence, Loli thought about it before answering. “Little
while, yes. Lali dont liketo live done. Gentlesdl timeliketo

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 Lobisolder,” he said with bruta 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 was the day he began
teaching the girl how to disassemble cages for their most potent parts,
the grav polarizers, and stasis units.

They burned off the surrounding ground cover bit by bit during the nights
to avoid telltale smoke, and
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Loli assured him that Neandertha s never ventured
from camp on nights as dark as Newduvai's. Sooner
or later, he knew, they were bound to dis* cover his
little 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.

Locklear swallowed hard the day he heard that long roll of synthetic
thunder, recognizing it for what it was. He had told L oli about the Kzinti,
and now he warned her that they might be near, and saw her coltish legs
flash into the forest as he sent the scooter scudding close to the ground
toward the heights where his lifeboat was hidden. He would need only one
closelook to identify aKzin ship.

Dismounting near the lifeboat, peering past an outcrop and shivering
because he was so near the cold force walls, 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 its
target had to be the big encampment of gentles.

"If only | had those beam cannons | took apart,” he growled, unconscioudy
taking the side of the Neanderthals as tendrils of smoke fingered the sky.
But he had removed the weapon pylon mounts long before. Hereleased a
long-held breath as the ship dwindled to adot in the sky, hunching his
shoulders, wondering how he could have been so naive asto foreswear war
atogether. Killing was a bitter draught, yet not half so bitter asdying.
The ship disappeared. Ten minuteslater he saw it
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again, making the kind of circular sweep used for cartography, and this
time it passed only amile distant, and he gasped-for it was not aKzin
ship. Thelittle 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 sdearm in the lifeboat's lockers. He
crammed his pockets with spares, expecting to see smoke roiling 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 redize
how soon it grew dark on Newduvai. Maybe he could even the odds allittle
by landing near enough to snipe by the light of hisburning cabin. He
Snesked the last two hundred meters afoot, aready 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 disbdlief, the armed crew surrounding his cabin was hu-
man. 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 weapon.
He placed the sidearm and spare magazines beneath a stone overhang. Then
Locklear strode out of the forest rubber-legged, too weak with relief to
be angry at thefiring onthevillage.
. Thefirst man to see him was arawboned, ruddy private with the height
of abelter. He brought his assaullt rifle to bear on Locklear, then

snapped it to
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port ams." Three others spun asthe big belter shouted, "Gomulka; Weve got
ond”

A big fireplug of aman, wearing sergeant's stripes, whirled and moved away
from acabin window, motioning asmaller man benegth the other window to
say put. Striding toward the belter, he used the heavy bellow of command.
"Parker; escort himin! Schmidt, watch the perimeter.”

The belter trotted toward Locklear while an athletic specimen with ayelow
crew-cut moved out to watch the forest where Locklear 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 L ocklear

al but capering in hisddight. Two other armed figures gppeared from
across the clearing, one with curvestoo lush to be male, and Locklear
invited them dl inwith, "There are no Kzinti on this piece of the planet;
welcometo Newduvai .-

Leaning, Sitting, they dl found their ease in Locklear'sroom, and their

gazes were as curious as Locklear's own. He noted the varied shoulder
patches. We Made It, jinx, Wunderland. The woman, wearing the bars of a
lieutenant, was evidently a Hatlander like himsdlf. Commander Curt
Stockton wore a Canyon patch, standing wiry and erect bes de the woman,
with pale gray eyesthat missed nothing.

| was captured by aKzin ship," Locklear explained, "and marooned. But |
suppose that'sdl in therecords; | call the planet 'Zoo' because | think

the Outsders designed it with that in mind.”

"We had these co-ordinates, and something vague about prison compounds,
from trandations of Kzin records," Stockton replied. "Y ou must know alot
about this Zoo place by now."
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"A far amount. Listen, | saw Y oufiring on avillage near the big lake

an hour ago. Y ou mustn't do it again, commander. Those people are redl
Earth Neanderthas, probably the only onesin the entire galaxy. "
Theblocky 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 hispadlet. "I'm Grace Agostinho; Lieutenant, Manaus
Intelligence Corps, Earth. Forgive our manners, Mr. Locklear, we've been
in heavy fighting aong the Rim and thisisn't exactly what we expected
tofind."

"Me neither," Locklear smiled, then turned serious. | hope you didn't
destroy that village."

"Sorry about that,” Stockton said. "We may have caused afew casudties
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.”

"Damnright they are," Locklear ingsted. "Asyoull soon find out, if

we can get their trust again. 1've even taught afew of ‘em some of our
language. And that's not al. But hey, I'm dying of curiosity without any
news from outsde. Isthewar over?

Commander Stockton coughed lightly for attention and the others seemed
as attentive as Locklear. "It looks good around the core worlds, but in
the Rim sectorsit's till anybody'swar.” He jerked athumb toward the
two-hundred-ton craft, twice the length of aKzin lifeboat, that rested
onitsrepulsor jacks at the edge of the clearing with its own smdll

pinnace clinging to its back. "The Anthony Wayneisthekind
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of cruiser escort they don't mind turning over to smal combat teamslike

mine. The big brass gave usthis mission after we captured some Kzinti files
from atabby dreadnaught. Not as good asR & R back home, but we're glad of
the break.” Stockton's grin was infectious.

| 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 Newduva."

"What you seeisdl thereis, " said acompact private with high

cheekbones and a Crashlander medic patch. Locklear had not heard him speak
before. Soffly accented, laconic; amost a scholar's diction. But that's

what you might expect of amilitary medic.

Stockton's quick gaze riveted the man asif to say, "that'senough.” To

Locklear he nodded. "Meet Soichiro Lee; an intern before the war. Has a
tendency to act asif acombat team isademocratic outfit but," hisglance
toward Lee was amused now, "he's agood sawbones. Anyhow, the Wayne can
take care of hersdf. Weve set her auto defenses for voice 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 bum him for histroubles

Locklear nodded. "A crew of seven; that's pretty thin. "
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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 gJance. "Commander,
with your permission: Locklear here might have some ideas about those tabby
records.”

"Umm. Yeah, | suppose,” with some reluctance. "L ocklear, gpparently the
Kzinti felt there was some valuable secret, a wegpon maybe, here on Zoo.
They intended to return for it. Any ideawhat it was?'

Locklear laughed aoud. "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 this

one. Y ou can't imagine the secrets the other compounds might have. For
darters, thelife forms| found in stasis had been here forty thousand

years, near as| cantell, before | released 'em.”

"Y ou released them?'

"Maybe | shouldn't have, but-" He glanced shyly toward Lieutenant
Agostinho. | got pretty lonesome.”

"Anyonewould," she said, and her smile was more than understanding.
Gomulkarumbled in evident disgust, "Why would alot of walking fosslsbe
important 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
thisdid not seem the time to rega e them with his adventures on Kzersatz.
Something just beyond the tip of his avarenesswasflashing like a caution
sgnd.
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Now Gomulkalooked at his commander. " So that's not what were looking
for," hesaid. "Maybeit's not on this Newduva dump. Maybe next door?"
"Maybe. Well takeit one dump at atime," said Stockton, and turned as
the swarthy private popped into the cabin. "Ah. | trust the Armagnac
didn't insult your paate on the way, Nathan," he said.

Nathan Gazho looked at the bottle's broken sedl, then began to distribute
nested plastic cups, his breath aready laced with his quick nip of the
brandy. "Y ou don't missmuch," he grumbled.

But I'm missing something, L ocklear thought as he touched his haf-filled
cup to that of the doe-eyed, langourous lieutenant. Sack 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 dl got
the hand calluses and haircuts of shock troops. No, it's something else

Hetold himsdlf it was reluctance to make himsdf ahero; and next he
told himsdf they wouldn't believe him anyway. And then he admitted that
he wasn't sure exactly why, but he would tell them nothing about his
victory on Kzersatz unless they asked. Maybe because | suspect they'd
round up poor Scarface, maybe hunt him down and shoot him like amad dog
no matter what | said. Y eah, that's reason enough. But something else,
too.

Night fell, with itsalmost audible thump, while they emptied the
Armagnac. Locklear explained his scholarly fear that the gentleswere
likely to kill off animasthat no other ethologist had ever studied on

the hoof; mentioned Ruth and Minuteman aswell; and decided to say
nothing about Loli to these hardbitten troops. Anse Parker, the gangling
belter,
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kept bringing the topic back to the tantaizingly vague secret mentioned in
Kzinfiles. Parker, Locklear decided, thought himself subtle but managed
only to be trangparently cunning.

Austin Schmidt, the wide-shouldered blond, had little capacity for Armagnac
and kept toasting the day when". . . dl thiscrap ishistory and I'm a

man of means," Singing that refrain from an old barracksballad in a
surprisingly sweet tenor. Locklear could not warm up to Nathan Gazho, whose
gaze took inventory of every item in the cabin. The man's expendve
wristcomp and pinky ring mismatched him like earrings on aweasd.

David Gomulkawas dl noncom, though, with aveteran's gift for controlling
men and a sure hand in measuring booze. If the two officers felt any unease
when he caled them "Curt" and " Grace," they managed to avoid showingit.
Gomulkaspun out the tale of hisfirst hand-to-hand engagement againgt a
Kzin penetration team with detail s that proved he knew how the tabbies
fought. Locklear wanted to say, "That'sright; that'show it is,” but only
nodded.

It was late in the evening when the commander cut short their speculations
on Zoo, stood up, snapped the bdt flash from itsring and flicked it
experimentaly. "We could dl use some deep,”" he decided, with the smile

of ayoung father at his men, some of whom where older than he. "Mr.

L ocklear, we have more than enough room. Please be our guest in the Anthony
Waynetonight."

Locklear, thinking that Loli might stedl back to the cabin if shewere
somewhere nearby, said, | appreciate it, commander, but I'm right at home
here. Redlly. "
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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 fireto their nests.”

"But-" The men were stretching out their kinks, paying silent but close

attention to the interchange.

"I mustinggt. | don't want to put it in terms Of command, but | am the

local sheriff here now, so to speak.” The engaging grin again. "Come on,
Locklear, think of it asrepaying your hospitaity. Nothing'scertainin

thisplace, and-" hislast phrase bringing soft chuckles from Gomulka,

.they'd throw meinthe brig if | let anything happen to you now."

The taciturn Parker led the way, and Locklear smiled in the darkness
thinking how Loli might wonder & theintensdy bright, intensdy magica
beams that bobbed toward the ship. After Parker called out hisnameand a
long number, the ship's hatch steps dropped at their feet and Locklear knew
the reassurance of climbing into an Interworld ship with itsfamiliar

smdls, 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 really like?"
"Probably," she said, with a pursed-lipped smile.

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's bridge to
egt it, idly noting afew dark
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foodstains on the bridge linolamat and listening to Gracetell of smal news
from home. The Amazon dam, anew "must-see’ holo musical, acontroversa
cure for the common cold; the kind of tremendoustrifles that cemented
friendships.

Sheleft him briefly while he chased scraps on his plate, and by thetime
shereturned most of the crew had secured their pneumatic cubicle doors.
"It'saways satisfying to feed a man with an appetite,” said Grace,

smiling a hisclean plate as she did it into the gdley scrubber. "Il
seeyou're fed well on the Wayne." With hands on her hips, shesad, "Well:
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 a cubicle where two men were
arguing in subdued tones.

Schmidt showed him to the rearmost cubicle but not the rearmost dozen
bunks. Those, he saw, were ranked ingde acage. of duraloy 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 astartle response, and then essayed
adrunken grin.

"Gottahave atight ship," said Schmidt, banging his head on the durdloy

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 salute. "Have agood one, pal.
Y ou know how to adjust your rubberlady?
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Locklear saw that the mattresses of the two bunks were standard modelswith
adjustable inflation and webbing. "No problem,” he replied, and did the

door closed. He washed up at the tiny inset sink, used the urinal ot

below it, and surveyed his clothes after removing them. They'd all seen

better days. Maybe he could wangle some new ones. He was deepier than held
thought, and adjusted his rubberlady for asoft setting, and was adeep

within moments.

Hedid not know how long it was before he found himsdlf Stting

bolt-upright in darkness. He knew what was wrong, now: everything. It might
be possiblefor alittle escort ship to plunder records from aderdlict
mile-long Kzin battleship. It was barely possble that the same craft would

be sent to check on some big Kzin secret-but not without at least a

cruiser, if the Kzinti might be heading for Zoo.

He rubbed atrickle of swest asit counted hisribs. He didn't have to be
amilitary buff to know that ordinary privates do not have accessto

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
apicked combat crew, either. And one more thing: even in his hafblotted
condition, Schmidt had snatched that fax sheet up asthough it was evidence
againg him. Maybeitwas...

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 deeping hydraulics, adightly louder buzz of
someone deeping, most likely Schmidt while on sentry duty. Not much
disciplineat dl. | wonder just how much commanding Stock-
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ton really does. Locklear stepped into the passageway, moved several
paces, and eased his free hand into the waste receptacle dot. Then he
thrust the fax wad into hisdirty flight suit and padded slently back,
cursing the sigh of hisdoor. A moment later he was colder than before.
Thefax waslabeled, "PRISONER RIGHTS AND PRIVILEGES;- and had been
sgned by some Provost Marshall--or adoctor, to judge from its
illegibility. HEd bet anything that fax had fallen, or had been torn,
from those duralloy bars. Rust-colored crusty stains on thefloor; a
gmilar stain near the ship's bridge; but no obvious damage to the ship
from Kzin wegpons.
It took al his courage to go into the passageway again, flight suitin
hand, and replace the wadded fax sheet where held found it. And the door
seemed much louder thistime, amost 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 al: the Anthony Wayne had been a prisoner
ship, but now the prisoners were calling themselves "commander” and
"sergeant,” and thered crew of the Anthony Wayne had made those stains
ingde the ship with their blood.
He wanted to shouit it, but demanded it sillently: So why would a handful
of desertersfly to Zoo? Before hefell at last into atroubled deep,
he had asked it again and again, and the answer was aways the same:
somehow, one of them had learned of the Kzin records and hoped to find
Zo0's secret before either side did.
These people would be deadly to anyone who
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knew their secret. And dmost certainly, they'd never buy the truth, that
Locklear himsdf was the secret because the Kzinti had been so sure hewas
an Interworld agent.

Locklear awoke with a sensation of dread, then abrief upsurge of joy a
degping in modern accomodations, and then he remembered his conclusonsin
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

evidence this combat team was genuine? In any case, disabling the ship

meant marooning the whole lot of them together. It wasn't aplan caculated

to lengthen hislife expectancy; maybe he would think of another.

The crew was dready 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 gtill---contaminated from a previous engagement,” he explained, with a
meaningful ook toward Gomulka.

| bet they are, with blood, Locklear told himself as he scooped his

synthesi zed eggs and bacon. Their uniforms al seemed to fit well. Probably
their own, he decided. The stylized winged gun on Gomulka's patch said he
could fly gunships. Lee might be amedic, and the sensuous Grace might be
ared intelligence officer---and al could be renegades.
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Stockton watched him est, friendly as ever, armsfolded and relaxed.
"Gomulka and Gazho did arecon in our pinnace at dawn,” he said, sucking a
tooth. " Seems your apemen are already rebuilding at 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 on vines."

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
itisthetabbiesfound here. Y ou said they can tak alittle. Well, 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.”

Gomulkasvoice carried arumble of barely hidden threet. " Conditions?

Y ou're talking to your commander, Locklear. "

"Itsavery smpleone," Locklear said softly. "No morekilling or

threatening these people. They cdl themsdaves'gentles,’ and they are. The
New Smithson, or half the Interworld University branches, would givea
year's budget to study them dive."

Grace Agostinho had been working at amap termind, but evidently with an
ear open to their negotiations. As Stockton and Gomulka gazed at each other
inslent surmise, shetook the few stepsto St beside Locklear, her hip

warm againg his. "Y ou're an ethologist. Tell me, what could the Kzinti do
with these gentles?’

L ocklear nodded, sipped coffee, and finally said, "1'm not sure. Study them
hoping for ingghtsinto the underlying psychology of modem humans, maybe.
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Stockton said, "But you said the tabbies don't know about them.”

"True, a least | don't see how they could. But you asked. | can't

believe the gentleswould know what you're after, but if you haveto ask
them, of course I'll help.”

Stockton said it was necessary, and appointed Lee acting corpora at the
cabin as hefilled mogt of the pinnace's jumpseats with himsdlf,

Locklear, Agostinho, Gomulka, and the lank Parker. Thelittle craft sat
on downdoping ddtawingsthat ordinarily nested againgt the Wayne's
hull, and had intakes for gas-reactor jets. "Newest piece of hardware we
have," Stockton said, patting the pilot's console. It was Gomulka,
however, who took the controls.

L ocklear suggested that they approach very dowly,

with hands visibly up and empty, asthey settled the

pinnace near the beginnings of anew gentles camp

ste. The gentles, including their women, al rushed

for primitive lances but did not flee, and Anse Parker

was the only one carrying an obvious weapon asthe

pinnace's canopy swung back. Locklear stepped for

ward, 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 was an understate

ment. Minuteman, too, had survived thefiring on

their village.

Cloud had not. Ruth told him so immediately. "L ocklear make many deaths
to gentles," she accused. Behind her, some of the gentles stared with
facesthat 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
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Agostinho wasinterested, not hostile but perhaps pitying.

Locklear moved away from the others, farther from the glaring Gimp. "More
new people come," he caled from adistance, pleading. "Think gentlesbig,
bad animals. Stop when they see gentles; much much sorry. Locklear say not
hurt gentles more."

With her head cocked sideways, Ruth seemed to be testing hismind for lies,
She spoke with Gimp, whose face registered a deep sadness and, perhaps,
some confusion aswell. Locklear could hear abuzz of low conversation
between Stockton nearby and Gomulka, who till sat at the pinnace controls.
"Locklear think good, but bad things happen,” Ruth said at lagt. "Kill

Cloud, many more. Gentles not like fight. Locklear know this," she said,
amost crying'now. "Please go!”

Gomulka came out of the pinnace with his sidearm drawn, and L ocklear turned
toward him, aghast. "No shootingl Y ou promised,” he reminded Stockton.
But: "WEell have to bring the ape-woman with the old man,” Stockton said
grimly, not liking it but determined. Gomulka stood quietly, the big

doping shoulders hunched.

Stockton said, "Thisis an 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, Gomulkabellowed, "Tdl ‘em!”
Locklear did it and Ruth began to call in their language to the assembled
throng. Then, at Gomulka's command, Parker ran forward to grasp the
pathetic old Gimp by the arm, standing more than a head
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taller than the Neandertha. That was the moment when Minuteman, who must
have understood only alittle of their parley, leaped wegponless at the big
belter.

Parker swept a contemptuous arm at the little fellow's reach, but let out
ahowl as Minuteman, with those blacksmith arms of his, wrenched that arm
asone would wave a stick.

The report was shattering, with echoes dapping off the lake, and Locklear
whirled to see Gomulka's two-handed aim with the projectile Ssdearm. "No!
Goddammit, these are human beings," he screamed, rushing toward the fallen
Minuteman, falling on his knees, placing one hand over thelittlefelow'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 gill throbbed, but he wasin deep shock from the
heavy projectile and his pulse died as L ocklear 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 as

well have walked into atrain wreck while the train was till 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-useless. 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
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Locklear saw that she was dowly overpowenng him while her big teeth
sought histhroat, only the whites of her eyes showing. It wasthe last
thing Locklear would see for.awhile, as someone raced up behind him.

He awoke to a gentle touch and the chill of antiseptic spray behind his
right ear, and focused on the real concern mirrored on Stockton's face.
Helay inthe room he had built for Loli, Soichiro Lee kneding beside
him, while Ruth and Gimp huddled asfar asthey could get into acomer.
Stockton held astandard issue parabellum, arms folded, not pointing the
wegpon but keeping it in evidence. "Only amild concussion,” Lee murmured
to the commander.

"Y ou with usagain, Locklear?" Stockton got anod in response, motioned
for Leeto leave, and sighed. "I'm truly sorry about dl this, but you
wereinterfering with amilitary operation. Gomulkais-he hasalot of
experience, and agood commander would be stupid to ignore his
Suggestions.”

L ocklear was barely wise enough to avoid saying that Gomulka did more
commanding than Stockton did. Pushing himsdf up, blinking from the
headache that split hisskull like an axe, he said, "'l need someair. "
"You'll haveto get it right here," Stockton said, "because | can't-won't

let you out. Consider yoursdf under arrest. Behave yourself and that
could change." With that, he shoul dered the woven mat aside and hisdow
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
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waited. Digging out would make noise and might take hours. Locklear did
down againgt the cabin wall, head in hands. When he opened them again he
saw that poor old Gimp seemed comatose, but Ruth waslooking a him
intently. | wanted to befriend of al 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 a palm 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 smile held acertain beauty. "L ocklear 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 his hands, snarling

in exaggerated mimicry.

He heard voicesraised 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 also ugly, maybe bad. "
"All the gentles consdered 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, A .
"Ugly?Yes. Ruth try and fix before.”

| know," he said, miserable. "L ocklear like Ruth for that and many, many
morethings.”

Quickly, as boots stamped in the corridor, she
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said, "Big problem. New people not think Locklear tell truth. New woman-"
Schmidt'srifle barrel 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 Locklear moved
toward the other room.

They were dl crowded in, and seven pairs of eyeswere intent on Locklear.
Grace's gaze hdd aliquid warmth but he saw nothing warmer thaniiciclesin
any other face. Gomulka and Stockton sat on the benches facing him across
his crudetablelikejudgesat atria. Locklear did not haveto betold to
stand before them.

Gomulkareached down at his own feet and grunted with effort, and the
toolbox crashed down on the table. His voice was not its usua command
timbre but menacingly soft. "Gazho noticed thiswas di tabby suff," he
sad.

"Part of an honorabletrade," Locklear said, drymouthed. | could have
killed aKzin and didn't."

"They trade you afucking LIFEBOAT, too?'

Those goddamn pinnace sorties of hisl Thelight of righteous fury snapped
in the big man'sface, but Locklear stared back. "Matter of fact, yes. The
Kzinisacat 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?”
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Parker blurted, "How the hell did-" before Gomulka spun on his bench with
adlent glare. Parker blushed and swallowed.

"Weé're asking the questions, Locklear. The tabbies must've left you a
girlfriend, too," Stockton said quietly. "L ee 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 not, if youre acommander?’

Stockton flushed angrily, with aglance a Gomulkathat was not kind.
"That's my problem, not yours. Look, you want some straight talk, and
hereit is. Agostinho has seen the goddamned trandations from atabby
dreadnaughbt, and there is something on this godforsaken place they think
isimportant, and we werein 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 haveto 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 us find what the tabbies are after.”

"Itsme," 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 swallow?" Gomulkawas standing, now,
advancing around the table
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toward his captive. Curt Stockton shut his eyes and sighed his helplessness.
Locklear waswondering if he could grab anything from the toolbox when a
voice of sweet reason stopped Gomulka. "Brutality hasn't solved anything
hereyet," said Grace Agogtinho. "I'd like to talk to Locklear done.”
Gomulka stopped, glared at her, then back at Locklear. | can't do any worse
than you have, David," she added to the fuming sergeant.
Beckoning, she waked to the doorway and Gazho made sure hisrifle muzzle
grated on L ocklear'sribs as the ethologist followed her outside. She said,
"Do | have your honorable parole? Bear in mind that even if you try to run,
they'll soon have you and the girl who's running loose, too. They've
aready destroyed somekind of flying raft; yours, | takeit," she smiled.
Damn, hell, shit, and blastl "Mine. | won't run, Grace. Besides, you've got
aparabdlum.”
"Remember that," she said, and began to stroll toward the treeswhile the
cabin erupted with argument. Locklear vented more slent damns and hells;
shewasn't leading him anywhere near his hidden Kzin sdearm.
Grace Agostinho, surprisingly, first asked about Loli. She seemed amused to
learn he had waked the girl firgt, and that held regretted it at his
leisure. Gradually, her questions segued to answers. "Disciplineon a
warship can bevicious," she mused asif to hersdf. " Curt Stockton was-is
acareer officer, but it'shisview that there must be limitsto
discipline. His own commander was a hard man, and--
"Jesus Chrigt; you're saying he mutinied like Hetcher Chrigian?”
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"That'snot entirely 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 ideas has started something he can't

control. How'd you get into this mess?’

"An dfair of the heart; I'd rather not talk about it. When I'm drawn to
aman, ... well, | tend to show it, " she said, and preened her hair for

him as she leaned againg afdlen tree. " ou must tell them what they
want to know, my dear. These are desperate men, in desperate trouble. 11
Locklear saw the promise in those huge dark eyes and gazed into them. "
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-"

"Ethologist. | 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
gpart 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 o attracted to anyone. Isthis so awful of
me?'

He knew damned well how powerfully persuasive awoman like Grace could
be with that voluptuous
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willowy sexudity of hers. And he remembered Ruth'swarning, and believed
it. But hewould 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 bresthing dowed. Heinventoried her charms
as she shrugged into her flight suit again; returned her impudent smile;
began to readjust histogs. "If thisbe torture," he declaimed like an

actor, 11 make the most of it."

"Up to the stlandards of your local ladies?"

"Ohyes" hesad fervently, knowing it wasonly asmal lie. "But I'm

not sure | understand why you offered. "

She squatted becomingly on her knees, brushing at hisclothing. "Y ou're
very dtractive,” shesad. "And mysterious. And if you'll help us,
Locklear, | promiseto plumb your mysteries as much asyou like-and
viceversa. "

"An offer | can't refuse, Grace. But | don't know how | can do more than
| have dready."

Her frown held little anger; more of perplexity, "But I'vetold you, my
dear: we must have that Kzin secret.
"And you didn't believewhat | said."

Her secret smile again, teesing: "Redly, darling, you must give me some
credit. | amintheintelligence corps.

He did seeaflash of irritation cross her face thistime as he laughed.
"Grace, thisiscrazy," hesad, dill grinning. "It may be absurd that

the Kzinti thought | was an agent, but it'strue. | think the
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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 anubile teen-ager, then hitched up the sdearm 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 she get it out of me with thiskind of

attention? Maybe-but she's | technique and no redl passion. Exactly the

girl 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
leave the cabin with Grace. | don't think she has affairs of the heart,

he reflected 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 lap, and
sighed. ""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 hisjudgesin 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, since you're not

on Agogtinho'slist of known intelligence assetsin the Rim sectors, then
maybe we've been peering at the wrong sde of the coin. "
"That'swhat | told the tabbies," Locklear said.
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"Now we're getting somewhere. Actudly, you're aKzin agent; right?'
Locklear stared, then tried not to laugh. " Oh, Jesus, Stocktonl Why would
they drop me here, in that case?"

Evidently, Stockton's pleasant sde was loosely attached under trying
circumstances. He flushed angrily. "You tell 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 aplugged nicke,

Gomulka snarled, "you're home free and we're in deep shit. No, | don't think
wewill, little man. Well do anything we have to 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 thispoint, afew liesmight help the gentles. A red officer, are you?
Shoot these poor savages? Go ahead, actualy you might be doing me afavor.
Y ou can seethey hate my guts! The only reason they didn't kill metoday is
that they think I'm one of you, and they're scared to. Every one you knock
off, or chase off, isjust onelesswho'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 give adamn.” Knowing
they would explore Kzersatz sooner or later, he said, " The tabbies probably
thought | hightailed it for the Interworld fleet but | could bardly fly the

thing. | waslucky to get down herein one piece.”

Stockton's chin jerked up. "Do you mean there's aKzin force right across
thoseforcewalls?"
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"Therewas; | took care of them mysdlf.”

Gomulkastood up now. "Sureyou did. | never heard such jizm in twenty
years of barracks brags. Grace, you never did like alot of hollering and
blood. Go to the ship. " Without aword, and with the same liquid gaze
shewould turn on Locklearand 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.
Gomulkanodded, and suddenly Locklear felt his arms 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 himsdlf propelled backward against the cabin wall.
Shouting, cursing, they overpowered Locklear at last, hauling the top of
hisflight suit down o that its arms could betied into a sort of

sraitjacket. 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, Gomulkamuttered, "Curt, we gotta
soften thisguy up.”

Stockton pointed to the scars on Locklear's upper body. ™Y ou know, |
don't think he softensvery well, David. Ask yoursdf whether you think
it'suseful, or whether you just want to do it.”

It was another of those ideas Gomulka seemed to value gresatly because he
had so few of hisown. "Wel goddammit, what would you do?"
"Coercion may work, but not thiskind." Studying the sllent Locklear in
the grip of three men, he came
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near smiling. "Maybe give him acomm set and drop him among the
Neanderthas. 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
occasiona ideas, Gomulkareplied, "Maybe. Or better, maybe drop him next
door on Kzinkatz or whatever the fuck he callsit." Hiseyesdid dowly

to Locklear.

To Locklear, who waslicking atrickle of blood fi-om 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 Godl They'll- They EAT people,
Stocktonl™

"Well, it lookslike avoice vote, Curt,” Gomulkadrawled, very pleased

with hisidea, then turned to Locklear. "But that's democracy for you.

You'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 ded."

Locklear fdt awild impulse, as Gomulka shoved him into the pinnace, to
beg, ., Please, Bre'r Fox, don't throw mein the briar patchl” He
thrashed abit and let hiseyesroll convincingly until Parker, with a

choke hold, pacified him haf-unconscious.

If he had any doubts that the pinnace was orbitrated, Locklear lost them
as he watched Gomulka at
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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 set, 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 ot.
The pinnace, alovely little craft, arced up to orbital height and, with
only its trangparent 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 itsre-entry over the saffron
jungles of Kzersatz.
Because of its different schedule, thetiny programmed sunlet of Kzersatz
was only an hour into its morning. "Keep one eye on your sweep screen,”
Gomulkasaid astheroar of deceleration died away.
I am," Leereplied grimly. "Locklear, if we get jumped by atabby ship
I'll put aburdt right into your guts, first thing.”
As Locklear made a show of moaning and straining at his bonds, Gomulka
banked the pinnace for its mapping sweep. Presently, Legsinfrared
scanners flashed an overlay on his screen and Gomulka nodded, but
finished the siweep. Then, by manua control, he dowed the little craft
and brought it at aleisurely paceto thel R blips, amile or so above
the dlien veldt. Lee brought the screen's video to high magnification.
Anse Parker saw what Locklear saw. "Only afew tabbies, huh? And you took
care of 'em, huh? Y ou son of abitch!" He glared at the scene, wherea
dozen Kzinti moved unaware amid haf-submerged
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huts and cooking fires, and swatted L ocklear across the back of his head
with an open hand. "L ooks like they've gone native," Parker went on. "Hey,
Gomulka: they'll be candy for us."

"1 noticed,"” Gomulkareplied. "Y ou know what? If we bag 'em now, were
hel ping thislittle shit. We can come back any time we like, maybe have
oursalves 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 sas's.

| 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.
Beonyoulikeflieson aturd." The pinnace flew on, unseen from far
below, Lee bringing up the video now and then. Once he said, "Can't
figure out what they're hunting in that field. If | didn't know Kzinti

were drict carnivores I'd say they werefarming.”

Locklear knew that primitive Kzinti ate vegetables aswell, and so did
their meat animals; but he kept his slence. It hadn't even occurred to
these piratica desertersthat the Kzinti below might be as prehistoric

as Neanderthaers. Good; et them think they understood the Kzinti! But
nobody knows'ern like I do, he thought. It was an arrogance he would
recall with bitternessvery, very soon.

Gomulka set the pinnace down with practiced ease behind a stone
escarpment and Parker, his gaze ner-
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voudly sweeping the jungle, used his gunbarrel to urge Locklear out of the
craft.

Soichiro Legs gentle smile did not match hisfind 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 as the pinnace lifted, making it look good. They had
tossed Bre'r Rabbit into his persond briar patch, never suspecting he
might have friends here.

He was thankful that the village lay downhill as he began hisone

athletic speciaty, long-distance jogging, because he could once again

fed the synthetic gravity of Kzersatz tugging at his body. He judged

that he was atwo-hour trot from the village and paced himsdf 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
considered himself aleader of virtue-because he was aman of idess.
David Gomulkawas aman of action without many important idess, the
perfect modd of aplayground 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, becauise he wasn't very
good at it himsdlf. Instead, held enlist a Gomulkato stand nearby while
the clever kid tried to beat you
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up with words, debate you to deeth. And if that finally failed, he could
awayssigh, and walk away leaving the bully to do hisdirty work, and
imaginethat 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 realized that it was pursued only when he spied a
young maeflashing with Snuous efficiency behind.

No one ever made friends with aKzin by interrupting its hunt, so

L ocklear stood motionless among pamferns and watched. The prey reminded
him of apygmy tyrannosaur, dmost the height of aman but with teeth
meant for grazing on foliage. The Kzin bounded nearer, disdaining the
wtsal 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 wastrained to hunt, to
kill, and to eat that kill, from kittenhood. Theroars of thelizard

dwindled to ahissing gurgle; thetail and the powerful legs tilled.

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 cdled in Kzin, "The Kzinisamighty
hunterl" To speak in Kzin, one needed agood falsetto 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.
Crestfallen, Locklear trotted toward the village
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again. He wondered now if Scarface and Kit, the mate Locklear had freed
for him, had failed to speak of mankind to the ancient Kzin tribe. In any
case, they would surely respond to his use of their language until he

could get Scarface's hel p. Perhaps the young male had smply raced away
to bring the good news.

And perhaps, he decided ahalf-hour later, he himsalf was the biggest

fool in Known Space or beyond it. They had ringed him before he knew it,
padding slently through foliage the same mottled yellows and oranges as
their fur. Then, dmost smultaneoudy, he saw saverd grest tigerish

shapes disengage from their camouflage ahead of him, and heard the scream
asone legpt upon him from behind.

Bowled over by the rush, feeling hot bresth and fangs at histhroat,
Locklear moved only his eyes. His attacker might have been the same one
he surprised while hunting, and he felt needle-tipped claws through his
flight suit.

Then Locklear did the only things he could: kept histemper, swallowed
histerror, and repeated hisfirst greeting: "The Kzin isamighty

hunter.”

He saw, striding forward, an old Kzin with ornate bandolier straps. The
oldster called to the others, "It istrue, the beast speaks the Hero's
Tongud Itisas| prophesied." Then, to the young attacker, " Stand away
at theready," and Locklear fdt like breasthing again.

| am Locklear, who first waked members of your clan from age-long deep,”
he said in that ancient diaect held learned from Kit. "l comein

friendship. May | rise?’
A contemptuous gesture and, as L ocklear stood
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up, aworse remark. "'Then you are the beast that lay with a palace 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 thingsto fear, but | am not anong them.”

More laughter. "The Rockear beast thinksit isfearsome," said the young
male, hisear-umbrdlastwitching in merriment.

"l 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 hostile predatorstwice hissize.

His reception party was dl-mae, its members staring at himin frank
curiosity while prodding him to thevillage. They findly left himinan

open area surrounded by huts with his handstied, aleather 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 wastorn by hooves here
and there. Dark stains and an abbatoir odor said the place was used fbr
butchering animals. The curious gazes of passing femaes said hewas only
adrange anima to them. The disgppearance of the maesinto the largest
of the semi-submerged huts suggested that he had 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
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breasts of these few were dl exactly smilar; somekind of sdf-torture
ritua, Locklear guessed. Last of dl with theritual scarswasthe 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 dl this ceremony, and so were the other big
shots. Standing in clearlyseparated rings behind them were the other males
with afew femdes, then the other femaes, evidently the entire tribe.
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 aceremonia insult. It brought weltsto his cheek
anyway. The oldster spoke for dl to hear. "Y ou began the tribe's
awakening, and for that we promise aquick kill."
| waked severd Kzinti, who promised me honor," Locklear managed to say.
"Traitors? They have no friends here. So youhave no friends here, said the
old Kzin with pomp
ousdignity. "Thisthe priesthood has decided.”
"You arethe leader?’
"First among equas,” said the high priest with asmirk that said he
believed in no equds.
"Whilethistribe dept , Locklear said loudly, hop ing to gain some
support, "amighty Kzin warrior came here. | cdl him Scarface. | returnin
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?'
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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 maeswho stood behind the priests. "He would see
the mighty hunter who had new idess," he said. "Take him to see that
hero, so that hewill fully appreciate 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 away. The dozens of other Kzinti hurried off, carefully
avoiding any backward glances. Locklear said, to the huge specimen
tugging on his neck rope, "I cannot walk quickly with hands behind my
back."

"Thenyou must learn,”" rumbled the big Kzin, and lashed out with afoot
that propelled Locklear fbrward. | think he pulled that punch, Locklear
thought. Kept his clawsretracted, at least. The Kzin led him silently
from thevillage and dong a path until hidden by foliage. Then, "You are
the Rockear," he said, dowing. | am (something as unpronouncesble as
most Kzin names)," he added, neither friendly nor unfriendly. He began
untying Locklear's handswith, "I must kill you if you run, and | will.

But | amno priest," hesaid, asif that explained hiswillingnessto

ease acaptive'swalking.

"You areadawart," Locklear said. "May | cdl you that?'

"Aslong asyou can," the big Kzin said, leading the way again. | voted
tomy priest to let you live, and teach us. So did most heroes of my
group."

Uh-huh; they have priestsingtead of senators. But thissmellslikethe
old American system before direct eections. ™Y our priest is not bound
to voteasyou
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say?' A derisive snort was his answer, and he persisted. " Do you vote your
priessin?'
"Yes. Forlife)" sad Stawart, 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 a broad veldt, and L ocklear saw the scars of a
grassfire before he redlized he wasin familiar surroundings. Stalwart
led the way to arise and then stopped, pointing toward the jungle.
"There," hesald, .. isyour 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 him isthere.”
And then Locklear saw theflying creatures he had cdled "batowls,” tiny
mites at a distance of two hundred meters, picking at tatters of
something that hung in anet from the highest tree in theregion. "Oh,
my Godl Won' he die there?'
"Heisdead dready. He underwent the long ceremony,” said Stalwart,
"many days past, with wounds that killed dowly."
Locklear'sglare wasincriminating: "l suppose you voted againgt that,
too?'
"That, and the sacrifice of the paace prret in days past,” said the
Kzin.
Blinking away tears, for Scarfitce had truly been acat of hisword,
Locklear said, "Those prret. One of them ~ was Scarface's mate when |
|eft. Is she-up there, too?”
For what it was worth, the big Kzin could not
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meset hisgaze. "Drowning is the 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 regjoin the tribe. She chose to be shunned instead.
Now and then, we see her. It istreason to speak againgt the priesthood, and
I will not."

L ocklear squeezed his eyes shut; blinked; turned away from the hideous

sight hanging from that distant tree as scavengers picked at its bones.

"And | hoped to help your tribel A pox on all your houses, 11 he said to no
onein particular. He did not speak to the Kzin again, but they did not

burry as Stalwart 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 Stalwart thought he was
singing adesth song.

Inaway, it was true-though not a song of his own degth, if he could help

it. "Locklear caling the Anthony Wayne," he said, and paused.

He heard the voice of Grace Agogtinho reply, "Recording.”

"They've caught me dready, 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."
Again, Gracesvoicereplied in hisear: "Recording.”

Now with aterrible suspicion, Locklear said, "Isanybody there? If you're
monitoring melive, say | monitoring.'"
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His comm s&t, in Grace's voice, only said, "Recording. "

Locklear flicked off the switch and began to walk even more dowly, until
Stawart tugged hard on the leash. Any Kzin who cared to ook, asthey
re-entered 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 thevillage. Eventualy they flung abloody hunk of some recent kill
into hishut, but it was raw and, with his handstied behind him, he

could not have held it to his mouth.

Nor could hetoggle his comm set, assuming it would carry past the roof
thatch. He had not said he would be in the village, and they would very
likely kill him aong with everybody sein the village when they came.

If they came.

Hefdt asthough he would drown in cold waves of despair. A vicious
priesthood had killed hisfriends and, even if he escaped for atime, he
would be hunted down by the galaxy's most pitiless hunters. And if his
own kind rescued him, they might cheerfully beat him to degth trying to
learn a secret he had aready divulged. And even the gentle
Neanderthaers hated him, now.

Why not just give up?1 don't know why, he admitted to himself, and began
to search for something to help him fray the thongs at hiswrists. He
finally chose arough-barked pogt, stting down in front of it and

saring toward the Kzin male whose lower legs he could see benesth the
door matting.

He rubbed until hiswristswere asraw astha meet lying in the dust
before him. Then he rubbed
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until his muscles refused to continue, hisarms cramping horribly. By that
time it was dark, and he kept Ming into an exhausted, fidul deep,
gtarting to scratch at his bonds every time a cramp woke him. Thefifth
time he awoke, it was to the sounds of scratching again. And asoft,
distant call outside, which his guard answered just as softly. It took
Locklear amoment to realize that those scratching noises were not being
made by him.

The scratching became louder, filling him with adread of the unknownin
the utter blackness of the Kzersatz night. Then he heard a scrabble of
clods tumbling to the earthen floor. Low, urgent, in the fitz-rowr of a
femae Kzin: "Rockear, quickly! Help widen thisholdl™

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. Hurryl"

"Kitl I can't, my hands aretied,” he groaned. "Kit, they said you were
drowned."

"Idiots," said thefamiliar voice, panting as she worked. A very faint

glow preceded the indomitable Kit, who had amodern Kzin beltpac and used
itsglowlamp for brief moments. Without dowing her frantic pace, she

said softly, "They built awalkway into the |ake and--dropped me fromit.
But my mate, your friend Scarface, knew what they intended. He told me
to breathe-many timesjust before | fell. With dl the stones-weighting

me down, | smply walked on the bottom, between the pilings--and untied
the stones beneath the planks near shore.



11w
BRIAR PATCH 95

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, L ocklear heard the growling
curses of Kit's passage into the hut. Sheld said femal es were good
tunnelers, but not until now had he redlized 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 heat of her breath againgt his
savaged wrists. A moment later hefelt aflash of white-hot pain through
his shoulders as his hands came free. HE'd been cramped up so long it
hurt to move fredly. "Well, by God it'll just haveto hurt,” he said

aoud to himsdlf, and flexed hisarms, groaning.

"l suppose you must hold to my tail," she said. He felt thelong,
wondroudy luxuriant tail whisk across his chest and, because it was
totaly dark, did as shetold him. Nothing short of true and abiding
friendship, he knew, would provoke her into such manhandling of her
glorious, her sensud, her fundamentd tail.

They scrambled past mounds of soft dirt until Locklear felt cool night

ar onhisface. "You may quit insulting my tail now," Kit growled. "We
must wait inddethistunnel awhile. Y ou takethis: | do not useit

wdl."

Hefelt the cold competence of the object in his hand and exulted ashe
recognized it asamodem Kzin sdearm. Crawling near with hisface a her
shoulder, he said, "How'd you know exactly where | was?'

"Your little long-talker, of course. We could hear
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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
onefor Stockton's people, and dug the comm set from hisear. Still inthe
tunnd, it wouldn't transmit well until he moved outsde. Crushit? Bury
it? Instead, he snapped the magazine from the sidearm and, after removing
itsammunition, found that the tiny comm set would fit ingde. Completely
enclosed by metal, the comm set would transmit no more until he chose.
Hegot dl 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. He was my friend,
and they will pay for it."
"Oh, yes, they will pay," she hissed softly. "Make no mistake, heisill
your friend."
A thrill of energy raced from the base of his skull down hisarmsand legs.
"Youretdling mehesdive?’
Asif to save her the trouble of areply, amae Kzin caled softly from no
more than three paces away: "Milady; do we have him?"'
"Yes," Kit replied.
"Scarface Thank God you're--2'
"Not now," said the one-time warship commander. "Follow quietly.”
Having dept near Kit for many weeks, Locklear recognized her steam-kettle
hissasa sufferer'ssgh. "'l know your noseis hopeess at following a
spoor, Rockear. But try not to pull me completely apart this
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time." Again hefelt that long bushy tail pass across hisbreadt, but this
time hetried to grip it more gently asthey sped off into the night.

Sitting deep in a cave with rough furniture and booby-trapped tunnels,
Locklear wolfed stew under the light of aKzin glowlamp. He had dightly
scandalized Kit with ahug, then did the same to Boots as the 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 a Kzin had helped. Now theM be, looking for
Boots, thinking she had done more than lure aguard thirty meters away.
Locklear told histale of success, falure, and capture by human pirates

as hefinished eating, then asked for an update of the Kzersatz problem.
Kit, it turned out, had warned Scarface againgt taking the priestsfrom
stasis but one of the devout and not entirely bright males they woke had
done the deed anyway.

Scarface, with his smal hidden cache of modern equipment, had expected
to lead; had he not been Tzak-Commander, once upon atime? The priests
had seemed to agree-long 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 hed tried
repeetedly to cal Locklear with his al-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 Kitin
ahook-net, the kind of
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crud devicethat tore at the victim's flesh 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 inwater.
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
female who might try, asKit and Boots had done ages before, to liberate
hersdf from theritua progtitution of yore.
And then, as additional menta 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
disposd of Scarfitce. She was amazed when Kit appeared at her birthing
bower, having seen her disappear with great stonesinto deep water. The
next day, Kit had killed a big ruminant, climbing that tree a night to
recover her mate and placing half of her kill in the net.
"My medkit did therest," Scarface said, pointing to ugly scar tissue at
severa places on hisbig torso. "These scum have never seen anyone
recover from deep body punctures. Antibiotics can be magic, if you
Sretch apoint.”
Locklear mused slently on their predicament for long minutes. Then:
"Boots, you cant afford to hang around near the village anymore. Y oull
have to hide your kittens and--2'
"They have my kittens," said Boots, with aglitter of pure hatein her
eyes. "They will be cared for aslong as| do not disturb the villagers.”
"Who told you that?"
"Thehigh priest," shesad, mewling pitifully as
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she saw the glance of doubt pass between Locklear and Scarface. The
priests were accomplished liars.

"We'd best get them back soon,” Locklear suggested. "Areyou surethis
caveis secure?'

Scarface took him halfway out one tunnel and, using the glowlamp, showed
him atrap of horrifying smplicity. It wasagrav polarizer unit from

one of the biggest cages, buried just benesth the tunnel floor with a
switch 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
theroof of thetunnel asyou walked over it. If you didnt, it did.

Smple. Terible. | likeit," Locklear smiled. "Any moretricks|'d

better know before | plaster myself over your celling?’

There were, and Scarface showed them to him. "But the least energy
expended, the least noise and aarm 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 fbr target practice. "

"Good idea, and we may be ableto improve on it. How many units herein
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 thet little airboat you left me, but | built abetter

one," Scarface said with aflicker of humot.-from hisears.

"Sa, did 1. Put abunch of polarizersonit to push yourself around and
ignored the sail, didn't you?' He saw Scarface's assent and winked.
"Two units might work if wetrap the priests one
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by one" Scarface hazarded. "But they've been meddling in the crypt. We
might haveto fight our way in. Andyou. . ." he hesitated.

"Andi 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 amost done.

When surrendering, Scarface had told Locklear nothing of his equipment
cache. With two sidearms he could have made life interesting for aman;
interesting and short. But hisword had been his bond, and now Locklear was
damned glad to have the stuff.

They left the femaesto guard the cave. Flitting low across the veldt
toward the stasis crypt with Scarface at his scooter controls, they planned
their tactics. | wonder why you didn't start shooting those prieststhe
minute you were back on your feet," Locklear said over the whistle of
breezein their faces.

"The kittens," Scarface explained. | might kill one or two priests before
the cowards hid and sent innocent fools to be shot, but they are perfectly
capable of hanging akitten in the village until | gave mysdf up. And |

did not dareraid the crypt for stasis units without awarrior to back me
up."
"Andi'll haveto do," Locklear grinned.

"You will," Scarface grinned back; atypica Kzin grin, al business, no
pleasure.

They settled the scooter near theice-rimmed fbrce 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
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wound whik-,-with luck-hiding hisidentity for afew crucia seconds.
Watching the Kzin warrior's muscular body dide among weeds and rocks,
Locklear redized that Scarface was till not fijHy recovered from his

ordeal. He made his move before he was ready because of me, and I'm not
even aKzin. Wish | thought | could match that kind of commitment, Locklear
mused as he took his placein front of Scarface at the crypt entrance. His
sdearm was in hishand. Scarface had sworn the priests had no ideawhat
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 insgde the entrance.

No guard. No sound &t al-and then adistant hollow dam, as of agreat box
closng. They split up then" moving down each sSide corridor, returning to

the main shaft silently, exploring sSide corridors again. After four of

these forays, they knew that no one would be at their backs.

L ocklear 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 Scarfiice resumed his hold on hisfriend's neck and,

after one mutua glance of worry, shoved Locklear into the Side passage.
"Ho, seethe beast | captured,” Scarface called, 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 ahand on the buit of
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his sharp wtsai. The other bore scabs on his breast and wore no bandolier.
He had been tinkering with the innards of asmal stasis cage, but
whirled, jaw agape.
"It must have escaped after we left, yesterday,” said the priest, looking
at the"captive," then with fresh curiosity at Scarface. "And who are--2'
At that instant, L ocklear saw what levitated, spinning, insde one of the
medium-sized cages, Spinning dmost too fast to identify. But Locklear
knew what it had to be, and while the priest was staring hard at
Scarface, the little man lost control.
Hiscry wasin Interworld, not Kzin: "Y ou filthy bastardl” Before the
priest could react, aroundhouse right with the massive barrel of aKzin
pistol took away both upper and lower incisors from the left Sde of his
mouth. Caught this suddenly, even atwohundred kilo Kzin could be sent
redling from the blow, and asthe priest redled to hisright, Locklear
kicked hard at his backside.
Scarface clubbed at the second K zin, the corridor ringing with snarls and
zaps of warrior rage. Locklear did not even notice, leaping on the back
of thefdlen priest, hacking with his gunbarrel until the U)tsai flew
from a smashed hand, kicking down with dl his might againgt the back of
the priest's head. The priest, at least twice Locklear's bulk, had lived
alife much too soft, for far too long. He rolled over, eyeswide not in
fear but in anger at this outrage from apuny beast. It isbarely
possible that fear might have worked.
The priest caught Locklear's boot in a mouthful of broken teeth, not
seeing the Sdearm asit swung at histemple. The thump waslike aniron
bar againgt a
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melon, 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 against crud obsidian until he felt aheavy
grip on his shoulder.

"Heisdead, Locklear. Save your strength,” Sc"ce advised. AsLocklear
recovered his wegpon and stumbled to hisfeet, he was shaking
uncontrollably. ™Y ou must hate our kind morethan | thought," Scarface
added, studying Locklear oddly.

"Hewasn't your kind. I would kill aman for the same crime," Locklear said
in fury, glaring at the second Kzin who squatted, bloody-faced, in a corner
holding aforearm with an extraelbow in it. Then Locklear 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 hisrage, turning toward the injured captive.

"Y ou experiment on tiny kittens? Shal we do the same to you now?"
Locklear, histearsflowing fredly, lifted the tiny Kzin kitten-amale--in
hands that were tender, holding it to hisbreast. 11 It'sbreathing,”" he

sad. "A miracle, after getting the centrifuge trestment in acage meant

for something far bigger.”

"Before kill you, do something honorable," Scarface said to the wounded
one. "Tdl mewherethe other kitten is"

The captive pointed toward the end of the passage. | am only an acolyte,”
he muttered. | did not enjoy following orders.

Locklear sped dong the cages and, at last, found
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Boot's femae kitten revolving dowly in acage of the proper sze. He
redlized from the prominence of thetiny ribsthat the kitten would cry
for milk when it waked. If it waked. "Is she il dive?
"Yes," the acolyte called back. | am glad this happened. | can die with
alesstroubled conscience.”
After ahurried agreement and some rough questioning, they gavethe
acolyte a choice. He climbed into a cage hidden behind others at the end
of another corridor and was soon revolving in sasis. The kittens went
into one small cage. Working feverishly againgt 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 later, 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 ahundred meters," he cautioned as Boots gathered
the mewing, emaciated kittensin her arms.
They feared & firgt 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 said.
Scarface checked the magazine of his sdearm. "One priest has paid. There
isno reason why | cannot extract full payment fi-om the others now," he
sad.
"Yes, thereis" Locklear replied, hisfingersflying with hand tools
from the cache. "Befbre you can get | em dl, they'll send devout fools
to be killed while they escape. Y ou said so yoursdlf. Scarface, | don't
want innocent Kzin blood on my handd But after my
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old promiseto Boots, | saw what that maniac was doing and-let's just say

my honor was at stake." He knew that any modern Kzin commander would un-
derstand that. Setting down the wiring tool, he shuddered and waited until

he could speak without atremor in hisvoice. "if you'll help me get the

wiring rigged for these stasis units, we can hide them in 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 Boots lay nearby cradling her kittens, Kit
waked the others and served a cold broth. "Y ou take aterrible chance,
flyinginthedark," she reminded them.

"Wewill move dowly," Scarface promised, .1 and the village fires shed
enough light for meto land. Too bad about the senses of inferior
gpecies,” hesaid, hisear umbrellasrisng with hisjoke.

"How would you like anice cold bath, tabby?' L ocklear's question was
mild, but it held an edge.

"Only monkeys need to bathe," said the Kzin, gtill amused. Together they
carried their hardware outside and, by the light of aglowlamp, loaded
the scooter while Kit watched for any telltale glow of eyesin the
distance.

After ahurried nuzzle from Kit, Scaiface brought the scooter up swiftly,
switching the glowlamp to its pinpoint setting and using it as seldom as
possible.
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Their forward motion was so dow that, on the two occas ons when they
blundered into the tops of towering fernpams, they jettisoned nothing
more than soft curses. An hour later, Searface maneuvered them over a
light yellow gtrip that became a heavily trodden path and began to follow
that path by brief glowlamp flashes. The village, they knew, would even-
tualy comeinto view.
It was Locklear who said, "Off to your right.”
"The villagefires?| saw them minutes ago.”
"Oh shut up, superesat,” Locklear grumped. "So where's our drop zone?'
"Near," wasthereply, and Locklear felt their little craft swing to the
side. 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 thelamp guided him to alevel landing
spot and then, with admirable panache, Scarface | et the scooter settle
without acresk.
If they were surprised now, only Scarface could pilot his scooter with
any hope of getting them both away. Locklear grabbed one of the devices
they had prepared and, fedling hisway with only hisfeet, waked until
he felt arise of turf. Then he retraced his steps, vented a heavy sigh,
and began the emplacement.
Ten minutes later hefelt hisway back to the scooter, tapping twice on
one of its planksto avoid getting his head bitten off by an
all-too-ready Scarface. "So far, so good," Locklear judged.
"This had better work," Scarface muttered.
"Tdl meabout it," sad the retreating Locklear, grunting with apair
of stasistoroids. After the tasis
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unitswere al in place, Locklear rested at the scooter before cregping of f
again, thistime with the glowlamp and avery doppy wiring harness.
When he returned for the last time, he virtualy fell onto the scooter.
"It'sal there" he said, exhausted, rubbing wrists stiff raw from his

brief captivity. Searface 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 L ocklear into the cave as aman might carry achild.
Soon they both were snoring, and Locklear did not hear the sound that
terrifled the distant villagersin late morning.

Locklear'sfirgt hint that his plans were in shreds came with rough shaking
by Scarface. "Wake upl 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
asit moved over the Kzin village. Small energy beamslanced down severa
times, at targets too widely spaced to be the huts. "They're targeting
whatever moves," Locklear ranted, pounding afist on hard turf. "And I'll
bet the priests are hiding!"
Scarface brought up his al-band set and let it scan. In moments, the voice
of David Gomulka grated fi-om the speaker. ™. . . kill 'em dl. Tel'em,
Locklearl 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."
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"Wemust stop thisterror raid,” Scarface replied, "before they kill us

all”

Locklear stripped his sdearm magazine of its rounds and fingered the
tiny ear st fromitsmetal cage, screwing it into hisear. "Got metied

up,” he said, trying to ignore the disgusted look from Scarface at this
unseemly lie. "Areyou recaiving . . ."

"WEell homein onyour signd,” Gomulkacut in.

Locklear quickly shoved thetiny set back into the butt of his Sidearm.
"No, you won't,"” he muttered to himsdlf. 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 veldt to
another spot. Then, till moving, Locklear used the tiny set again.
"Gomulka, they're moving me."
The sergeant, furioudy: "Where the fuck-?"

Locklear: "If you're shooting, |et the naked savages done. Thered
tabbies are the ones with 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 thereply. "Y our goddamn signd is shooting al over hell,
Locklear. And whaddaya mean, not combatants? I've never had a chanceto
hunt tabbies likethis. No little civilian shit isgonnatdl uswe can't

teach 'em what it'slike to be hunted! Y ou got that, Locklear?"

They continued to monitor Gomulka, skating back near the cave until the
scooter lay beneath spreading ferns. Fleeing into the safety of the cave,
they agreed on aterrible necessity. "They intend to take earsand tails
astrophies, or o they say," Locklear admitted. ™Y ou must find the most
peaceable of your tribe,
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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 leavethiscave dive That
much, my honor requires.”

"l understand,” said Boots, whirling down one of the tunnedls.

"And you and L" Scarface said to Locklear, "must lure that damned
monkeyship away from thisarea. We cannot et them see Kzinti streaming
in here”

In early afternoon, the scooter did aong 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. Wejust may trap that monkeyship, if | am clever enough at
primitive kills

"Y ou want to trap them here? Nothing smpler,” said Locklear, bringing
out histiny comm s&t.
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 thrumm overhead. The clearing, ringed by tall
fernpams, was big enough for the Anthony Wayne, amost capaciousfor a
pinnace. Locklear raised one hand in greeting as he counted four heads
ingde the canopy: Gomulka, Lee, Gazho, and Schmidt. Then helet his head
fal back in pretended exhaustion, and waited.

Invain. The pinnace settled ten meters away, its engines il above

idle, and the canopy levered up; but the deserter crew had beam rifles
trained on the surrounding foliage and did not accept the bait. "They may

be back soon," Locklear shouted in Interworld.
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He could hear the faint savage ripping at vegetation nearby, and wondered
if they heard it, too. "Hurryl-

"Tdl usnow, asshole," Gomulka boomed, his voice coming both from the
earpiece and the pinnace. "The secret, now, or we leave you for the
tabbied"

Locklear licked hislips, buying seconds. "It's-it's some kind 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 thetalest fernpalm, and suddenly fired athin line of fire
dashing into itstop, which was dready shuddering.

"Not good enough, Locklear,"” Gomulka caled. "We've got great drives
dready. Tell uswhereitis. "

"Inacavern. Other sde of-valey," Locklear said, taking histime.
"Nobody has an-instantaneous drive but Outsiders,” he finished.

A whoop of delight, then, from Gomulka, one second before that fernpam
began to topple. Schmidt was already watching it, and screamed awarning
intimefor the pilot to see the dender forest giant beginits

agonizingly dow fal. Gomulka hit the panic button.

Too late. The pinnace, darting forward with its canopy still up, roseto
meet the spreading top of the tree Scarface had cut using claws and fangs
aone. Asthe pinnace was borne to the ground, its canopy twisting off

its hinges, the swish of foliage and squed of metd filled the air.

Locklear leaped asde, rolling away.

Among the yells of consternation, Gomulkas was loudest. "' Schmidt, you
dumb fuck!"
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"It washim," Schmidt yelled, coming upright again to train hisrifleon
Locklear-who fired firgt. If that dug had hit squarely, Schmidt would

have been dead meat but its passage dong Schmidt's forearm left only a
deep bloody crease.

Gomulka, every inchawarrior, let fly with hisown sidearm though his
nose was bleeding from the impact. But Locklear, now protected by another
tree, returned the fire and saw a hole appear in the canopy next to the
wide-staring eyes of Nathan Gazho.

When Scarface cut loose from thirty meters away, Gomulka made the right
decison. Y eling commands, laying down a cover 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.

Scarfacés cdll, in Kzin, probably could not be understood by the others,
but Locklear could not have agreed more. "Fight, run, fight again,” came
thesnarling cry.

Five minuteslater after racing downhill, Locklear dropped behind one end
of afalenlog and grinned a Scarface, who lay at its other end. "Nice
amwith that tree. "

| despise chewing vegetable matter,” wasthe reply. "Do you think they
can get that pinnace in operation again?'

"With safety interlocks? It won't move a more than acrawl until
somebody repairsthe--7 but Locklear fell silent at a sudden gesture.
From uphill, a stedthy movement as Gomulka scuttled behind a hillock.
Thento their right, another brief rush by Schmidt who held hisrifle
onehanded now. This advance, basic to any team using
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projectile weapons, would soon overrun their quarry. The big blond wasin
the act of dropping behind afern when Scarface's round caught him
squardly 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 their heads down, as they bolted

downhill again in good cover.

Twice more, during the next hour, they opened up at long range to dow
Gomulkasteam. At that range they had no success. Later, drawing nearer
to thevillage, they lay behind stones at the lip of an arroyo. "With

only three," Scarface said with satisfaction. "They are advancing more
dowly."

"And we're wasting ammo,” Locklear replied. | have, uh, two eights and
four rounds|eft. Y ou?'

"Eight and saven. Not enough againgt beam rifles. " Thebig 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 |ooks
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”

The Kzin warrior was aready leaping toward the village. Locklear cried
softly, "Where are you going?'

Thereply wasamost 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
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arroyo, whacking another stone with the crack of bowling balls, Locklear
realized that someone had aready crossed the arroyo. Then he saw Soichiro
Leeeasehisrifleinto sght. Lee smply had not spotted him.

L ocklear took two-handed aim very dowly and fired three rounds,
full-auto. Thefirst impact puffed dirt into Leg'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 therifle clattered
into the arroyo.

Thecall of darm from Gazho was S0 near it spooked Locklesr 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 |obbed
astoneinto 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 fireinto the throat of the arroyo,

L ocklear hoped they would exhaust their plenums, but saw a shimmer of
heat and knew his cover could burn. He wriggled away downdope, past a
trickle 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 K zin 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
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dozen othersinto chasng me. | killed one priest; the others are staying
safdy behind.”

"So where are our reinforcements?”

"Thedark will transform them.”

"But welll be caught between enemies,” Locklear pointed out.

"Who will engage each other in darkness, adozen fools against three
monkeys.”

"Two," Locklear corrected. But he saw the logic now, and when the
sunlight winked out afew minutes later he was watching the stedlthy
movement of Kzin acolytes aong both lips of the arroyo.

Mouth closeto Locklear's ear, Scarface said, "They will send someone up
thiswatercourse. Move aside; my wisai 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 L ocklear and Scarface.
Erect, heads above the brushtops, they legpt toward the action and were
gonein 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
sde of the upper ravine while thin energy burstslanced out fi-om the
other. Blazing brush lent aflickering light aswell, and at |east three

great Kzin bodies surged across the arroyo toward their enemies.
"Attimes" Scarface said quietly asif to himsdlf, | think my species

more vaiant than stupid. But they do not even know their enemy, nor me."
"Samefor those deserters,” Locklear muttered, fascinated at the

firefight hisffiend had provoked. " So how do we get back to the cave?
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"Thisway," Scarface said, tapping his nose, and set off with Locklear
sumbling a hisheds.

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 Stalwart. "They argued threeidiots into helping 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 pdlet. "I had no help but her. Shetried to offer
hersdf ingteed. "

And then Scarface saw that it was Boots who was hurt but nursing her
kittensin silence, and no cave could have held hisrage. Screaming,

snarling, clawsraking tails, he sent the entire pack of refugees pdting

into the night, to return home as best they could. It was Locklear'sidea

to let Stalwart remain; he had, after dl, shed hisblood in their cause,
Scarface did not subside until he saw Locklear, with the Kzin medkit,
ministering to Boots. "A fine dly, 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 the flow 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 at high
noon."
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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," hesaid 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 hemust," 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 aswell spread the word. "
Stalwart moved off into darkness, sniffing the breeze, and L ocklear went
from place to 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 substitute herself for Kit. Still,

L ocklear thought, there was moreto it than that. He wondered about it
until hefell adeep.

Twice during the night, they were roused by tremendous thumjps and, once,
abrief Kzin snarl. Scarface returned each time licking blood from his

arms. The second time he said to a bleary-eyed L ocklear, "We can plug the
entrances with corpsesiif these acolytes keep squashing themsalves

againg our ceilings." The grav polarizer traps, it seemed, made

excdllent sentries.

Locklear did not know when Stalwart returned but, when he awoke, the
young Kzin was dready speaking with Scarface. Trueto their rigid code,
the priestsfully intended to drown Kit again in anoon
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ceremony using heavier sones and, afterward, to lay Segeto the cave.

11 Let 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. |

can cover alot of ground when I'm fresh.”

"Good. Can you navigate to where Boots had her birthing bower before noon?
"Iff | can't, call me acolyte," Locklear said, smiling. He set off at a

lope just after dawn, achingly aert. Anyone he met, now, would bea

target.

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

cliff to the overhang where Scarface had |ft his scooter. Breathing hard,

he was lowering his rump to the scooter when the rffle butt whistled just
over hishead.

Nathan Gazho, who had |ocated the scooter after scouring the area near the
pinnace, felt fierce glee when he saw L ocklear's approach. But he had not
expected Locklear to drop so suddenly. He swung again as L ocklear, almost
aslarge as his opponent, darted in under the blow. Locklear grunted with
theimpact againgt his shoulder, caught the weapon by its barrdl, and used

it like a pry-bar with both hands though his left arm was growing numb. The
rifle spun out of reach. Asthey struggJed away from the ten-meter
precipice, Gazho cursed-the first word by either man-and snatched his
utility knife from its belt clasp, reding back, hisleft fbrearm out. His

crouch, the shifting of the knife, its extraordinary
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honed edge: marks of a man who had fought with knives before.
L ocklear reached for the Kzin sidearm but he had placed it in alefthand
pocket and now that hand was numb. Gazho darted forward in a swordsman's
baestra, flicking the knifein ashort arc as he passed. By that time
Locklear had snatched his own wtsal from its sheath with hisright hand.
Gazho saw the long 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 instant when Locklear leaped forward, hurling thewtsa as
he squatted to grasp astone of fist size.
Because Locklear was no knife-thrower, the weapon did not hit
point-first; but the heavy handle caught Gazho squarely on thetemple
and, as he ssumbled back, Locklear's stone splintered his jaw. Nathan
Gazho'slegs buckled and inertia carried him backward over the precipice,
screaming.
Locklear heard the heavy thump ashewasfum
bling for his sdearm. From above, he could seethe
broken body twitching, and his single round from
the sdearm was more kindness than revenge. Tremb
ling, massaging hisleft arm, he collected hiswtsai
and the beam ' rifle before crawling onto the scooter.
Not until he levitated thelittle craft and guided it
ineptly down the mountainsde did he notice the
familiar fittings of the sandard-issuerifle. It had
been fully discharged during the firefight, thanksto
Scarface'stactic.
Many weeks before-it seemed a geol ogic age by now-Locklear had found
Bootss private bower by accident. The little cave was hidden behind a
low
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waterfall near the mouth of ashalow ravine, and once he had located that
ravinefrom theair it was only amatter of following it, keeping low

enough to avoid being seen from the Kzin village. The sun was dmost
directly overhead as L ocklear approached the rendezvous. If held cut it

too close...

Scarface waved him down near the falls and sprang onto the scooter before
it could settle. "L et mefly it," he snarled, shoving Locklear asdein

away that suggested aKzin on the edge of sdlf-control. The scooter
lunged forward and, as he hung on, Locklear told of Gazho's desth.

"It will not matter," Scarface replied as he piloted the scooter higher,
squinting toward thevillage, "if my matesdiesthisday.” Then his
predator's eyesight picked out the horrifying details, and he began to
gnash histeeth in uncontrollablefiiry.

When they were within akilometer of the village, Locklear could see what
had pushed his Mend beyond sanity. While most of the villagers stood back
asif to distance themsdves from this pomp and circumstance, the
remaining acolytes bore abound, struggling burden toward the lakeshore.
Behind them marched the bandoliered priests, arms waving beribboned
lances. They were chanting, acacophony like metal chaff thrown into a
power transformer, and Locklear shuddered.
Even a top speed, they would not arrive until that

procession reached the walkway to deep water; and

Kit, her limbs bound together with great sonesfor

weights, would not be able to escapethistime. "We, 11

haveto go in after her, " Locklear called into the

wind.

| cannot swim," cried Scarface, hiseyes ditted.
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| can,” said Locklear, taking great breaths to hoard oxygen. Ashe
positioned himself for the legp, hisfriend began to fire his sdearm.
Asthe scooter swept lower and dower, one Kzin priest crumpled. The rest
saw the scooter and exhorted the acolytes forward. The haplessKit was
flung without further ceremony into deep water but, as he was legping
feet-first off the scooter, Locklear saw that she had spotted him. Ashe
dammed into deep water, he could hear the full-automatic thunder of
Scarface's weapon.

Migudging hisleap, Locklesr let inertiacarry him befbre 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. Feding the prickles of oxygen

starvation across his back and scalp, he swiveled, kicking hard-and felt
onefoot strike something likefiir. He whed ed, ignoring the demands of
hislungs, wresting hiswtsal out with one hand as he felt for cordage
with the other. Three ferocious dices, and those cords were severed. He
dropped the knffethe same weapon Kit herself had once dulled, then
resharpened for him-and pushed off from the bottom in desperation.

He broke the surfiL ce, gasped twice, and saw awide-eyed priest fling a
lancein 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, literdly climbed

up
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his sodden flightsuit, forcing him into an underwater somersaullt, fine
sand gtinging his eyes. The next moment he was struggling toward the light
again, disoriented and panicky.
He broke the surface, swam to a piling 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, someone wasraising
Kzin hdl. "stay here," he commanded, and kicked off toward the shalows.
He waded with his sdearm drawn. What he saw on the walkway was abundant
proof that the priesthood truly did not seem to learn very fast.
Five bodies sprawled where they had been shot, bleeding on the planks
near deep water, but more of them lay curled on the plankswithin afew
paces of the shore, piled atop one another. One last acolyte stood on the
wakway, staring over the curled bodies. He was staring at Scarface, who
gtood on dry land with hisown long wtsai held before him, snarling a
chalenge with eyesthat held the light of madness. Then, despite what
he had seen happen a half-dozen times in moments, the acolyte screamed
and leaped.
Losing consciousnessin midair, the acolyte fl heavily across his
fellowsand drew into afoeta crouch, asdl the others had done when
crossing thelast Ssx meters of planking toward shore. Those units
Locklear had placed beneath the planks in darkness had kept three-ton
herbivoresin stasis, and worked even bet-
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ter 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 bethis
soon.

Scarface did not seem entirely sane again until he saw Kit wading from
the water. Then he clagped his mate to him, ignoring the wetness he so
despised. Asked how he managed to trip the gangswitch, Scarface replied,
"Y ou had told me it was on theingde of that piling, and thoseidiots

did not try to stop mefrom wading to it."

"I noticed you were wet," said Locklear, smiling. "Sorry about that.”

"| shall be wetter with blood presently,” Scarface said with agrim look
toward the pile of inert deepers.

Locklear, aghast, opened his mouth.

But Kit placed her hand over it. "Rockear, | know you, and | know my
mate. It isnot your way but thisis Kzersatz. Did you see what they did

to the captive they took last night?"
"Big man, short black hair? His name is Gomulka."

"Hisnameis meat. What they left of him hangsfrom apost yonder."
"Ohmy God," Locklear mumbled, svalowing hard.

But-look, just don't ask me to help execute anyonein stasis. -

"Indeed. " Scarface stood, stretched, and walked toward the piled bodies.
"Y ou may want to take a brief walk, Locklear," he said, picking up a
discarded lance twice hislength. "Thisis Kzin business, not monkey
business." But he did not understand why, as Locklear strode away, the
little man was laughing ruefully at the choice of words.

Locklear'sarmwas well enough, after two days, to
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let him divefor hiswtsa while Kzinti villagerswatched 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. The little hand-wel der would
have sped the job greatly but, Locklear promised, "Well get it back. if
we dont hit firg, therelll be astolen warship overhead with enough
clout tofry usdl."
Scarface had to agree. Asthe warrior who had overthrown the earlier
regime, he now held not only the rights, but aso the respongibilities
of leading his people. Lounging on grassy bedsin the village's meeting
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.
| wasthinldng of volunteers," said Locklear, who knew very well that
Scarface would honor hiswish if he made it ademand.
"If we had timeto train them,” Sewface replied. "But that ship could be
searching for the pinnace a any moment. Only you and | can pilot the
pinnace s, if we arelost in battle, those volunteerswill be stranded
forever among hostile monk- Hogtiles," he amended. "Nor can they use
modern wegpons.”
"Stalwart probably could, he'sanatural mechanic. | know Kit can usea
weapon-not that | want her dong. "
"For abetter reason than you know," Scarface agreed, his earswinldng
acrossthefire a the somnolent Kit.
"Heistrying to say | will soon bear hisdttens, Rockear," Kit said.
"And please do not take Bootss new mate away merely because he can work
megics
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with hishands." She saw the surprisein Locklear'sface. "How could you
miss that? He fought those acolytesin the cave for Boots's sake.”

"I, uh, guess I've been pretty busy," L ocklear admitted.

"Wewill be busier if that warship strikes before we do,” Scarface
reminded him. | suggest we go as soon asitislight.”

Locklear sat bolt upright. "Damnl if they hadn't taken my wristcomp-|
keep forgetting. The schedules of those little sunsaren't in synch; It's
probably daylight there now, and we can find out by idling the pinnace
near theforcewdls. Y ou can damned well see whether it'slight there.”

| would rather go in darkness," Scarface complained, "if we could master
those night-vison sensorsin the pinnace.”

1. Maybe, intime. | flew the thing hereto thevillage, didn't |7

"In daylight, after afiLshion, " Scaface saidin friendly insult, and

flicked his sdearm ft-om its holster to check its magazine. "Would you
liketofly it again, right now?"

Kit saw thelittle man fill hishand as he checked his own weapon, and
marveled at a cresture with the courage to show such puny teeth in such
afera 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
fal?'

"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 adistance. "
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Scarface patted her firm belly once. "Take greet care,”" he said, and
strode into darkness.

The pinnace's controls were smple, and Locklear's only worry was the
thin chorus of whigtles: air, escaping from acanopy that was not quite
perfectly sealed. He briefed Scarface yet again astheir craft carried
them over Newduvai, and piloted the pinnace so that its re-entry thunder
would roll gently, asfar as possible from the Anthony Wayne.

It waslate 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 kilometersbeforelanding ina
smdl desert wadi. They pulled hinge pins from 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 his clearing.

| am akitten again,” Scarface rejoiced, fairly floating dongin the
reduced gravity of Newduvai. Then he dowed, nose twitching. "Not far,"
he warned.

L ocklear nodded, moved cautiously ahead, and then sat behind agreen
thicket. Ahead lay the clearing with the warship and cabin, seeming

little changed-but a heavy limb held the door shut asif to keep things

in, 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 called the monkey
ruse; not quite alie, but certainly amisdirection.

"Patience," Locklear counsdled. "I thought you tabbies were hunters.”
"Hunters, yes, not skulkers.”
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"No wonder you losewars," Locklear muttered. But after another half-hour
in which they ghosted in deep cover around the clearing, he too was ready
to move.

The massve Kzin sghed, did hiswtsai to the rear and handed over his
sSdearm, then dutifully held his big pawlike hands out. L ocklear 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

biteit through until he tried. Then he was 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 cdled again: "Hello, the cabinl*

From insde, severd femae voices and then only one, which he knew very
well: "L ocklear go soon soonl”

"Ruth saysthat many times" hereplied, half amused, though he knew
somehow that this time she feared for him. "New people keep gentles
ingde?’

Scarface, sanding uneasily, had his ear umbrellas moving fore and &ft.

He mumbled something as, from insde, Ruth said, "Ruth teach new talk to
gentles, get food. No teach, no food," she explained with vast economy.
"I'll see @bout that," he called and then, in Kzin, "what was that,

Scarface?"

Uw but urgent: "Behind us, foal."

Locklear turned. Not twenty paces away, Anse Parker was moving forward
asslently ashe could
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and now the hatchway of the Anthony Wayne yawned open. Parkeesrifle hung
fromitsding but his service parabelum wasleveled, and he was smirking.
"If thisdon't beat al: my prisoner has aprisoner,”" he drawled.

For afrozen instant, L ocklear feared the deserter had spied the wtsai
hanging above Scarface's backside-but the Kzin'stail was erect, hiding the
weapon. "Where are the others?' Locklear asked.

"Around. Pacifyin' the nativesin thet tabby lifeboat,” Parker replied.

"I'll ask you the same question, asshole. ™

The parabelum was not wavering. Locklear stepped away from hisffiend, who
faced Parker so that the wrist tape was obvious. "Comulkas boys arein
trouble. Promised me amnesty if I'd come for help, and | brought a
hostage," Locklear said.

Parker's movements were not fast, but so casual that L ocklear was taken by
surprise. The parabellum's short barrel whipped across his face, splitting
hislip, bowling him over. Parker stood 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 half away from Scarface, made a discovery of hisown. He
discovered that, without moving one step, a Kzin could reach out along way
to stick the point of awtsal against aman'sthroat. Parker froze.

"If you shoot me, you are deader than chivary," Locklear said, propping
himsdf up on an elbow. "Tossthe pistol away."

Parker, cursing, did so, looking at Scarface, finding his chance asthe

Kzin glanced toward the wesgpon.
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Parker shied away with asidelong lesp, snatching for hisdung rifle. And
ignoring the leg of Locklear who tripped him nicely.

Ashisrifle tumbled into grass, Parker rolled to hisfeet and began
sprinting for the warship two hundred meters away. Scarface outran him
eadly, then stationed himsdf in front of the warship's hatch. Locklear
could not hear Parker'swords, but his gestures toward the wtsai were
clear: thereain't no judtice.

Scarface understood. With that Kzin grin that so many humansfailed to
understand, he tossed thewtsai near Parker's feet in pure contempt.
Parker grabbed the knife and saw his enemy'sface, howled in fear, then
raced into the forest, Scarface bounding lazily behind.

Locklear knocked the limb away from his cabin door and found Ruth inside
with three others, dl young femaes. He embraced the homely Ruth with
great joy. The other young Neanderthal ers disappeared from the clearing
in seconds but Ruth walked off with Locklear. He had already seen the
Spider grenades that lay with sensors outspread just outside the cabin's
walls. Two gentles had dready died trying to dig their way out, she

sad.

Hetried to prepare Ruth for hisaly's gppearance but, when Scarface
reappeared with hiswtsal, she needed timeto adjust. | don't see any
blood," was L ocklear's comment.

"Theblood of cowardsis distasteful," was the Kzin'swry response. "'l
believe you have my sidearm, fiiend Locklear. "

They should have counted, said Locklear, on Stockton learning to fly the
Kzin lifeboat. But lacking
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heavy weapons, it might not complicate their capture sirategy too much.
Asit happened, the capture was more absurd than complicated.

Stockton brought the lifeboat humbling down in late afternoon dmost in
the same depressions the 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 animalsagain.”

"Damn him," Stockton railed, and both turned toward the cabin. To Grace
he complained, "If you were a better lay, he wouldn't dways be-good
Godl"

The source of hisalarm was along blood-chilling, gut-wrenching scream.
A Kzin scream, the kind featured in horror holovision productions; and
very, very near. "Battle stations, red aert, up ship,” Stockton cried,
bolting for the hatch.

Briefly, he had hispistol ready but had to grip it in histeeth ashe

reached for the hatch rails of the Anthony Wayne. For that one moment he
amost resembled a piratical man of action, and that was the moment when
he stopped, one fbot on the top step, and Grace bumped her head against
his rump as she fled up those steps.

| don't think s0," said L ocklear softly. To Curt Stockton, the muzzle of
that alien sdearm so near must have looked like atorpedo launcher. His
fiLcedrained of color, the commander alowed Locklear to
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take the pistol from histrembling lips. "And Grace," Locklear went on,
because he could not see her past Stockton's bulk, "1 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 let you in."

L ate the next afternoon they finished walling up the crypt on Newduva,
with asmdl work force of willing handsrecruited by Ruth. Asthelittle
group of gentlesfiled away down the hillsde, Scarface nodded toward the
rubble-choked entrance. | still believe we should have executed those
two, Locklear."

| 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, till wary of the huge alien whose speech sounded like the

Szzle of fat on askewer.

"Your ways are strange,” said the Kzin, asthey walked toward the nearby
pinnace. | know something of Interworld beauty standards. Aslong asyou
want that femde lieutenant dive, it ssemsto me you would keep her, um,
avalable”

"Grace Agogtinho's beauty isal on the outside. And therés agirl

hiding somewhere on Newduvai that those deserters never did catch. Ina
few years shell 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 fi-orn the pinnace
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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 itl The
empathy these people share probably helped isolate them from the modem
humansthat came from their own gene pool. Y et their kind of empathy
might be the only viable future for us." He Sghed and stepped to the

turf. "Sometimes | wonder whether | want to be found.”

Standing beside the pinnace, they gazed at the Anthony Wayne. Scarface
sad, "With that warship, you could do the finding."
Locklear assessed the longing in the fiLce of the big Kzin. | know how
you fed about piloting, ScarfiL.ce. But you must accept that | can't et
you have any craft more advanced than your scooter back on Kzersatz. "
"But- Surdly, the pinnace or my own lifeboat?'

"You seethat?' Locklear pointed toward the forest.
Scarface looked dutifully away, then back, and when he saw the sdearm
pointing at his breast, alook of terrible loss crossed hisface. "I see
that 1 will never understand you," he growled, clasping his hands behind
hishead. "And | seethat you still doubt my honor. "
L ocklear 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 hav&--2
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"Dont say it," Locklear demanded. "Don't tell me what you want, and

don't remind me of your honor, goddammitl Look here, | know you don't
lie. And what if the next ship hereis another Kzin ship? Y ouwont lie

to them either, your bloody honor won't let you. They'll find you sitting
pretty on Kzersatz, right?"

Teetering off-balance as he climbed into the pinnace without using his

arms, Scarface ill 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 aprison and every tabby on
this planet will belocked up therefor the duration of the warl" With

that, Locklear sedled the canopy and made a quick check of the console
readouts. He reached acrossto adjust the inertia-redl harness of his
companion, then shrugged into his own. ™Y ou have no choice, and no tabby
telepath can ever clam you did. Now do you understand?

The big Kzin was looking below asthe forest dropped away, but Locklear
could see his ears forming the Kzin equivaent of asmile. "No wonder you
winwars," said Scarface.
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Chapter |

"Wewant you tokill aKzin."
The generd didn't seem to be joking. Captain Jonah Matthieson frowned
and reminded himsdlf that flatlanders were odd. Damned odd. Heran his
hand down the short-cropped black crest that was his concession to
military dress codes. Even by Belter standards Jonah wastall, and if
held stood straight he would have made afinefigure of asoldier, "but
he stood in the dert crouch Belterslearn early. Matthieson's green
danted eyes showed little amusement asthey flickered over Genera
Buford Early's developing paunch. "Well ... that's more or lesswhat I've
been doing.”
The genera’s expression didn't change, but he took abox of cheroots
from his desk, offered one perfunctorily, and lit hisown with alighter
built into what looked to be agenuine Kzin skull. "Gracie. Display. A-7,
schemdtic,”" Early said through acloud of thick smoke.

136
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Therear wall of the cubicle officelit with adisplay of hatchmarked
columns. Jonah stared without comprehension.

"That's been boiled down to make it easier to see” the generd said.

" Ships, wegpons, casudties, for both sides. Think of it as battle

intengty and duration.”

"Yes, ar?'

"Now look at it thisway. Gracie: time sequence, phased.” The screen
changed to show four separate matts. "Captain, thisis the record of the
four fleetsthe Kzin have sent since they took Wunderland and the Alpha
Centauri system, forty-two years ago. Notice anything?'

Jonah shrugged. "We'relosng." Thewar with thefdinoid dienshad been
going on since before his birth-since humanity'sfirst contact with them,
sixty yearsbefore. Interstellar warfare at sublight speeds was agame

for the patient.

"Fucking brilliant, Captain!" The genera was short, black, and balding,
and carried amass of muscle that was almost obscene to someoneraised
inlow gravity. Helooked to bein early middle age, which depending on
how much he cared about appearances, might mean anything up to a century
and ahdf these days. "Y eah. Werelosng. Their fleets are getting

bigger and their weapons are getting better. We've made some
improvements, too, but not asfiL st asthey have."

Jonah nodded. There wasn't any need to say anything.

"What do you think | did before thewar?' the general demanded.

"l havenoides, Sr."

"Sureyou do: ARM buresucrat, like dl the other generds” Early said.
"Well, | was. But | dso taught
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military history inthe ARM Academy. Damn near the only Terran |eft who
paid any attention to the subject. "

"oh”

"Right. We weren't ready for wars, any of us. Terransdidn't believein
them. Belters didn't either; too damned independent. Well, the goddamn
pussesdo.”

'Yes, gr.

"Right. Everyone knows that. Now think about it, Captain. Werefacing
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 ageneration. If
nothing elsg, a thisrate they can eventudly swamp uswith numbers.
just one st of multimegatonners getting through to Earth-"

The generd puffed on hiscigar with short, vicious breaths.

Jonah shivered insde himsdlf at the thought: dl those people dependent
on asinglelife-support system. He wondered how flatlanders had ever
stood it. Why, asingle asteroid impact ... The Belt waslessvulnerable.
Too much delta vee need to match the wildly varying vectors of its scores
of thousands of rocks; itstargets were wesker individually, but vastly
more numerous and scattered.

Heforced hismind back to the troll-like man before him, gagging
dightly on the smell of the tobacco. Even with hisrank, how does he get
away with that on shipboard? He had thought that even on Earth, the
filthy habit had died out. It must have
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been revived since the pussies came, like so many archaic customs.
Like war and armies, the Bdlter thought sardonicaly. The
branch-of-service inggnias on the shoulder of the flatlander's coverdl
were not ones he recognized. Of course, there were 18 billion peoplein
the solar system, and most of them seemed to be wearing some sort of
uniform these days; flatlandersloved playing dress-up. Comes of having
nothing useful to do mogt of their lives, he supposed.
"So every timeit getsharder,” Early sad. "First time was bad enough,
but they really underestimated us. Did the next time, too, but not so
badly. They're getting better dl thetime. Thislast one
that was bad." General Early pointedly eyed the ribbons on Jonah's chest.
Two Comets, and the unit citation his squadron of Darts had earned when
they destroyed aKzin fighter-base ship.
"Asyou know. Y ou saw some of that. What you didn't see wasthe 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 leap,’ they came in tricky, fooled us completely
when they looked like retregting ... and we know why."
He spoke to the computer again, and the rear wall became aholo image.
Centered in it was awoman wearing lieutenant's stripes and the same
branchbadges as the general. Tdl, dender, and pa er-skinned than mogt,
shewas muscular in the fiL.shion of lowgravity typeswho exercise. When
she spokeit wasin Belter diaect.
"The subject's name was Esteban Cheung Jagrannath,” the woman said. The
screen split, and a
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battered-looking individua appeared beside her. Jonah's eye picked out
the glisten of sedant over atificid skin, the dying-rummy pattern of

burst blood vessels from explosive decompression, the mangy ook of
someone given accel erated marrow treatments for radiation overdose. That
is one sorry-looking son of abitch. "He clamsto have been bornin
Tiamat, in the Serpent Swarm of Wunderland, twenty-five subjective years
Now | recognize the accent, Jonah thought. The lieutenant's English had
agutturd qudity despite the crisp Belter vowels; descendants of
Belterswho migrated to the asteroids of Alpha Centauri talked that way.
Wunderlander influence.

"Subject is apower-systems specialist, drafted into the Kzin service as
acrewman on a corvette tender-" the blue eyes |looked down to aread-out
below the pickup's line of sight "---.called-" Something followed in the
snarling hiss-spit of the Hero's Tongue.

"Roughly trandated, the Bounteous Mother's Tesats. Titstook anear-miss
fi-om aradiation-pulse bomb. The Kzin captain didn't have time to
self-destruct; the bridge took most of the blast. She was abig mother-"

the genera blinked, snorted "-so afew of therepair crew survived, like
thisgonzo. All humans, aswere most of thetechnicad staff. Wefound a
few nonhuman, nonKzin aswdll, but they weredl killed. Pity. "

Jonah and the fladander nodded in unconscious unison. The Kzin empire was
big, hotile, 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
pre-
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viousfleets, and very little of that survived; vessalstoo badly damaged
for their crewsto self-destruct before capture usualy held little beyond
wreckage.
The genera spoke again. "Grecie, fast-forward to the main point.” The
holo-recording blurred ahead. " Captain, you can review at your leisure.
It'sdl important background, but for now. . . " The generdl signed and
the recording returned to normal speed.
". .. thenew Kzin commander arrived three years before they Ieft. His
name's Chuut-Riit, which indicatesacloserdationto the. . .
‘Patriarch,’ that's as close as we've been able to get. Apparently, Chuut-
Riit'sfirst order wasto delay the departure of the fleet." A thin smile.
"Chuut-Riit's not just related to their panjumandrum; he's an author, of
sorts. Two works on strategy: Logistical Preparation As The Key to Victory
In War, and Conquest Through The Defengve Offensive.”
Jonah shaped a soundless whistle. Not your typical Kzin. If we have any
idea of what atypica Kzinislike. Welve only met their warriors, coming
our way behind beams and bombs.
Thelieutenant'simage was agreeing with him. "The pussesfindhima
little eccentric aswell; according to the subject, gossip had it that he
fought awhole series Of duds, starting almost the moment he arrived and
held agtaff conference. The new directivesincluded amassiveincreasein
the fleet's support infrastructure, and he ordered and supervised a
complete changeover in tactics, especialy to ensure that accurate reports
of the fighting got back to Wunderland. "
Thefladander genera cut off the scenewith awave. "So." Hefolded his
hands and leaned for-
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ward, the yellowish whites of hiseyesglittering in lightsthat must be
kept deliberately low. "We arein trouble, Captain. So far we've beaten
off the pussies because we're alot closer to our main sources of supply,
and because they're ... predictable. Adequate tacticians, but with little
srategic sense, less even than we had at firgt, despite the Long Peace.
The andysts say that indicates they've never come across much in the way
of sgnificant opposition before. If they had they'd have learned from it
like they are-damn ifl-learning from us.

"Andin fact, what little intelligence information we've got, 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 ddicately on hiscigar. "Oh, they're aggressive
enough. Almost insanely so, bardly gregarious enough to maintain a
cvilization. Ritualized conflict to the desth isacentral inditution

of theirs. Some of the xenologists swear they must have gotten their
technology from somebody el se, that this culture they've got could barely
have risen above the neolithic stage on itsown.

"In any event, they're wedded to astyle of attack that's almost

pitifully straightforward." He looked thoughtfully at the wet, chewed
cigar-end, discarded it and selected another fi-om the humidor. "And as
far aswe can tell, they have only one society, one socid system, one
religion, and one state. That fitsin with some other cluesweve gotten;
the entire Kzin species has alonger continuous history than any
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human culture. Maybe alot longer." Another puff. "They're curioudy
geneticdly uniform, too; at least their fighters are. We know more about
their biology than their beliefs-more corpsesthan live prisoners. Less
variation than you'd expect, and large numbers of them seem to be siblings.”
Jonah stiffed. "Well, thisisal very interesting, generd, but-"

"-what's it got to do with you?' The flatlander leaned forward again,
tapping paired thumbstogether. "This Chuut-Riit is afirst-class menace.

Y ou see, we're losing those advantages | mentioned. The Kzin have been
shipping additiona force into the Wunderland system in relays. Not so much
weapons as knocked-down industria plants and personnel. Furthermore,
they've got thelocaswel organized. It's become afully industridized,
system-wide economy, with an earth-type planet and an asteroid belt richer
than Sol's. The population's much lower-hundreds of millionsinstead of
nearly twenty billion-but that doesn't matter much.”

Jonah nodded in histurn. With ample energy and raw materids, the
geometric-increase potentia of automated machinery could build a
war-making capacity in asingle generation. Faster than that, if afew

crucid adminigtrators and technicians were imported, too. Earth'switless
hordeswere of little help to Sol's military effort. Most of them werea
mere drain on resources-not even useful as cannon fodder in aconflict
largely fought in space.

"So now they'rein a position to outproduce us. We have to keep our
advantagesin operationd efficiency. "
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"Y ou play Go with masters, 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 experimentally that
they're culturdly and geneticdly lessflexible. Man, when thiswar

started we were absol ute pacifists-we hadn't had so much asariot in three
centuries. We even censored history so that the majority didn't know there
had ever been ward That was lessthan a century ago, lessthan asingle
lifetime, and look at what we've done since. The pussies are only just now
darting to smarten up about us.”

"This Chuut-Riit sounds asif he's... A shit. Sir. ™

A widewhite grin. "Exactly. An exceptiondly ableratcat. The Kzinti are
less proneto elther genius or Supidity than we are; they don't tolerate
eccentrics, duel them to death, usudly. But here they've got agoddamn
geniusin aposgtion to knock senseinto their heads.
"Hehasto go."

Theflatlander stood and began striding back and forth behind the desk,
gesturing with the cigar. Something more than the stink made Jonah's
stomach clench.

"Covert operationsis 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 at close quarters. And someone
who's good with computer systems,
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because our informantstell usthat isthe skill most in demand by the

Kzin on Wunderland itsdf."

The generd hated and stabbed toward Jonah with the hand that held the
stub of burning weeds. "Last but not |east, someone with contactsin the
Alpha Centauri system.”

Jonah felt awave of relief A little relief, because the generd was

dill grinning a him.

"Sir, I've never |eft-,,

Anupraised hand halted him. "Gracie. Tell Lieutenant Raines we're reedy
for her."

A woman camein and saluted smartly, first the general and then Jonah,
he recognized her from the holo. "I'd like you to meet Captain
Matthieson.”

"God, what have you doneto her?' Jonah asked thetall lieutenant asthey
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 massto work
with and unhmited energy, the Sol-system miilitary could afford that type
of luxury. Take anicke-iron rock. Drill ahole down the center with
bomb-pumped lasers. Put a spin on the resulting tube, and rig large
mirrors with the object at their focal points; the sun isdim beyond the
orbit of Mars, but in zero-G you can build awfully big mirrors. The
nickel-iron pipe hedats, glows, turns soft astaffy, swells outward

evenly, like cottoncandy at afair. Cooling, it leaves a huge open space
surrounded by athick shell of meta-rich rock. Robots drill the tunnels
and corridors. Humans and robotsinstall the power sources, life-support,
gravity polarizers....
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An enlisted crewman bounced by them horizontd to their plane of
reference, sketching adoppy saute as he twisted, hit the corner feet
first and rebounded away. The air had the cool clean tang that Belters
were used to, but with an industria-tasting underlay of ozone and hot
metd ; the sealsingde UNSN base Gibrdtar were adequate for health but
not up to Belt civilian stlandards. Even while he hung motionless and
watched the technicians gutting his ship, some remote corner of Jonah's
mind noted again that flatlanders had a nerve-wracking tendency to
tolerate jury-rigged and barely adequate solutions. Simple salf-respect
demanded that the air one breathed be clean, damn itl
UNSN Catskinner hung in the vacuum chamber, surrounded by theflitting
shapes of space-suited repair workers, compuwaldos and robots, torches
that blinked blue-white, and ahaze of detached fittings that hinted at
the haste of the work. Beneath the mods and clutter the basic shape of
the Dart-class attack boat still showed: massive fuson-power unit, tiny
life-support bubble, asymmetric fringe of weapons and sensors designed
for deep-space operation.
"What have you done to my ship?* Jonah asked again.
"Made some necessary modifications, Captain,
Rainesreplied. "The basic 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 basic weapon 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
kilometerswide daved
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to the computersin the control pod. The other weapons remained as well:
fixed lasers, bal-bearing seetterers, railguns, particle-bearn projectors,
the antennae for steathing and beam-deflection fields.
Unconscioudy, the pilot's hands twitched; hisreflexes and memory were
back in the crashcouch, fingers moving infinitesmdly inthe lightfied
gloves, holos feeding datainto his eyes. Dodging with fusonpowered feet,
ariking with misslefigs, his Dartslocked with the Kzinti Vengeftd
Slashersin adance of battle that was as much like zero-G ballet as
anythingese....
"What modifications?' he asked.
"Grappling pointsfor attachment to aramscoop ship. Experimentd. They're
cdling it the Yanw"Wto. The planisthat weride piggyback until we reach
the Wunderland system at high tau, having accelerated al the way. We drop
off just thisside of Alpha Centauri. They won't have much timeto prepare
for us at those speeds.” The ship would be on the hedls of the wave-front
announcing itsarrivd.
"Great," he said sarcagticaly. "And just how are we supposed to stop?”’
"Oh, that'sample," Raines said. For thefirgt timein their brief
acquaintance, she smiled. Damn, she's good |ooking, Jonah thought with mild
surprise. Better than good. How could | not notice?
"Weram oursdvesinto thesun.”

Severd hillion years before, there had been a species of sophontswith a
peculiar ability. They caled themsalves (as nearly as humans could
reproduce the sound) the Thrint; others knew them as Slavers. The ability
amounted to an absolutely irresigtible form of
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telepathic hypnoss, evolved as a hunting aid in an ecosystem where most
animals advanced enough to have aspina cord were at least mildly
telepathic. Thiswas alow-probability development, but in auniverse as
large as ours anything possible will occur sooner or later. On their

native world, Thrintun could give asubtle prod to a prey-animal, enough
to tip its decison to come down to the waterhole. The Thrint evolved
intelligence as an additiona advantage. After al, their prey had

millions of yearsto develop resstance.

Then a gpaceship landed on the Thrint homeworld. Its crew immediately
became daves. Absolutely obedient, absolutely trustworthy, willing and
enthusiastic daves. Operating on nervous systems that had not evolved
in an environment saturated with the Power, any Thrint could control
dozens of sophonts. With the amplifiersthat dave-technicians devel oped,
aThrint could control an entire planet. Savesindudtridized aculture

in the hunting-band stage in a single generation; controlled by the

Power, in afew generations more daves built an interstdlar empire
covering most of agalaxy.

Saves did everything, because the Thrint had never been avery
intelligent species, and once loose with the Power they had no need to
think. Eventudly they met, and thought they had endaved, avery clever
race indeed, the tnuctipun. The revolt that eventualy followed resulted

in the extermination of every tool-using sentient in the Galaxy, but
beforeit did the tnuctipun made some remarkable things....

"A Saver gassfidd?' he said. Despite himsdlf, awe showed in his
voice. One such fidd had been
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discovered on Earth, then lost. Later, one more on a human-explored world.
Three centuries of study had found no dightest clue concerning their
operating principles, they were asincomprehensibleasa
mol ecular-distortion battery would have been to Thomas Edison. Monkey-see
monkey-do copies had been made, each taking more time and expense than the
Gihrdtar. So far exactly two had functioned.
Uh-mmm, givethe captain abig cigar; right firgt time. ™
Jonah shuddered, remembering the flatlander's smoke. "No, thanks. "
"Too right, Captain. just afigure of speech.”
"Cdl me Jonah, we're going to be cramped enough on thistrip without
poking rank-elbows in each other'sribs."
"Jonah. The Y anwvwto skims through the system, throwing rocks. " At .999
of C, missiles needed no warheads. The kinetic energies involved made the
iImpacts as destructive as antimatter. "We go in as an offbourse rock.
Course corrections, then on with the stasisfield, go bdlistic, usethe
outer layer of the sun for breaking down to orbital speeds.”
Nothing outside its surface could affect the contents of a Slaver field;
let the path of the Catskinner stray too far inward and they would spend
the rest of the lifespan of the universe at the center of Alpha
Centauri's sun, in asingleingtant of fi-ozen time. For that matter, the
stasisfield would probably survive the re-contraction of the primal
monobloc and its explosion into anew cosmic cycle ... heforced hismind
away from the prospect.
"And were putting in aClass-VU computer system.”
Jonah raised abrow. Class-VIl systemswere
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consciousness-leve; they aso went irredeemably insane sometime between
sx months and ayear after activation, asdid any artificid entity
complex enough to be avare of being aware.

"Our ... mission won't take any longer than that, and it'sworthit." A

shrug. "L ook, why don't we hit a cafeteriaand talk some more-redly

talk. Y ou'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.” Thiswastoo big to be dodged, far and away too
big. Two stasisfieldsin thewhole Sol system; one guarding United
Nations Space Navy H.Q., the other on his ship. Hisship, a
Dart-Commander like ten thousand or so others, until thisweek. How many
Class-VII computers? Nobody built consciousness-level systems any more,
except occasonally for research; it smply wasn't cost-effective. And

if you built them to be more intdlligent than genius humansthey went
noncomp so quickly you couldn't prove they had ever been aware. A
human-level machine gave you a sentient entity with asix-month lifespan
that could do arithmetic in its head. Ordinary computers could do
more-and for thinking people were much cheaper. It was a dead-end
technology, like direct interfacing between human neurd sysemsand
computers. And they had revived it, for aspecia-purpose mission.

"Shit," Jonah mumbled, asthey cameto alock and reoriented themselves
feet-down. There was agravity warning strobing beside it; they pushed
through the airscreen curtain and into the dragging acceleration of a

one-G fied. The crewfolk about them were
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modtly flatlander now, relaxed 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 just redlized ... hell, | just redlized how important thismust dl be,

If the high command werewilling to put that much effort into this, willing
to sacrifice haf 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 equd effort into searching for just theright pilot. There's
smply no point in trying to get out of it. Tan;. | need adrink.”

"Takeyour grass-eater sink out of my air!" ChuutRiit shrieked. Hewas
standing, looking twice his size 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 purely metaphoricd, snce

the conversation was 'cast. Which was aswedll; he was pouring
aggression-pheromones into the air at arate that would have made aroomful
of adult mae Kzinti nervousto the point of lost control.

The holo images on the wall before him laid themsdves belly-down on the
decking of their ship and crinkled their ears, their fur lying flat in

propitiation.

"L eave the recordings and flee, devourers of your own kittens!" screamed
the Kzinti governor of the Alpha Centauri syssem. The Hero's Tongueisre-
markably rich in expressveinaults. "Roall in your own shit and mate with
sthondats!” Thewall blanked,
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and alight blinked in one corner as the data was packed through the link
into hisprivatefiles.

Chuut-Riit's fur smoothed as he strode around the great chamber. It stood
open to the sky, beneath a near-invisible dome that kept the scant rain

of thisarea off the kudlotlin-hide rugs. They were pricelessimports

from the home world. The stuffed matched pair of Chunquen on agranite
pedestal were souvenirs acquired during the pacification of that world.
Helooked at them, soothing his eyes with the memory-taste of a
successtul hunt, then at other mementos. Wild smdls drifted in over thin
wallsthat were crystal-enclosed sandwiches of circuitry. In the distance
something squalled hungrily. The pal acepreserve-fortress of aplanetary
governor, governor of therichest world to be conquered by Kzinti in
living memory. Richest in wedlth, richest in honor ... if the next attack

on the human homeworld was something more than afifth disaster.
"Secretariat,” heragped. Thewall lit.

A human looked up from adesk, stood and came to attention. "Henrietta,”
the Kzin began, "hold my callsfor the rest of the day. I'vejust gotten
thefina download on the Fourth Fleet fiasco, and I'm alittle upset.

Runit againg my projections, will you?'

"Yes, Chuut-Riit," he said--no, God devour it, she, I've got to start
remembering human females are sentient. At least he could tell them apart
without smelling them, now. Even distinguish between individuals of the
same subspecies. There are so many types of theml
"I don't think you'l find mgor discrepancies.”

"That bad?" the human said, with a closed curve Of thelips; thelocas
had learned that barring their
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teeth at aKzin wasnot agood idea. The expresson was called a"smile”
Chuut-Riit reminded himsdlf. Betokening amusement, or friendliness, or
submission. Which isit feding? Born after the Conquest Heet arrived
here. Reared from acub in the governor's paace, superbly efficient ...

but what doesit think ingde that ugly little head?

"Worse, the''-he lapsed into the Hero's Tongue, since no human language
was sufficient--couldn't gpply the strategy properly in circumstances
beyond the calculated range of probable response.” It wasimpossible to
st out too detailed aplan of campaign, when communication took over
four years. Hisfur began to bristle again, and he controlled his

reaction with amonumenta effort of will. | need to fight sonwthing, 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, isn't it?"

"Y es, Chuut-Riit." Henrietta had once told him that among pre-Conquest
humansit had been amark of deference to 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 asense,
they're assigned nanws 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 closaly supervised.

"We are honored, Chuut-Riitl" The human bowed, and the Kzin waved a hand
to break contact.

"Vduable" he muttered to himsdlf rising and pacing once more. Humans
were the most valuable
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subject-species the Kzin had yet acquired. Or partidly acquired, he
reminded himsdf. Most Kzin nobles on Wunderland had large numbers of
human servants and technicians about their estates, but few had gone as
fiLr ashein using their adminidrative talents,

"Fools," he said in the same undertone; his Kzin peers knew hisopinion
of them, but it was still inadvisable to get into the habit of saying it

aoud. "l am surrounded by fools." Humang fdll into groups naturaly;

they thought in terms of organization. The remote ancestors of Kzin had
hunted in small packs, the prehumansin much larger ones. Stupidity to
deny the evidence of senses and logic, he thought with contempt. These
hairless monkeys have talents we lack.

Most refused to admit that, as though it somehow diminished the Hero to
grant that a servant could do what the master could not. Idiocy.
Chuut-Riit yawned, revesling a pink-red-and-white expanse of ridged pal-
let, tongue and fangs, his species equivaent of adismissve shrug. Is

it beneath the Hero to admit that a & word extends his claws, or a
computer his mind? With human patience and organizationa talent at the
service of the Heroes, there was nothing they could not accomplishl Even
monkey inquisitivenesswas atrait not without meit, irritating though

it could be.

He pulled his mind away from vigtas of endlessvictory, ahunt ranging
over whole spird arms; that was afitmifiar vison, onethat had driven
him to intrigue and duel for this pogition. To useatool effectively,

you had to know its balance and heft, its strengths and weaknesses.
Humans were more gre-
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garious than Kzinti, more ready to identify with aleader-figure. But to
elicit such cooperation, you had to know the symbol-systemsthat held
power over them. | must wear the mask they can see. Besdeswhich, their
young are ... what istheir word? Cute. | will select the cub carefully,
onejust weaned, and stuff it full of nteat first. That will be safest.
Chuut-Riit intended to take his offgpring with him to earth, after the
conquest, the best of them. Early exposure to humans would give them an
intuitive grasp of the animalsthat he could only smulate through

careful study. With afully-domesticated human species at their disposdl,
his son's son's sons could even aspire to ... no, unthinkable. And not
necessary to think of, that was generations away.

Besdes, it would take agreat ded of timeto properly tame the humans.
They were useful already, but far too wild, too undependable, too vari-
ous. A millennium of culling might be necessary before they werefully

shaped to the purpose.

"...didn'tjust bull in," Lieutenant Raines was saying, as she

followed the third akvavit with abeer chaser. Jonah sipped more
cautioudy at his, thinking the asymmetry of nearly pure dcohol and
laager wastypically Wunderlander. "Only it wasn't caution, the pussies
just didn't want to mess the place up and weren't expecting much
resstance. Rightly s0."

Jonah restrained himsdf from patting her hand as she scowled into her
beer. It was dim in their nook, and the gravity was Wunderland-standard
.61 Earth; theinitid refugees from the Alpha Centauri system had been
mostly planetsders, and from the dominant Danish-Dutch-German-Balt
ethnic group. They
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had grown even more clannish in the generation since, which showed in the
tall ceramic geinsaong thewalls, plastic wainscotting that made a
vaiant attempt to imitate fumed oak, and a human 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, teufd, three years ago, my time. We'd had some warning, Of
course, once the UN started mastering what the crew of the Angd's Pencil
found on the wreckage of that Kzin ship. Plenty of sngleships, and any
reaction drive's awegpon; couple of big boost-lasers. But," ashrug,
"you know how it was back then."
"Before my time, Lieutenant,” Jonah said, then cursed himself as he saw
her wince. Raines had been born nearly three quarters of a century ago,
evenif her private duration included only two and ahaf decades of it.
"I'm Ingrid, if you're going to be Jonah instead of Captain Matthiesson.
Time-| keep forgetting, my head remembers but my gut forgets ... Well,
we just weren't set up to think in terms of war; that was ancient
history. We held them off for nearly sx months, though. Long enough to
refit the three dowshipsin orbit, and give them emergency boost. |
think the pusses didn't catch up and blast us smply because they didn't
give adamn; they couldn't decelerate us and get the ships back, so why
bother? Arrogant sonsof . . ." another of those broad urchin grins 11
well, bitchesisn't quite appropriate, isit?'
Jonah laughed. "Y ou were in Munchen when the Kzin arrived?’
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No, I'd been studying at the Scholarium theresoftware design philosophy-but

| was on sabbatical in Valburg with two friends of mine, working out some,
ha, persona problems.”

The bartender with the unevenly-forked beard was nearly as attenuated as a
Bdter, 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 origina settlers have adapted, and keen
hearing is common among them. Jonah smiled,at the man and stabbed afinger
fbr aprivacy screen. It flickered into the air acrossthe outlet of the

booth, and the refugee sal oonkeeper went back to polishing a mug.

"That'd be, hmmm, Claude Montferrat-Palme and Harold Y arthldn-Schotmann?’
Raines nodded, moodily drawing adesign on the tabletop with aforefinger
dipped in the dark beer. "Yes.... teufe, they're both of them in their

fifties now, getting on for middle-aged.” A sigh. "Look ... Harold's a,

hmmm, hard to explain to a Sol-Belter, or even someone from the Serpent
Swarm who hasn't spent alot of time dirtside. Hisfather was a Herrennwnn,
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 a bastard is?'

"Sure. Someone you don't like, such asfor example that flatlander bastard
who assgned meto thisproject.” Heraised hisstein in salute. "Though

I'm fast becoming resgned toiit, Ingrid.”
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She haf-smiled in absent-minded acknowledgment, her mind 4.3 light-years
and fbur decades away. "It means he got an expensive education, anice
little nest-egg settled on him ... and that he'd never, never be dlowed

past the front door of the Y arthkinSchotmann's family schloss. Lucky to

be alowed to use the name. An embarrassment.”
"Might et a aman,” Jonah said.

"Likealittlekzinin the guts. Especidly when he grew enough to

redize why hisfiLther only camefor occasond vidts, 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 asfiL st and
twice as good, take crazy risks ... made him abit of abastard in the

Sol sense of the word, too, spines like a pincodillo, sense of humor that
could flay agruntfish.”
"And Montferrat-Pame?"

"Claude? Now, he was Herrennwnn al through; younger son of ayounger
son, poor asan Amish dirtfitrmer, 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 anew experience and drove him crazy. And
Harold he hafway liked, and hafway enjoyed needling.

Municipd Director of Internd Affairs Claude Montferrat-Pame adjusted
his cape and looked up at the luminous letters that floated disembodied
ten centimeters fi-om the smooth brown brick of the building in front of
him.

Harolds Terran Bar, it read. A World On Its Own. Below, in smaller
letters: humansonly.
Ah, Harold, he thought. Alwaysthe onefbr a
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piece of usdessmdodrama. Asif Kzin would be likely to frequent this
section of Old Munchen, or wish to enter a human entertainment spot if they
did, or could be stopped if by some fluke of probabilitiesthey did end up
down here.

His escort stirred, looking around nervoudy. The Karl-Jorge Avenue was
dark, mogt of its gjowstripslong ago stolen or Smply spray-painted in the
random vandalism that breedsin lives fueled by purposaess anger. It was
fairly clean, because the Kzin inssted 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, still damp fi-om
the afternoon'srain, loud wailing music echoed from open windows, and
there would have been groups of idle-looking youths loitering on the front
seps of the tenements, if the car had not had Munchen Polizel plates.
Bahai, he thought, mentaly snapping hisfingers. Hewastall, evenfor a
Herrennwnn, with one side of hisface cleanshaven and the other a
close-trimmed brown beard cut to a fbppish point; the plain blue uniform
and circular brimmed cap of the city police emphasized the deep-chested
greyhound build. ThiswasaBaha neighborhood.

"Youmay go," hesaid to theguards. I will cal for the car.”

"Sir," the sergeant said, the guide-cone of her stunner waving about
uncertainly. Hmet and nightsight goggles made her eyes unreadable. " 'tis
izarough didrict.”

"l am aware of that, sergeant. Also that Harold's Place isaknown
underworld hangout. Assignment to my headquarters squad is a promotion;
please do not
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assumethat it entifles you to doubt my judgment.” Or you may find
yourself back walking a beat, without such opportunitiesfor
Income-enhancement, went unspoken between them. Heignored her salute and
walked up the two low dtairs.
The door recognized him, read retinas and encephal ograph patterns, did
open. The coal-black doorman was astall asthe police officer and twice
as broad, with highly-illegal impact armor underneeth the white coat and
bowtie of Harold's Terran Bar. The impassive smoky eyes above the
ritualy-scarred cheeks gave him a polite once-over, an equaly polite
and empty bow.
"Pleased to see you here again, Herrenmann Montferrat-Pame, he said.
Y ou grafting ratcat-loving collaborationist son of abitch. Montferrat
added the unspoken portion himsglf. And | love you too.
Harold's Terran Bar was ahigtorical revival, and therefore less out of
place on Wunderland than it would have been in the Sol system. Once
through the vestibule'sinner bead-curtain doorway Montferrat could see
most of the smoke-hazed main room, araised platform in a C around the
sunken dance floor and the long 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 had been, and human labor
much chegper, particularly since refugees began pouring into Munchen from
acountryside increasingly preempted for Kzin estates. Not to mention
those displaced by strip-mining ...
"Good evening, Claude.”
He started. It was alway's disconcerting, how qui-
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etly Harold moved. There he was at his elbow now, blue eyes
expressionless. Face that should have been ugly, big-nosed with athick
lower lip and drooping eydids. Hewas ... what, sixty-three now? just
going grizzled at the temples, which was an affectation, or asign that
hisincome didn't stretch to redlly thorough 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 sgns of impending dissolution, Claude?' Harold
said, steering him toward hisusud table and snapping hisfingersfor
awaiter. "Itll beawhileyet."

Perhaps not so long, Montferrat thought, looking at the pouches benegth
hiseyes. That could be stress ... or Harold could be really skimping on
the geriatrics. They become more expensive every year, the kzin 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.
"Youwill outlast me, old friend."

"A case of cynica gpathy wearing better than cynica corruption?’ Harold
asked, seating himself across from the police chief.

Montferrat pulled a cigarette case from his jacket'sinner pocket and
snapped it open with aflick of thewrigt. It was plain white gold, from
Earth, with a Paris jewd ler'sinitidsinside the frame and adate two
centuries old, one of 1~isfew inheritances from his parents ... Harold
took the proffered cigarette.

"Youwill join mein 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.”
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Y arthkin leaned back, let smoke trickle through his nogtrils. The liquor
arrived, and aplateful of grilled things that resembled shrimps about

as much as alemur resembled a man, apart 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 tranducent shell back from one of the
grumblies, snapped off the head between thumb and forefinger and dipped
itinthe sauce. "Exquigte. . ." he breathed, after thefirst bite, and

chased it down with aswallow 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
edtates and fishing boats-"
"-50 you can have afirg-rate place to guzzle~'

"1 dlow this questionable 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,

shdl v say, lucrative contacts.”

They looked at each other coolly for amoment, and then Montferrat
laughed. "Harold, perhapsthe redl reason | alow thisden of iniquity

to continue isthat you're the only person who gill has the audacity to
deflate my hypocrises”

Y arthkin nodded camly. "Comes of knowing you when you were an idedistic
patriot, Director. Like being in hospital together ... Will you be

gambling tonight, or did you come to pump me about the rumors?’
"Rumors?' Montferrat said mildly, shelling another grumbly.
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"Of another kzin defeat. Two shiploads of our esteemed ratcat masters
coming back with their fur snged. "
"For gods sakdl" Montferrat hissed, looking around.

"No bugs" Y arthkin continued. "Not even by your ambitious assstants. They
offered a hefty sweetener, but | wouldn't want to seethem in your office.
They don't stay bought.”

Montferrat smoothed his mustache. "Well, the kzin do seem to have arather
lax attitude toward security at times," he said. Mostly, they don't redize

how strong the huntan 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 Herrentnann ears forward.
"Not becoming abeliever in the myth of Liberation, | hope," he drawled.

Y arthkin waved the hand that held the cigarette, leaving atrail of blue

smoke. | did my hit for liberation. Got |eft at the dtar, as| recal, and

took the amnesty." Hisface 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. "Itis
yours, Of course, Director. People know the ratcats got their whiskers
pasted back, ibr the fourth time. They're encouraged ... aso desperate.
Thekzin will be stepping up the war effort, which meansthey'll be putting
more pressure on us. Not to mention that they're breeding faster than

ever.
Montferrat nodded with afi-own. Battle casudties made little difference
to akzin population; their nonsentient femaeswere held in harems by a
sndl
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minority of males, in any event. Heavy losses meant the lands and mates
of the dead passing to the survivors ... and more young mal es thrown out
of the net, looking for lands and a Name of their own. And kzin took up
alot of space; they weighed in a a quarter-ton each, and they were pure
carnivores. Nor would they eat synthesi zed meat except on board amilitary
gpaceship. There were ill fewer than ahundred thousand in the
Wunderland system, and more than twenty times that many humans; it was
getting crowded.

"More flighters crowding into Munchen every day," Y arthkin continued in
that carefully neutral tone.

Refugees. Munchen had been asmadl town within their own lifetimes; the
origina settlers of Wunderland had been a close-knit coterie of

plutocrats, looking fbr e bow-room. They had dlowed only limited in-
dugtridization, even in the Serpent Swarm, and very littleindeed on the
planetary surface. Huge domains staked out by the Nineteen Familiesand
their descendants; later immigrants had fitted into the cracks of the

pattern, astenants or carving out smallholdings 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 ready-devel oped
acreages. Some of the human landworkers stayed to labor for new masters,
but many more were displaced. Or eaten.

One of the first effects of the new ownership had been forced-draft
indugtridization in Munchen and the other towns; kzin did not livein

cities, and cared little for the social consequences. Their planets had
aways been sparsaly settled, and they had devel -
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oped the gravity polarizer early intheir history, hence they mined their
adteroid beltsbut put little industry in space. The refugeesflooding in
worked inindustries that produced war materiel for the kzin fleets, not
housing or consumer-goods for human use ...
"It must be abonanzafor you, selling exit-permitsto the Swarm,” Harold
continued. Outsi de the baseasteroid of Tiameat, 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 laager.
"There must be regulations,
he said reasonably. "The Swarm cannot absorb dl the would-be immigrants.
Nor can Wunderland affbrd to lose the labor of all who would like to leave.
The kzin demand technicians, and we cannot refuse, the burden must be
adlocated."
"Nor can you afford to pass up the pam-greasing and the, ach, ro"wntic
possibilities,-2Y arthkin began.
"Alertl Alert! Ernergency broadcastl" 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 civildefense blazon, and the
unmistakable precision of an artificid voice. "All civiliansareto remain
intheir resdences. Emergency and security personnel to their duty
gations, repeat, emergency and security personne 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 broad-
cast was two-dimensiona, a space-armored figure reading from a
screenprompt over thereceiver. The noise
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in Harold's Terran Bar sank to shocked silence a the sight of the human
shape of the combat armor, the blue-and-white UN sigil on its chest.

"---o dl citizens of the Alpha Centauri system,” the Terran was saying.

In Wunderlander, but with athick accent that could not handle the
gutturas. "Evacuate areas of military or industria importance
immediately. Repest, immediately. The United Nations Space Command is
attacking kzin military and industrid targetsin the Alpha Centauri

system. Evacuate areas-" The screen split to scroll the same messagein
English and two more of the planet's principal languages. The door burst
open and asquad of Munchen Polizel burst through.

"Scheisse!" Montferrat shouted, risng. Hefroze asthereceiver in his
uniform cap began ahissing and snarling override-transmissonin the
Hero's Tongue. Y arthkin relaxed and smiled as the policeman sprinted for
the exit. He cocked one eye towards the celling and silently flourished
Montferrat'slast glass of schnapps before sending it down with asnap

of hiswrigt.

11 Weird," Jonah Matthieson muttered, looking at the redshifted cone of
light ahead of them. Better thisway. Thisway he didn't have to think

of what they were going to do when they arrived. He had been asingleship
pilot before doing his military service. Y ou could do software design
anywhere there was a computer system, of course, and miners had alot of
sparetime. But hisreflexeswere apilot's, and they included a strong
inhibition againgt high-speed intercept trgectories.

Thiswas going to be the highest speed intercept of al time....
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The forward end of the pilot's cabin was very smple, ahemisphere of
smooth synthetic. For that matter, the rest of the cabin was quite basic
aswadll; two padded crashcouches, which was one more than normal, an
autodoc, an autochef, and rather basic sanitary facilities. That left

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 Y anwnwto was being run to flatlander
pecifications.

" Compensate,” Ingrid said. The view swam back, the blue stars ahead and
the dim red behind turning to the norma 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 Y amantoto's going to put us near Wunderland in five.
Five objective, that is. Probably right on the hedls of the pussy

scouts.”

Jonah nodded, looking ahead at the innocuous twinned stars. His hands
were on the control-gloves of his couch, but the pressure-sensors and
lightfields were Off, of course. There had been very littleto dointhe
month-subjective since they Ieft the orbit of Pluto other than

accelerated learning with RNA boosters. He could now spesk as much of the
Hero's Tongue as Ingrid. Enough to understand it, kzin evidently didn't
liketheir davesto spesk much of it; davesweren't worthy. He could

aso tak BdterEnglish with the accent of the Serpent Swarm,
Wunderland's dominant language, and thefive or Six other tongues
prevaent in the many ethnic enclaves ... sometimes he found himsdlf
dreaming in Pahlavi or Croat or Amish pletterdeisz. Thank God it wasn't
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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 at ahigh fraction of the speed of a photon by now, he
thought. Speeds only robot ships had achieved before, with experimental
fields supposedly keeping the killing torrent of secondary radiation
out....

"Tell me some more about Wunderland," he said. Neither of them were
fidgeting, Bdtersdidn'; this sort of cramped environment had been
norma 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
asnagp in her tone. Military formality wore thin pretty quickly in close
quarterslikethis. "All the first-hand stuff isfifty-six years out of

date, and the nine-year-old materid's dl in the computer if you redly
want it. You're just bored.”

No, I'm just scared shitless. "Waéll, talking would be better than

nothing. Spending amonth strapped to this thing has been even more
monotonous than being arockjack. Y ou were right, I'm bored.”

"And scared.”

He looked around. She waslying with her hands behind her head, grinning
a him.

"Okay, I'm scared, too. Among other reasons because we will start this
mission utterly dependent on the intervention of outside forces;, the
offswitch isexterior to the surface of the effect. " It had to be; time

did not passinsgde astasisfidd.
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"The designers were pretty sureit'd work."

"I'm sure of only two things, Jonah.

"Which are?'

"Well, thefirst oneisthat the desgners aren't going to be diving into
the photosphere of asun at .99 lights."

"Oh." That had occurred to him, too. On the other hand, it really was
eas er 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 collarcatch of her uniform. "Even
if it hasto bein agravity fied, theresonething | want to

experience again before possible death.”

Much later, they commanded the front screen to sop mimicking a control
board. Now the upper haf was an unmodified view of the Alpha Centauri
system. The lower was a battle-schematic, dots and graphs and
probability-curveslike bundles of fuzzy sticks.
The Y anwmoto was going to crossthe disk of the Wunderland systemin
subjective minutes, mere hours even by outside clocks. With her ramscoop
fields spreading a corona around her deadly to any lifeform with a
nervous system, and the fusion flare asword behind her half aparsec
long; nothing could stop her and only beam-weapons stood a chance of
catching her, even messages were going to take prodigies of computing
power to unscramble. Her own weapons were quite smple; quarter-toniron
eggs. When they intercepted their targets at .99 + C, the results would
bein the gigaton-yield range.
Jonah's teeth skinned back from histeeth and the
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hair struggled to raiseitself dong his spine. Plainsgpereflex, he

thought, smelling the rank odor of fight-flight swest trickling down his
flanks. Y our genesthink you're about to tackle a Cape buffalo uith a
thighbone club. Hisfingers pressed theinsde of thechairsest ina

complex pattern.

"Responding,” said the computer in itsusua husky contrato.

Wasit imagination that there was dready moreinflection initsvoice?

And what did that redly signify? Consciousnessin acomputer was not
human consciousness, even though memory and drives were designed by
humans ... it possessed free will, unless he or Ingrid used the override
keys, and unless the high command had | eft deeper drives. Perhaps not

so much free will; acomputer would see the path most likely to succeed
and follow it. Still, he supposed, he did the same, usualy.

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 himsdlf that
it was ameatter of time; to aconsciousness that could think in

nanoseconds, that could govern its own sensory input, what would bethe
point of remaining linked to arefractory cosmos? It could makeitsown
universe, and haveit last forever in afew milliseconds. Perhaps that

was why humanswho linked directly to acomputer system of any size went
irretrievably catatonic aswell....

"Detection. Neutronic and €l ectromapetic-range sensors.” The ship's
sysem was linked to the hugely powerful but sub-consciouslevel machines
of the Y amatnoto. "Point sources.”
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Rubies sprang out across the battle map, moving as he watched, swelling up
on ether sde and pivoting in relation to each other. The fire-bright

point source of Alpha Centauri in the upper screen became a perceptible and
growing disk. Jonah's skin crawled &t the sight.

Thiswaslike ancient history, air and sea battles out of Earth's past. He
was used to maneuversthat lasted hours or days, ships and fleets matching
relative vel ocities whil e the planets moved dowly and the sun might as

well be afixed point at the center of the universe ... Perhgps when

gravity polarizerswere small and chesp enough to fit in Dart-class boats
itwould dl belikethis.

"The pussies have the system pretty well covered,” he said.

"And the Swarm's Belters," Ingrid replied. Jonah turned hishead, dowly,
at the sound of her voice. Shocked, he saw aglistening in her eyes.
"Home. . . "shewhispered. Then more decisively: "Identification.
Human-range sensors. Discrete.”

Haf the rubiesflickered for afew seconds. Ingrid continued to Jonah:
"Thisisamessy system; more of itsmassisin 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. They'd cripple the Svarm's
economy and destroy itsvaue." Sowly. "That'sthe big station on Tiamat.
They've got agarrison there, it'samgor shipbuilding center, was even,
she swallowed, "fifty years ago. Those others are bubbleworlds ... More
detectors on Wunderland than there used to be, and in close orbit. At the
poles, and that looks like a military-geosynchronous setup.”
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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

he had been dive-if he ever got home. The Y anwmoto could expect to see
Sol again in twenty years objective, allowing time to 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, rgjoin the Catskinner, boost her out in the direction of Sal,

turn on the stasisfield again-and wait to be picked up by UNSN craft.
About aslikely as getting back by putting our heads between our knees
and spitting hard.

"Ships" the computer said in its dispassionate tone. "Movement. Status,
probable class and dispersa cones.

Color-coded lines blinked over the tactical map. Columns of print

scrolled down one margin: coded velocities and key-data. Hypnotic
training triggered burstsinto their minds, crystaline shards of fact,

faster than conscious recall. Jonah whistled.

"L oaded for bandersnatch,” he said. There were alot of warships spraying
out from bases and holdingorbits, and that was not counting those too
smdl for the Y anwnwto's detection systems; their own speed would be
degrading signd dragtically. Between the ramscoop fieds, their

velocity, and normal shielding therewas very little that could touch

them, but the kzin were certainly going totry.

"Aggressve bastards,” he said, keeping hiseyesfirmly fixed onthe

tactica display. It took courage, individualy and on the part of their
commander to put themselvesin the way of the Y amanwto. Nobody had used
aramscoop ship like this before;



THE CHILDREN'sHOUR 173

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-scae
cosmic event than a ship. Massincreases with velocity: by now moving only
fractionally dower than alaser beam, the Y anwvwto had the effective bulk
of amediumsized moon.

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 an inverted
cone of trgjectories splayed out from the path of the Y anwnwto-
Highly-polished chrome-tungsten-stedl aloy dugs, that had spent the

trip from Sol riding grapnel-fiedsin the Y anwmoto's wake. Wildly
varying dbedos, from fully-stedthed to deliberatdly reflective; the
Catskinner was going to be rather conspicuous when the Slaver stasis
fidd'simpenetrable surface went on. Now the warship's magnetics were
twitching the dugs out in sprays and clugters, at velocities that would

send them across the Wunderland system in mere hours. 1t would take the
firepower of aheavy cruiser to significantly damage one, and there were
alot of dugs. Iron was chesp, and the Y anwnwto grossy overpowered.

"Y ou know, we ought to have done this before,” Jonah said. The sun-disk
filled the upper screen, then snapped down severa Sizes as the computer
reduced thefield. A sphere, floating in the wild
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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
s

"Nope," Ingrid said. She coughed, and he wondered if her eyeswere
locking on the sphere again asit 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 half-dozen
waysto destabilize one; drop, oh, ultracompressed radon into it.
Countermessures ... luckily, nothing the kzin werelikely to have right
on hand.

"For that matter,” she continued, "throwing relativistic weapons around
ingde asolar systemisabad idea. If you want to keep it."

"Impact,” the computer said helpfully. An asteroid winked, the tactical
screen'sway of showing an expanding sphere of plasma. Nicke-iron,
oxygen, nitrogen, carbon-compounds, some of the latter krin and humans
and children and their pet budgies.

"You haveto am a Sationary targets” Ingrid was saying. "The very
thingsthat war is supposed to be about seizing. Blowing them upisas
insane as fighting a planetside war with fusion wegpons and no effective
defense. Only possible once.”

"Once would be enough, if we knew where the kzin home system was." For
avengeful moment heimagined robot shipsfidling into asun from
infinite distances, scores of lightyears of acceleration at hundreds Of
G's, thelr own masses raised to near-stellar proportions. "No. Then
agan, no."

"1, Inglad you said that,” Ingrid replied. Softly: I wonder what

itdike, for them out there.”

"Interesting, " Jonah said tightly. "At the very lead, interesting. "
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"Please, keegp cdm,” Harold Y arthkin-Schotmarm said, for the fourth time.
"For Finagle's sake, st down and shut upf”

Thisone seemed to Sink in, or perhaps the remaining patrons were getting
tired of running around in circles and shouting. The Saff weredl at

their podts, or preventing the paying customers from hitting each other

or bresking anything expensive. Severa of them had police-mode stunners
under their dinner jackets, like his; hideoudy illegd, 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 fi-om all over the planet. For once the col-

175
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|aborationist government was too busy to follow their natura ingtincts

and keep everyonein the dark, and the kzin had never given much of a
damn, the only thing they cared about was behavior. Propaganda be damned.
Theflatlander warship was stiff beaded insystem; from thelook of things
they were going to use the sun for awhip-round. He could fed rusty
gpaceman's reflexes creaking into action. That was a perfectly sensble
ploy; ramscoop shipswere not easy to turn. Even at relativistic speeds
you couldn't use the interstellar medium to bank. Turning meant applying
lateral thrust; it would be easier to decelerate, turn and work back up

to high Taurunless you could use agravitationd ding, likeakid on
roller-skates going hell-for-leather down a street and then dapping a
hand on alamppost.

He raised his glassto the sometime mirror behind the bar. 1t was showing
ascene from the south polar zone with its abundance of ratcat
indalations, kzin were stuck with Wunderland'slight gravity, but they
preferred a cooler, drier climate than humans. The first 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 the waitress. He ordered
coffee, black, and a sandwich.

"Heavy on the mustard, sweetheart,” he told the waitress. He loosened his
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 ...



THE CHILDREN'sHOUR 177

"Sam." The man at the musicomp looked up from trailing hisfingers across
the keyboard. It was configured for piano tonight-an archaism, like the
whole setup. Popular, as more and more fled in 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. I've spent a generation cashing in on anostalgiaboom, Y arthkin
thought wryly. Wasthat because | hadforesight, or was | one of thefirst
victim?

"Sir?' Sam was Krio, like McAndrews the doorman, although he had never
gone the whole route and taken warrior scars. Many of the descendants of
the refugees from SierraLeone were traditionaliststo afault. just as

tough in afight, though. Hed been enrolled in the Sensor-Effector

program at the Scholarium, been agunner with Y arthkin in the brief war

in gpace, and they had been together in the hills. And he had come along
when Y arthkin took the amnesty, too. Even more of awizard with the keys
than he had been with ajizzer or astrakaker or aratchet knife.

"Play something appropriate, Sam. Stormy Wesather.

The musician'sfacelit with avast white grin, and he launched into the
ancient tunewith awill, even snging hisown version trandated into
Wunderlander. Y arthkin murmured into hislapel to turn down the
hysterical commentary from the screen, still babbling about dastardly
attacks and massive casudties.

It took a man back. Humans were dying out there, but so were ratcats ...
Here'slooking at you, he
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thought to the hypothetica crew of the Y amamoto. Possbly nothing more
than A.l. and sensor-effector mechanisms, but he doubted it.

"Stormy weether for sure," he said softly to himsdlf. Megatons of dust

and water vapor were being pumped into the atmosphere. "Bad for the
crops. " Though there would be a harvest from this, yesindeed. | could
have been on that ship, he thought to himsalf, with a sudden flare of
murderous anger. | was good enough. There are probably Wunderlanders
aboard her; those dowships got through. if | hadn't been left sucking
vacuum at the airlock, it could have been me out therel

"But not Ingrid," he whispered to himsdf. " The bitch wouldn't have the
guts"" Samwaslooking at him; it had been along time since the memory
of thelast days came back. With a practiced effort of will he shoved it
deeper below the threshold of consciousness and produced the same mocking
smilewith which he had faced the world for most of hisadult life.

"l wonder how our esteemed ratcat masters aretaking it,” he said. "Been
awhile since the ones here've had to lgp out of the same saucer asus
lowlife monkey-boys. I'd like to seeit, | truly would."

". .. estimate probability of successful interception at lessthan
onefifth," the figure on the screen said. "'V engeance Fang and Rampant
Slayer do not respond to signals; Lurker at Waterholes continuesto
accelerate at right anglesto the éliptic. We must assume they were
struck by the ramscoop fields.”

The governor watched closdly; the dight bristle of
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whiskers and rapid open-shut flare of wet black nostrilswas asign of
intense frudtration.

"You have legpt well, Traat-Admird," Chuut-Riit said formally. "Bresk off
pursuit.” A good tactician, Traat-Admird; if he had come from a better
fitmily, he would have a double name by now. And he would have adouble
name, when Earth was conquered, a name and vast wealth. One percent of all
the product of the new conquest, Since he wasto be in supreme military
command of the Fifth Feet. That would make him founder of aNaoble Line,
his bonesin aworship shrine for athousand generations. ChuutRiit had
hinted that he would send severd of his daughtersto the admiral's harem,
letting him mingle hisblood with that of the Patriarch.

.. Chuut-Riit, areweto let the ... the ... omnivores escape unscathed?”

The admird's ears were quivering.

A rumble came from the space-armored figures that bulked in the dim orange
light behind the flofilla 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 ... itisa a

different point on the energy gradient, Traat-Admird."

"We can pursue asit leavesthe system!”

"In ships designed to trave at .8 lightspeed? From behind? Remember the
Human Lesson. That isavery effective reaction drive they areusing.”

A deep ticking sound came from histhroat and Traat-Admird'searslaid
back ingtinctively. The thought of trying to maneuver past that planetary-
length sword of nuclear fire....
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Chuut-Riit paused to let 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 reaction drives, aswe had
done, hrrrearow echssseee nwaroweeaatrurrre, 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 aredly large massinto the planetary gravity well."

Thefur of the kzin on the battlewagon's bridge laid flat, sculpting the
bone-and-muscle planes of their faces.
"Indeed, Chuut-Riit, " Traat-Admird said fervently.

"It was only surprise that made the tactic so effective. Counters come
readily to mind: aseries of polarizer-driven missiles, with laser-cannon
boost, deployed ready to destabilize ramscoop fields. In any case, you
are ordered to bresk off action, assst with emergency efforts, detach
two unitswith interstellar cgpacity to shadow the intruder until it
leavestheimmediate vicinity. Waste no more Heroes in futflity; insteed,
we must repair the damage, redouble our preparations for the next attack
on Sol.”

"Asyou command, Chuut-Riit, although it shaves my maneto let the

| eaf-eating monkeys escape, when the Fifth Feet is so near completion.”
The governor rosg, letting his weight forward on hands whose claws did
free. Herestrained any further display of impatience. | must teach him
to think. To learn to think correctly he must be alowed to nwke errors.
"|ts departure has dready been ddayed. Will losing further unitsin
fruitless pursuit
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gpeed the repairs and modifications which must be made? Attend to your
orderd"

"At once, Chuut-Riitl"

The governor held himself impressively immobile until the screen blanked.
Then he turned and legped with atearing shriek over the nearest wall,
out into the unnatural storm and darkness. A half-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 athorned branch had cut a bleeding trough across his Soping
forehead. The screenswere dtill flicking between various disasters, each
oneworse than thelast.

"Any emergency cals?' heasked mildly.

"None at the priority levels you established,” the computer replied.
"Murmeroumph,” he said, opening his mouth wide into the killing gapeto
get a anirritating fragment between two of the back shearing teeth.
"Seff.”

Onewadl turned to the ordered bustle of the household's management
centrum. "Ah, Henrietta," he said in Wunderlander. ™Y ou have that
preliminary summary ready?'

The human swallowed and averted her eyes from the bits of sontething that
the kzin was fficking from his fangs and muzzle. The others behind her
werelooking drawn and tense as well, but displayed no signs of panic.

If I could recognize such signs, the kzin thought. They panic

differently. A Hero overcome with terror ether fled, striking out at
anything in his path, or went into mindless berserker frenzy.

Berserker, he mused thoughtfully. The concept was fitscinating; reading
of it had convinced him that
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kzin and human kind were enough dike to cooperate effectively.

"Y es, Chuut-Riit," shewas saying. "Ingdlations Seven, Three, and
Twevein the north polar zone have been effectively destroyed, loss of
industrid function in the 75-80% range. Over 90% 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 He-
roes, thirty thousand humans. Four mgjor orbita facilities hit, but

there was less collaterd damage there, of course, and more near-misses.”
No air to transmit blast in space. "Reports from the asteroid belt ill
comingin.”

"Merrower," he said, meditatively. Kzin government was heavily
decentralized; the average Hero did not make a good bureaucrat, that was
work for daves and computers. A governor was expected to confine himself
to policy decisons. Still . . . "Have my persona spaceship prepared for
lift, I mill be doing atour.”

Henrietta hestated. "Ah, noble Chuut-Riit, the ferd humanswill be
active, with defense functions thrown out of order.”

She was far too experienced to mistake ChuutRiit's expression for a
mile

"Markham and hisgang?| hopethey do, Henrietta, | sincerely hope they
do." Herdaxed. "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 buffidoesin the holding pen.”

The kzin threw himsdf down on the pillow behind his desk, massve head
propped with its chin on the
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stone surface of the workspace. Grooming would help him think, humanswere
S0 good at grooming ... and blowdryers, blowdryers alone were worth the
trouble of conquering thevn.

"Prepare for separation,” the computer said. The upper field of the
Catskinnees 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 Y amamoto, using the gravity of the sun to whip around and
curve out toward targetsin adifferent quarter of the dliptic plane.

More than afew were ddliberately 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 swineswesting. "

Thanks, he thought, refraining from spesking aoud with asavage effort.
"Purely psychosomeatic,” he grated.
"Therésonething | regret,” Ingrid continued.
"Whet'sthat?'

"That we're not going to be able to see what happens when the Catskinner
and those dugs make ahigh-Tau trangit of the sun's outer envelope,” she
sad.

Jonah felt asmile crease the rigid sweat-dick muscles of hisface. The
consequences had been extrapolated, but only roughly. At the very less,
there would be solar-flare effects like nothing this system had ever
witnessed before, enough to foul up every receptor pointed thisway. "It
would beinteresting, at that."
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"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 haf 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 thetale. Provided
they survived, of course.

Three. His grandparents had considered 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
they'd doneit, he might have ended up as a conscript technician with the
Fourth Fleet.

Four. Or aguerrilla, the prisoners had mentioned activity by "ferd
humans." Jonah barred histeeth in an expresson akzin would have had
no trouble at al understanding. | intend to remain very fera indeed.

The kzin may have done us afavor; we were well on the way to turning
oursalves into sheep when they arrived. If I'm going to be amonkey, I'll
be a big, mean baboon, by choice.

Five. Ingrid wasright, it was a pity they wouldn't be ableto see

-discontinuity-
"Greow-Captain, thereisan anomaly in the last projectildl”
"They are dl anomalies, Sensor Operatorl” The
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commander did not move his eyes from the schematic before hisface, but
histone held conviction that the humans had used irritatingly nonstandard
wegpons 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 Weapons
Operators behind him to either sde; three small screensinstead of the
sanglelarger divisble one ahuman boat of the same sze would have had,
and many more manuallyactivated controls. Kzin had broader-range senses
than humans, faster reflexes, and they trusted cybernetic systems rather
less. They had a'so had gravity control amaost from the beginning of
gpaceflight; afailure serious enough to immobilize the crew usudly
destroyed the vessdl.

"Simply tel me," the kzin commander said, "if our particle-beamis

driving it down." The cooling system waswhining audibly asit pumped
energy intoits central tank of degenerate matter, and still the cabin

was furnace hot and dry, full of thewild odors of fear and blood that

the habitation-system poured out in combat conditions. The ship shuddered
and banged asit plunged in acurve that was not quite suicidaly close
to.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
ship's projectiles ploughed their way through plasma. Shocks of discharge
arched between them as they drew away from the kzin craft above, away
from the beams that sought to tumble them down into denser layerswhere
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even their velocity would not protect them. Or at least throw them enough
off course that they would recede harmlesdy into interstellar space. The
light from the holo-screen crawled in iridescent streamers acrossthe
flared scarlet synthetic of the kzin's hdmet 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 male kzin, but because he was utterly indifferent
to everything but how thiswould look on his record. Another glance went
between them; younger sons of nobles were notorioudy anxiousto earn
fidl Names at record ages, and GreowCaptain had complained long and
bitterly when their squadron was not assigned to the Fourth Fleet. He was
so intent on looking good that operationa efficiency might suffer.
They knew better than to complain openly, of course. Whatever the state
of hiswits, there was nothing wrong with Greow-Captain'sreflexes, and
he dready had an imposing collection of kzin-ear dueling trophies.
"Greow-Captain, the anomaly is greater than avariancein reflectivity,"
the Sensor Operator yowled. Half hisingruments were usdessin the flux
of energetic particlesthat were sheeting off the Skwhei-s screens. He
hoped they were being deflected; asalowly Sensor Operator he had not
had a chance to breed. Not so much asasniff of kzinrret fur snce they
carried him mewling from the teats of his mother
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to thetraining creche. "The projectile is not absorbing the quanta of our
beam asthe previous one did, nor isits surface ablating. And its
trgjectory isincompetible with the shape of the others; thisislarger,

less dense, and moving. . ."-apause of lessthan a second to query the
computer-". . . moving asif its outer shell were absolutely frictionless
and reflective, Greow-Captain. Should this not be reported?”

Reporting would mean retreet, out to where amessage-maser could punch
through the chaotic broadspectrum noise of an injured star's bellow.

"Do my Heroesrefuse to follow into danger?' Greow-Captain snarled.
"Lead us, Greow-Captaint” Put that way, they had no choice; which was why
asensible officer would never have put it that way. Both Operators
slently cursed the better diet and persona-combat training available

to offgpring of anoble's household. It had been along time since kzin

had met an enemy capable of exercising greater selective pressure than
their own socid system.

"Weapons Operator, shift your aim to the region of compressed gasses
directly ahead of our target, all energy weapons. | am taking us down and
accderating padt redline.” With alittle luck, he could ignite the
superheated and compressed monatomic hydrogen directly ahead of the
projectile, and let the multimegaton exploson flip it up or down off the
balligtic trgjectory the humans had launched it on.

Muffled howls and spitting sounds came from the workstations behind him;
the thin black lipswrinkled back more fully from hisfangs, and dender
lines of sdlivadrooled down past the open neckring of his
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auit. Warren-dwellers, he thought, as the Slasher lurched and swooped.
His hands darted over the controls, prompting the machinery that was
throwing it about at hundreds of accelerations. Vatach hunters. The

little quasi-rodents were dl lower-caste kzin could get in the way of

live meat. Although the anomaly was interesting, and he would report
noticing it to Khurut-SquadronCaptain. | will show them how atrue
hunter-

Theinput from the kzin boat's wegpons was barely afraction of the
kinetic energy the Catskinner was shedding into the gasses that dowed

it, but that was just enough. Enough to set off chain-reactionfusonin
asizable volume around the invulnerably-protected human vessdl. Thekzin
craft wasfitr enough away for the wave-front to arrive before the

killing blow:

---shield overload, loss of directiona hhnrrreaw,~'

The Sensor Operator shrieked and burned as induction-arcs crashed through
his position. Weapons Operator was screaming the hiss of anursing kitten
as his claws dashed at the useless contrals.

Greow-Captain'slast fractiona second was spent inacry aswell, but
hiswas of pure rage. The Slasher's fusion-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
have told the location as atoms of carbon and iron scattered through the
hot plasma of the inner solar wind.

-discontinuity-
"Shit," Jonah said, with quiet conviction. "Report. And stabilize that
t*w." The streaking pinwhed in
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the exterior-view screen dowed and hated, but the control surface beside
it continued to show the Catskinner twirling end-over-end a arate that
would have pasted them both as athin reddish film over the interior
without the compensation fields.

The screen split down the middle as Ingrid began establishing their
possible paths.

"Weare," the computer said, "traveling at twice our velocity at
switchoff, and on a path twenty-five degrees further to the solar north."
A pause. "Weare dill, you will note, in the plane of the dliptic.”

"Thank Finaglefor smadl favors," Jonah muttered, working hishandsin
the control gloves. The Catskinner was running 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 the sun and agigantic pillar of flare reaching out in

their wake like the tongue of ahungry fire-dementd. "The pussiesare
burning up the communications spectra, yowling about losing scoutboats.
They had them down low and dirty, trying to throw the dugs that went
into the photosphere with us offcourse.™

"Lovely," the man muttered. So much for quietly matching velocitieswith
Wunderland while the commnet is still down. To the computer: "What's
ahead of us?'

"For gpproximately twenty-three point six lightyears, nothing. "

"What do you mean, nothing?"

"Hard vacuum, micrometeorites, interstdlar dust, possible spacecraft,
bodiestoo small or nonradiating to be detected fi-om our position,
superstrings, shadowmatter-"
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"Shut upl” he snarled. "Can we brake?"

"Y es. Unfortunately, thiswill require severa hours of thrust and
exhaust our onboard fuel reserves.”

"And put up afucking great Sign, 'Hurrah, were back’ for every pussy
inthe system," he grated. Ingrid touched him on thearm.

"Wait, | have anidea... isthere anything substantial in our way, that
we could reach with less of aburn?'
"Severd agteroids, Lieutenant Raines. Uninhabited.”
"What's the status 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. "Are you thinking what | think you'rethinking?' hesad
plantively. "Ancther collison?'

Ingrid shrugged. "Right now, it'll be less noticeable than along burn.
Computer, will it work?'

"97% chance of achieving astable Swarm orbit. Therisk of emitting
infrared and visble-light Sgnasis unquantiflable. Thefield switch

will probably continue to function, Lieutenant Raines.”

"it should, it's covered in neutronium. " Sheturned her head to Jonah.
"Wdl?'

He sighed. "Offliand, | can't think of a better solution. When you can't
think of abetter solution than a high-speed collison with arock,
something's wrong with your thinking, but | can't think of what would be
better to think ... What do you think?"

"That an unshiekled collision with arock might be better than another
month imprisoned with your sense of humor ... Gott, al those fish puns
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"Computer, prepare for minima bum. Any distinguishing characteristics
of those rocks?"

"Onelargdy slicate, one 83% nickd-iron with traces of-"

"Spare me. The nickd-iron, it's denser and lesslikely to break up.
Prepare for minima bum.”

| have s0 prepared, on the orders of Lieutenant Raines. "

Jonah opened hismouth, then frowned. "Wait aminute. Why isit dways
Lieutenant Raines? Y ou're adamned sight more respectfid of her."

Ingrid buffed her fingernails. "While you were briefing up on Wunderland
and the Swarm ... | was hel ping the team that programmed our tin friend.

"Areyou sure?'

The radar 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 backtalk Herrenntann UK BeichsteinMarkham. Bastaas
asarrogant as akzin, she thought resentfully.

"Yes, gr. It'sdefinitely heading our way since that microbum.
Overpowered thruster, usua spectrum, and unlessit's unmanned they have
agravity polarizer. 200 G's, they pulled.”

The guerrillacommander nodded thoughtfully. "rhen it is either kzin,

which isunlikdy in the extreme since they do not use reaction drives

on any of their standard vessals, or . - ."

'And, g, ifscool. Hardly radiating a al, when the fuson plant's

off. If weweren't close and didn't know whereto look ... granted this

isn't amilitary sensor, but | doubt the ratcats have seen him."
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Markham'slong face drew into an expression of disapprova. "They are
cdled kzin, soldier. | will tolerate no vulgaritiesin my command.”
Badtard. "Yessr.”

The man wastugging a his asymmetric beard. "Evacuate the asteroid. It
will beinteresting to see how they decderate, perhaps some gravitic
effect ... And even more interesting to find out what those fat cowards
inthe Sol system think they aredoing. "

"Preparefor sasis,” the computer said.

"How?" Ingrid and Jonah asked in unison. Therock came closer, tumbling,
haf akilometer on asde, faling forever inadow slent spirdl.

Closer....

"Interesting,” the computer said. "Thereisaship adjacent.”

"What?' Jonah said. Hisfingers did into the control gloveslike snakes
fleeing amongoose, then froze. It wastoo late; they were committed.
"Very wel stedthed. " A pause, and the asteroid grew in the wall befbre
them, filling it from end to end.
Tin-brained idiot's asadist, Jonah thought.

"And the asteroid isan artifact. Well hidden aswell, but at thisrange

my semi-passive systems can pick up atunne complex and shut-down power
system. Lifesupport on maintenance. Twelve seconds to impact.”
"|s anybody there?' Jonah barked.

"Negative, Jonah. The ship isoccupied; | scan twinned fusion drives, and
hull-mounted weaponry. Concedled as part of the grappling apparatus.
X-ray lasers, possible railguns. Two of the cargo bays have
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dropdots that would be of appropriate sizefor kzin light seeker

missles. Eight secondsto impact.”

"Put usinto combat mode," the Sol-Belter snapped. "Prepare for emergency
stabilization as soon asthe stassfield is off. Warm for boost. Ingrid,

if we're going to talk you'll probably be better able to convince them

of our-

-discontinuity-
"-bonafides.
Theripping-cloth sound of the gravity polarizer hummed louder and
louder, and there was awobble felt more as a sublimina tugging at the
inner ear asthe system strained to stop aspin asrapid asa
gyroscope's. The asteroid was fragments glowing adull orange-red
streaked with dark dag, receding; the Catskinner was backing under
twenty G's, her laser-pods starfishing out and railguns humming with
maximum charge.
"Alive again," Jonah breathed, feding the response under hisfingertips.
Thewadll ahead had divided into adozen pands, schematics of
information, stresses, possibilities; the central was the exterior view.
"Tightbeam sgnd, identify yourselves.”
"Sent. Receiving Signd, dso tightbeam.” A pause. "Obsolete hailing
pattern. Requesting identification.”
"Request video, same pattern.”
The screen flickered twice, and an offiight pand lit with afurious
bearded face. Tightly contained fury, in aface no older than his own,
lessthan thirty. Beard close-shaven on one side, pointed on theright.
Y elow-blond and wiry, like the close-cropped matt on the narrow skull;
pale narrow eyes, mobile ears,
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long-nosed with a prominent boney chin beneeth the carefully cultivated
goatee. Behind him a controlchamber that was like the Belter museum back
at Ceres, an early-model independent miner. But modified, crammed with
jury-rigged systems of which many were marked in the squiggles-and-angles
kzin script; crammed with people aswell, some of them in armored
gpacesuits. An improvised warship, then. Mogt of the crew werein nestly
Wored gray skinsuits, with adesign of a phoenix on their chests.

"Explain yourzdfs," the man said, with adight guttural overtoneto his
Bdter-English, enough to mark him as one born spesking Wunderlander.
"UNSN Catskinner, Captain Jonah Matthieson commanding, Lieutenant Raines
as second. Presently,” he added dryly, "on detached duty. As representa-
tive of the human armed forces, | require your cooperation. "
"Cooperationl” That was one of the spacesuited figures behind the
Wunderlander. A tall man with hair cut in the Belter crest, and adorned
with smdl slver bells. "Y ou fucker, you just missiled my bloody base

and ayear'stakings!"

"Wedidnt missleit, wejust rammed intoit,” Jonah said. "Takings?

What are these people, pirates?’

"Cam yourzef, McAlligaire," the Wunderlander said. His eyes had
narrowed dightly at the Sol-Belter'swords, and his ears cocked forward.
"Permit selfintroduction, Haupmann Matthieson. Commandant Ul
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 a year's profit,
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yours and mine both. Shop the bastard to the ratcats, now. We could get
apardon out of it, easy. Hell, you could get that piece of dirt back on
Wunderland you're dways on about.”

The sdf-proclaimed commandant held up a hand pam-forward to Jonah and
turned to speak to the owner of the ex-asteroid. "Y ou try my patience,
McAlligaire. Zilence."

"Silenceyoursdf, dirtsder. I-"

"Am now dispensble” Markham'sfinger tapped the console. Stunners
hummed in the guerrillaship, and the figures not in gray crumpled.

The commandant turned to afigure offsereen. " 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 usvauable materid ...

you will understant, a clandestine war requires unortodox measures,
Captain. Ve areforced sometimes to requisition goods, as the Free
Wunderland government cannot levy ordinary taxes, and it iss necessary

to exchange these for vitd suppliesvit t'ose not of our cause.” A more
genuine smile. "Asan officer ant achentelman, you vill appreciatethe

relief of no lonker having to dedl 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 itsdf 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 -
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One of the gray-clad figures gave adry retch at her console. "Control
yourzeff, soldier,” Markham snapped. To the screen: "Wit dl the
troubles, the kzin are unlikely to have noticed your, ah, sudden
decderation. " The green fineremained. "Still, ve should establish
vectorsto aless congpicuous spot. Then | can offer you the hozpitdity
of the Nietzsche, and we can discuss your mission and how | may assst
you &t leisure. ™

The green line flickered, shaded to green-blue. Menta reservations. Not
on board your ship, that's for sure, Jonah thought, smiling into the

dedy fanatic's gaze in 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 insisted on; dl three
looked wirecord-tough, and al had stripped to useffilly lumpy coverdls.
And they dl had something of the outer-orbit chill of Markham's
expression.

"To raid kzin outposts while they're off-balance?’ Ingrid said. Markham
gave her aquick glance down the eagle sweep of his nose.

"Y ou Vill undergtant, wit improvised equipment it is not dways possble
to attack the kzin directly," he said to Jonah, pointedly ignoring the
junior officer. "Asthe great military tinker Clausewitz sad, therole

of aguerrillaisto avoid strength and attack weakness. Ve undertake to
sabotage their operations by disrupting commerce, and to aid ze
groundside partisans wit intelligence and supplies as often as pozzible.

Trandated, you hyack ships and bung the crews
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out the airlock when it isn't an unmanned cargo pod, alfor the Grester
Good. Finagle's ghog, thisis one scary bastard. Luckily, | know some
things he doesnt.
"And the late unlamented MeAlligaire?"
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
eyeshblinked at him. "Not an unreasonable supposition, when Earth has
abandoned us ... until now ... zo, of the oneswilling to help, many are
merely the lawless and corrupt. Motivated by money; vell, if one must
shovel manure, one uses a pitchfork."
Jonah smiled and nodded, grasping the meaning if not the agricultura
metaphor. And the end justifies the means. My cheeks are starting to hurt,
"Well, | have my mission to perform. On a need-to-know basis, let'sjust
say that Lieutenant Rainesand | have to get to Wunderland, preferably to
acity. With cover identities, currency, and indructionsto the
underground thereto assist us, if it's safe enough to contact. ™
"Vel." Markham seemed lost in thought for moments. | do not believe ve can
expect afleet from Earth. They would have followed on the heels of the
so-effective attack, and such would be impossibleto hide. You are an
afterthought. " Decison, and amouth drawn into acold line. "Y ou must
tell me of thismission before scarce resources are devoted to it.”
"Impossible. Thiswhole attack wasto get Ingrithe lieutenant and meto
Wunderland. " Jonah cursed himself for the dip, saw Markham's earstwitch
dightly.
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His mouth was dry, and he could fed hisvision focusng and narrowing,
bringing the aquiline features of the guerrillachieftain into closer
view.
"Zo. This| serioudy doubt. But we haff become adept at finding answers,
even some kzin haff ve persuaded.” The three"aides" drew their weapons,
smooth and fast; two stunners and some sort of homemade dart-thrower.
"Y ou will answer. Pozzibley, if the answers come quickly and wizzout our
having to damage you, | will let you proceed and giff you the help you
require. Thisship vill be of extreme useto the Cause, vahtever 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 sdf-command. "if it isinadvissble to
assist you, you may join my crew or die. " Hiseyes, flatly
dispassionate, turned to Ingrid. Y ou are from zis system. Y ou aso will
speak, and then join or ... no, there is aways amarket for workable
bodies, if themind isfirst removed. Search them thoroughly and take
them acrossto the Nietzschein abubble” A signto 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 take thisship.”
"Ah." Markham smiled again. "Codes. Y ou vill furnish them.”
"Theship," Ingrid said, considering her fingertips, "hasamind of its
own. You may test it."
The Wunderlander snorted. "A self-aware computer? Impossible. Laboratory
curiogties”
"Now that," the computer said, 1. could be considered an insullt,
Landholder Ulf Reichstein-markham.”
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Thewegpons of Markham's companions were suddenly thrown away with tifled
curses and cries of pain. "Induction fields... your error, Sir. Spaceships

in this benighted vicinity may be metal shdllswith various systems tacked

on, but I am an organism. And you arein my intestines.”

Markham crossed hisarms. "Y ou are two to our four, and in the same
environment, o no gasses or other such may be used. You vill tell methe
control codes for this machine eventudly; 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 years

out of date, and that the kzin are atechnologicaly conservative people

with no particular gift for information systems. Wetch. "

A railgun yapped through the hull, and there was abright 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 dert thekzin to our presence?’

There was asheen of sweat on Markham'sface. "' haff perhaps been somewhat
hasty," he said flatly. No nonsentient computer could have been given this
degree of initiative. "A fault of youth, as mein mutter



200 Man-Kzin Warsl|

issaying." His accent had become thicker. "As chentlemen, we may cometo
some agreement.”

"Or we can barter like merchants,”" Jonah said, with mdice aforethought.
Out of the comer of hiseye, he saw Ingrid flash an 0" with her fingers.
"Ishetdling thetruth?'

"Towithin 97% of probability," the computer said. ""From pupil,
skin-conductivity, encephaographic and other evidence." Markham hid his
gart quitewdl, "l suggest the bargaining commence. Commandant
Reichstein-Markham, you would also bewell advised not to ... engagein
fasehoods”

Chuut-Riit dways enjoyed visting the quarters of hismae offspring.
"What will it be thistime?' he wondered, as he passed the outer guards.
The household troopers drew claws before their eyesin saute, facelessin
impact-armor and goggled helmets, the beam-riflesready in their hands. He
paced past the surveillance cameras, the detector pods, the death-casters
and the mines; then past theinner guards at their consoles, humansraised
in the household under the supervision of his persona retainers.
The retainers were males grown old in the Riit family's service. There had
away's been those willing to exchange the uncertain rewards of competition
for asecure place, maintenance, and the odd female. Ordinary kzin were not
to be trusted in so sensitive a position, of course, but these were
families which had served the Riit clan for generation after generation.
Therewasanaturd culling effect; those too ambitiousleft for the
Petriarchy's military and the
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dim chance of advancement, those too timid were not given opportunity to
breed.

Perhaps a pity that such cannot be used outside the household, Chuut-Riit
thought. Competition for rank was far too intense and persond for that, of
course,

He walked past the modern sections, and into an areathat was pure Old
Kzin; maze-walls of reddish sandstone with twisted spines of wrought-iron
on thelr tops, the tips glistening razor-edged. Fortressarchitecture from
aworld older than this, more massive, colder and drier; from aplanet
harsh enough that a plains carnivore had changed itsways, put to different
use an upright posture designed to place its head above savanna grass,
grasping paws evolved to climb rock. Here the modem features were reclu-
sive, hidden inwall and buttress. The door was a hainmered dab graven
with the faces of night-hunting bessts, between towersfivetimesthe
height of akzin. Theair smelled of wet rock and the raked sand of the
gardens.

Chuut-Riit put his hand on the black metal of the outer portal, stopped.
His ears pivoted, and he blinked; out of the comer of hiseye he saw apair
of tufted eyebrows glancing through the thick twisted meta on the rim of
the ten-meter battlement. Why, the little sthondats, he thought
affectionately. They managed to put it together out of reach of the holo

pickups.



The adult put his hand to the door again, keying the locking sequence, then
bounded backward four times his own length from a standing start. Even
under the lighter gravity of Wunderland, it was a creditable feat. And
necessary, for the massive pan-
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elsrang and toppled as the rope-swung boulder dammed forward. The
children had hung two cables from either tower, with the rock at the point
of theV and athird ropeto draw it back. As the doors bounced wide he
saw the blade they had driven into the apex of the egg-shaped granite
rock, long and barbed and polished to awicked point.

Kittens, he thought. Always going for the dranwtic. If that thing had
struck him, or the doors under itsimpetus had, there would have been no
need of ablade.Watching too rnany historica adventure holos.
"Erroromwww!" he shrieked in mock-rage, bounding through the shattered
portal and into the interior court, hating atop the kzin-high boulder.

A round dozen of his older sons were grouped behind the rock, standing
in adefensve clump and glaring at him; the crackly scent of their
excitement and fear made thefur bristle dong his spine. He glared until
they dropped their eyes, continued it until they went down on their
stomachs, rubbed their chins aong the ground and then rolled over for
asymbolic exposure of the somach.

"Congratulations,” he said. "That was the closest you've gotten. Who was
in charge?'

More guilty sidelong gjances among the adolescent males crouching among
their discarded pull-rope, and then alanky youngster with platter-sized
feet and hands came sguatting-erect. His fur wasin the proper flat
posture, but the naked pink of histail till twitched tiffly.

| was," he said, keeping his eyesfbrmally down. "Honored Sire
Chuut-Riit," he added, at the adult'swarning rumble.
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"Now, youngling, what did you learn from your first attempt?"
"That no one among usis your match, Honored Sire Chuut-Riit," the kitten
said. Uneasy ripples went over the black-striped orange of his pelt.
"And what have you |learned from this attempt?”
"That dl of ustogether are no match for you, Honored Sire Chuut-Riit,"
the striped youth said.
"That wedidn't locate dl of the cameras" another muttered. "Y ou idict,
Spotty.” That to one of hissblings; they snarled at each other from
their crouches, hissng past barred fangs and making striking motions
with unsheathed claws.
"No, you did locate them dl, cubs," Chuut-Riit said. "'l presumeyou
stole the ropes and tools from the workshop, prepared the boulder in the
ravinein the next courtyard, then rushed to set it dl up between the
time| cleared the last gatehouse and my arrival ?
Uneasy nods. He hdd hisearsand tail stiffly,
letting hiswhiskers quiver dightly and hold ing in the
rush of love and pride he felt, more ddiciousthan
milk heated with bourbon. Look at them! he thought.
At the age when most young kzin were helpless
prisoners of ingtinct and hormone, wasting their
strength ripping each other up or making fruitless
direct attacks on their Sires, or demanding to be
allowed to join the Patriarchy's service a oncetowin
aName and household of their own ... His get had
learned to cooperate an | d use their mindd
"Ali, Honored Sire Chuut-Riit, we set the ropes up befbrehand, but made
it look asif we were using them for tumbling practice,” the onethe
otherscalled
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Spotty said. Some of them glared at him, and the adult raised hishand
agan.

"No, no, | am moderately pleased." A pause. "Y ou did not hope to take
over my officia pogtion if you had disposed of me?"

"No, Honored Sire Chuut-Riit," thetall leader said. There had been a
time when any kzin's holdings were the prize of the victor inadud, and
the dueling ruleswere interpreted more leniently for ayoung subadullt.
Everyone had asentimental streak for asuccessful youngster; every mae
kzin remembered the intolerable stress of being physically mature but
remaining under dominance asachild.

Still, these days aflkrs were handled in amore civilized manner. Only

the Patriarchy could award military and politica office. And this mass
nation attempt was ... unorthodox, to say the least. Outside the
rules more because of itsrarity than because of formal disapproval....

A vigoroustoss of the head. "Oh, no, Honored Sire Chuut-Riit. We had an
agreement to divide the private possessions. Thelands and the, ah,
femaes." Passing their own mothersto haf-sblings, of course. "Then

we wouldn't each have so much wed get too many challenges, and wed
agreed to help each other againgt outsiders,” the leader of the plot
finished virtuoudly.

"Fatuous young scoundrels," Chuut-Riit said. His eyes narrowed
dangeroudy. "Y ou haven't been communicating outside the household, have
you?' he snarled.

"Oh, no, Honored Sire Chuut-Riitl"

"Word of honorl May we die namelessif we should do such athingl”
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The adult nodded, stisfied that good family fedling had prevailed.

"Well, as| said, | am somewhat pleased. If you have been kegping up with
your lessons. Isthere anythifig you wish?"

"Fresh mesat, Honored Sire Chuut-Riit,” the spotted one said. The adult
could have told him by the scent, of course, akzin never forgot

another's personal odor, that was one reason why names were less
necessary among their species. "The recondtituted stuff from the
dispensersisaways... S0 ... quiet.”

Chuut-Riit hid hisamusement. Y oung Heroes-to-be were aways kept on an
inadequate diet, to increase their aggressiveness. A matter for careful
gauging, snce too much hunger would drive them into mindless
cannibdidic frenzy.

"And couldn't we have the human servants back? They were nice." Vigorous
gestures of assent. Another added: "They told good stories. | missmy
Clothilda-human. "

"Slencd" Chuut-Riit roared. The youngsters flattened ssomach and chin

to the ground again. "Not until you can be trusted not to injure them;

how many timesdo | haveto tell you, it's dishonorable to attack

household servantst Until you learn saf-control, you will have to make

do with machines™"

Thistimedl of them turned and glared at amottled youngster in the

rear of their group; there were half-headled scars over his head and
shoulders. "it bared itsteeth a me," he said sulkily. "All | did was

swipeat it, how was | supposed to know it would die?' A chorus of
rumbles, and thistime several of the covert kicks and clawstrikes

landed.

"Enough,” Chuut-Riit said after amoment. Good, they have even learned
-how to discipline each other
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asaunit. "l will congder it, when al of you can pass atest on the
interpretation of human expressions and body-language.” He drew himsdlf
up. "In the meantime, within the next two eight-days, therewill bea
forma hunt and mesting in the Patriarch's Preserve; kzinti homeworld
game, the best Earth anima's, and even some feral-human outlaws, perhapd™
He could sméll their excitement increase, amanecrinkling musky odor not
unmixed with the sour whiff of fear. Such ahunt was not without danger
for adolescents, being agood opportunity for hostile adultsto cull a

few of ahated rival's offgpring with no possibility of blame. They will
beinless danger than mogt, Chuut-Riit thought judicioudy. Infact,

they may run across afew of my subordinates get and mob them. Good.
"And if we do well, afterwards afeast and avigt to the Sterile Ones."”
That had them dl quiveringly dert, their tailsheld rigid and tongues
lolling; nonbearing fema es were kept asarare privilege for Heroes
whose accomplishments were not quite deserving of a mate of their own.
Very rarefor kits ill in the household to be granted such, but

Chuut-Riit thought it past time to admit that modern society demanded a
prolonged adolescence. The day when amale kit could be given a spear,
aknife, arope, and abag of sat and kicked out the front gate at

puberty were long gone. Those were the wild, wandering yearsin the old
days, when survival chalenges used up the superabundant energies. Now
they must be spent learning history, technology, xenology, none of which
burned off the gland-juices saturating flesh and brain.

He jumped down amid his sons, and they pressed
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around him, purring throatily with adoration and fear and respect; his
presence and the failure of their plot had reestablished his persona
dominance unambiguoudy, and there was no danger fi-om them for now.
Chuut-Riit basked in their worship, feding the rough caress of their
tongues on hisfur and scratching behind his ears. Together, he thought.
Together we will do wonders.



Chapter M

Interesting, Chuut-Riit thought, standing on the verandah of his
staff-secretary's house and |gpping a the gallon tub of half-melted
vanillaice creamin hishands. Quite conwly, initsway.
Inavery un-kzin fitshion. The senior saff quarters of his estate were
laid out in asection of rolling hills, lawns and shrubs and eucalyptus
trees, modest stone houses with high-pitched shingle roofs set among
flowerbeds. A dozen or so of the adults who dwelt here were gathered at
adiscreet distance, down by the landingpad; he could smell their
colognes and perfumes, the dightly mealy odor of human flesh beneeth,
amechanica tang overlaid with dien greennessand animalsand ... yes,
the children were coming back. Preceded by the usua blast of sound. The
kzin's earsfhided themsalves away at the jumbled high-pitched squedling,
one of the less attractive quaities of young humans. Although there was
avery kzinlike warbling mixed in among the monkey sounds...

209
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Thegiant ball of yarn bounced around the corner of the house and across
the close-clipped grass of the lawn, bounding from side to sde with the
dight drifting wobble of .61 gravities, trailing floppy ends. A peacock

fled shrieking from the toy and the shouting mob of youngstersthat
followed it; the bird's head was parallél to the ground and its feet pumped
meadly. Chuut-Riit Sghed, finished the ice cream and began licking his
muzzle and fingers clean. Alpha Centauri was setting, casting bronze
shadows over the cregper-grown stone around him, and it wastime to go.
"Likethid" the young kzin leading the pack screamed, and lespedina
soaring arch that landed spreadeagled on the soft fuzzy surface of the
bal. Hewas ayoungster of five, dl head and hands and feet, the fur of
his pelt an ectric orange with fading black spots, the infant mottling

that avery few kzin kept into early youth. Severd of the human youngsters
made avaliant attempt to follow, but only onelanded and clutched the
strands, screaming delightedly. The othersfell, one skinning aknee and
banmling.

Chuut-Riit rose smoothly to hisfeet and bounced fbrward, scooping the
crying infant up and stopping the ball with his other hand.

"Y ou should be nwre careful, my son," he said tothe Kzin child in the
Hero'stongue. To the human: "Areyou injured?'

"Mamd" the child walled, twining itsfigsinto hisfur and burying its
tear-and-snot stresked facein hisside.

"Errruumm,” Chuut-Riit rumbled helplesdy. They are so fragile. His
nodrilsflared as he bent over thetiny form, taking in the milky-swest
smell of distress
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and the dight metdlic-sat odor of blood from its knee.

"Hereisyour mother," he continued, as the human fema e scuttled up and
began gpologeticaly untwining the child.

'Here, takeit," he rumbled, as she cuddled the infant. The woman gave

it abrief ingpection and looked up at the eight-foot height of the kzin.

"No harm done, just over-excited, honored ChuutMR," she said. Thekzin
rumbled again, looked up at the guards standing by hisflitter in the
driveway and laid back his ears; they became elaborately casud,
examining the sky or the ground and controlling their expressions. He
switched his glare back to his own offspring on top of the bal. The cub
flattened itsalf apologetically, then whipped its head to one Sde asthe
human child clinging to the dope of the ball threw aloose length of

yam. Chuut-Riit wrenched his eyes from the fascinating thing and plucked
hisson into the air by the loose skin at the back of his neck.

"Itistimeto depart,” he said. The young kzin had goneinto an

ingtinctive haf-curl. He cast ahopeful glance over hisshoulder at his
fitther, sghed and wrapped the limber pink length of histail around the
adult's massve forearm.

"Y es, Honored Sire Chuut-Riit," he said meekly, then brightened and waved
at the clump of estateworker children standing by the ball. "Goodbye,"

he cdled, waving a hand that seemed too large fbr hisarm, and adding
acheeffid parting yowl in the Hero~s Tongue. Literdly trandated it
meant roughly drink blood and tear cattle into gobbets, but the adult
trusted the sentiment would carry over the wording.
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The human children jumped and waved in reply as Chuut-Riit carried his
son over to the car and the group of parents waiting there; Henriettain
the center with her offspring by her side. | think her posture indicates
contentment, he thought. This visit confers much prestige among the other
human servants. Which was excellent, a good executive secretary being a
treasure beyond price. Besides....

"That was fun, father,” the cub said. "Could | have another piece of
cake?'

"Certainly not, you will besick asitis" ChuutRiit said decisively.

Kzin were not quite the pure meat-eaters they claimed to be, and their
normd diet contained the occasiond sweet, but stuffing that much
sugar-coated confection down on top of a stomach aready full of good raw
ztirgor was something the cub would regret soon. | ce cream, though ...
why had nobody told him about ice cream before? Even better than
bourbon-and-milk; he must begin to order in bulk.

"I must beleaving, Henrietta," Chuut-Riit said. "And young llge" he
added, looking down at the offspring. It was an odd-looking specimen,
only dightly over knee-high to him and with long braided headpdlt of an
amost kzinlike orange. The bare skin of its face was dotted with
markings of almost the same color. Remarkable; the one standing next to
it was black. Therewas no end to their variety.

The cub wiggled in hisgrasp and looked down. "I hope you like your
armadillo, llge," he said. llge looked down &t the creature she had not
released since the gift-giving ceremony and patted it again; the beasts

had adapted well to Wunderland, but they were less common since the
Kzinti arrived. A snout
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and beady eye appeared for asecond, caught the scent of kzin and
disappeared back into an armored ball with a snap.

"They'relots of fun." Kzin children adored armadillos and Chuut-Riit
provided hiswith a steady supply, even if the shells made amess oncethe
cubsfinaly got them peded.
"It'snice" shesaid solemnly.

"Theball of fiber was an excellent idea, Chuut Riit added to Henrietta. |
must procure one for my other offspring.™

| thought it would be, honored Chuut-Riit," the human replied, and the kzin
blinked in bafflement a her amusement.

One of the guards wastoo obvioudy entertained by his commander's
eccentricity. "Here," Chuut-Riit called as he walked through the small
crowd of bowing humans. "Guard Trooper. Carefor thisinfitnt aswefly, in
the forward compartment. Care for himwell. "

The soldier blinked dubioudy at the smal bundle of chocolate-and-mud
stained ftir that looked with eager interest at the fascinating

complexities of hisequipment, then dung his beam rifle and accepted it
with an unconscious bristling. Chuut-Riit gave the ear-and tail twitch that
wasthe kzin equivalent of dy amusement as he stepped into the passenger
compartment and threw himself down on the cushions. Therewas adight
interna wobble as the car lifted, an expected retching sound, and a yowl!
of protest fi-om the forward compartment.

The ventilators will be overloaded, the governor thought happily. Now,
about that report....
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Tiamat was shabby. Coming in to dock on the rockjacker prospecting craft
Markham had found for them it had |ooked the same asit had half acentury
before-alittle busier and more exterior lights; but basicaly the same
spinning ironrock tube twenty kilometers across and sixty long, with ships
of every description clustered at the docking yards at either end. More
smelters and robofabricators hanging outside, more giant baggies of water
ice and volatiles. But insgde it was shabby, run-down.

That was Ingrid Rainessfirst thought. Shabby. The handgrips were worn,
the vivid murasthat covered the wallsjust in from the poles of the giant
cylinder fading and grease-spotted. The constant sublimina rumble from the
freighter docks was louder, nobody was bothering with the sonic baffles
that damped the vibration of megatons of powdered ore, liquid metal,
vacuum-separated refinates pouring into the network of pumptubes. Styles
were more garish than she remembered, face-paint and tiger-striped
oversuits. There were aquartet of police hanging spaced evenly around the
entry corridor, toes hooked into rails and headsin toward the center.
Obstructing traffic, but nobody was going to object, not when the goldskins
wore impact armor and powdered endoskel etons, not when shockrods dangled
negligently intheir hands.

"Transfer booths closed down," Jonah murmured as they made flipover and
went feet firgt into the stickyfield at theinward end of the passage.
Therewas afamiliar subjective click behind their eyes, and the corridor
became a haf-kilometer of hollow tower over their heads, filled with the
up-and-down drift of people.
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"Shut up,” Ingrid muttered back. That had been no surprise, instantaneous
trangportation would foul up security too much. They went through the emer-
gency pressure curtains, into the glare and blare of the inner corridors.
Zexo-G, here near the core of Tiamat, one-G at the rims. Tigertown was at
one-G, she thought. The resident kzin were low-gtatus engineers and
supervisors, or navy types, they liked heavy gravity, the pussies had never
lived in space without gravity contral. Tigers, shereminded hersdlf. That
wasthe officid dang term. Ratcat if you wanted to be alittle dangerous.
They turned into anarrow side corridor that had been aresidentia section
thelast time she was here, transents quarters around the lowgrav
manufacturing sections of the core. Now it waslined on three sdes by
shops and smdll businesses, with the fourth, spinward, side acting asthe
"downward" direction. Not that there was enough gravity to matter this
closeto the center of the spin, but it was convenient. They dowedto a
groll, two morefiguresin plain rockjack innersuits, the form-fitting

coveral everyone wore under vacuum armor. Conservative Belter stripeuts,
backpacks with printseal locks to discourage pickpockets, and the black
pladtic hilts of hummknives.

Ingrid looked around her, acutely conscious of the hard shape nestling
butt-down on her collarbone. Distortion battery, and a blade-shaped loop of
wire; switch it on, and the magnetic fidd madeit vibrate, very fast. Very
sharp. She had been shocked when Markham's Intelligence Officer pushed them
across the table to the UNSN operatives.
"Things are that bad?'
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"Theratcatsdon't care," the officer had said. "Humans are forbidden any
weapon that can kill at a distance. Only the collabo police can carry
stunners, and the only thing the ratcats care about isthat production

keeps up. What sort of people do you think join the collabo goldskins?
Socid dtruigts? The only ordinary criminasthey go after are the ones

too poor or stupid to pay them off. When things get bad enough to foul

up war production, they have a big sweep, and maybe catch some of the
middling-level gangrunners and feed them to the ratcats. The big boys?
Thebig boys arethe police, or viceversa That'stheway it is,

sweetheart.”

Ingrid shivered, and Jonah put an a'm around her waist asthey waked in
the glide-lift-glide of astickyfield. "Changed alot, hey?' he said.

She nodded. The boots were for the sort of smallscale industry that

bigger firms contracted out; filing, hardeopy, genetic engineering of
bacteriafor process production of organics, dl mixed in with cookshops
and handicrafts and service trades of athousand types. Holo displays
flashed and glittered, strobing with al shades of the visible spectrum;

music pounded and blared and crooned, styles she remembered and styles
utterly strange and othersthat were revivals of modes six centuriesold;
Baroque and Classica and jazz and Dojin-Go Punk and M eddlehoffer. People
crowded theway, on the rimside and wall-hopping between shops. Half the
shops had private guards. The passers-by were mostly planetsders, some
S0 recent you could see they had trouble handling low-G movement.

Many were ragged, openly dirty. How can that happen? she thought.
Fusion-distilled water was usu-
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aly chesp in aclosed system. Oh. Probably anwnopoly. And there were
beggars, actua beggars with open sores on their skins or hands twisted with
arthritis, things she had only seenin historica flats so old they had been

shot two-dimensiond.

"Hereitis," Jonah grunted. The eating-shop was directly above them; they
switched off their shoes, waited for a clear space and flipped up and over,
dapping their hands onto the catch net outside the door. Inside the place
was clean, at leadt, with aglobular freefdl kitchen and ahuman chef, and
customersin dark pagjamarlike clothing floating with their knees crossed
under sticktables. Not Belters-too stocky and muscular-they seemed amost
purdly Oriental by bloodline, which wasrare in the genetic stew of the Sol
system but more common here.

ley stares greeted them as they swung to avacant booth and did themselves
in, their long legs tangling under the synthetic pineboard of the stick

table.

"It must be harder for you," Jonah said. ™Y our home."

Shelooked up a him with quick surprise; he was usualy the archetypical
rockjack, the stereotype asteroid prospector; quiet, bookish,
Sdf-aufficient, aman without twitches or mannerisms but capable of

cutting loose on furlough ... but perceptive--and roclgacks were not
supposed to be good at people.

Widll, he was a successful officer, too, she thought. And they do haveto be
good at people.

A walitress in some many-fblded garment of black silk floated up to the
privacy screen of their cubicle and reached a hand through to scratch at

the post. Ingrid keyed the screen, and the woman's features snapped clear.
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" Sorry, so sorry,” she said. "This specid place, not Belter food.”

There was a sing-song accent to her English that Jonah did not recognize,
but the underlying impatience and hodtility came through the cam

features.

He smiled a her and ran ahand over his crest. "But we were told the
tekkamaki hereisfine, the oyabun makesthe best," he said. Ingrid could
read the thought that followed: Whatever the fuck that nwans.

The frozen mask of the waitress face could not alter, but the quick duck
of her head was empty of the commonplace tension of amoment before. She
returned quickly with bowls of soup and drinking straws; it was some sort
of fish broth with onions and astrange musky undertaste. They drank in
slence, waiting. For what, the pussiesto come and get us? she thought.
The Catskinner-computer had said Markham was on the levd ... but aso
that he was capable of utter treachery once he had convinced himself that
Right was on his sde, and that to Markham the only ultimate judge of
Right was, guesswho, the infifflible Markham. Gottdamned Herrenntann,
she mused: going on W years objective, everything elsein the system had
collapsed into shit, and the arrogant lop-sided bastards hadn't changed
abit....

A man did through the screen. Expensively nondescript dress, gray
oversuit and bowl-cut black hair. Hint of an expengive natura cologne.
Infocomp at hiswaist, and the silver button of areader-bonephone behind
hisear. Thiswas Markham's"independent entrepreneur.” Spoken with tones
of degpest contempt, more than aHerrenntann's usual disdain for
business, so probably sometype of crimind like
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McAllistaire. She kept acalm smile on her fitce as she studied the man,
walling off the remembered s ckness as the kicking doll-figurestumbled into
gpace, bleeding from every orifice. Orienta, definitely; there were Sina

and Nipponjin enclaves down on Wunderland, but not in the Serpent Svarm
Bdt, not when sheleft. Things had changed.

The quiet man smiled and produced three small drinking-bulbs. "Ricewing"
he said. "Heated. An affectation, to be sure, but we are very traditional
these days." Pure Belter English, no hint of an accent. She called up
training, looked for clues. In the hands, the skin around the eyes, the set

of the mouth. Very little, no more than polite attention, thiswas avery

cadm man. Hard to tell even the age, if he was getting good geriatric care,
anything from fifty minimum up to ahundred. Teufd, he could have been
from Sol system himsdlf, one of the last bunches of immigrants and wouldn't
that be ajoke to end them.

Silence stretched. The oriental sat and sipped at his hot sake and smiled;
the two Bdtersfollowed suit, controlling their surprise a the
vanish-in-thethroat taste. At the last, Jonah spoke:

"1, InJonah. ThisisIngrid. The man with gray eyes sent usfor

tekkamaki."

"Ah, our esteemed GVB," the man said. A deprecatory laugh and adight wave
of the fingers; the man had amost asfew hand-gestures as a Bdlter. "Gotz
von Blerichgen, alittlejoke. Yes, | know the one you spesk of. My nameis
Shigehero Hirose, and as you will have guessed, | am ahardened crimina of
theworst sort. "' He ducked hishead in apolite bow. Ingrid noticed his
handsthen, theleft missng the
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little finger, and the edges of vividly-colored tattoos under the cuffs

of hissuit.

"And you," he continued to Jonah, 11 are sent not by our so-Ayran friend,
but by the UNSN." A dight frown. "Y our charming companion is perhaps of
the same provenance, but from the Serpent Swarm origindly.”

Jonah and Ingrid remained silent. Another shrug. "In any case,

accordingly to our informants, you wish transportation to Wunderland, and
well-documented cover identities.”

"If you're wondering how we can pay . Jonah began. They had the best and
most compact source of vauatathe UN military had been ableto provide.
"No, please. From our own resources, we will be glad to do this."

"Why?" Ingrid said, curious. "Criminas seem to be doing better now than
they ever didinthe old days. "

Hirose smiled again, that bland expression that reved ed nothing and

never touched hiseyes. "The young lady is as perceptive as sheis
ornamenta." Hetook up his sake bulb and considered it. "My ...
associationisavery old one. You might call us predators; we would

prefer to think of it asasymbiotic relationship. We have endured many
changes, many socid and technologica revolutions. But something is
common to each, the desire to have something and yet to forbid it.
"Condder drugsand acohal ... or wirehead drouds. All strictly

forbidden at onetime, lega another, but the demand continues.

Ingtruction in martia arts, likewise. In our early daysin dai Nippon,

we performed servicesfor feudd lordsthat their own
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code forbade. |ater, the grest corporations, the zaibatsu, found us
convenient for dedling with recacitrant shareholders and unions, we moved
substances of various types across inconvenient nationd fi-ontiers,
liberated information selfishly stockpiled in closed data banks, recruited
entertainers, provided banking services ... Invested our wealth wisdly,
and moved outward with humanity to the planets and the stars. Sometimes
S0 respectable that our affairs were beyond question; sometimes otherwise.
A conservative fraction undertook to found our branch in the Alpha
Centauri system, but | assureyou the... family businesses, clansif you
will, dtill flourishin Sol System aswell. Inconspicuoudy.”
"rhat doesn't answer Ingrid's question,” Jonah said bluntly. "This setup
looks like hog heaven for you."
"Only inthe short term. Which is enough to satisfy merethugs, mere
bandits such as a certain rockholder known as McAlligtaire. . . you met
this person? But consider; we are doing well for the same reason bacteria
flourish in adead body. The human pality of thissystemisdying, its
socid defenses disorganized, but the carniva of the carrion-eaters will
be shortlived. We speak of the free humans and those in the direct
sarvice of the kzin, but to our masters we of the 'free’ are daves of
the Patriarchy who have not yet been assgned individua owners. We are
squeezed, tighter and tighter; eventudly. there will be nothing but the
households of kan nobles. My association could perhaps survive such a
Stuation, and indeed we are making preparations.” He shrugged. "We have
survived much over the centuries. But perhgpsthistimeit will not be.
Better by fitr to restore afunctioning human system; our



222 Man-Kzin Wars 11

assetswould belessin the short term, more securein the longer.”

"And by helping us, you'll have afoot in both camps and come up smelling
of roses whoever wins."

Hirose spread hishands. "It istrue, the kzin have occasiondly found
themsdalves using our services." His smile became more genuine, and
sharklike. "Nor aredl, ah, Heroes, so incorruptible, so immuneto the
temptations of vice and profit, asthey would like to believe.

"Enough." He produced two sedled packets and did them acrossthetable
to them. "This one contains the names of criminasin Munchen who have
worked with us and have not betrayed us. Y ou will understand that this

IS no great endorsement. | cannot guarantee they will not sell you out

to the authorities merely to win good will with them. However, these are
the only names| have.

"Thisoneis moreimportant. The documentation and credit accounts are
perfectly genuine. They win stand even againgt kzin scrutiny; our

influence reachesfar. | have no knowledge of what identities you have
been given, nor do | wish to. Y ou in turn have learned nothing fi-om me
that possible opponents do not already know, and know that | know, and
I know that they know ... but please, eveniif | cannot join you, do stay
and enjoy this excellent restaurant's cuisine.”

"Well. Jonah pamed thefolder. "it might be out of character, rockjacks
inafancy live-sarvice place like this™

Shigehero Hirose halted, part-way through the privacy screen. ™Y ou would
dowdl to study loca conditions alittle more carefully,
man-fi-om-fitr-away. It
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has been along time since autochefs and dispensers were chegper than
humans.”

"Theinefficiency of you leaf-eatersis becoming intolerable,” thekzin

sad.

Claude Montfeffat-Palme bowed his head. Don't stare. Never, never stare
a aratca-at akzin. "We do our best, Ktriir-Supervisor-of-Animals,”
hesad.

The kzin superintendent of Munchen stopped its restless striding and

stood close, amiling, itstail held fiffly past one column-thick leg.

Two and ahdf meterstall, athickly padded cartoon-figure cat that

might have looked funny in aholo. It grinned down at him, the direct

gaze that was as much athreat display asthe barred fangs.

"Y ou play your monkey games of position and money while the enemies of
the Patriarchy scurry and bitein the underbrush.” Its head swiveled

toward the police chiefs desk. " ScroUl™

Data began to move across the suddenly transparent surface, accompanied
by amoving schematic of the Serpent Swarm; colors and symbolsindicated
feral-human attacks. Shipslogt, outposts raided, automatic cargo
containers hijacked ...

"Comparativel" the kzin snapped. Graphs replaced the schematic.
"Digributionl

"See," he continued. "Raids of every description have sprouted like

fungus since the sthondat-spawned Sol-monkeys made their coward's passage
through this system. With no discernible pattern. And even the lurkers

in the mountains are dipping out to trouble the estates again.”

"With respect, Kh-iir-Supervisor-of-Animas, my sphere of responsibility
isthe human population of
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thiscity. There hasbeen littleincreasein ferd activity here”

Claws rested centimeters from his eyes. "Because this city isthelocus
where feral-human packs dispose of their loot, exchange information and
goods, meet and coordinate. Paying their percentage to youl Yes, yes, we
have heard your argumentsthat it is better for this activity to take

place where our minions may monitor it, and they arelogica enough.
While we lack the number of Heroes necessary to reduce this system to
true order, and we are preoccupied with the renewed offensive against
Sol."

He mumbled under his breath, and Montferrat caught an uncomplimentary
reference to Chuut-Riit.

The human bowed again. "Ktriir-Supervisor-of Animals, most of the groups
operating againgt the righteous rule of the Patriarchy are motivated by
materid gain; thisisa characteristic of my species. They cooperate

with the genuine rebels, but it isan dliance plagued by mistrust and

mutud contempt; furthermore, the rebelsthemsavesareasmuch a
grouping of bands as aunified whole." And were dowly dying out, until
the UN demondtrated its reach so spectacularly. Now they'll have recruits
in plenty again, and the banditswill want to draw the cloak of

respectable Resistance over themsalves.

His mind cautioudy edged toward a consideration of whether it wastime
to begin hedging his bets, and he forced it back. The kzin used telepaths
periodically to check the basic loyadties of their senior servants. That

was one reason he had never tried to reach the upper policy levels of the
collaborationist government, that and ... A wash of non-thought buried
the speculation.
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"Accordingly, if their activity increases, our sources of information

increase likewise. Once the confusion Of the, ah, passing raid dies down,
wewill bein apostion to make further gains. Perhapsto trap some of the
greater leaders, Markham or Hirose."

"And you will take your percentage of al these transactions,”
Ktriir-Supervisor-of-Animas said with heavy irony. "Remember that a
trained monkey that loses other values may aways serve as monkeymest.
Remember where your loydties ultimately lie, in thisinsect-web of
betrayasyou fashion, dave."

Y es, thought Montferrat, dabbing a hisforehead asthe kzin left. | must
rentember that carefully.

"Collation," he said to hisdesk. "Attack activity." The schematic

returned. "Eliminate dl post-Y antanwto raids that corrdlate to within 75%
of the modus operandi of pre-Y anwmoto attacks.”

A scattering, mostly directed toward borderline targets that had been too
heavily protected for the makeshift boats of the Free Wunderland space-
guerrillas. Disconcertingly many of them on wegponsfabrication plants, with
nearly as many seizing communications, stealthing, command-and-control
components. Once those were passed aong to the other asteroid lurkers all
hell was going to break loose. And gravity polarization technology was
becoming more and more widespread aswell. The kzin had tried to keep it
drictly for their own ships and for manufacturing use, but the principles
were not too difficult and the methods the Peatriarchy introduced were
heavily dependent onit.

"Now, correlate filtered attacks with past ten year pattern for bandits
Markham, McAllistaire, Finbogesson, Cheung, Latimer, Wu. Sequencing.”
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"Scheisse," hewhispered. Markham, without a doubt, the man did everything
by the book and you could rewrite the manuscript by watching him. Now
equipped with something whose generd capacities were equivadent to akzin
Stalker, and proceeding in amethodical amplification of the sort of thing

he had been doing before ... Markham was the sort fbr the Protracted
Struggle, al right. Hed read hisMao and Styrikaws and Laugidis, even if

he gave Clausewitz al the crediit.

"Code, TiH Eulenspiegdl. Lock previous andys's, non-redo, smulate other
pattern if requested. Stop."
"Stop and locked,” the desk said.

Montserrat relaxed. The Eulenspiegd file was supposedly secure. Certainly
none of his subordinates had it, or they would have gone to the ratcats

with it long ago; there had been more than enough in there to make him
prime monkeymest. He swallowed convulsively; as Police Chief of Munchen, he
was obliged to screen the kzin hunts far too frequently. Straightening, he
adjusted the lapel s of his uniform and walked to the picture window that
formed onewall of the office. Behind him stretched the deek expanse of
feathery downdropper-pdt rugs over marbletile, the settees and loungers

of pebbled but butter-soft okkaran hide. A Matisse and two Vorenagleson
thewalls, and a priceless Pierneef... He stopped at the long oak bar and
poured himself the single glass of Maivin that was permissible.

Interviews with the kzin Supervisor-of-Animals were aways rather

stressful. Montferrat sipped, looking down over the low-pitched tile roofs

of Old Munchen. None of the sprawling shanty-suburbs and shoddy gimcrack
factories of recent years, thisten-story view
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was almost as he had known it as astudent: The curving tree-lined streets
that curled through the hills beside the broad blue waters of the Donau,
banked flowers beside the pedestrian ways, cafes, the honeygold quadrangJes
of the University, courtyarded homes built around expanses of greenery and
fountains. Softly blooming frangipani and palms and gumblossom in the parks
aong theriver; the Gothic flamboyance of the Ritterhuuse, where the Land-
holders had met in council befbre the kzin came. And the bronze grouping in
the great square beforeit; the Nineteen Founders.
Memory rose before him, turning the hard daylight of afternoon to a soft
summer's night; he was young again, am in arm with Ingrid and Harold and
adozen of their ffiends, the new student's caps on their head. They, had
come from the beercellar and hours of swaying song, the traditional
graduationnight feast, and they were dl alittle merry. Not drunk, but
happy and in love with dl theworld, auniverse and alifetime opening out
before them. The three of them had lead the scrambling mob up the granite
steps of the plinth, to put their white-andgold caps on the three highest
sculpted heads, and they had ridden the bronze shoulders and waved to the
sea of dancing, laughing young faces below. Fireworks had burst overhead,
yellow and green ... shut up, he told himsdlf. The present was what mat-
tered. The UN raid had not been the smple smashon-the wing affair it
seemed, not at al.
"I knew it," he muttered. "It wasn't logicdl, they didn't do as much damage
asthey could have." The kzin had thought otherwise, but then, they had
predator'sreflexes. They just did not think in terms of
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mass destruction; their approach to warfare was too pragmatic for that.

Which waswhy their armament was lacking in planet-busting weapons. the
thought of destroying vauable red estate did not occur to them.
Montferrat had run his own projections, and with weapons like that
rarnship you could destabilize stars. " And humans do think that way."

So there must have been some other point to theraid, and not merely to
get an effective ship to the Free Wunderlanders. Nothing overt, which
left something clandestine. Intelligence work. Perhaps esewherein the
system, pray God elsewhere in the system, not in his backyard. But it
would bejust aswell ...

He crossed to the desk. "Axelrod-Bauergartner,”" he said.

A holo of his second-in-command formed, seeted at her desk. The
meter-high image put down its coffee-cup and sraightened. "Y es, Chief?"
| want redoubled surveillance on dl entry-exit movementsin the Greater
Munchen area. Everything, top priority. Activate al our contacts, call
infavors, lean on everybody we can lean on. I'll be sending you some
data on deep-hook threads I've been devel oping among the hardeore
ferds." He saw her look of surprise; that was one of the hole-cards he
used to keep his subordinatesin order. Poor AxelrodBauergartner, he
thought. Y ou want this job so much, and would do it so badly. I've held
it for twenty years because I've got a sense of proportion; you'd be
monkeymest ingde Sx months.

"Zum befenl, Chief."

"Our esteemed superiors aso wish evidence of our
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zedl. Get them some monkeymest for the next hunt, nobody too crucid.”
"I'll round up the usua suspects, Chief

The door retracted, and a white-coated steward came in with a covered
whedled tray. Montferrat looked up, checking ... yes, the chilled Bloemvin
2337, the heart-of-pam salad, the pat6 ...

"And for now, send in the exit-visa gpplicant, the one who was having the
problems with the paperwork. "

The projected figure grinned wickedly. "Oh, her. Right away, Chief."
Montferrat flicked the transmission out of existence and rose, smoothing
down his uniform jacket and flicking his mustache into shape with a deft
forefinger. Thisjobisn't dl grief, he mused happily.

"Recode Till Eulenspiege,” Y arthkin said, leaning back. "Interesting
speculation, Claude, old kamerat," he mused. The bucket chair creaked as he
leaned back, putting hisfeet up on the cluttered desk. Theremains of a
cheese-and-mustard sandwich perched waveringly on astack of printout at
his elbow. The office around him was asmilar clutter, bookcases and safe
and asingle glowlight, anarrow cubicle at the dley-wall of the bar.

Shabby and rundown and smelling of beer and old socks, except for the ex-
tremely up-to-date infosystem built into the archai c wooden desk; one of
the reasons the office was so shabby was that nobody but Y arthkin was
alowed in, and he was an indfferent housekeeper at best.

Hefit a cigarette and blew asmoke-ring at the ceiling. Have to crank up

my contacts, he thought. Activity's going to heet up system-toide, and
there's no reason | shouldn't take advantage of it. Safety's



230 Man-Kzin Warsl|

sake, too: arseto the wall, ratcats over al. Thiswasn't dl to get our
heroic Herrenmarm in the Swarm anew toy; that was just a side effect,
somehow.

"Sam," he said, keying an old-fashioned manud toggle. "Get me
Suuomdalisen.”

"Finagle," Jonah muttered under his breath. The transfer booths were shut
down at Munchenport aswell, and the shuttle station had been moved out
into open country. The station was a series of square extruded buildings
and open spaces for the gravitic shuttles; modtly for freight, the

passenger traffic wasasddine. " Security'stight.”

Ingrid smiled at the guard and handed over their identicards,

The man smiled back and fed them into the reader, waiting afew seconds
while the machine read the data, scanned the two Belters for congruence
and consulted the centrd files.

"Clear," he sad, and shifted into Wunderlander: "Enjoy your stay
planetside. God knows, there are more trying to get off than on, what
with casudtiesfromtheraid and al."

"Thank you," Jonah said; his command of the language was adequate, and
his accent would pass among non-Belters. "It was pretty bad out in the
Bdlt, too."

Thelineup moving through the scannersin the opposite direction

stretched hundreds of metersinto the barnlike gloom of the terminal
building. A few were obvioudy space-born returning home, but most were
stockier, familieswith crying children and stringtied parcels, or
ragged-looking laborers. They smelled of unwashed bodies and poverty, a
peculiar sweetsour odor blending with the machinery-and-synthetics
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amell of the building and the resdua ozone of heavy powder release. More
raw materia for the industries of the Serpent Swarm, attracted by the

higher wages and the lighter hand of the kzin of[ planet.

"Watchit," Ingrid said. The milling crowds silenced and parted asatrio

of the fdinoids waked through trailed by human servants with baggage on
magjifters, Jonah caught snatches of the Hero's tongue, technicd jargon.
They both whedled a a sudden commotion. The guards were closing in on an
emigrant at the head of theline, aman arguing furioudy with the checker.
"It'srightl" he screamed. "I paid good money for it, al we got for the

farm, it'sright!”

11 Look, scheisskopf, the machine says there's no record of it. Raus!

Y ou're holding up theline

"It'stheright paper, let methroughl™ The man lunged, trying to vault the
turngtile. The guard at the checker recoiled, shrieked as the would-be
traveler dammed down his meta-edged carryall on her arm. Thetwo agents
could hear the wet crackle of broken bone even at five meters distance, and
then the madman's body disappeared behind a circle of helmeted heads,
marked by the rise and fall of shockrods. The othersin theline drew back,
asif afraid of infection, and the police dragged the man off by hisarms;

the injured one followed, holding her splinted arm and kicking the
semiconscious form with every other step.

"Monkeymest, you're monkeymest, shithead,” she shrilled, and kicked him
again. Therewas solid fbrce behind the blow, and she grunted with the
effort and winced asit jarred her arm.
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"Tani," Jonah said softly. The old curse: thereain't no justice.
"No, thereisn't,” Ingrid answered. "Come on, the railcar's waiting.”

"And theword from the Nippoien in Tiamat isthat two important ferds
will be coming through soon," Suuomalisen said.

Y arthkin leaned back, Spping at his coffee and consdering him.
Suuomalisen wasfat, even by Wunderland standards, where the .61 standard
gravity madeit easy to carry extratissue. His head was pink, egg-bald,
abesak of anose over adit mouth and a double chin; the round body was
expendvely covered in asuit of white natural silk accented with a
conservative black cravat and onyx ring. The owner of Harold's Terran Bar
waited patiently while his companion tucked alinen handkerchief into his
collar and began eating; scrambled eggs with scalions, grilled wurgt,
smoked kopjftsche, biscuits.

"Y ou set amarveloustable, my friend,” the fat man said. They wereadone
in the dining nook; Harold's did not serve breskfast, except for the

owner and staff. "Twice | have offered your cook aposition in my
Suvonzalisen's Sauna, and twice he has refused. Y ou must tell me your
secret.”

Acquaintance, not friend, Harold thought. And my chef prefersto work for
sotneone who lets his people quit if they want to. Mildly: "From the Free
Wunderland people? They've been doing better at getting through to the
bandsin the jotunscarp recently. "

"No, no, these are specia somehow. Carrying specid goods, something
that will upset the ratcats very
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much. Thetip wasvague, | don't know if my source was not informed or
whether the dant-eyed devils are just playing both ends against the middle
again. It might be a power-struggle below the oyabun'sleve." A fiiendly
leer. "If you could identify them for me, my friend, I'd be glad to share
the police reward. Not from Montferrat, from lower down ... gtrictly
confidentia, of course, | wouldn't want to cut into the income you get from
those who think thisisthe safest placein town."
" Suuomalisen, has anyone ever told you what atoad you are?' Y arthkin said,
butting out the cigarette in the cold remains of the coffee.
"Many times, many times! But avery successful toad.” The shrewd little
eyeshblinked a him. "Harold, my ffiend, it isagrief to methat you take
such little advantage of this excellent base of operations. A fine profit
source, and you have wonderful contacts; think of the use you could make of
theml Y ou should diversify, my friend. Into contracting, it isanatura
with the suppliers you have. Then, with your gambling, you could bid fbr
thelottery contracts ... perhaps even get into Guild workl"
"I'll leave that to you, Suuomalisen. Y our Saunaisagood 'base of
operations; me, | run abar and some gamesin the back, and | put people
together sometimes. That'sdl. Thetree that growstoo high attractsthe
attention of peoplewith axes."
The fat man shook hishead. ™Y ou independent entrepreneurs must learn to
move with thetimes, and thetime of thelittlemanispast ... Ah, well,
| must begoing.”
Y arthkin nodded. "Thanks fbr thetip. I'll have
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Wendy send round a case of the kirsch. Good stuff, pre-War."

"Pre-warl" Thefat man's eyeslit. "Generous, generous. Where do you get
such suff?"

From ex-affluent people who can't pay their gambling debts, Y arthkin
thought. "Y ou haveto let me keep afew little secrets, little secretsfor
little men."

A laugh. "And again, any time you wish to join my organization ... or even
just to sell Harold's Terran Bar, my offer stands. I'll even promiseto

keep on dl your people, they make the ambience of the place anyway.
"No ded, Suuomdisen. Thanksfor the consideration, though. ™

Dripping, Jonah padded back out of the shower; &t least herein Munchen,
nobody was charging you amonth's wages for hot water. Ingrid was standing
at thewindow toweling her hair and letting the evening breeze dry the rest
of her. The room was narrow, part of an old mansion split into the cubicles
of acheap trandent's hotd ; there were more luxurious placesin easy
walking distance, but they would be the haunt of theloca elite. He joined
her a the opening and put an arm around her shoulders. She sighed and
looked down the doping street to the rippled surfilce of the Donau and the
traffic of sailboats and barges. A meta planter creaked on chains below
thewindow. It smelled of damp earth and half-dead flowers.

"Thisisthe oldest section of Munchen," she said dowly. "There wasn't
much ese, when | was astudent here. Five years ago, my time... and the
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buildings | knew are old and shabby ... There must be a hundred thousand
people living here nowl!"

He nodded, remembering the sprawling squattercamps that surrounded the
town. "We're going to haveto act quickly," he said. "Those passesthe
oyabun got us are only good for two weeks."

"Right," she said with another sgh, turning & om the window. Jonah
watched with appreciation as she rummaged in their bags for a series of
parts, assembling them into afeatureless box and snapping it onto the
beds de datachannd. "There are probably blocks on the public channds
..." Sheturned her head. "Instead of standing there making the passing
girlssigh, why not get some of the other gear put together?!

"Right." Weaponsfirst. The UN had dug deep into the ARM's old stores,
confiscated technology that was the product of centuries of perverted
ingenuity. Jonah grinned: like most Belters, he had waysfdt the ARMs
tended to err on the side of caution in the role as technologica police.
Opening their archives had been like pulling teeth, from what he heard,
even with the kzin bearing down on Sol syslemin dl their carnivorous
splendor. | bleedfor them, he thought. | won't say from where.
Thekilling-tools were smple, two light-pencils of the sort engineers
carried for sketching on screens. Which was actudly what they were, and
any examination would proveit, according to the ARMs. The only
difference wasthat if you twisted the cap, so, pressed down on the clip
that held the pen in apocket and pointed it at an organism with aspina
cord, the pen emitted a sharp yawping sound whereupon said being went
into grand mal seizure. Range
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of up to two hundred meters, cause Of death , he died.” Jonah frowned, On
second thought, maybe the ARM s were tight about this one.
"Tani," Ingrid said.
"Problem?’
"No, just that you have to input your 1D and pay awhopping greet feeto
access the commercial pet ... even dlowing for the way thisfake krona
they've got has depreciated.”
"Weve got money."
"Sure, but we don't want to call too much attention to oursalves.” She
continued to tap the keys. "There, I'm past the standard blocks ...
confirming ... yah, it'd be abad ideato ask about the security
arrangements at you-know-who's place, it's probably flagged. "
"Commercid services," Jonah said. "Want meto drive?"
"Not just yet. Right, I'll just ook at the record of commercia
subcontracts. Hmm. About what you'd expect.” Ingrid frowned. " Standard
goods delivered to adepot and picked up by kzin military transports, no
joy there. Most of the services are provided by household servants, born on
the estate ... no joy there, either. Ahh, outside contractors, now that's
interegting. "
"What is?" Jonah said, stripping packets of what looked like hard candy out
of thelining of a suitcase. Sonic grenades, but you had to spit them at
the target.
"Our great and good Rin-Tin-Kzin has been buying infosystems and ‘ware from
human makers. And hel's the only onewho is; the ratcat armed forces order
subcomponents to their own specs and assemble them
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in plants under their direct supervison. But not him." She paused in
thought. "it fits ... limited number of system types, like an ascending
series, with each step up a set increment of increased capacity over the
one below. Nothing like our wild and woolly jungle of manufacturers.
They're not used to nonstandardized goods, it makes them uneasy."
"How doesthat 'fit'">

"With what the xenologists were saying. Theratcats have an old, old
civilization ... very sable. Like what the UN would have becomein Sol
system, with the psychists 'adjusting’ everybody into peacefulness and
the ARM s suppressing dangerous technology ... whichisto say, al
technology. A few hundred years down the road wed be on if the kzin
hadn't come aong and upset the trgectory.”

"Maybe they do some good after al." Jonah finished checking the wire
garrotesthat lay coiled in the seams of their clothing, thetiny

repesting blowgun with the poisoned darts, and the harmless-looking
fulgurite plastic frames of their backpacks that you twisted so and they
went soft as putty, with the buckle acting as detonator-timer.

"It fitswith what we know about you-know-who, aswell." The room had
been very carefully swept, but it didn't hurt to take some precautions.
Not mentioning names, for one; arobobugger could be set to tag
conversations with key wordsin them. "Unconventiona. Wonder why he has
human infosystemsingtalled, though? Ours aren't that much better. Can't
be." Infosystems were amature technology, long since pushed to the
physicd limits of quantum indeterminacy.
'Wdll, they're more versdtile, even the obsolete
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stuff here on Wunderland. | think-" she tugged at an ear "I think it may
be the | ware he's after, though. Ratcat ‘ware is aimost as stereotyped
asthar hardwiring."
Jonah nodded; software was afavorite cottage industry in human space,
and there must be millions of hobbyists who spent their leisuretime
fiddling with one problem or another. "So we just set up in business and
enter abid?' he said, flopping back on the bed. He was muscular for a
Belter, but even the .61 Wunderland gravity wastiring when therewas no
place to get away fiomit.
"Doubt it." Ingrid murmured to the system. "Finagle, no joy. It's handled
through something cdled the Datamonger's Guild: A mutud benefit
association of thoseinvolved in infosystem development and maintenance.’
Gottknowswhat thet is. " A pause. "Whatever it is, theré's no public
info on how to join it. The contracts listed say you-know-who takes a
random sdlection from their duty roster to do his maintenance work."
"Perhaps our Japanese friend."
"Perhaps.” Ingrid sank back on one elbow. "But what we redlly need are
somelocal contacts," she said dowly. "Jonah ... we both know why
Intelligence picked me as your partner. | wasthe only one remotely
qudified who might know anyone here ... and | do."
"Which one?" he asked.
She laughed bitterly. "I'd have thought Claude, but he's- Jonah, |
wouldn't have believed itl"
Jonah shrugged. "rhere's an underground surrender movement on Earth. Lots
of flatlander quidings,
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and the pussies aren't even there yet. Why be surprised there are more
here?"
"But Claudd Oh, well."
"So who else you got?'
She continued to tap at the console. "Not many. None. No one from the old
days, none I'd trust, anyway. Except Harold."
"Canyoutrugt him?'
"L ook, we have two choices. Go to Harold, or try the underworld contacts.
The known-unrdiable underworld contacts.”
"One of whom isyour friend Harold."
She dghed. "Yes, but-well, that'sagood sign, isn't it? That he's
worked with the-with them, and againgt-"
"Maybe"
"And abar isagood place to meet people.”
And nwstly you just can't wait to see him. A man who'll be twice your age
whileyou're dill young. Do you love him or hate him?| dill say it's
damned iffy, but | guessit's the best chance we have. At least wéell be
ableto get adrink."



Chapter IV

"Thisis supposed to be a Terran bar?' Jonah asked dubioudy. Helifted one
of the greenish shrimpoids from the platter and clumsly shelled it,

getting athin cut under histhumbnail in the process. He sucked onit,
cursing. Therewas aholo of astick-thin girl with body paint dancingin
acage over the bar, and dancing couples and groups beneath it. Most of the
tables were cheek-to-jowl, and they had had to pay heavily for onewith a
shield, here overlooking the lower level of the club.

Ingrid ignored him, focusing on the knot in her somach and the clammy fed
of nervous swest across her shoulders under the formal low-necked black
jumpsuit. Harold's Terran Bar was crowded tonight, and the entrance-fee had
been 4iff. The Verguuz was excdlent, however, and she sipped cautioudy,
welcoming the familiar mint-sweet-wham taste. The imitationsin the Sol
system never quite measured up. Shuddering, she noticed that two
Swarm-Belter types

241
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at the next table were knocking back shot-glasses of it, and then

following the liqueur with beer chasers, in amixture of extravagance and
reckless disregard for their digestions. The square-built Krio at the

mus comp was tinkling out something old-sounding, piano with muted
saxophone undertones.

Gottdamn, but that takes me back.

Claude had had an enormous collection of classca music, expensvely
enhanced stuff originally recorded on Earth, some of it on hardeopy or
anaog disks. His grandfather had acquired it; one of the eccentricities

that had ruined the Montferrat-Palme fortunes. A silver-chased ebony box
as big asaman's head, with amarvelous projection system. All the
ancient greats, Brahms and Mozart and Jagger and Armsirong ... they had
al spent hoursup in ' hismiserable little attic, knocking back cheap
Maivin and playing Eine Kleine Nachtmusik or Sympethy for the Detql loud
enough to bring hammering broomstick protests from the people below ...
Gottdamn, it ishim, she thought, with asudden flare of determination.
"Jonah," shesaid, laying ahand on hisarm. "Thisistoo public, and we
can't just wait for him. It's ... likely to be something of ashock, you
know? That musician, | knew him back-when too. I'll get him to call
through directly, itll befil ster."

The Sol-Belter nodded tightly; she squeezed the forearm before sherose.
In space, or trying to penetrate an infosystem, both rank and skill made
him the leader; here the mission and hislife were both dependent on her.
And on her contacts, decades old here, and severed in no friendly wise.
Ingrid moistened her lips, Sam had been on the edge of their
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cirdeof friends, and confronting him would be difficult enough. She

wiped pams down her dacks and walked over to the musicomp; it wasa
handsome floor model in Svarterwood, with abeautiful point resonator and
adamper fied to ensure that nothing came from the area around it but the
product of the keyboard.

"C'tag, Sam," she said, standing by one side of the instrument. " Still
picking them out, | see”

"Fra?' hesaid, looking up at her with the dignified politeness of a
well-raised Krio country-boy. She saw for thefirst timethat one side

of Sam'sface wasimmobile; she recognized the sgns of arushed re-
construction job of the type they did after severe nerve-damagein the
surface tissues.

'Wdll, | haven't changed that much, Sam. Remember Graduation Night, and
that sngalong we dl had by the Founders?

Hisfeatures changed, from the surfke smoothness of awell-trained
professond to ashock so profound that the living tissue went asrigid
asthe dead. "FraRaines," he whispered. The skilled hands continued over
the musicomp's surfikee, but the tune had changed without conscious
intent. He winced and hesitated, but she put ahand on his shoulder.
"No, keep playing, Sam

Remember meand you
And you and me
Together forever
| can't see me lovin' nobody but you-
For aJ my life

Themusician shook hishead. "The boss doesn't
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like meto play that one, FraRaines" hesaid. "It reminds him, well,
you'd know."

"I know, Sam. But thisis bigger than any of us, and it meanswe can't
let the past degp initsgrave. Cdl him, tell him were waiting.-

"Mr. Yarthkin?' the voice asked.

He had been leaning a shoulder against onewall of the inner room,
watching the roul ette table. The smoke in here was even denser than by
the front bar, and the ornamenta fans made patterns and traceries
through the blue mist. Wallswere set for a space scene, aholo of
Jupiter taken from near orbit on one side and Wunderland on the other.
Beyond them the stars were hard glitters, pinpoints of colored light
receding into infinity, infinitely out of reach. Y arthkin dropped his
eyesto the table. The ventilation system was too good to carry the odor
of the swest that gleamed on the hungrily intent fitees....

Another escape, hethought. Likethe religiousrevivads and the nostdgia
craze, even the feverish corruption and pursuit of wealth wasbut a
digtraction.

"Herrentnann Y arthldn-Schotmann?' the voice asked again, and ahand
touched his elbow.

Helooked down, into agirl's face framed in ablack kerchief. Repurified
Mennonite, by the long drab dress. Well-to-do, by the excellent materid;
many of that sect were. Wunderland had never relied much on synthetic
foods, and the Herrennwnn estates had used the Amish extensively as
subtenants. They had flourished, particularly since the kzin came and
agricultural machinery grew gtill scarcer ... That was ending now, of
course.
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"No 'Herrenmann,’ sweetheart,” he said gently. She was obvioudy
terrified, thiswould be aden of Satan by her folk'steaching. "Just

Harold, or Mr. Yarthkin if you'd rather. What can | do for you?'

She clasped her gloved hands together, afrown on the ddlicately pretty
features and awisp of blond hair escaping from her scarf and bonnet. "Oh
... | waswondering if you could give me some advice, please, Mr.

Y arthkin, everyone says you know what goes on in Munchen.” He heard the
horror in her voice as she named the city, probably from alifetime of
hearing it from the pulpit followed by "Whore of Babylon" or some such.
"Advicel providefree" he said neutraly. Shut up, he added to his

mind. There'sthousands morein troublgust as bad as hers. None of your
business.

"Wilhelm and L" she began, and then halted to search for words. Harold's
eyesflickered up to adark-clad young man with affinge of beard around
hisface stting at the roulette table. Sitting dumped, placing his

chipswith mechanica despair.

"Wilhelm and 1, welost thefarm. " She put ahand to her eyes. "It

wasn't hisfault, we both worked so hard ... but the kzin, they took the
estate wherewe weretenantsand . . "

Y arthkin nodded. Kzin took alot of feeding, and they would not willingly
eat grain-fed meat, they wanted |ean range beasts. More kzin estates
meant lesswork for humans, and what there was wasin menid postions,
not the big tenant holdings for mixed farming that the Herrennwnn had
preferred. Farmholders reduced to beggary, or to an outlaw existence that
ended in akzin hunt.



246 Man-Kzin Wars 11

"Y our church wouldn't help?* he said. The Amish were aclose-knit breed.
"They found new positionsfor our workers, but the, bishop, the bishop
sad Wilhem: ... that there was no money to buy him anew tenancy, that
he should humble himsealf and take work as aforeman and pray for
forgiveness" Repurified Mennonites thought that worldly fallure was
punishment for Sin. "Wilhem, Wilhemisagood man, | told himto listen

to the bishop but he cursed him to hisface, and now we are shunned.” She
paused. "Things, things are very bad there now. It isno placeto live

or raise children, with food so scarce and many families crowded
together.”

Sweetheart, thisisn't acharitable inditution, Yarthkin said

warily.

"No, Mr. Yarthkin." She drew hersalf up and wrapped pride around herself
like acloak. "We had some money, we sold everything, the stock and
tools. Swarm Agrobiotics offered Wilhelm and me aplace, they are
terraforming new farm-asteroids. With what they pay we could afford to
buy anew tenancy after afew years." He nodded. The Swarm's population
was growing by leaps and bounds, and it was cheaper to grow than
synthesize, but skilled dirt-farmerswere rare. "But we must be there

soon, and there are so many difficulties with the papers.”

Bribes, Y arthkin trandated to himsdlf

"It takes so much more than we thought, and to live while we waitl Now
we have not enough for thefind clearance, and ... and we know nothing
but farming. The policeman told Wilhem that we must have four thousand
kronamore, and we had less than a thousand. Nobody would lend more
agang
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his wages, not even the Sinamoneylender, he just laughed and offered to .
--tosdl meto. .. and Wilhedm hit him, and we had to pay moreto the
police. Now he gambles, it isthe only way we might get the money, but of
course heloses"

The house dwayswins, Y arthkin thought. The girl stedled herself and
continued.

"The Herrenmann policeman-"

"Claude Montferrat-PAme?' Y arthkin inquired, nodding with hischin. The
police chief was over at the baccarat tableswith aglass of Verguuz at his
elbow, playing hisusud cautioudy skillful game.

Yes," shewhispered. "He told me that there was away the papers could be
approved.” A slence. "l said nothing to Wilhelm, heis.... very young,
younger than mein someways." The china-blue eyesturned to him. "Isthis
Herrenmann one who keeps hisword?'

"Claude?" Yarthkin said. "Yes. A direct promise, yes; hell keep the letter
of it."

She gripped her hands tighter. "I do not know what to do,” she said softly.
"l mug think."

She nodded jerkily to hersaf and moved off. Y arthkin threw the butt of his
cigarette down for the floor to absorb and moved over to the roulette
table. A smile quirked the comer of his mouth, and he picked up a handful
of hundred-krona chipsfrom in &ont of the croupier. Stupid, he thought to
himsdf. Oh, well, aman hasto make afool of himself occasionaly.

The Amishman had dropped hislast chip and waswaiting to loseit; he
gulped at the drink at his elbow and loosened the tight collar of his

jacket. Probably seeing the Welfare Office ahead of him, Y arthkin
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thought. These days, that meant alabor camp where the room-and-board
charges were twice the theoretica wages ... They would find something
elsefor hiswifeto do. Yarthkin dropped his counter beside the young
farmees,

"I'm fedling lucky tonight, Toni," he said to the croupier. "Well play

the black. Let'sseeit.”

She raised one thin eyebrow, shrugged her shoulders under the sequins and
spun thewhed. "Place your bets, gentlefolk, please.” Impassively, she
tossed the bl into thewhirring circle of metal. "Number eight. Even,
intheblack."

The Amishman blinked down in astonishment as the croupier'sladle pushed
his doubled stake toward him. Y arthkin reached out and gripped hiswrist
as the young man made an automatic motion towards the plagues. It was
thick and springy with muscle, the arm of aman who had worked with his
handsdl hislife, but Y arthkin had no difficulty stopping the motion.
"Letitride" hesad. "Play theblack. I'll do the same.

Anather spin, but the croupier's lips were compressed into athin line;
shewas aprofessional, and hated abreak in routine. "Place your bets

... Black wins again, gentlefolk."

"Try twelve" Yarthkin said, shifting hisown chip. "No, dl of it."
"Placeyour bets... Twevewins, gentlefolk.”

Glancing up, Y arthkin caught Montferrat's coldly ftu-ious eye, and
grinned with an equa lack of warmth. At the next spin of thewhed he
snapped hisfinger for the waiter and urged the younger man a hisside

to hisfest, piling the chips on an emptied drink tray.
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"That'sfive thousand , Y arthkin said. "Why don't you cash them in and call
itanight?'

Wilhelm paused, scrubbed his hands across hisface, straightened his
rumpled clothes. "Yes ... yes, thank you, sit, perhaps | should." He looked
down &t the pile of chips, and Y arthkin could see hislipswhiten with
shock asthe impact hit home. I . . ."

The girl cameto meet him, and gave Y arthkin asingle glance through
tear-starred |ashes before the two | eft, clinging to each other. The owner
of Harold's shrugged and pushed his own counters back to the pile before
the croupier.

"How are we doing tonight, Toni?" he asked.

"About five thousand kronaless well than we could have," she said sharply.
"Well none of usstarve," Y arthkin added mildly, and strolled over to the
baccarat table.

Montferrat raised an eyebrow and smiled thinly. Hisanger had faded.
"You'reasentimenta idiot, Harry. "

"Probably true, Claude," Y arthkin said, and took a plain unlogoed credit
chip from the insde pocket of hisjacket. "The usud."

Montferrat palmed it and smoothed back his mustache with afinger.
"Sometimes | think you indulge in theselittle quixotic gesturesjust to
annoy me," he added, and dropped three cards from his hand. "Banco," he
continued.

"Probably right there, too, Claude," he said. "I'm relying on the fact that
you're not an unmitigated scoundrd. ™
"Now I'm an honest man?"

"No, ascoundrel with mitigating factors ... and I'm asentimentd idict,
asyou mentioned. " He
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stopped, listened abstractedly. " See you later, somebody wants to see me.
Sam saysit'simportant, and heisn't given to exaggeration.”

The doors did open and Y arthkin stepped into the main room, beside the
north end of thelong bar. The music wasthefirg thing he heard, the
jaunty remembered beet. Cold flushed over his skin, and the man he had
been smiling and waving to flinched. That brought the owner of Harold's
Place back to his duties; they were saf-imposed, and limited to this
building, but that did not mean they could be shirked. He moved with
swift grace through the throng, shouting an occasiond greeting over the
surf-roar of voices, dapping ashoulder, shaking ahand, smiling. The
smilewas still on hisface as he stepped up off the dance floor and
through the muting field around the musicomp, but he could taste the acid
and copper of hisown rage at the back of histhroat.

| told you never to play that song again,” he said coldly. "Weve been
together along time, Samue Ogun, itd be a pity to end abeautiful
friendship thisway.

The musician keyed the instrument to continue without him and swiveled
to fitce hisemployer. "Boss. . . -Mr. Yarthkin, once you've talked to
those two over a Table Three, you'll understand. Believe me.”

Y arthkin nodded curtly and turned to the table. The two Belterswere
Stting close to the musicomp, with the shimmer of aprivacy field around
them, shrouding features aswell asdulling voices. Y arthkin smoothed the
lapels of hisjacket and wove defdy between tables and serversas he
approached, forcing hisanger down into an inner cesspit where dis-
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carded emotions went. Sam was no fool, he must mean something by violating
astanding order that old. He did not shake easy, either, and that he had
been was plain to see on him. Thisshould beinteresting, at least; it

would be good to have a straightforward bargaining session after the
embarrassing exhilaration of the incident in the gambling room. Money was
ardaxing gameto play, the rules were clear, victory and defeat a matter

of counting the score, and no embarrassing emations; and these might be
the ones with the special |oad that the rumors had told of. More profit

and more enjoyment if they were ... more danger, too, but aman had to
take an occasiona calculated risk. Otherwise, you might aswell put a
droud in your head and be done withit.

The man looked thirty and might be anything between that and seventy:
tough-looking, without the physical softness that so many rockjacks got
from alife spent in cramped zero-G spaceships. A conservative dark
innersuit, much less gaudy than what most successful Svarmers wore these
days, and an indefinably foreign look about the eyes. Y arthkin s,

pulled out achair and looked over to study the woman's face. Theworld
went black.

"Boss, areyou al right?" There was asharp hiss against his neck, and
the sudden sharp-edged aertness of agtimshot. "Areyou dl right?"
"You," Yarthkin whispered, shaking the Krio's hand off his shoulder with
ashrug. Ingrid's face hovered before him, unchanged, no, alittle

thinner, more tanned. But the same, not forty years different, the same.
He could fedl things moving in his heed, like amountain river he had

seen on aspring hunting trip
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once. Cracks running across black ice, and the rock beneath hisfeet

toning with the dark water's hidden power. ™Y ou." Hisvoice went gutturd,

and hisright hand went inside the dress jacket.

"Jonah, no!" Ingrid's hand shot out and dapped her companion'sto the
table. Yarthkin felt his mind stagger and broach back toward redity as
the dangerprickle ran over his skin; that was probably not an engineer's
light-pencil in the younger man's hand. He struggled for self-command,
dropped his gunhand back to the table.

"Well." What wasthereto say?"Long time, no see. Glad you could make
it. Thelast time, you seemed to have a pressing appointment elsewhere.
| showed up on time-and there the 'boat was, boosting like bell acouple
of million Idicks Solward. Mein asingleship with half adozen kzin
Sashers sniffing around. ™

Ingrid's face went chalk-white. "Let me explain-"
"Don't bother. Closed account.” He paused, lit a cigarette, astonished
at the steadiness of his own hands.

"Claude know you're here?!

"No, and it's best he doesn't.”
"Sure. Let me guess. Now you're back, and Mr. Quick-Draw here with you,
on some sort of UN skullbuggery, and need my help.” He looked thoughtful.
"Cometo that, how did you get here?'
"Jonah Matthieson," the Sol-Bdlter said. "How we got hereisn't
important. But we do need your help. Damned little weve gotten in this
system that hasn't been bought and paid for, and half the time we've been
sold out to the pussies even 0.

"Pusses? Oh, theratcats." Helaughed, alittle
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wildly. "So you haven't found legions of eager, idedlitic volunteers ready

to throw themsalvesinto the jaws of the kzin to help you on your sacred
mission, whatever it is. How can that be?"

"We can pay."

"Pay. Wdl, well, the UN has money." Y arthkin's finger touched behind one
ear, and the mirror behind the bar went screenmode. 1t showed an overgrown
park, flicking between micropickups scattered wholesd e through the
vegetation. There had been lawns here once; now there was waist-high grass,
Earth trees grown to scores of metersin thelight gravity, native
Wunderlander growths soaring on spidery trunks. The sound of panting
breath, and a naked human came stumbling through the undergrowth. Hislegs
and flanks were lashed and scratched by thorns and burrs. He regled with
exhaugtion, feet pounding with careless heaviness, the eyeswere flat and
blank in the stubbled fitce, mouth dribbling. Behind him therewas aflash

Of orange-red, dien among the cool greens of Earth, the tawny olives of
Wunderland. A flash, two hundred kilos of sentient carnivore charging on

al foursin ahunching rush that parted the long grassin an arrow of

rippling wind. Not so much like acat asagiant weasd, blurring, looming

up behind the fleeing human in awal of flesh, awal that fell tipped

with bright teeth and black claws.

The screaming began at once, sank to a bubbling sound and the wet tearing
noises of feeding. Shouts of protest rose from the dance floor and the

other tables, and the sound of someone vomiting into an expensive medl.

Y arthkin touched the spot behind his ear and the screen switched back to
mirror. The
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protests lasted longer, and the staff of Harold's went among the patrons
to soothe with free drinks and gpologies, murmurs. Technica mistake,
government override, here, let meftx thatfor you, gentlefolk....

"Andthat," Y arthkin said, "isagood reason why you're not going to be
finding hordes beating down your door to volunteer. For glory or for
money. Weve been living with that forforty years, you fool. While you

in the Sol system sat fat and happy and safe. ™

Jonah leaned forward. "I'm here now, aren't I? Neither fat, nor very
happy, and not at al safe right now. | wasin two fleet actions, Mr.

Y arthkin. Out of four. Earth's been fighting the kzin sincel wasold
enough to vote. We haven't lost so far. Been close a couple of times, but
we haven't lost. We could have stayed home. Note we didn't. Ingrid and
| are consderably less safe than you."

Ingrid and |, Y arthkin thought, looking at the faces, sde by sde. The
young faces. Sol-Belter. Hotshot pilot. Secret agent. All-round romantic
hero, come to save us worthless pussy-whipped peons. Tonight seemed to
be anight for powerful emotions, something he had been trying to
unlearn. Now he fdt hatred strong and thick, worse than anything he had
ever fdt for the kzin. Worse even than he had fdlt for himsdf, for a
longtime.

"So what do you need?'

"A way into the Datamonger's Guild for agtart.”

Y arthkin looked thoughtful. "That's easy enough.” He redlized that Ingrid
had been holding her breath. Bad. She wants this bad. How bad?

"And any other accessto the-to networks."

"Networks. Sure. Networks. Any old networks,
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right? Want into Claude's systlem? Want to see his private files? What el'se
would you like?'

"Harry~,

"| can do that, you know. Networks."

Shedidn't say anything.

"Help. Youwant help," he said dowly. "WEell, that leaves only one
question.” He poured himsdlf adrink in Jonah's water-glass, tossed it
back. "What will you pay?'

"Anything we have. Anything you want."

"Arything?

"Of course. When do you want me?"

"Ingric-"

"Not your conversation, Belter. Get log."

The club was dim, with the digtinctive stale chill smell of tobacco and
absent people that came in the hours just before dawn. Y arthkin sat at
the table and sipped methodically at the Verguuz; it was a shameto waste
it on just getting drunk, but owning abar did have some advantages. He
took another swallow, letting the smooth sweet minty taste flow over his
tongue, then breathing out as the cold fire ran back up histhroat. A

pull at the cigarette, one of the clove-scented ones well-to-do BOW
smoked, my aren't wewallowing in sen& ua indulgence tonight.

"Play," he said to the man at the musicomp. The Krio started and ran his
fingers over the surface of the instrument, and the brassy complexities

of Meddlehoffer lilted out into the deserted silence of the room.

"Not that,” Y arthkin said, and knocked back the rest of the Verguuz. "Y ou
know what | want."
"No, you don't," Sam said. "That's a manti-tnanti
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mara," he continued, dropping back into his native tongue: a great
supidity. "What you want isto get drunk and manyamanya, smash something
up. Go ahead, it's your bar."

"l said, play it." The musician shrugged, and began the ancient melody.
The husky voice followed:

". .. no matter what we say or do--2'

A contralto joined it: "so happy together.”

They both looked up with astart. Ingrid dropped into achair across from
Y arthkin, reached for the bottle and poured hersalf aglass.

"lsn't there enough for two?" she asked, raising abrow in response to

his scowl. Themusician rose, and Y arthkin waved him back.

"Y ou don't haveto leave, Sam."

"Do | haveto stay? No? Then it'slate, boss, and I'm going for bed. See
you tomorrow."

"Where'sthe Sol-Belter?" Y arthkin asked. His voice was thickened but not
durred, and his hand was steady as he poured.

"Inthe bdly of thewhde... Still working inyour office” And trying

not to think about what we're doing. Or VAII be doing in aminute, if

Y ou're sober enough. "That's a pretty impressive system you have there.”
"Yeah. And I'mtaking ahell of achanceletting you two useit.”

"So arewe.”

"So arewedl. Honorable men, dl, al honorable men. And women.
Honorable."

"Hari --- 2/

"That's Herr Y arthkin to you, Lieutenant.”

"If you let me explain-"
"Explan what?'
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"Hari, the rendezvous time wasfixed, and you didn't makeitl We had to
boost, there were hundreds of livesriding onit."

"Oh, no, Lieutenant Raines. The ships had to boost, and we had to keep
the kzin off your backs aslong aswe could. Not every pilot had to go
with them. "

"Angerswas dying, radiation sickness, puking her guts out. Flambard's
nerve had gone, Finagle's sake, Hari, | was the best they had, and-" she
stopped, looking at hisface, dumped. "Long ago, long ago.”

Not so long for you asfor me, he thought. Her face was the same, not
even noticeably aged. What was different, where did the memory lie?
Unformed, he thought. She looks ... younger than | remember. Not as much
behind the eyes.
"Long ago, kid. How'd you get here?"
"Y ou wouldn't believe meif | told you.”
"Probably | wouldn't. That raid-"

She nodded. "That raid. The whole reason for that raid wasto get us
here”

"For God's sake, why?"

| can't tell you."

"It's part of the price, sweetheart.”

"Literdly, | can't,”" Ingrid said. "Pogt-hypnotic. Reinforced with-the
psychists have some new tricks. Har', | would literdly die before told
you, or anyone else.”

"Evenif they'retaking you apart?'

She nodded.

Harold thought about that for amoment and shuddered. "OK. It wasalong
time ago, and maybe

maybe you saw things| didn't see. Y ou awayswere
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bigger on romantic causes than therest of us. " He stood.

She got to her feet and stood expectantly. "Where?!

"There's abedroom upstairs.”

She nodded. "I've-I've thought about thisalot.”

"Not asmuch as| have. Y ou haven't had aslong."

Shelaughed. "That'sright.”

5,50 now I'mold-"

No. Not old, Hari. Not old. Which way? The stairs over there?"

"Just aminute, kid. So. Assuming it works, whatever you and the Belter
have planned, what afterward?"

;, Once that's done it doesn't matter.”

‘Sureit does.”

"Well, we brought a ship with us. Nice boat, the best the UN's making these
days. Markham's keeping her for us, and then well do the guerrillacircuit
afterwards. "

"Markham? Ulf Reichgtein-markham?' An old enmity sharpened histone, one
lesspersonal. "A legitimate bastard of along line of bastards, who does

his best to out-bastard them al. He'd cut your throat for six rounds of

pistol ammunition, if he needed them.”
"Didn't strike me asabandit.”

" Worse. True Believer ... and you can whistle in the wind for that ship."
She smiled. "That ship, you might say she hasamind of her own. Redly;
wevegot ahold onit.”

Then you'll be off to the Swarm, Y arthkin thought. Playing dodgem with the
ratcats, you and that Jonah. Hirting with danger and living proud. There
was ataste of bile a the back of his mouth. Remembering the long dow
years of defeat, strength crumbling away as one after another of them
despaired; until
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nothing was |eft but the fanatics and the outlaws, a nuisance to the enemy
and adeadly danger to their own people. What was the honor in going on
with the killing when it had dl turned pointless and rancid? No more than
in taking the amnesty and picking up the pieces of life. But not for you.

Y ou and Jonah, you'l u7in or go out in ablaze of glory. No dirty

aliances and dirtier compromises and decisions with no good choices. The
two of you have solen my life.

"Get out," hesaid. "Get the hell out.”

"No." Shetook his hand and led him toward the stairs.



Chapter V

"They've accepted our bid, Captain.”

Jonah nodded tiffly. “Thank you, Lieutenant. Not that I'm surprised.”

"No, ar."

Back in Sol System athousand hackers had labored to produce advanced
software they thought might be salable on Wunderland. Mogt of it had been
too advanced; they'd predicted a higher state of the art than Wunderland
had retained, and the stuff wouldn't work on the ancient hardware. Even

S0, there was plenty that did work. It had only taken fifty daysto make

Jan Hardman and Lucy van den Berg moderately big namesin the
Datamonger's Guild. The computer records showed them as old timers, with
ascattering of previousindividua sales. They told everyone on the net

that they owed their big successto teaming up.

Teaming up. A damned tough fifty days ... Jonah looked unashamedly a
Ingrid. "l admit you'veim-

061



262 Man-KzinWarsH

proved Herr Y arthkin's disposition one whole hell of alot, but do you have
to look so tanjhappy?"

"Capt-jonah, | am happy."

"Yesh."

[-Jonah, I'm sorry if it hurtsyou."

"Yeah. All right, Lieutenant. Weve got work to do. "

"These are the same monkeys as before. "' The guards spoke in the Hero's
Tongue. "The computer saysthey have access."

The kzin tapped alarge button on the console, and the door lifted.

Jonah and Ingrid cringed and waited. The kzin sniffed, then led the way
outsde. Another kzin warrior followed, and two morefdl in on either
side. The routine had been the same the other two times they had been
there.

Thiswill be different. Maybe. Jonah pushed the thoughts away. Kzin weren't
redlly telepathic but they could sense excitement and smell fear. Of course
thefear's naturd. They probably like that scent.

Sunlight wasfailing behind evening clouds, and the air held adank chill

and thewild odors of stormswept grasdand. The two humans crossed the
landing fid between forms athird again their height, living walls of
orange-red fur; claws did out in unconscious reflex on the stocks of their
heavy beam rifles. Jonah kept his eyes carefully down. It would be an
unbearableirony if they werekilled by reflex, victims of some overzedous
kzin spooked by the upsurge in guerrillaactivity. The attack of the Y ama-
moto had crested the chaos that let them into Wunderland, but that same
chaosjust might kill
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them. Doors did aside, and they descended into chill corridorslikea
dreadnought's, surfaces laced with armored data conduits and the
superconducting coil-complexes of field generators.

One of thekzin followed. "Thisway," he said, prodding Jonah's shoul der
with the muzzle of hisweapon. The light down here was reddish, frequencies
adjusted to the dien's convenience; the air was drier, colder than humans
would have wished. And everything wastoo big, grips and stairs and doors
adapted to athick-bodied, short-legged race with the bulk of terrestria
gorillas.

They went through a chamber filled with computer consoles. Thiswas asfar
asthey'd been dlowed the last two times. "Honored Governor Chuut-Riit is
pleased with your work," the kzin officer said.
"Weare honored,” Ingrid said.

"Thisway." Thekzin led them through another door. They stepped into an
outsized transfer booth, were instantly el sewhere. Gravity increased to the
kzin homeworld standard, sagging their knees, and they stepped through into
another checkzone. The desire to gawk around was intolerable, but the gin-
gery smdl of kzin was enough to restrain them asthey walked through a
thick diding door. The transfer booth was insde an armored box, and he
recognized the snouts of heavy remote-wal doed weapons up aong the edges-of
theroof. Outside was another control room, a dozen kzin operators lying
recumbent on spaceship-style swiveling couches before semicircular
consoles. Their helmets were not the featurel ess wraparounds humans would
have used; these had thin crystal facepieces, adjustable audio pickups and
cutouts for the ears. Not as efficient, but proba-
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bly apsychologica necessity. Kzin have keener senses than man, but are
more vulnerable to claustrophobia, any sort of confinement that cuts off
the flow of scent, sound, light.

Patience cotnes harder to them, too, Jonah thought, as they penetrated
another set of armored doors to the ultimate sanctum. At last!
"Accomplish your work," the kzin said. "Theinspector will arrivein Sx
hours. Sanitary fecilitiesare there. "

Jonah exhded along breath asthe dien left. Now there was only the
featureless four-meter box of the control room; the walls were aneutral
pearly white, ready to tranamit visud data. The only consol wasa
standup modd in the centre, with both human and kzin seating
arrangements before it. Ingrid and he exchanged awordless glance as they
walked to it and began unpacking their own gear, snapping out the support
tripod and diding home the thin black lines of the data jacks.

A long pause, while their fingers played over the small black rectangles
of their portable interfacing units; the only sound was a sublimina

sough of ventilators and thefaint naturd chorusthat the kzin dways
broadcast through the speakers of aclosed ingalation: insects and the
rustle of vegetation. Jonah felt afamiliar narrowing, afocus of
concentration more intense than sex or even combat, asthelinesof a
program-schemeatic sprang out on his unit.

"Finagle, talk about paranoids,” he muttered. " See this freeze-function
here?'

Ingrid'sface was asmilarly intent, and the rushing flicker of the
scroll-display on her unit gave her face amomentary look as of light
through stained glass. "Got it. Freeze."
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"We're bypassed?'

"Thisisunder our authorized codes. All right, these are the four mgor
subsystems. See the physica channding? The hardware won't accept config
commands of more than 10k except through this channel were at.”

"Sow response, for amagjor system likethis," he mused. The security locks
were massive and complex, but alittle cumbrous.

"It'sthe man-kzin hardware interfacing,” Ingrid said. | think. Their basic
architecture's more synchronic. Betchathey never had an
industrial-espionage problem ... Hey, notice that?"

"Ahhhh. Interesting.”" Jonah kept hisvoice carefully phlegmeatic. Tricky

kitty. Tricky indeed. "Odd. Thiswould be much harder to access through the
origind Hero system.”

"Tanj, youreright," Ingrid said. Shelooked up with an urchin grin that
blossomed with the pure delight of solving a software problem.
Jonah gave her acautioning look.

Her face went back to amask of concentration. "Clearly this was designed
with security againgt kzin in mind. See, here and here? That'swhy they've
deliberately preserved the origind human operating system on this-two of
them, and used this spatchcocked integra trandation chip here, see?!
"Rightl" Hisfingersflew. "Infact, if andyzed with the origind system

as an integrating node and catchpoint ... see?’

"Right. Murphy, but you'd have more luck wandering through aminefield than
trying to get a thisfrom an exterior connectionl Theres nothing in the
origina stem system but censor programs, by the
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time you got by them, the human additions would have darmed and frozen.
Catches you on the interface trangitions, see? That'swhy they haven't
tried to bring the core system up to the subsystem operating speeds. Sure
dowsthings down, though.”

"WEell just haveto livewithit," Jonah said for the benefit of any

hidden listeners. It seemed unlikely. There weren't many kzin

programmers, and dl of them were working for the navy or the government.
Thiswasthe gtrictly persond system of Governor Chuut-Riit.
"Whed swithin whedls" Ingrid muitered.

"Right." Jonah shook his head; there was a certain perverse beauty in

using a cobbled-up rig's own lack of functiona integration asa

screening mechanism. But dl designed againgt kzinti. Not against us. Ye
gods, it would be easy enough for Chuut-Riit's rivals to work through
humans-

Only none of them would think of that. Thisisthe only estate that uses
outside contractors. And the Heroes don't think that way to begin with.
Hisfingersflew. Ingrid-Lieutenant Raines-would be busy ingalling the

new data management system they were supposed to be working at. What he
was doing was far beyond her. Jonah let his awareness and fingers work
together, dmost bypassing his conscious mind. Absently he reached for
asgueeze-bulb before he remembered that the nearest Jolt Colawas four
hgbtyears away.

Now. Bypass the kzin core system. Move into the back door. He keyed in
the ancient passwords embedded into the Wunderland computer system by
Earth hackers dmost a hundred years before. Terran corporate managers
had been concerned about com-
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petition, and they'd built backdoorsinto every operating system destined

for Wunderland. A built-in industrial espionage system. And the kzin attack

and occupation should have kept the Wunderlanders from finding them.. . .
"7 Murphy Magic. The SeCrEt of the UnlvErSeis 43, NOT 42."

111

"Thereisjugtice" Jonah muttered.
" joy?"
"Yeah." Hetyped furioudy.
She caught her breath. "All right."
By the tinw the core redlizes what's going on, welll al be dead. "May take
awhile. Herewe go."

Two hours|later he was done. He looked over at Ingrid. She had long
finished, except for senditig thefinal Sgnalsthat would tell the system
they were done. "About ready," he said.
She caught her bresth. "All right.”
For amoment he was shocked at the dark halfmoons below her eyes, the lank
hair swest-plastered to her cheeks, and then concentration dropped enough
for himto fed hisown reaction. Pain clamped at his somach, and the
muscles of hislower back screamed protest at the posture he had been
frozenin for long hours of extragravity.
He raised his hand to his mouth and extended the little finger back to the
rear molars. Precisady machined surfaces dipped into nanospaced fittings
in the vat-cultured subgtitute that had been serving him asafingernail;
anything €l se would have wiped the coded data. He took a deep breath and
pulled; there was aflash of pain before the embedded duller
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drugskicked in, and then it settled to atearing ache. The raw surface

of the stripped finger was before him, the wrist clenched in the opposite
hand. Ingrid moved forward swiftly to bandage it, and he spat the
tranducent oblong into hispalm.

"Tan)," he said resentfully. Those saditic flatlander morons could have

used anervepinch.

Ingrid picked the biochip up between thumb and forefinger. Shelicked her
lipsnervoudy. "Will it work?'

"It's supposed to." The sound of hisown pulsein his ears was louder

than the background noise the kzin used to fool their subconsciousinto
comfort. Pain receeded, irrdlevant, as helooked at the tiny oblong of
modified claw. Scores of highly-skilled men and women, thousands of hours
of computer time on machines whose price-tagsran in the billions of

gars, dl for this. No, for theinformation contained in this ... nearly

as much infbrmation as was required to make a complete human body, it was
amazing what they could do these days with quantum-well sorage. Although
the compl ete specs for aman werein apacket considerably smdler, if

it cameto that.

"Giveit here." It ought to be quick. Milliseconds quick. A lot better

than being hunted down by the ratcats. She handed over the nail, and he
dipped it into hisown interface unit. "Asyour boyfriend likesto say,
heresviewing, kinder."

She nodded tightly. He raised athumb, pressed it down on one of the
outlined squares of the schematic that occupied hisinterfacer. "Ram

darn," he said. The words came from nowhere, and an eerie memory of old
Mukeriji speaking flitted through hismind. Dreadful Bride, spare us: ram
dam ram dam rant----
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‘fhe walls pulsed, flickered green, flashed into an intricate strobing

pattern and froze. Jonah closed his eyes for a second and felt an enormous
thankfulness. They might still be only seconds away from degth, but at
least it wouldn't be for nothing.

"Finagld" Jonah said bitterly. "How could even akzin be this paranoid?’
He kicked the pillar-console; it hurt through the light dipper. Therewere
weagpons and self-destruct systemsin plenty, enough to leave nothing but a
very large crater with magma et its core where Chuut-Riit's pal ace-estate
had stood ... but it wasn't clear how any of them could be triggered from
here. "Who ever heard of... whed s within whedls!" Jonah said
dishelievingly. "Am | imagining things, or are these syslems completely
Separated?”

Ingrid shook her head dowly. "I'm afraid that's along way past me. Can't
you do anything with it?'

"Maybe. Theré'sachance. Worth atry, anyway." He touched icons on the
screen surface, then tapped in new commands. "Nope. All right, what does
this do? Nothing. Hmm. But if- Y eah, thismay work. Not immediately,
though. Y ou about through??'

"Hours ago. We don't have much longer. 11

"Right. | do want to look at a couple of things, though." Jonah's eyes
narrowed. "Call," he said to the computer. "Weekly schedule for user-CR,
regression, Sx months, common eements.” Hisfinger flicked out to a
sequence on thewall ahead of them. "Got itl Got it, by Murphy's asshole;
that's the single common e ement outside going to hisofficd Whet isit?"
Ingrid'sfingers were busy. "No joy, Jonah. That's
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hisvigt to hiskiddies. The maes. They'rein anisolation facility.”
"Oh. Bat puckey. Here, let me look-"

A warning light blazed on the console.

"They'recoming,” Ingrid hissed. "Hurry."

"Right. Plan B. Only--:"Jonah stared at the filesin wonder. | will be
dipped in shit."

"We have pogtive identification,” Axdrod-Bauergartner said. The staff
conference rustled, ten men and women grouped around atable of black
ebony. It was an elegant room, walls of white stone fretwork and floor

of tile, asideboard with refreshments. No sound but the gentle rush of
water in the courtyard outside; this had been the Herrenhaus, the
legidature, before the kzin came.

Claude Montferrat |eaned forward dightly and looked down the table to
his second in command. How aikewe all are, he thought. Not physical ap-
pearance, but something about the eyes ... She was a palid woman, with
abeginning potbelly disgusting on someone her age, hair cropped close

on the left and in abraided ponytail on the other.

"Oh?" hedrawled. It wasimportant to crack this case and quickly,
Supervisor-of-Animals was on histrack. Unwise to have a subordinate take
too much credit for it, particularly this one, she had been using her own
dosser filesto build influence in the higher echelons of human

government. Two can play at that game, hethought. And | do it better,
snce relying on blackmail doneisacrudity I've grown beyond. She
doesn't know I've penetrated her files, ether ... of course, she may

have donelikewise ...

No. He would be dead if she had.
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"From their hotel room. No correlation on fingerprints, of course.”
Alterationsto fingerprints and retina patterns were an old story; you
never caught anyone with access to underworld tailoring shops that way.
"But they evidently whiled away their spare time with the old in-and-out,
and they don't clean the mattresses there very well, DNA anadysis.
"Case A, display,” she continued. Sections of the ebony before each of
the staff officersturned transparent, amolecular analysis. "Thisisthe
male, what forensic could make of it. Y oung, not more than thirty.
Sol-Bdlter, to 93%. Here'sagraphic of hisface, projection from the
genes and descriptions by hotel staff.”

A portrait overlaid the linesand curves of the analysis, ahard-lined
blocky face with ashort Belter strip. "This doesn't include any scars

or birthmarks, of course."

"Very interesting,” Montferrat drawled. "But as you're no doubt aware,
chance recombination could easily reproduce a Sol-Belter genetic profile;
the Serpent Swarm was only colonized three centuries ago, and there has
been immigration since. Our records from the Belt are not complete, you
know the trouble weve been having getting them to tighten up on
registration. "

Axelrod-Bauergartner shook her head, smiling thinly. "Lessthan a3%
chance, when you correlate with the probability of that configuration,
then eliminate the high percentage of Swarmers we do have full records
on. Beautiful job on the falseidents, by theway. If we hadn't been
tipped we'd never have found them.
"And this" shesad, caling up another andyss,
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"isthefemae. Also young, ten years post-maturity, and a Swarmer for sure.
No contemporary record.”

Montferrat raised abrow and lit his cigarette, looking indifferently down

at the abgtract. "WEell have to pick them both up on suspicion,” he said,
"and ream their memories. But I'd scarcely cdl thisapositive ID; nothing

I'd like to go to the kzin with, for certain." A pause, and addlicate

smile. "Of coursg, if you'd like to take the respongibility yoursdf. . ."

| may just takeyou up onthat ... Sir," AxdrodBauergartner said, and a

cold bell began ringing at the back of Montferrat'smind. "Y ou see, we did
find aperfect correlate for the femaes DNA pattern. Not in any census
regisiry, but in an old research file a the Scholarium, agenetics survey.
Pre-War. Dead data, but | had the central system do a universal sweep, damn
the expense, and there were no locks on the data. just stored out of the

way ..."

"This doesn't make sense," Grimbardsun said. He was Economic Regulation,
older than Axelrod-Bauergartner and fatter; less ambitious, except for the
bank account he was so excdllently placed to feed. Complications with the
kzin made him swest, and there were dark patches under the armpits of his
uniform tunic. "Y ou said she was young."

"Biologicd," Axdrod-Bauergartner said triumphantly. "The forensics people
counted how many ticks she had on her biologica clock. But the Scholarium
filerecordsheras. . ."

A picture flashed across the data, and Montferrat coughed to hide his
reaction. He was grateful for the beard and the tan that hid the cold waxy
pallor of hisskin asthe capillaries shrank and sent the blood back to the
veinsand heart. It felt asif ahuge hand had grasped hisinnards and was
Queezing.
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"Ingrid Raines," Axeh-od-Bauergartner said. "Chronologica age, better
than sixty. Qudified pilot and software wizard, and a possible dternate
dotter on one of the dowboats that was launched just before the end.”

"| was apossible dternate mysdlf, if | hadn't been taken prisoner,”
Montferrat said, and even then felt adight pleasure at
Axelrod-Bauergartner'swince. She hadn't been born then, and it was a
reminder that at least he had fought the kzin once, not spent his
adolescence scheming to enter their service. "There were thousands of us,
and mogt didn't make it anywhere near the collection points. It was dl
pretty chaotic, toward the end.” Hishand did not tremble as helaid the
cigarette in the ashtray, and his eyes were not fixed on the ova face
with itslong Belter sirip that turned into an auburn fountain at the

back.

"Which waswhy the ordinary student fileswerelogt,”
Axelrod-Bauergartner said, nodding so that her incipient jowls swayed.
"Y ah. All we got from the genetics survey was a name and a student number
that doesn't correlate to anything existing. But the DNA's a one-to-one,
no doubt about it at al. Raines went out on that dowboat, and somehow
Raines came back, till young.”

Still young, Montferrat thought. Still young ... and | Sit here, my soul
older than Satan's. " Came back. Dropped off from aship going. 999
lightspeed?’
A shrug. "Thegenesdon't lie”

"Computer,” Montferrat sad steadily. "All points, maximum priority.
Pictures and idents to be distributed to al sources; capture aive at

al cogts, we need the information they have."
To hissecond. "My congratul ations, Herrenfrau
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Axelrod-Bauergartner, on ajob well done. Well catch these revenants, and
when we do al the summer soldiers who've been flocking to those
Resgtanceidiots since the attack will fed adigtinct chill. | think
that'sal for today?'

They rose with the usual round of handshakes, Grimbardsun's hand wet,
Axelrod-Bauergartner's soft and cold as her eyes. M-Ontferrat felt like
someone smiling with hisface, talking with his mouth. Impeccable, until

he wasin the privacy of hisoffice, and staring down at the holo in his

desk. Matching it with the one from his locked and sedled files, matching
the redlity with forensic's projection. Fedling the moisture spilling

from his eyes, down onto the imperishable synthetic, into the face he had
seen with the eye of the mind every day for the last forty years. The

face he would arrest and turn over to the interrogators and the kzin,

aong with thelast of hissoul.

"Why did you come back?' he whispered. "Why did you come back, to torment
usherein hdl?'

"Right, now download," Jonah said. The interfacer bleeped quietly and
opened to extrude the biochip.

"Wall, this ought to be ussful, if we can get the information back,"
Ingrid said dully, handing him the piece of curved trangparent
quasi-tissue.

He unwrapped his hand gingerly and did thefingernail home, into the
implanted flexible gasket beneath the cuticle. "Provided we can get
oursalves, this, or adatdink to the ship.”

Useful was an understatement; intelligence-gathering was not their
primary job, but this was a pricelessload. The complete specs on the
most important infosystem on Wunderland, and strategic sampling of
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the datain its banks. Ships, deployments, capacities. Kzin psychology and
history and palitics, commandprofiles, Srategic planning and

kiiegspiel L-wargamesplayed by the pussy Generd Staff for decades. AD the
back doors, from the human systems, then, through them, into the kzin
system. UN Nava Intelligence would willingly sacrifice haf afleet for
this....

"That'sit, then," Jonah said. "It's not what we came for, but it can

make a diSerence. And there-2'

Ingrid was not listening. "Hold onl Lookl" Eh?"

"An dert subroutine." Her fingers moved across her interfacer.
"Gottdamn, that isan dertl Murphy, it's about us, those are our
cover-identsit's broadcasting. We're blown.”

"Block it, quick."” They worked in sllence for amoment. Jonah scrubbed
ahand acrosshisface. "That'll hold it for ahaf-hour."

"WEelIl never makeit back to Munchen before the next call getsthrough,”
shesad. "Not without putting up aholosgn that this system's been
subverted down to the config.”

"We don't haveto," Jonah said. He squeezed eyes shut, pressed his
fingersto hisforehead. "Finagle, why now ... the transfer booth.
Computer,” he continued. "Isthe civilian sysem il online? Saved to
the core-system here?"
"Affirmative, to both."

"That'sit, then. What's the closest functiona booth to the Bahai

quarter? Right. Key the interna link to that one. Code, full-wipe after
execution, purge. Ingrid, lef'sgo.”
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"|sthe system compromised?’ Chuut-Riit asked. He paced through the
centra control room of his estate. His nogtrils flared: yes, the scent

of two of the monkeys, amaeand ... He snuffled further. Yes, the
femaewas bearing. Grimly" hefiled the smdll away, for possible future
reference. It was unlikely that he would ever encounter either of them

in person, but one could hope.

One of the kzin technicians was so involved with following the symbols
scrolling by on the wdlsthat he swept his hand behind him with claws
extended in an exasperated protest at being interrupted. The governor
bristled and then relaxed; it hel ped that he came from the hunt. Had
killed and fed well, mated and washed his glands and tissues clear of
hormones freeing the reasoning brain. Even more that he had spent most
of hislifespan cooling atemper that had origindly been hasty even by
kzin standards. He controlled bresth and motion, the desreto lash his
tall and pace; it ran through him that perhapsit was his temper that had
set him on the road to magtery, that never-to-be-forgotten moment in the
nursery so many years ago. The redization that hisrage could kill, and
intimewould kill him as dead asthe sibling beneath hisclaws.

The guards behind him had snarled at the infotech'sinsolence, alow
sublimina rumbling and the dryspicy scent of anger. An expressiveripple
of ChuutRut'sfur, ears, tail quieted them.

"These specidigsareal mad," he whispered asde. "One must humor
them, like acub that bitesyour ears. " They were sorry specimensin
truth: one scrubby and undersized, with knotsin hisfur; the other a
giant, but clumsy, dow, actudlyfat. Heroes, indeed|
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Any Hero seeing them would know their brilliance, since such disgusting
examples of bad inheritance would only be kept dive for the most pressing
of needs.
The governor schooled himsdlf to wait, shifting only enough to keep his
heated muscles from diffening. The big technician mumbled to himsdf,
occasionally taking out abrick of dull-red dried megt from his equipment
gpron and stuffing it into his mouth. Chuut-Riit caught awiff of it and
gagged, as much at the thought of someone egting infantry rations for
pleasure as a the well-remembered smell. The other one muttered aswell,
but he chewed on the ends of his claws. Those on hisright hand were
actudly frayed a thetips, usdessfor anything but scratching its
doubtless completely ungroomed and verminous pelt.
"Isthe system compromised?' Chuut-Riit asked again, patiently.
Infosystems speciaists were as bad as telepaths.

" Hrrwweo?" muttered the smal one, blinking back

to a consciousness somewhat more in congruence

with the others. "Well, we couldn't know that, could

we? Honored Chuut-Riit," he added hadtily, ashe

caught the governor's expression and scent.

"What-do-you-mean?"' he said.

Well, Honored Governor Chuut-Riit, a successful clandestine insertion is
undetectable by definition, hrrrr? We're pretty sure we've found their

tracks. Compuiter, isolate-alpha, linear schematic, level three" A

complex webbing sprang up al around the room, blue lineswith afew

sections picked out in green. " See, dominant one, where the picks were

inserted? So that the config eements could be accessed and
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atered from an externa source without detection. Weve neutralized them,
of course.”

The claws went back into his mouth, and he mumbled around them. "Thiswas
humans, wasn't it?it wastheir scent. Very three-dimensiond, | suppose

it comes of their being monkeys. They do some wonderful gaming programs,
very ingeniou- | abase mysdf in gpology, Chuut-Riit. " Heflattened to

the ground and covered hisdry granular-looking nose. "We are as sure as
we can bethat al the unautborized € ements have been purged.” To his
companion: "Wake up, sucklingl"

"Whirrr?' thefat giant chirruped, stopped his continuous nervous purring

and then gtarted. "Oh, yes. Lovely system you have here, Honored Governor
Chuut-Riit. Yes, | think wevegot it. | would like to meet the monkeys

who did the alterations, very subtle work."

"You may go," he said, and crouched brooding, scratching moodily behind
one ear. Theinterna security team were in now, with the sniffer-machines

to isolate the scent molecules of the intruders.

"I would like to meet them, too," he said, and aline of saliva spun

itself down from one thin black lip. He snapped it back with awet chop

and licked his nose with abroad wash of pink tongue. "I would like that

very much.”



Chapter VI

"Somehow | think it'stoo quiet,” Ingrid said. When Jonah cast ablankly
puzzled look over his shoulder, she shrugged. "Aren't you interested in
anything culturd?’

"I'minterested in staying dive," Jonah said.

They were gtrolling quietly down one of the riversde walks. The Donau
rolled beside them, two kilometers across; it sparkled blue and
green-gray, little waves showing white. A bridge soared from bank to
bank, and sailboats hedled far over under the stiff warm breeze. Away
from the shrilling poverty of the residentia quarters, theair smelled

of sty water, grass, flowers.

"Of course, staying aive from now on jeopardizesthe misson,” Jonah
continued.

"No." Ingrid shook her head. "Y ou have to get back. "

"l do? Why?'

"Youjust do. " Murphy'sBdlsl Those ARM psychists
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redlly do know their stuff. He'sforgotten aready. What have | forgotten?
It'sno fun, holesin your memory. Evenif they're deliberate.
"The plan doesn't matter,” Jonah said. "If it were going to blow, it
would have doneit. And we'd have heard the bang.” Something itched at
the back of hismind. "Unless-"
"Jonah?"
"Nothing." | don't want to remember. Or maybe there's nothing to
remember. "My hand hurts. Wonder what | did to it?"
"Y ou don't need to know that, either.” It was the tenth time he'd asked.
Clearly the psychists had done some powerful voodoo on Jonah.
They hailed a pedicab and climbed into the twinpassenger back segt. They
had both been surprised to see the little vehicles skittering about the
sreets, surdy machinery could not have become that expensive. The man
hunched over the pedaswasthin, al wire and lesther, dressed only in
apair of ragged shorts. It was not that machines were so dear, but that
labor was so cheap, labor of a certain kind. For those with skills needed
by the kzinti war economy, there was enough capita to support reasonable
productivity. For theincreasing number of those without, there was only
what unaided brute labor would buy: starvation wages.
Get your mind off the troubles of Wunderland and on to the more urgent
matter of saving your own ass, shetold hersdlf asthey turned into the
Bahai quarter. Back to Harold's Place ... she winced. Then out to the
Swarm. Catskinner would be waiting, and Markham would smply haveto
accept them; that was one of the virtues of aship with awill of its
own.
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Then agtraight boost out of the system, aDart usudly didn't have anything
gpproaching interstellar capacity, but the stasisfield changed things.

Boost out, tightbeam the precious data, and wait for the fleet to scoop them
up. Nothing could affect them within astasisfied, but thefidd asa
whole could gill be manipulated with agravity polarizer....

The chances of coming through this with awhole skin had seemed so remote
that it wasn't even worth the trouble of thinking about. Now ...

The ship "Il hold three. Hari, thistinze | twn't leave you.

They turned into the street that fronted Harold's Place. Ingrid had just

time enough to see Hari stlanding beside Claude at the entrance. Then police
vomited forth, dark in their turtle helmets and goggles, and aircarsrose
slently over theroofsal about. Giant ginger-red shapes behind them-
Sherolled out of her side of the pedicab as Jonah did on his, amotion so
smooth they might have rehearsed it. The light-pen wasin her hand, and it
madeits yawping sound. A policeman died, dropping like a puppet with the
grings cut, and she dove forward, rolling, trying for an angle a the kzin

and-

Blackness.

"Theinterrogation is complete? Chuut-Riit reclined again at ease on the
bubblecouch behind his desk; a censor was sending up aromatic smoke.
The holo, on the far wall showed aroom beneath the Munchen police
headquarters; acombination of human and kzin talents had long proven most
effective for such work. Ktriir-Supervisor-of-Animals was there, and a
namel ess shabby-looking telepath. The
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mind-reader's fur was matted and his hands twitched. Chuut-Riit could see
gpatters of vomit down the front of his pelt, and hear hismumble:
"...sdad, no, no, ak, ak, pftht, no please boiled carrots ak, pfffth

He shuddered dightly in sympathy, thinking of what it must beliketo
enter the mind of ahuman free-associating under drugs and pain.
Telepathy was not like speech; it was asharing that extended to
sensations and memory aswell. Food was avery fundamenta drive. It
would be bad enough to have to share the memory of eating the cremated
mesets humans were fond of-the very stink of them was enough to turn your
stomach-but cooked plants ... The telepath fumbled something out of a
wristpouch and careffilly parted the fur on one side of his neck before
pressing it to the skin. There was a hiss, and he sank againgt the wall

with asigh of relief. His eyes ditted and he leaned chin on kneeswith
ahigh-pitched irregular purr, thetip of histongue showing pink past
hiswhiskers.

Chuut-Riit wrinkled his nose and dismissed fase compassion. How could
you sympathize with something that was voluntary daveto adrug? And to
an extract of sthondat blood at that.

"Y es, Chuut-Riit," Ktriir-Supervisor-of-Animals said. "Telepath's reading
agrees with what the trained monkeys determined with their truth drugs.”
Chuut-Riit reminded himself that the drugs actualy merely suppressed
inhibition. "The atempt was alast-minute afterthought to the main

attack of the monkey ship. Some gravitic device was used to decelerate
apod with these two; they came down in aremote area, using the
disturbances of the attack as cover, and
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reached the city on foot. Their am wasto trigger the self-destruct
mechanisms on your estate, but they were unable to do so.”

Chuut-Riit brooded, looking past the kzin liaison officer to the human
behind him. "Y ou are not the human in charge of the Munchen police," he
sad.

"No, Chuut-Riit," the human said. It wasafemale. A flabby one, the sort
that would squish unpleasantly when your fangs ripped open the body
cavity, and somehow the holo gave the impression of an unpleasant odor.

| am Chief Assstant AxelrodBauergartner at your service, dominant one,”
she continued, giving thetitle in areasonably good gpproximation of the
Hero's Tongue. A little insolent? Perhaps-but so commendable, and the
deferential posture wasfaultless. " Chief Montferrat-Palme delegated this
summary of theinvestigation, fedling that it was not important enough

to warrant his persond attention. "

"Chrrrriii," Chuut-Riit said, scratching one cheek againgt apiece of
driftwood in astand on his desk. This Montferrat-creature did not
consider an attack on the governor's private control system important?
That monkey was developing a distorted sense of its priorities. The human
in the screen had blanched dightly at the kzin equivaent of an

irritated scowl; helet hislipslower back over the fangs and continued:
"Show me the subjects.” Axelrod-Bauergartner stepped aside, to show two
humans clamped in adjustable plastic brackets amid aforest of equipment.
These were two fine specimens, tal and lean in the manner of the
pace-bred subspecies. Both were unconscious, but seeming intact enough
apart fi-om the
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usua superficid cuts, abrasions, and bruises. "What istheir condition?’
"No irreparable physica or menta harm, ChuutRiit," Axelrod-Bauergartner
said, bowing. "What are your orders asto their disposa ?*

"Rrffr,"” Chuut-Riit mused, shifting to rub the underside of hisjaw on
thewood. Thelast public hunt had been yesterday, the one to which he
had taken his sons. "How soon can they bein acondition to run
amuangly?' hesad.
"Haf aweek, Chuut-Riit. We have been cautious.”

"Prepare them." His sons? No, best not to be too indulgent. Therewas a
badsmelling lot of administrative work to be attended to; he would be
chained to his desk for agoodly while anyway. Let thelittle devils

attend to their studies, and he would visit them again when this had been
disposed of. Besides, while free there had been a certain attraction in

the prospect of dedling with this pair personaly; as captivesthey were
just two more specimens of monkeymeat-beneath his dignity. "Get agood
batch together, and have them all ready for the Public Preserve at the

end of the week. Dismissed.”

"Wasthat Suuomdisen | saw coming out of here?' Montferrat said.
"Unlessyou know another fat, sesty toad in alinen suit looking like
he'd just swallowed the juiciest fly on the planet.” Y arthkin grinned

like ashark as he settled behind his desk and pushed a pile of data
chips and hardeopy to one side. " Sit yoursdlf down, Claude, and have a
drink. If it isn't too early."

"15:00 too early? That'sin bad taste, even for you." But the hand that
reached for the Maivin
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shook dightly, and there were wrinklesin the tunic. "But why washe so
happy?"

"l just sold him Harold's Terran Bar," Y arthkin said camly. Light-headed
he laughed, 4 boy'slaugh. "Prositl" he toasted, and tossed back hisown
drink.

'What!" That was enough to bring him bolt-upright. "Why--what-Y ou've been
turning that.swine down for thirty yeard"

"Swine, Claude? What's so especidly swinish about him?' Y arthkin leaned
forward, resting his chin on paired thumbs. "Or have you forgotten

exactly who's to be monkeymest day after tomorrow?”

The reaction was more than Y arthkin had expected. A jerk, asif
high-voltage current surged through the other man'sbody. A dry retching
sound. Then, incredibly, the aguiline Herrennwnn mask crumpled, Sumping
and wrinkling like abaloon from which the air has been withdrawn ...

and he was crying, head dumping down into hishands. Y arthkin swallowed
and looked away; Claude was a collabo and asellout, an extortionist
without shame ... but nobody should see another man this naked. It was
obscene.

"Pull yoursdf together, Claude; I've known you were a bastard for forty
years, but | thought you were aman, at least.”

"Sodidl," gasped Montferrat. | even have the medalsto proveit. |

fought well inthewar."
"l know."

'So, when, when, when they let us out of the detention camp, | really
thought | could help. | redly did." Helaughed. "Life had to go on,
criminals had to be caught, we were beaten and resistance just made it
harder on everyone. I'd been agood policeman. | till could be.”
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He drank, choked, drank. "The graft, everyone had to. They wouldn't let you
get past foot-patrol if you weren't on the pad, too; you had to bein it

with them. If | didn't get promotion how could | accomplish anything?1

told mysdlf that, but every year alittle more of me was gone. And now, now
Ingrid's back and | can see mysdlf in her eyes, and | know what | am-no
better than that anima AxerodBauergartner. She's gloating, shehasmeon
thisand | couldn't, couldn't do it. | told her to take care of it al, and

went, and I've been drunk most of the time since, and shelll have my head
and | deserveit, why try and stop her it-"

Y arthkin leaned forward and dapped the policeman alongside the head with
his open pam, agunshot crack in the narrow confines of the office.
Montferrat's mood switched with mercurid swiftness, and he snarled with a
mindless sound as he reached for his sidearm. But alcohal is a depressant,
and his hand had barely touched the butt before the other man's stunner was
pointed between his eyes.

"Neyn, neyn, naughty," Y arthkin said cheerfully. "Hell of aheadache,
Claude. Now, | won't say you don't deserveit, but sacrificing your own
liver and lightsisn't going to do Ingrid any good.” He kept the wegpon
unwavering until Montferrat had won back a measure of salf-command, then
laid it down on the desk and offered a cigarette.

"My apologies," Montferrat said, wiping off hisfitcewith asilk

handkerchief. | do despise self-pity.” The shredded cloak of hisironic
detachment settled about him.

Y arthkin nodded. "That's better, sweetheart. I'm sdlling the club because

| need ready capita, for
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rel ocation and grubstaking my people, the oneswho don't want to come with
me”
"Go with you? Where? And what does this have to do with Ingrid?'
Y arthkin grinned again, tapped ash off the end of his cigarette.
Exhilaration filled him, and something that had been missing for far too
long. What? he thought. Not youth ... yes, that'sit. Purpose.
"It isn't every man who's given achanceto doit over right,” he said.
"That, friend Claude, iswhat I'm going to do. Were going to bust Ingrid
out of that Preserve. Have ashot at it, at least. " He held up ahand.
"Don't fack with me, Claude; | know aswell as you that the system there
is managed through Munchen Police H.Q. One badly mangled corpse
substituted for another, what ratcat's to know? It's been done before.”
"Odd you should think of that," Montferrat said, shaking his head dully.
"For the past severd days| have been regretting that | always kept out
of the set-up side of the Hunts. Couldn't ... | have to watch them,
anyway, too often.”
Odd how men cling to despair, once they've hit bottom, Y arthkin thought.
Asif hope were too much effort. Isthat what surrender is, then, just
giving into exhaustion of the soul?
Aloud: "Computer, accessfile Till Eulenspiegd .
The surface of his desk flashed transparent and lit with a series of
coded text-columns. Montferrat came erect with a shaken oath.
"How ... if you had that, all these years, why haven't you used it?"
"Claude, the great drawback of blackmail isthet it givesthe victim the
best possibleincentiveto find a
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permanent way of shutting you up. Risky, especialy when dedling with the
police. Asto the how, you're not under the impression that you get the
best peoplein the palice, are you?' A squint, and the gravelly voice went
soft. "Don't think | wouldn't useit, sweetheart, if you didn't cooperate,
and theré's lywre than enough hereto put you in the edible-ddicacy
category. Think of it as God'sway of giving you an incentive to get back
on the graight and narrow.”

| tell you, Axelrod-Bauergartner has the command codes for the Preservel
| can override, but it would be flagged. Immediately.”

"Computer, display file Niebelungen AA37Bi22. Damned lack of imagination,
that code ... Thereit is, Claude. Everything you always wanted to know
about your most ambitious subordinate but were afraid to ask, including
her private bypass programs.” Another flick of ash. "Finagle, Claude, you
can probably make dl thislook like her fault, even if the ratcats smell

the proverbia rodent."

Montferrat smoothed down hisuniform tunic, and it was asif the gesture
dicked trangparent armor across his skin once more. "Y ou appear to have
me by the short and senditives, kamerat," he said lightly. "Not entirely

to my dismay. Theplanis, then, that Ingrid and her gallant Sol-Belter

are whisked away from under the noses of the kzin, whileyou go to
-ground?"'

Y arthkin laughed, a shocking sound. " Appearances to the contrary, Claude
old son, you were dways the romantic of ustwo. The onefor the noble
gesture. Nothing of the sort: Ingrid and | are going to the Swarm.”

"And the man, Jonah?"
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"Fuck him. Let the ratcats have him. His job was done the minute they

faled to dig thered story out of him."

Montferrat managed alaugh. "Thisisquite areversal Of roles, Hari ...

but this, thisfind twig, it makesit seem possible, somehow.” He

extended ahand. " Seeing as you have the gun to my head, why not? Working
together again, eh?'

"All right, lisen up," the guard said.

Jonah shook his head, shook out the last of the fog. Ingrid sat beside

him on the plain datted wood of the bench, in thisincongruous pen ...
change-roomsfor a country club, once. Now a set of run-down stone
buildingsin the midst of shaggy overgrown wilderness, the sde open to

the remnants of lawn and terrace was covered with a shockfield. He looked
around; there were around two dozen humans with them, al clad alikein
grey prison trousers and shirts. All quiet. The shockrods of the guards

had enforced that. Some weeping, afew catatonic, and there was an
unpleasant feca smell.

"Y ou get an hour's sart,” the guard said, in avoice of bored routine.

"And you'd better run, believe me.

"Up yourd" somebody shouted, and laughed when the guard raised her rod.
"What you going to do, ratcat lover, condemn meto death?!

The guard shrugged. Y ou ever seen ahouse cat playing with amumbly?*
shejeered. "The ratcats like agood chase. Disgppoint them and they'll

bat you around like atoy." She stepped back, and the door opened. "Hell,
keep ahead of them for two days and maybe they'll let you go.” A burly
man rose and
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charged, bounced back as she took another step through the door.
Laughter, through the transparent surface. "Have fun, porkehops. I'll
watch you die. Five minutesto shield-down. "

"You dl right?" Jonah asked. Neither of them had been much damaged
physicdly by theinterrogation; it had been donein apolice

headquarters, where the most modem methods were available, not crude
fieldexpedients. And the psychists shields had worked perfectly; the
great weakness of telepathic interrogation isthat it can only detect

what the subject believesto betrue. It had been debatable whether the
blocks and artificid memorieswould hold ... Kzin tel epaths bated
staying in ahuman's mind more than they had to, and the drug-addiction
that helped to develop their talents did little for motivation or

inteligence.

"Fine" Ingrid said, raising her head from her knees. "Just thinking how
pretty it isout there." Tears starred her lashes, but her voice was

steady.

Startled, helooked again through the near-invisble shimmer of the
shockfield. The long green-gold grass was rippling under alate-afternoon
sun, starred with flowers like living jewel-flecks. A line of flamingos
skimmed by, down to thelittle pond at the base of the hill. Beyond was
forest, flowering dogwood in afountain of white againgt the
flickering-shiny olive drab of native kampfwald trees. The shockfield let
air through, carrying scents of leafmold, green, purity.

"You'reright," he said. They clasped hands, embraced, stepped back and
saluted each other formally. "It's been ... good knowing you, Lieutenant
Ingrid.
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"Likewise, Captain Jonah." A gamin smile. "Finagleé's arse, were not dead
yet, arewe?"

"Huh. huh-huh." Lights soun before Jonah's eyes, wrenching his somach
with more nausea. Gummy sdiva blocked his mouth as he tumbled over the
lip of the gully, crashing through brush that ripped and torewith living
fingers of thorn and bramble. Tumble, roll, down through the
brush-covered sixty-degree dope, out into the patch of gravel and sparse
spaghettilike grass analog at the bottom. To lie and rest, Murphy, to

res ...

Memories were returning. Evidently his subconscious believed there
wouldn't be another interrogation. Believed they were dead dready. My
fingernall. | haveto escape. And that'salaugh. But | havetotry....
Heturned thefind roll into aflip and came erect, facing in the

direction of hisflight; force the digphragm to breathe, somach out to
suck ar into the bottom of the lungs. His chest fdt tight and hot, as

if theair pumping through it was nothing, vacuum, inert gas. Will kept

him steady, blinked his eyesinto focus. He wasin a patch of bright
sunlight, the forest above a deep green-gold shade that flickered; the

s0il under hisfeet was damp, impassibly cool on his skin. Thewind was
blowing toward him, which meant that the kzin would be following
ground-scent rather than what floated on the breeze. A kzin nose was not
as sengtive as ahound's, but severd thousand times more acute than a
human's.

And | mugt stink to high heaven, he thought. Even then he could smell
himsdf; he hawked and spat, taking afirmer grip on hisimprovised
weapon. That
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was alength of branch and arock haf the size of hishead, dangling from
the end by thin strong vines. Thank Murphy that Wunderland floraran to
creepers....

"One" he muttered to himsdlf. "Thereain't no justice, | know, but

please, just one." His breathing was dowing, and he became conscious of
thirgt, then the gnawing emptiness under hisribs. The sunwashigh
overhead; nearly aday aready? How many of the otherswere ill dive?
A flicker of movement at thelip of the ravine, ten meters above him and
twenty away. Jonah swung the stone-age morningstar around his head and
roared, and the kzin hated his headlong four-footed rush. Roselike an
unfolding wall of brovm-red, dappled in the light at the edge of the tall
trees, dashed across with the white of teeth. Great round eyes, and he
could imagine the pupils going pinpoint; the kzin homeworld was not only
colder than Wunderland, it was dimmer. Batwing ears unfolding, straining
for sound; their hearing was keen enough to pick a human heartbesat out
of the background noise. Thiswas ayoung mae, he would be hot, hot for
thekill and salt blood to quench histhirst and let himrest ...

"Come on, you kshat, you sthondat-eater,” Jonah yedlled in the snarling
tones of the Hero's Tongue. "Come and get your name, kinless offspring
of cowards, come and egt turnips out of my shit, grassgrazer! Ch'rowl
youl"

The kzin screamed, araw wailing shriek that echoed down the ravine;
screamed again and leaped in an impossible soaring curve that took it
halfway down the steep dope.
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"Now, Ingrid. Now!" Jonah shouted, and ran forward.

The woman rose from the lagt, thicker scrub at the edge of the dope,
where water nourished taller bushes. Rose just as the second bounding
leap passed its arc, the kzin spread-eagled against the sky, taloned

hands outstretched to grasp and tear. The three-meter pole rose with her,
butt againgt the earth, sharpened tip reaching for thedien'sbelly. The
two met, and the wet ripping sound was audible even over the berserk
dren shriek of the young kzin's pain.

It toppled forward and sideways, thrashing and ululating with the long
poletrangfixing it. He forced rubbery leg musclesinto afina sprint,

alegp and scream of hisown. Then he wasthere, in among the clinging
brush and it was there, too, convulsing. He darted in, svung, and the
rock smashed into a hand that was lashing for histhroat; the kzin wailed
again, put its free hand to the spear, pulled whileit kept him at bay

with lunging snaps. Ingrid was on the other side with a second spear,
jabbing; he danced in, heedless of the fangs, and swung two-handed. The
rock landed at the juncture of thick neck and doping shoulder, and
something snapped. The shock of it ran back up hisarms.

The pair moved in, stabbing, smashing, block and wiggle and jump and
grike, and the broken dien crawled toward them with inhuman vitdity,
growling and whimpering and moving even with the dull-pink bulge of
Intestine showing where it had ripped the jagged wood out of itsflesh.
Fur, flesh, scraps of leaf, dust scattering about ... Until at last too

many bones were broken and too much of the bright-red blood spi.1led, and
it lay twitching. The humanslay
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just out of reach, sobbing back their breaths; Jonah could hear the kzin's
cries over the thunder in his ears, hear them turn to high-pitched words
inthe Hero's Tongue:
"It hurts. . ." The Sol-Belter rolled to hisknees. His shadow fell
across the battered, swollen eyes of hisenemy. "It hurts ... mother,
you've come back, mother-" The shattered paw-hands made kneading motions,
like anursing kitten. "Help me, take away the noisein my head, mother.
.. " Presently it died.
"That'sonefor apal-bearer.” The end of hisfinger throbbed. "Goddamn
it, | can't escapel" he shouted at it.
Ingrid tried to rise, fell back with afaint cry.
Jonah bent over, hands moving on the ruffled tatters that stresked down
onethigh. "How bad . . ." he pushed back the ruined cloth. Blood was
runneling down the dim length of the woman'sleg, not pumping but ina
steedy flow. "Damn, tanj, tanj, tanj!" Heripped at his shirt for a
pressure-bandage, tied it on with the thin vines scattered everywhere
about. "Here, heré's your spear, lean on it, come on." He darted back to
the body; therewas aknife at its belt, along heavy-bladed wtsai. Jonah
ripped it free, looped the belt over one shoulder like abaldric.
"Let'smove," he said, staggering dightly. She leaned on the spear hard
enough to drive the blunt end inches deep into the sandy gravel, and
shook her head.
"No, I'd dow you down. Y ou're the one that hasto get away." Hisfinger
throbbed anew to remind him. And she's Hari's girl, not mine. But-
Ancther memory returned, and he laughed.
"Something'sfunny?
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"Yeeh, maybeitis Maybe-hell, | bet it worked!"

"What worked?"

"Tdl you ontheway."

"No, you won', I'm not coming with you. Now get goingl"

"Murphy bugger that with adiode, Lieutenant. Get moving, that's an order."
She put an arm around his shoulder and they hobbled down the shifting
footing of the ravine's bed. There was a crooked smile on her face as she
spoke.

"Well, it'snot asif we had anywhereto go, isit?"

The kzin governor of Wunderland paced tiredly toward the gate of his
childrens quarters, grooming absently. The hunt had gonewell, the
intruderhumans were undoubtedly beginning a short passage through some
lucky Hero's digestive system, and it wastime to relax.

Perhaps | should have stayed to track them myself, he mused as he passed
the last guard station with an absent-minded wave. No, why bother. That
prey isaready caught, thiswas smply are-enactment.

Chuut-Riit felt the repaired doors swing shut before him and glanced around
in puzzlement, the slence penetrating through post-Hunt duggishness. The
courtyard was deserted, and it had been nearly seven days since hislast
vigt; far too soon for another nation attempt, but the older

children should have been bailing out to greet him, questions and

frolicking ... Heturned and keyed the termind in the stone beside the

door.

Nothing. The kzin blinked in puzzlement. Odd. There has been no record of
any mdfunction. In
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ingtinctive reflex helowered himsdlf to dl foursand sniffed; the usua
sand-rock-metd scents, multiple young-kzin smells. Something undernegth
that, and he licked his nose to moisten it and drew in along breath with
his mouth haf open.

He started back, arching his spine and bristling with agrowling hiss,

tall rigid. Dead nwat and blood. N"irling, he dgpped for the exterior
communicator. " Guard-Captain, respond. Guard-Captain, respond
imtnediately.”

Nothing. He bent, tensed, legped for the summit of thewall. A crackling
discharge met him, ablue corona around the sharp twisted iron of the
battlement's top that sent pain searing through the padms of his
outstretched hands. The wards were set on maximum force, and he fell to
the ground cradling his burned palms. Rage bit through him, stronger than
pain or thought; someone had menaced his children, hisfuture, the blood
of theRiit. His snarl was soundless as he dashed on all fours acrossthe
open space of the courtyard and into the entrance of the warren.

It was dark, the glowpanels out and the ventilators slent; for the first
timeit even samelled like a castle on homeworld, purely of old stone,

iron, and blood. Fresh blood on something near the entrance. He bent, the
huge round circles of his eyes going black asthe pupils expanded. A
sword, afour-foot kreerawith adouble saw edge. Thered article, heavy
wave-forged sted, from the seded training cabinets which should only
have opened to his own touch. Ignoring the pain as burned tissue cracked
and oozed fluids, he reached for the long hide-wound bone grip
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of the wegpon. The edges of the blade glimmered with dark wet, set with a
meatt of orange-red hairs.

Hisarm bent, feeling the weight of the metal as he dropped into the
crook-kneed defensve stance, with the lead ball of the pommel held level
with hiseyes. The corridor twisted off before him, thefaint light of
occasiona skylights picking out the edges of granite blocks and the black
iron doors with their central locks cast in the shape of beast-masked
ancedtral warriors. Chuut-Riit's ears cocked forward and his mouth opened,
dropping the lower jaw toward the chest: maximum flow over the nasal
passages to catch scent, and fangs ready to tear at anything that got past
the weapon in his hands. He edged down the corridor one swift careful step
at atime, heading for the central tower where he could do something, even
if it wasonly lighting asgnd fire.

Insane, he thought with acomer of hismind that watched hisdinking
progress through the dark halls. It wasinsane, like something from the
ancient songs of homeworld. Like the Siege of Zeeroau, the Heroic Band
manning the ramparts against the prophet, dwindling one by one from wounds
and weariness and the hunger-frenzy that sent them down into the catacombs
to hunt and then the dreadful feasting.

Chuut-Riit turned a corner and wheeled, blade up to meet a possible attack
from the dropstand over the corner. Nothing-but the whirl-and-cut brought
him flush againgt the opposite wall, and he padded on. Noiseand smell; a
thin mewling, and an overpowering stink of kzinmest. A door, and thefirst
body beforeit. There waslittle of the soft tissue left, but the fkce was

intact. One of his older sons, the teeth frozen in an eternal snarl; blood

was splashed about,
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fiLr more than one body could account for. Walls, floor, celling; gutsand
splattersthat dripped down in dow congedling trailstoward the floor.

A chugra spear lay broken by thewall, ongside a battered metal shield;
the sound had been coming from behind the door the corpse guarded, but now
he could hear nothing.

No, wait. His earsfolded out to their maximum. Breathing. A multiple
rapid panting. He tried the door; it was unlocked, but something had it
jammed closed.

A mewl sounded as he leaned hisweight againgt it and the iron creaked.
"Openl” he snarled. "Open at once.

More mewls, and ametalic tapping. The pand lurched inward, and he
stooped to fill the doorway .

Theinfants, he thought. A hegp in the far comer of the room. Squirming
spotted fur and huge terrified eyes peering back at him; the younger

ones, the kitsjust recently taken from their mothers. At the sight of

him they set up the thin eeeuw-eceuu>-eeeuw that was the kzin child's cry
of distress,

"Daddyl" one of them said. "We're so hungry, Daddy. Were so frightened.
He said we should stay in here and not open the door and not cry but
there were awful noises and it's been so long and we're hungry, Daddy,
Daddy--

Chuut-Riit uttered agrating sound deep in his chest and looked down; his
son'swtsai had been wedged to hold the door from the inside, the kits
must have doneit at hisingtruction, while he waited outside to face the
hunters. Hunger-frenzy eroded what little patience an adolescent kzin
possessed, aswell asintellect; they would not spend long harnmer-
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ing at aclosed door, not with fresh mest to hand, and the smell of blood in
their nodtrils.

.. Sllence," he said, and they shrank back into a hegp. Chuut-Riit forced
gentlenessinto hisvoice. "Something very bad has happened,” he said.

"Y our brother was right, you must stay here and make no noise. Soon | ...
soon | or another adult will come and feed you. Do you understand?!
Uncertain nods. "Put the knife back in the door when | go out. Then wait.
Understand?’

He swung the door shut and looked down into his son's face while the kits
hammered the knifeblade under it from theinside,

"You did not diein vain, my brave one," he whispered, very low, sttling
into acrouch with the sword ready. "Mari-Rift," he added, giving his dead
son afull Name. Now | must wait. Wait to be sure none of the gone-mad ones
had heard him, then do his best. Therewould be an dert, eventualy. The
infants did not have the hormone-driven manic energy of adolescents. They
would survive.

" Zroght-Guard-Captain," the human said. "Oh, thank God!"

The head of the vicerega household troopersrose blinking from his
deeping-box, scratching vigoroudy behind one ear. "Y es, Henrietta?' he
sad.

It's Chuut-Riit, "she said. "Zroght-Guard-Captain, it wasn't him who

refused to answer, | knew it and now weve found tampering, the technicians
say they missed something thefirgt time, we il can't get through to him

in the children's quarters. And the records say the armory's open and they
haven't been fed for aweek!'2
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The guard-captain wasted no time in speech with the sobbing human; it
would take enough timeto physically breech the defenses of the
children's quarters.

"Hrrmnngg-ha," Chuut-Riit gasped, panting with lolling tongue. The corner
of the exercise room had given him alittle protection, the desks and ma-
chinery alittle more. Now adozen lanky bodiesinterlaced through the
equipment about hisfeet, and the survivors had drawn back to the other
end of the room. There waslittle sentience | eft in the eyesthat peered

at him out of the starved faces, not enough to use missile-weapons. Dim
sunlight glinted on their teeth and the red gape of their mouths, on
belliesfallen in below barrel-hoop ribs.

That last rush amost had me, he thought. An odd detachment had settled
over him; with a sad pride he noticed the coordination of their movements
even now, spreading out in asemi-circle to bar the way to the doors. He
was bleeding from a dozen superficid cuts, and the long sword fdt like
abar of neutronium in his hands. The blade shone liquid-wet aong its
whole length now, and the hilt was dimy in his numb grip, dick with
blood and the lymph from hisburnt hands, hetwigted it inawhistling
circlethat flung droplets asfar asthe closing pack. Chuut-Riit threw

back his head and shrieked, an eerie keening sound that filled the

vaulted chamber. They checked for amoment, shrinking back. If he could
keep them ...

Movement at hisfeet, from the pile of bodies. Cold in hisside, so cold,
looking down &t the hilt of thewsta driven up into the lung, the
overwheming
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sdt taste of hisown blood. The onethey called Spotty crawled free of the
piled bodies, brokenbacked but evading his weakened dash.

"Kill him," the adolescent panted. "Kill the betrayer, kill him."

Thewaiting children shrieked and legpt.

"He must have made his stand here," Zroght-GuardCaptain said, looking
around the nursery. The floor was a tumbled chaos of toys, wooden weapons,
printout books; the walls till danced their holo gavotte of kitslegping
amid grass and butterflies. There was very little of the kzin governor of
the Alpha Centauri system |eft; afew of the mgor bones, and the skull,
scattered among smdler fragments from his sons, the oneswounded in the
fighting and unable to defend themsel ves from their ravenous brothers. The
room stank of blood and old mest.
. Zroght-Guard-Captainl" one of the troopers said. They al tensed,
fully-armed asthey were. Most of the young oneswere till at large,
equipped from the practice rooms, and they seemed ghostly clever.
"A message, Zroght-Guard-Captain.” Thewarrior held up apad of paper. The
wordswerein arusty brownish liquid, evidently written with aclaw.
ChuutRiit's claw; that was hisSgil at the bottom. The captain flipped up
the visor of hishemet and reed:

Forgivethem
Zroght chirred. There might be time fbr that, after the succession struggle
ended.

"Gottdamn, they're out of range of the last pickup,” Montferrat said.
Y arthlan grunted, careful to stay behind the po-
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liceman. The transfer booth was an old one, |&ft here when thiswasa
country club. It stood in asecluded cleft below the rocky hill.

Deactivated, supposedly permanently, it appeared on no kzin records. His
hand fdlt tight and clammy on the handle of the stunner, and every rustle
and creak in the wilderness about them was alurking kzin. Teufd, | could
use arnoke, he thought. Insane, of course, with rateat noses coursing
through the woods.
"Arethey aive?' he asked tightly.

"Thetracersare ill active, but with thislittle interfacer |

can't-Ingrid!"

He made a haf-step forward. A pair of scarecrow figures ssumbled past
the entrance to the cleft, halted with a swaying motion that spoke of
despair born of utter exhaustion, The man was scratched and bloodied;

Y arthkin's eyes widened at the scraps of dried fur and blood and matter
clinging to the rude weapon in his hand. Both of them were spattered with
amflar reminders, rank with the smell of it and the swest that glistened

in tracks through the dirt on their faces.- More yet on the sharpened

pole that Ingrid leaned on as a crutch, and fresh blood on the bandage

at her thigh.

Jonah was straightening. "'Y ou here to help the pussies begt the bushes?'
he panted. Ingrid looked up, blinked crusted eyes, moved closer to her
companion. Y arthkin halted speechless, shook his head.

"Actudly, thisisamission of mercy,"” Montferrat began in his cool

tone. Then words ripped out of him: "Gottdamn, there are two kzin coming
up, I'm getting their h-acers.” Fingers played over hisinterfacer.

"They're stopping about akilometer back-"
"Where we |€eft the body of the onewekilled ,
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Jonah said. Hiseyesmet Hari Y arthkin's levelly; the Wunderlander felt
something lurch at the pit of his tsomach at the dawning wonder in Ingrid's.
.lyah, mission of mercy, timeto get onwithit," he said, stepping fbrward
and planting the projector cone of his stunner firmly in Montfarrats back.
"Here"
He reached, took the policeman's stunner from his belt and tossed it to
Jonah. "And here" An envelop from ingde hisown negtly tailored
hunting-jacket. He handed it to Jonah. " Fal se identity, guaranteed good
one. | couldn't get but one exit permit, but maybe you can manage that
somehow. Y ou'll have to get cosmetic work done to match, but there's every-
thing you need in the room at the other end of the booth here. Money,
clothes, contacts.”
"Booth?" Jonah said.
"Yeah. Let'sget going. Y ou get the exit permit.”
Hari-" Montferrat began, and subsided at a sharp jab.
"You sad it, sweetheart,” Y arthkin replied. Histone waslight, but his
eyes were on the woman.
| won't leave you here," she began.
Y arthkin laughed. | didn't intend for you to, but it lookslike you'll have
to. Now get moving, sweetheart. "
"Y ou don't understand, " Ingrid said. " Jonah's the one who hasto get away.
Not me. | don't matter, but he does. Give him the permit.”
"The Boy Scout? Not on your life--7
"Y ou can giveit to me. No, don't move, any of you." The voice camefi-om,
the transfer booth behind them. A woman's voice, sneering but triumpharnt.
"Efficient asusud," Montferrat said, with afired
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dump of the shoulders. "Allow meto introduce my ambitious chief
assigtant.”

Indeed, dear Chief,” Axelrod-Bauergartner said as she strolled around to
where everyone was visible. The chunky weapon in her arms was no stunner,
it was a strakkaker, capable of spraying them al with hypervelocity

glass needles with asingle movement of her finger. "Drop it, commoner,”
she continued in aflat voice. "Thanksfor disarming the Chief."

Y arthkin's sunner fdl to the ground. "Did you redly think, Chief, that

| wasn't going to check what commands went out under my codes? | look at
the events record five times a day when things are normal. Nice sweet
setup, puts al the blame on me.... except that when | show the kzin your
bodies, I'll be the new commissioner.”

The tableau held for amoment, until Montferrat coughed. "I don't suppose
my clandestine fund account?' He moved with exaggerated care as he pro-
duced a screenpad and light-stylus.

Axdrod-Bauergartner laughed again. " Sure, we can make adeal. Write out
the number, by al means,” she taunted. "Porkehops don't need ngggg.”

The stylus yawped sharply once. The woman in police uniform fell, with
abondessfindity that kept herfinger from closing on the trigger of

the weapon until her weight landed on it. A boulder twenty meters away
suddenly shed its covering of vegetation and turned sandblast-smooth;
there was a click and hiss as the strakkaker's magazine ran empty.

Y arthkin coughed, struggled not to gasp. Montferrat stooped, retrieved

his stunner, waked acrossto toe the limp body. "I knew thiswould come
inUseful
he said, tapping the captured hgbt-pencfl againgt the
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knuckles of one hand. His eyesroseto meet Y arthkin's, and he smoothed back
his mustaches. "What a pity that Axelrod-Bauergartner was secretly ferd,
found here interfering with the Hunt, a proscribed weapon in her hands....

it it?" Hisgaze shifted to Ingrid and Jonah. "Wéll, what are you waiting
for?'

Thewoman hated for aninstant by Y arthkin. "Harii-" she began. Helaid a
finger across her lips.

"Gwan, kid," he said, with awry twist of thelips. "Y ou'vegot alife

waiting."

"Wait aminute," she said, dapping the hand aside. "Murphy's Bals, Hari!

| thought you'd grown up; not enough, evidently. Make dl the sacrificia
gestures you want, but don't make them for me." A gaunt smile. "And don't
flatter yoursdlf, either.”

She turned to Jonah, snapped a salute. "It's been ... interesting, Captain.

But thisismy home ... and if you don't remember now why you haveto get
back to the UN, you will."
"Daalink-"

She laughed. "It would take hours to squirt al that up to Catskinner and

you know it. Get moving, Captain. I'll bedl right. Now go."

He started to protest and hisfinger throbbed unbearably. "All right, but

I'll wait aslong as| can.”

..You, 11 do nothing of the sort."

He hesitated for a second more, then walked to the transfer booth. Ingrid
turned to face the two men. "Y ou males do grow up more dowly thanwe," she
said with adancing smilein her eyes. "But given enough time ... Thereare
some decisions that should have been madefifty years ago. Not many get an-
other chance. Where are we going?'
Montferrat and Y arthkin glanced at each other,
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back at the woman with anidentical look of helpless bewilderment that did
not prevent the policeman from keying the booth.

"All three of ushavealot of catching up to do,” shesaid, and
disappeared.

"Well." Montferrat said dazedly. "Well." A shake of hishead. "Y ou next."
"Wheredid you send her?'

Montferrat grinned dightly. "Y oull just have to trust meto send you
there, too, won't you?"

"Claude-2

"Y ou've been there. My family's old lodge. I've kept it hidden from-4rom
everyone." Helaughed dightly. "Y ou've dready had ahead gart with
her. A few more dayswon't matter. But when | get there, I'll expect
equal time. Now get moving, | haveto set

the stage. " I

"Better come now."

"No. Firg | seethat the Sol-Bdter gets offworld. Then | fix it sowe

can follow. Both will taketime."

"Can you bring that off, Claude?

"Yes" He straightened, and the look of the true Herrennwnn was
unmistakable. "1t'sgood to be dive again.



