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TWO QUT OF THREE AIN T BAD .

Sonet hi ng very |l arge occluded the light for a noment in the next room then the Iights went out,
and Di ana Tregarde distinctly heard the sound of the chandelier being torn fromthe ceiling and

t hrown agai nst the wall. She w nced.
There go ny Romance Witers of the World dues up again, she thought.
"I got a glinpse," Andre said. "It was very large, perhaps ten feet tall, and-cherie, |ooked Iike

not hi ng so nmuch as a rubber creature froma very bad novie. Except that | do not think it was
rubber.”

What shanbl ed in through the door was nothing that Diana had ever heard of. It was, indeed, about
ten feet tall. It was covered with luxuriant brown hair-all over. It was built along the Iines of
a powerful body-buil der, taken to exaggerated lengths, and it drooled. It also stank, a

conmbi nati on of sulfur and nusk so strong it would have brought tears to the eyes of a skunk

Di groaned, putting two and two together and coming up wth-Val entine Vervain cast a spell for a

tall, dark and handsome soul -mate, but she forgot to specify "human." "Are you thinking what |'m
t hi nki ng?"
The other witer nodded. "Tall, check. Dark, check. Long hair, check. Handsone-well, | suppose in

sonme circles." Harrison stared at the thing in fascination

The thing saw Val entine and lunged for her. Reflexively, Di and Harrison both shot. He enptied his
cylinder and one speed | oader. Di gave up after four shots. No effect. The thing backhanded Andre
into a wall hard enough to put himthrough plasterboard. Andre was out for the count. There are
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sonme things even a vanpire has a little trouble recovering from

"Harrison, distract it, make a noise, anything!" Diana pulled the athene from her boot sheath and
began cutting Sigils in the air with it, getting the Wrds of Disnissal out as fast as she could
wi t hout slurring the syll ables.

The thing lunged toward Harrison, nmissing himby inches, just as Di concluded the Ritual of

Di smi ssal .

To no effect.
-from"Satanic, Versus ..

I ntroduction

Those of you who are nore interested in the stories than in sone chatty author stuff should just
skip this part, since it will be nostly about the things people used to ask us about at science
fiction conventions.

For those of you who have never heard of SF conventions (or "cons" as they are usually called),
these are gatherings of people who are quite fanatical about their interest in one or nore of the
various fantasy and science fiction nedia. There are tal ks and panel discussions on such wildly

di sparate topics as costum ng, prop-making, themes in SF/F literature, Star Wars, Star Trek
Babylon 5, X-Files, SF/F art, nedieval fighting, horse-training, dancing, and the world of fans in
general . There are workshops on witing and performance arts. GQuests featured in panels and
questi on and answer sessions are often featured perforners fromtelevision and novies along with
various authors and the occasi onal professional propmaker. Larry and | no |onger attend
conventions for a nunber of reasons, not the |east of which is that we have a great nmany
responsibilities that require us to be hone.

Sone of those responsibilities are that we are volunteers for our local fire department. Larry is
a driver and outside nan; | amlearning to do dispatch, and hopefully will be able to take over
the night shift, since we are awake |long after nost of the rest of the county has gone to sleep
Qur | ocal departnent is strictly volunteer and works on a very tight budget. Qur equipnent is old
and needs frequent repair, we get what we can afford, and what we can afford is generally third or
fourth-hand, having passed through a |large nmetropolitan departnent or the mlitary to a smal
muni ci pal departnent to the Forestry Service and finally to us. In sumrer | ama water-carrier at
grass-fires, nmeaning that | bring drinking-water to the overheated firefighters so they don't
collapse in the 100 plus degree heat.

Another duty is with the ECC (formerly called the Civil Defense Ofice). Wien we are under severe
weat her conditions, the firefighters are called in to wait at the station in case of energency, so
Larry is there. | go in to the EOC office to read weather-radar for the stormwatchers in the
field. Eventually | hope to get nmy radio license so | can also join the ranks of the storm

wat chers. W don't "chase" as such, although there are so few of the stormwatchers that they nay
nmove to active areas rather than staying put. Doppler radar can only give an indication of where
there is rotation in the clouds; rotation nay not produce a tornado. You have to have peopl e on
the ground in the area to knowif there is a funnel or a tornado (technically, it isn't a tornado
until it touches the ground; until then it is a funnel-cloud). Qur area of Cklahona is not quite
as active as the area of the Panhandl e or around klahoma City and Norman (which is why the

Nati onal Severe Storns Laboratory is |ocated there) but we get plenty of severe, tornado-producing
st orms.

In addition, we have our raptor rehabilitation duties.

Larry and | are raptor rehabilitators; this neans that we are licensed by both the state and the
federal governnent to collect, care for, and rel ease birds of prey that are injured or ill.
Cccasionally we are asked to bring one of our "patients"” for a talk to a group of adults or
children, often under the auspices of our |ocal ganme wardens.

I"msure this sounds very exciting and glanorous, and it certainly inpresses the heck out of
peopl e when we bring in a big hawk riding on a gloved hand, but there are times when | wonder how
we nmanaged to get ourselves into this.

We have three main "seasons"-baby season, stupid fledgling season, and inexpert hunter season

Now, injuries-and victinms of idiots with guns-can cone at any tine. W haven't had too many
shooting victinms in our area, thank heavens, in part because the cattle-farners around our area
know that shooting a raptor only adds field rats and mice to their property. But another rehabber
gave up entirely a few years ago, conpletely burned out, because she got the sane redtail hawk
back three tines, shot out of the sky. Injuries that we see in our area are nost often the case of
collision-literally-with man's environnmental changes. Birds hit w ndows that seemto themto be
sky, Great Blue Herons collide with power-lines, raptors get electrocuted by those sanme |ines. But
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nmost often, we get birds hit by cars. OMs will chase prey across the road, oblivious to the fact
that something is approaching, and get hit. Raptors are creatures of opportunity and will quite
readily come down to feed on roadkill and get hit. G eat Horned OMs, often called the "tigers of
the sky," are top predators, known to chase even eagles off nests to claimthe nest for thensel ves-
if a Geat Horned is eating roadkill and sees a car approaching, it will stand its ground, certain
that it will get the better of anything daring to try to snatch its dinner! After all, they have
been devel oping and evolving for millions of years, and swiftly noving vehicles have only been
around for about seventy-five years; they haven't had nearly enough tine to adapt to the situation
as a species. Individuals do | earn, though, often to take advantage of the situation. Kestrels and
redtails are known to hang around fields being harvested to snatch the field-rats running fromthe
machi nery, or suddenly exposed after the harvesters have passed. Redtails are al so known to hang
about railway right-of-ways, waiting for trains to spook out rabbits!

Qur current education bird, a big fermale redtail we call C nnanon, is one such victiny struck in
the head by a CB whi p-antenna, she has only one working eye and just enough brain danage to render
her partially paralyzed on one side and nmake her accepting and calmin our presence. This nakes
her a great education-bird, as nothing alarns her and children can safely touch her, giving thema
new connection with wild things that they had never experienced before.

But back to the three "seasons" of a raptor rehabber, and the different kinds of work they

i nvol ve.

First is "baby season,"” which actually extends fromlate February through to July, beginning with
G eat Horned OM babi es and endi ng when the second round of American Kestrels (sparrowhawks, or
"spawks" as falconers affectionately call then) begins to push their siblings out of nests. The
first rule of baby season is-try to get the baby back into the nest, or sonething |like the nest.
Mot her birds are infinitely better at taking care of their youngsters than any human, so when w nd
or weat her send babi es (eyases, is the correct term) tunbling, that is our first priority. This

al nrost al ways involves clinbing, which means that poor Larry puts on his clinbing gear and dangl es
fromtrees. Wen nest and all have come down, we supply a substitute, in as close to the sane

pl ace as possible; raptor nothers are far nore fixated on the kids than the house, and a box
filled with branches will do nicely, thank you.

Sonetinmes, though, it's not possible to put the eyases back. Youngsters are found with no nest in
sight, or the nest is literally unreachable (a Barn OM roost in the roof of an institution for
the crimnally insane, for instance), or worst of all, the parents are known to be dead.

Young raptors eat a lot. Kestrels need feeding every hour or so, bigger birds every two to three,
and that's fromdawn to dusk. W' ve taken eyases with us to doctor's appointnents, on vacation, on
shoppi ng expeditions, and even to racing school! And we're not tal king Gerber's here; "non' (us)
gets to take the nousie, dissect the nousie, and feed the nousie parts to baby. By hand. Yunmmy!
Barred OM eyases are the easiest of the lot; they'Il take minnows, which are of a size to slip
down their little throats easily, but not the rest. There's no use thinking you can get by with a
little chicken, either-growi ng babies need a |ot of calciumfor those wonderful holl ow bones that
they're growing so fast, so they need the whol e ani nmal

Fortunately, babies do grow up, and eventually they' |l feed thenselves. Then it's just a nmatter of
hel ping themlearn to fly (which involves a little game we call "Hawk Tossing") and teaching them
to hunt. The instincts are there; they just need to connect instinct with practice. But this is
not for the squeani sh or the tender-hearted; for the youngsters to grow up and have the skills to
make t hem successful, they have to learn to kill

The second season can stretch fromlate April to August, and we call it "silly fledgling season.”
That's when the eyases, having learned to fly at last, get lost. Raptor nothers-with the exception
of Barn OmM s-continue to feed the youngsters and teach themto hunt after they've fl edged, but
sonetines wind and weather again carry the kids off beyond finding their way back to nom Being

i nexperienced flyers and not hunters at all yet, they usually end up hel pl ess on the ground, which
is where we cone in.

These guys are actually the easiest and nost rewarding; they know the basics of flying and
hunting, and all we have to do is put sone neat back on their bones and give thema bit nore
experi ence. W usually have anywhere fromsix to two dozen kestrels at this stage every year

which is when we get a fair amount of exercise, catching grasshoppers for themto hunt.

Then comes the "inexpert hunter" season, and I'mnot referring to the ones with guns. Sonme raptors
are the victinms of a bad winter, or the fact that they concentrated on those easy-to-kil
grasshoppers while their siblings had graduated to nore difficult prey. Al ong about Decenber, we
start to get the ones that nothing nmuch is wong with except starvation. Sonetines starvation has
gone too far for themto nake it; frustrating and di sappointing for us.

W' ve gotten all sorts of birds over the years; our wonderful vet, Dr. Paul Wl ch (on whom may
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bl essings be heaped!) treats wildlife for free, and knows that we're always suckers for a
chal | enge, so he has gotten some of the odder things to us. W've had two G eat Blue Herons, for

i nstance. One was an adult that had collided with a powerline. It had a dreadful fracture, and we
weren't certain if it would be able to fly again (it did) but since we have a pond, we figured we
coul d support a | and-bound heron. In our ignorance, we had no idea that Great Blues are terrible
chal l enges to keep alive because they are so shy; we just waded right in, force-feeding it minnows
when it refused to eat, and stuffing the mnnows right back down when it tossed themup. This nay
not sound so difficult, but remenber that a Geat Blue has a two-foot sword on the end of its
head, a spring-loaded neck to put some force behind the stab, and the beak-eye coordination to
inmpale a minnow in a foot of water. It has no trouble targeting your eye.

W fed it wearing wel di ng- masks.

We believe very strongly in force-feeding; our experience has been that if you force-feed a bird
for two to three days, it gives up trying to die of starvation and begins eating on its own. Once
again, mnd you, this is not always an easy proposition; we're usually dealing with fully adult

bi rds who want not hi ng whatsoever to do with us, and have the equi pnent to enforce their
preferences. W very seldomget a bird that is so injured that it gives us no resistance. G eat
Horned OmM s can exert pressure of 400 ft/lbs per talon, which can easily penetrate a Kevlar-Iined
wel di ng gl ove, as | know personally and painfully.

That is yet another aspect of rehabbing that npst people don't think about-injury. Yours, not the
bird s. W've been "footed" (stabbed with talons), bitten, pooped on (okay, so that's not an
injury, but it's not pleasant), gouged, and beak-slashed. And we have to stand there and continue
doi ng whatever it was that earned us those injuries, because it certainly isn't the bird' s fault
that he doesn't recognize the fact that you're trying to help him

W al so have to know when we're out of our depth, or when the injury is so bad that the bird isn't
rel easabl e, and do the kind and responsible thing. Unless a bird is so endangered that it can go
into a captive breeding project, or is the rare, calm quiet case |like C nnanon who will be a
perfect education bird, there is no point in keeping one that can't fly or hunt again. You learn
how to |l et go and nove on very quickly, and just put your energy into the next one.

On the other hand, we have personal experience that raptors are a great deal tougher than it m ght
appear. We've successfully rel eased one-eyed hawks, who |earn to conpensate for their |ack of

bi nocul ar vision very well. Birds with one "bad" leg learn to strike only with the good one. One-
eyed ow s are routine for us now, ows nostly hunt by sound anyway and don't actually need both
eyes. But the nost amazing is that another rehabber in our area has routinely gotten successfu
releases with owls that are mnus a wingtip; evidently ows are such strong fliers that they don't
need their entire wingspan to prosper, and that is quite amazi ng and heartening.

W' ve | earned other things, too; one of the oddest is that ows by-and-large don't show gradua
recovery fromhead-injuries. They will go on, day after day, w th nothing changi ng-then, suddenly,
one norning you have an ow fighting to get out of the box you've put himin to keep himquiet and
contai ned! We've |learned that once birds learn to hunt, they prefer fresh-caught dinner to the
frozen stuff we offer; we haven't had a single freel oader keep com ng back | ong after he shoul d be
i ndependent. W've learned that "our" birds | earn quickly not to generalize about humans feeding
themonce they are free-flying (but still supplenenting their hunting with handouts) they don't
bot her beggi ng for food from anyone but those who give themthe proper "cone'n'get it" signal, and
even then they are unlikely to get close to anyone they don't actually recognize.

We al ready knew that eyases in the "downy" stage, when their juvenile plumage hasn't conme in and
they look like little white puffballs, will inprint very easily, so we quickly turn potentially
danger ous babies (like G eat Horned OMs) over to rehabbers who have "foster nons"-non-rel easabl e
birds of the right species who will at |east provide the right role-nodel for the youngsters.
Tenpting as the little things are, so fuzzy and bi g-eyed, none of us wants an inprinted G eat
Horned com ng back in four or five years when sexual maturity hits, looking for love in all the
wrong pl aces! Renenber those tal ons?

For us, though, all the work is worth the nonent of rel ease, when we take the bird that couldn't
fly, or the now grown-up and sel f-sufficient baby, and turn himloose. For sone, we just open the
cage door and step back; for others, there's a slow process called "hacking out," where the

adol escent comes back for food until he's hunting conpletely on his owm. In either case, we've
performed a little surgery on the fragile ecosystem and it's a good feeling to see the patient
thriving.

Those who have caught the raptor-bug seemlike famly; we associate with both rehabber and
falconers. If you are interested in falconry-and bear in mnd, it is an extrenely |abor-intensive
hobby-contact your local Fish and Wldlife departnent for a list of |ocal falconers, and see if
you can find one willing to take you as an apprentice. If you want to get into rehab, contact Fish

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mercedes%20-%20Werehunter.txt (4 of 100) [2/2/2004 1:19:08 AM]



file:///G|/rah/M ercedes¥620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥%620-%20Werehunter.txt

and Wldlife for other rehabbers who are generally quite happy to help you get started.

Here are sone basic facts about birds of prey. Faloners call the young in the nest an eyas;
rehabbers and fal coners call the very snmall ones, covered only in fluff, "downies.” In the downy
stage, they are very susceptible to inprinting; if we have to see babies we would rather they were
at least in the second stage, when the body-feathers start to cone in. That is the only tine that
the feathers are not nolted; the down feathers are actually attached to the juvenile feathers, and
have to be picked off, either by the parent or the youngster. Body-feathers cone in first, and
when they are about hal f-grown, the adults can stop broodi ng the babies, for they can retain their
body- heat on their own, and nore inmportantly, the juvenile feathers have a linmted ability to shed
wat er, which the down will not do. If a rainstormstarts, for instance, the downies will be wet

t hrough quickly before a parent can return to the nest to cover them they' |l be hypothermic in
seconds and m ght die; babies in juvenile plunage are safe until a parent gets back to cover them
When eyases never fight in the nest over food this nmeans both that their environnmeent provides a
wealth of prey and that their parents are excellent hunters. If they are hungry, the youngest of
the eyases often dies or is pushed out of the nest to die.

Redtails can have up to four offspring; two is usual. Although it is rare, they have been known to
doubl e-clutch if a sunmer is exceptionally Iong and warm They may al so double-clutch if the first
batch is infertile.

Redtails in captivity can live up to twenty-five years; half that is usual in the wild. They can
breed at four years old, though they have been known to breed as young as two. In their first year
they do not have red tails and their body-plunage is nore nottled than in older birds; this is
called "juvenile plumge" and is a signal to older birds that these youngsters are no threat to
them Kestrels do not have juvenile plunage, nor do nost ows, and eagles hold their juvenile

pl umage for four years. Kestrels live about five years in the wild, up to fifteen in captivity,
eagles live fifty years in captivity and up to twenty-five in the wild

Shoul d you find an injured bird of prey, you need three things for a rescue: a heavy bl anket or

j acket, cohesive bandage (the kind of athletic wap that sticks to itself), and a heavy, dark-

col ored sock. Throw the bl anket over the victim locate and free the head and pull the sock over
it. Locate the feet, and wap the feet together with the bandage; keep hold of the feet, renove
the blanket, get the wings folded in the "resting" position and wap the body in cohesive bandage
to hold the wings in place. Make a ring of a towel in the bottomof a cardboard box just big
enough to hold the bird, and put the bird in the box as if it was sitting in a nest. Take the sock
of f and quickly close up the box and get the victimto a rehabber, a |ocal ganme warden or Fish and
Wldlife official, or a vet that treats injured wildlife. Diurnal raptors are very dependent on
their sight; take it away and they "shut down"-which is the reason behind the traditional falcon-
hood. By putting the sock over the head, you take away the chief source of stress, the sight of
enor nous two-1| egged predators bearing down on it.

Andre Norton, who (as by now you nust be aware) | have admired for ages, was doing a "Friends of
the Wtch Wirld" anthol ogy, and asked me if | would nmind doing a story for her

Wuld I mind? | flashed back to when | was thirteen or fourteen years old, and | read Wtch Wrld
and fell conpletely and totally into this wonderful new cosnos. | had already been a fan of
Andre's since | was nine or ten and ny father (who was a science fiction reader) | oaned ne Beast
Master because it had a horse in it and | was horse-nad. But this was sonething different, science
fiction that didn't involve thud and blunder and iron-thewed barbarians. | was in |ove.

Oh-back in "the old days" it was all called "science fiction." There was no category for
"fantasy," and as for "hard s/f," "sword and sorcery," "urban fantasy," "high fantasy,"
"cyberpunk," "horror," "space-opera"-none of those categories existed. You' d find C ark Ashton
Smith right next to E. E. "Doc" Smith, and Andre Norton and Fritz Lei ber wote gothic horror, high
fantasy, and science fiction all w thout anyone wondering what to call it. Readers of inmaginative
literature read everything, and neither readers nor witers were conpelled by nmarketing
considerations to read or wite in only a single category.

At any rate, many years later, ny idol Andre Norton asked ne for a story set in one of ny favorite
science-fiction worlds. Sonmehow | managed to tell Andre that | would be very happy to wite a
story. This is it. In fact, this is the Ionger version; she asked nme to cut sone, not because she
didn't like it the way it was, but because she was only allowed stories of 5,000 words or |ess;
here it is as | originally wote it.

Wer ehunt er

It had been raining all day, a cold, disnmal rain that penetrated through clothing and chilled the
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heart to numbness. G enda trudged through it, sneakers soaked; beneath her cheap plastic raincoat
her jeans were soggy to the knees. It was several hours past sunset now, and still raining, and
the city streets were deserted by all but the nost hardy, the nost desperate, and the faded few
with nothing to | ose

d enda was nunbered anobng those last. This norning she'd spent her |ast change getting a bus to
the welfare office, only to be told that she hadn't been a resident |ong enough to qualify for
aid. That wasn't true-but she couldn't have known that. The supercilious clerk had taken in her
age and i nexperience at a glance, and assuned "student." If he had begun processing her, he'd have
been late for lunch. He guessed she woul dn't know enough to contradict him and he'd been right.
And years of her aunt's browbeating ("lIsn't one 'no' good enough for you?") had drummed into her
the I esson that there were no second chances. He'd gone off to his lunch date; she'd trudged back
hone in the rain. This afternoon she'd eaten the | ast packet of cheese and crackers and had made
"soup" fromthe stol en packages of fast-food ketchup-there was nothing left in her |arder that
even resenbl ed food. Hunger had been with her for so long now that the ache in her stomach had
becone as much a part of her as her hands or feet. There were three days left in the nonth; three
days of shelter, then she'd be kicked out of her shoddy efficiency and into the street.

When her Social Security orphan's benefits had run out when she'd turned ei ghteen, her aunt had
"suggest ed" she find a job and support hersel f-el sewhere. The suggestion had cone in the form of
findi ng her belongings in boxes on the front porch with a letter to that effect on top of them
So she'd tried, noving across town to this place, near the university; a marginal nei ghborhood
surrounded by bad bl ocks on three sides. But there were no jobs if you had no experience-but how
did you get experience without a job? The only experience she'd ever had was at shoveling snow,
raki ng | eaves, nmow ng and gardening; the only ways she could earn noney for college, since her
aunt had never let her apply for a job that woul d have been beyond wal ki ng di stance of her house.
Besides that, there were at least forty university students conpeting with her for every job that
opened up anywhere around here. Her neager savings (nmeant, at one tine, to pay for college
tuition) were soon gone.

She rubbed the ring on her left hand, a gesture she was conpletely unaware of. That ring was al
she had of the nother her aunt woul d never discuss-the woman her brother had narried over her own
strong di sapproval. It was silver, and heavy; nmade in the shape of a crouching cat with tiny
glints of topaz for eyes. Much as she treasured it, she would gladly have sold it-but she couldn't
get it off her finger, she'd worn it for so |ong.

She spl ashed through the puddl es, peering listlessly out fromunder the hood of her raincoat. Her
| ank, mouse-brown hair straggled into her eyes as she squinted against the glare of headlights on
rain-gl azed pavenent. Despair had driven her into the street; despair kept her here. It was easier
to keep the tears and hysterics at bay out here, where the cold nunbed nmind as well as body, and
the rain washed all her thoughts until they were thin and lifeless. She could see no way out of
this trap-except maybe by killing herself.

But her body had other ideas. It wanted to survive, even if G enda wasn't sure she did.

A chill of fear trickled dowmn her backbone like a drop of icy rain, driving all thoughts of

sui cide fromher, as behind her she recogni zed the sounds of footsteps.

She didn't have to turn around to know she was being foll owed, and by nore than one. On a night
like tonight, there was no one on the street but the fools and the hunters. She knew which she
was.

It wasn't rmuch of an alley-a crack between buil dings, scarcely w de enough for her to pass. They
m ght not know it was there-even if they did, they couldn't know what lay at the end of it. She
did. She dodged inside, feeling her way along the narrow defile, until one of the two buildings
gave way to a seven-foot privacy fence.

She canme to the apparent dead-end, building on the right, a high board fence on the left, building
in front. She listened, stretching her ears for sounds behind her, taut with fear. Nothing; they
had either passed this place by, or hadn't yet reached it.

Quickly, before they could find the entrance, she ran her hand al ong the boards of the fence,
counting themfromthe dead-end. Four, five-when she touched the sixth one, she gave it a shove
si deways, getting a handful of splinters for her pains. But the board noved, pivoting on the one
nail that held it, and she squeezed through the gap into the yard beyond, pulling the board back
in place behind her.

Just in time; echoing off the stone and brick of the alley were harsh young nmal e voi ces. She

| eaned agai nst the fence and shook fromhead to toe, clenching her teeth to keep them from
chattering, as they searched the alley, found nothing, and finally (after hours, it seened) went
away.

"Well, you've got yourself in a fine ness," she said dully. "Now what? You don't dare |eave, not
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yet-they might have | eft soneone in the street, watching. Idiot! Hone nmay not be much, but it's
dry, and there's a bed. Fool, fool, fool! So now you get to spend the rest of the night in the
back yard of a spookhouse. You'd just better hope the spook isn't hone."

She peered through the dark at the shapel ess bul k of the tri-story townhouse, relic of a previous
century, hoping not to see any signs of |ife. The place had an uncanny reputation; even the gangs
left it alone. People had vani shed here-sone of theminportant people, with good reasons to want
to di sappear, some who had been uninvited visitors. But the police had been over the house and
grounds nore than once, and never found anything. No bodies were buried in the back yard-the
ground was as hard as cenent under the inch-deep | ayer of soft sand that covered it. There was
nothing at all in the yard but the sand and the rocks; the crazy worman that lived here told the
police it was a "Zen garden." But when G enda had first peeked through the boards at the back
yard, it didn't look |like any Zen garden she had ever read about. The sand wasn't groomed into
wave- patterns, and the rocks | ooked nore like sonething out of a mni-Stonehenge than islands or
nmount ai n- peaks.

There were four of those rocks-one |like a garden bench, that stood before three that forned a
primtive arch. Aenda felt her way towards themin the dark, trusting to the menory of how the
pl ace had | ooked by daylight to find them She barked her shin painfully on the "bench" rock, and
her | egs gave out, so that she sprawl ed ungracefully over it. Tears of pain mngled with the rain
and she swore under her breath.

She sat huddl ed on the top of it in the dark, trying to remenber what tinme it was the last tine
she'd seen a clock. Dawn couldn't be too far off. When dawn cane, and there were nore people in
the street, she could probably get safely back to her apartnent.

For all the good it would do her

Her stomach cranped with hunger, and despair clanped down on her again. She shouldn't have run-she
was only delaying the inevitable. In two days she'd be out on the street, and this time with
nowhere to hide, easy prey for them or those |like them

"So wouldn't you like to escape altogether?"

The soft voice out of the darkness nearly caused G enda's heart to stop. She junped, and cl enched
the side of the bench-rock as the voice | aughed. Qddly enough, the | aughter seened to nake her
fright wash out of her. There was nothing nalicious about it-it was ki nd-sounding, gentle. Not

crazy.
"Ch, | like to nake people think I'mcrazy; they | eave nme alone that way." The speaker was a dim
shape agai nst the |ighter background of the fence.

n \MO- n

"I amthe keeper of this house-and this place; not the first, certainly not the last. So there is
nothing in this city-in this world-to hold you here anynore?"

"Howdi d you know that?" G enda tried to see the speaker in the dimlight reflected off the
clouds, to see if it really was the woman that lived in the house, but there were no details to be
seen, just a hunman-shaped outline. Her eyes blurred. Reaction to her narrow escape, the cold,
hunger; all three were conspiring to nake her |ight-headed.

"The only ones who cone to me are those who have no will to live here, yet who still have the wll
to live. Tell ne, if another world opened before you, would you walk into it, not know ng what it
hel d?"

Thi s whol e conversation was so surreal, G enda began to think she was hall ucinating the whol e
thing. Well, if it was a hallucination, why not go along with it?

"Sure, why not? It couldn't be any worse than here. It mght be better."

"Then turn, and | ook behi nd you-and choose.™

d enda hesitated, then swung her |egs over the bench-stone. The sky was lighter in that direction-
dawn was breaking. Before her | ooned the stone arch-

Now she knew she was hal |l uci nating-for framed within the arch was no shadowy glinpse of board
fence and rai n-soaked sand, but a patch of reddening sky, and another dawn-

A dawn that broke over rolling hills covered with waving grass, grass stirred by a breeze that
carried the scent of flowers, not the exhaust-tainted air of the city.

d enda stood, unaware that she had done so. She reached forward with one hand, yearningly. The

pl ace seenmed to call to sonething buried deep in her heart-and she wanted to answer.

"Here-or there? Choose now, child."

Wth an inarticulate cry, she stunbled toward the stones-

And found herself standing al one on a grassy hill

After several hours of walking in wet, soggy tennis shoes, growi ng nore spacey by the ninute from
hunger, she was begi nning to think she'd nade a m stake. Somewhere back behind her she'd | ost her

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mercedes%20-%20Werehunter.txt (7 of 100) [2/2/2004 1:19:08 AM]



file:///G|/rah/M ercedes¥620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥%620-%20Werehunter.txt

rai ncoat; she couldn't remenber when she'd taken it off. There was no sign of people anywhere-
there were animals; even sheep, once, but nothing like "civilization." It was frustrating,
maddeni ng; there was food all around her, on four feet, on wi ngs-surely even sone of the plants
were edible-but it was totally inaccessible to a city-bred girl who' d never gotten food from
anywhere but a grocery or restaurant. She mght just as well be on the noon.

Just as she thought that, she topped another rise to find herself |ooking at a strange,
weat her beat en nan st andi ng beside a rough pounded-dirt road.

She blinked in dunmb amazenment. He | ooked |ike something out of a nmovie, a peasant froma King
Arthur epic. He was stocky, blond-haired; he wore a shabby brown tunic and patched, shapel ess
trousers tucked into equally patched boots. He was al so holding a strung bow, with an arrow nocked
toit, and frowning-a nost unfriendly expression

He gabbl ed sonething at her. She blinked again. She knew a little Spanish (you had to, in her

nei ghbor hood); she'd taken German and French in high school. This didn't sound |ike any of those
He repeated hinself, a distinct edge to his voice. To enphasize his words, he jerked the point of
the arrow off back the way she had conme. It was pretty obvious he was telling her to be on her
way.

"No, wait-please-" she stepped toward him her hands outstretched pl eadingly. The only reaction
she got was that he raised the arrow to point at her chest, and drew it back

"Look-1 haven't got any weapons! |I'mlost, |'mhungry-"

He drew the arrow a bit farther.

Suddenly it was all too nuch. She'd spent all her |life being pushed and pushed-first her aunt,
then at school, then out on the streets. This was the |last tinme anybody was going to back her into
a corner-this tinme she was going to fight!

A white-hot rage like nothing she'd ever experienced before in her life took over

"Dam you!" she was so angry she could hardly think. "You stupid clod! | need help!" she screaned
at him as red flashes interfered with her vision, her ears began to buzz, and her hands crooked
into involuntary claws, "Damm you and everybody that |ooks |ike you!"

He backed up a pace, his blue eyes wide with surprise at her rage.

She was so filled with fury that grew past controlling-she couldn't see, couldn't think; it was
|i ke being possessed. Suddenly she gasped as pain |l anced fromthe top of her head to her toes,
pain like a bolt of |ightning-

-her vision blacked out; she fell to her hands and knees on the grass, her legs unable to hold
her, convul sing with surges of pain in her arnms and | egs. Her feet, her hands felt |ike she'd
shoved themin a fire-her face felt as if sonmeone were stretching it out of shape. And the ring
finger of her left hand-it burned with nore agony than both hands and feet put together! She shook
her head, trying to clear it, but it spun around in dizzying circles. Her ears rang, hard to hear
over the ringing, but there was a sound of cloth tearing-

Her sight cleared and returned, but distorted. She | ooked up at the man, who had dropped his bow,
and was backing away fromher, slowy, his face white with terror. She started to say sonething to
hi m

-and it canme out a snarl.

Wth that, the man screeched, turned his back on her, and ran

And she caught sight of her hand. It wasn't a hand anynore. It was a paw. Judgi ng by the spotted
pelt of the leg, a leopard s paw. Scattered around her were the ragged scraps of cloth that had
once been her cl ot hi ng.

denda lay in the sun on top of a rock, warmand drowsy with full-bellied content. Idly she washed
one paw with her tongue, cleaning the last taint of blood fromit. Before she'd had a chance to
pani ¢ or go crazy back there when she'd realized what had happened to her, a rabbit-like creature
had broken cover practically beneath her nose. Sem -starvation and confusi on had kept her dazed

| ong enough for |eopard-instincts to take over. She'd caught and killed the thing and had hal f
eaten it before the reality of what she'd done and becone broke through her shock. Raw rabbit-
thing tasted fine to | eopard-G enda; when she realized that, she finished it, nose to tail. Now
for the first time in weeks she was warm and content. And for the first tinme in years she was
sonething to be afraid of. She gazed about her from her vantage-point on the warm boul der, taking
in the grassy hills and breathing in the warm hay-scented air with a growi ng contentnent.
Beconing a | eopard m ght not be a bad transformation.

Ears keener than a human's picked up the sound of dogs in the distance; she becane aware that the
man she'd frightened m ght have gone back home for help. They just mght be hunting her

Time to go.

She | eapt down from her rock, setting off at a right angle to the direction the sound of the
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bayi ng was conming from Her sense of snell, so heightened now that it m ght have been a new sense
al t oget her, had picked up the coolth of running water off this way, dimed by the green odor of
the grass. And running water was a good way to break a trail; she knew that from reading.

Reveling in the power of the nuscles beneath her sleek coat, she ran lightly over the sl opes,
nmovi ng through the grass that had been such a waist-high tangle to girl-A enda with no i npedi nent
what soever. In alnpst no tine at all, it seenmed, she was pacing the side of the streamthat she
had scent ed.

It was quite wide, twenty feet or so, and seemed fairly deep in the mddle. Sunlight danced on the
surface, giving her a hint that the current mght be stiffish beneath the surface. She waded into
it, up to her stonmach, hissing a little at the cold and the feel of the water on her fur. She
trotted upstreama bit until she found a place where the course had narrowed a little. It was
still over her head, but she found she could swmit with nothing other than disconfort. The
stream wound between the grassy hills, the banks never getting very high, but there rarely being
any nore cover along themthan a few scattered bushes. Sonething told her that she would be no

mat ch for the endurance of the hunting pack if she tried to escape across the grassl ands. She
stayed in the watercourse until she canme to a wider valley than anything she had yet encountered
There were trees here; she waded onward until she found one | eaning well over the streanbed.

Gat hering herself and eying the broad branch that arced at |east six feet above the watercourse,
she | eaped for it, |anding awkwardly, and having to scrabble with her claws fully extended to keep
her bal ance.

She sprawl ed over it for a nonent, panting, hearing the dogs nearing-belling in triunph as they
caught her trail, then yelping in confusion when they lost it at the stream

Tinme to nmove again. She clinbed the tree up into the higher branches, finding a wide perch at

|l east fifty or sixty feet off the ground. It was high enough that it was unlikely that anyone
woul d spot her dappl ed hi de anmong t he dappl ed | eaf - shadows, w de enough that she could recline,
bal anced, at her ease, yet it afforded to | eopard-eyes a good view of the ground and the stream
As she'd expected, the humans with the dogs had figured out her scent-breaking ploy, and had split
the pack, taking half along each side of the streamto try and pick up where she'd exited. She
spotted the man who had stopped her easily, and filed his scent away in her nenory for the future.
The others with himwere dressed nuch the sane as he, and carried nothing nore sophisticated than
bows. They | ooked angry, confused; their voices held notes of fear. They | ooked into and under the
trees with noticeabl e apprehension, evidently fearing what might dwell under their shade. Finally
they gave up, and pulled the hounds off the fruitless quest, |eaving her snmling catw se,

i nvi si bl e above themin her tree, purring.

Several weeks later G enda had found a place to lair up; a cave amd a tunble of boulders in the
heart of the forest at the streanside. She had al so di scovered why the hunters hadn't wanted to
pursue her into the forest itself. There was a-thing-an evil presence, malicious, but invisible,
that lurked in a circle of standing stones that glowed at night with a sickly yellow col or
Fortunately it seenmed unable to go beyond the bounds of the stones thensel ves. d enda had been
chasing a hal f-grown deer-beast that had run straight into the niddle of the circle, forgetting
the danger before it because of the danger pursuing it. She had nearly been caught there herself,
and only the thing' s preoccupation with the first prey had saved her. She had hidden in her lair
nearly paralyzed with fear, for a day and a night until hunger and thirst had driven her out

agai n.

O her than that peril, easily avoided, the forest seened safe enough. She'd found the village the
man had conme fromby following the dirt road; she'd spent |ong hours when she wasn't hunting
lurking within range of sight and hearing of the place. Aided by some new sense she wasn't sure
that she understood-the one that had alerted her to the danger of the stone circle as she'd

bl undered i n-she was begi nning to make sone sense of their | anguage. She understood at | east two-
thirds of what was being said now, and could usually guess the rest.

These peopl e seenmed to be stuck at sonme kind of feudal |evel-had been overrun by sone hi gher-tech
i nvaders the generation before, and were only now recovering fromthat. The hereditary rul ers had
nmostly been killed in that war, and the popul ati on deci nated; the nenories of that tine were stil
strong. The man who'd stopped her had been on guard-duty and had nistrusted her appearance out of
what they called "the Waste" and her strange clothing. Wen she'd transforned in front of his
eyes, he nust have deci ded she was sone kind of witch

d enda had soon hunted the nore easily-caught game out; now when hunger drove her, she

suppl enented her diet with raids on the villager's |livestock. She was getting better at hunting,
but she still was far frombeing an expert, and letting | eopard-instincts take over involved
surrendering herself to those instincts. She was begi nning to have the uneasy feeling that every

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mercedes%20-%20Werehunter.txt (9 of 100) [2/2/2004 1:19:08 AM]



file:///G|/rah/M ercedes¥620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥%620-%20Werehunter.txt

time she did that she lost a little nore of her humanity. Life as |eopard-d enda was nmuch easi er
than as girl-Genda, but it mght be getting to be tine to think about trying to regain her forner
shape-before she was lost to the | eopard entirely.

She' d never been one for horror or fantasy stories, so her only guide was vague recoll ections of
fairy-tales and |l ate-night werewol f novies. She didn't think the latter would be nuch hel p here-
after all, she'd transfornmed into a | eopard, not a wolf, and by the Iight of day, not the ful
noon.

But - maybe the light of the full moon would help

She waited until full dark before setting off for her goal, a still pond in the far edge of the
forest, well away fromthe stone circle, in a clearing that never seened to becone overgrown. It
held a stone, too; a single pillar of some kind of blueish rock. That pillar had never "gl owed" at
ni ght before, at |least not while G enda had been there, but the pond and the clearing seened to
forma little pocket of peace. Wiatever evil mght lurk in the rest of the forest, she was sonmehow
sure it would find no place there.

The nmoon was well up by the tinme she reached it. Wiite flowers had opened to the light of it, and
a faint, crisp scent cane fromthem d enda paced to the pool-side, and | ooked down into the dark

still water. She could see her leopard formreflected clearly, and over her right shoul der, the
full rnoon.
Wel 1, anger had gotten her into this shape, maybe anger woul d get her out. She cl osed her eyes for

a nonent, then began summoning all the force of that enbtion she could-willing herself back into
the formshe'd always worn. She stared at her reflection in the water, forcing it, angrily, to be
her. Whatever power was playing ganes with her was not going to find her clay to be nol ded at
will!

As not hi ng happened, her frustration nounted; soon she was at the boiling point. Damm everything
She- woul d- not - be- pl ayed-wi t h-

The sane incoherent fury that had seized her when she first changed washed over her a second tine-
and the sanme agoni zi ng pai n sent blackness in front of her eyes and flung her to lie tw tching
hel pl essly beside the pool. Her left forepaw felt like it was afire-

In nonents it was over, and she found herself sprawling beside the pond, shivering with cold and
reaction, and totally naked. Naked, that is, except for the silver cat-ring, whose topaz eyes
glowed hotly at her for a long nonent before the light [eft them

The second time she transforned to | eopard was nuch easier; the pain was |ess, the anount of tine
| ess. She deci ded agai nst bei ng human-after finding herself without a stitch on, in a perilously
vul nerabl e and hel pl ess form | eopard-d enda seened a nuch nore viable alternative

But the ability to switch back and forth proved to be very handy. The villagers had taken note of
her raids on their stock; they began nounting a series of systematic hunts for her, even
penetrating into the forest so long as it was by daylight. She | earned or renenbered fromreading
countless tricks to throw the hunters off, and being able to change from human to | eopard and back
agai n made nore than one of those possible. There were places girl-d enda could clinb and hide
that | eopard-d enda couldn't, and the switch in scents when she changed confused and fri ghtened

t he dog-pack. She began feeling an anused sort of contenpt for the villagers, often |eading

i ndi vidual hunters on wi | d-goose chases for the fun of it when she becane bored.

But on the whole, it was better to be | eopard; |eopard-d enda was confortable and content sl eeping
on rocks or on the dried | eaves of her lair-girl-d enda shivered and ached and w shed for her
roach-infested efficiency. Leopard-d enda was perfectly happy on a diet of raw fish, flesh and
fow -girl-G enda wanted to throw up when she thought about it. Leopard-d enda was content wth
nothing to do but tease the villagers and sleep in the sun when she wasn't hunting-girl-d enda
fretted, and longed for a book, and wondered if what she was doing was right

So matters stood until M dsunmer.

d enda woke, shivering, with a nouth gone dry with panic. The dream
It wasn't just a nightmare. This dream had been so real she'd expected to wake with an arrow in

her ribs. She was still panting with fright even now
There had been a nan-he hadn't | ooked rmuch |ike any of the villagers; they were nostly blond or
brown- haired, and of the kind of hefty build her aunt used to call "peasant-stock” in a tone of

contenpt. No, he had resenbled her in a way-as if she were a kind of washed-out copy of the
tenplate fromwhich his kind had been cut. Wiere her hair was a dark nmousy-brown, his was just as
dark, but the color was nore intense. They had the sanme general build: thin, tall, with prom nent
cheekbones. Hi s eyes-
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Her aunt had called her "cat-eyed," for she didn't have eyes of a nornmal brown, but nore of a
vague yel |l ow, as washed-out as her hair. But his had been truly and intensely gold, with a
greeni sh back-reflection like the eyes of a wild animal at night.

And those eyes had been filled wi th hunter-awareness; the eyes of a predator. And she had been his

quarry!
The dream cane back to her with extraordinary vividness; it had begun as she'd reached the edge of
the forest, with himhot on her trail. She had a vague recollection of having begun the chase in

human form and having switched to | eopard as she reached the trees. He had no dogs, no aid but
hi s own senses-yet nothing she'd done had confused himfor nore than a second. She'd even laid a
false trail into the stone circle, sonmething she'd never done to another hunter, but she was

begi nning to panic-he'd avoided the trap neatly. The hunt had begun near m d-norning; by false
dawn he'd brought her to bay and trapped her-

And that was when she'd awakened.

She spent the early hours of the norning pacing beside the pond; feeling alnost inpelled to go
into the village, yet afraid to do so. Finally the need to see grew too great; she crept to the
edge of the village past the guards, and slipped into the maze of whole and hal f-rui ned buil dings
that was the village-proper

There was a |l arger than usual market-crowd today; the usual nmarket stalls had been augnented by
strangers with nore | uxurious goods, foodstuffs, and even a couple of ragged entertainers.
Evidently this was some sort of fair. Wth so many strangers about, d enda was able to remin
unseen. Her courage came back as she skirted the edge of the marketplace, keeping to shadows and
sheltering within half-tunbled walls, and the terror of the night seened to becone just one nore
shadow.

Finally she found an ideal perch-hiding in the shadow just under the eaves of a half-ruined

buil ding that had evidently once belonged to the local lordling, and in whose courtyard the market
was usually held. From here she could see the entire court and yet remain unseen by humans and
unscented by any of the |ivestock.

She had begun to think her fears were entirely groundl ess-when she caught sight of a stranger

com ng out of the door of what passed for an inn here, speaking earnestly with the village
headnman. Her blood chilled, for the man was tall, dark-haired, and |ean, and dressed entirely in
dark leathers just like the man in her dream

He was too far away for her to see his face clearly, and she froze in place, follow ng him
intently without noving a nmuscle. The headman left himwith a satisfied air, and the man gazed
about him as if |ooking for sonething-

He finally turned in her direction, and denda nearly died of fright-for the face was that of the
man in her dream and he was staring directly at her hiding place as though he knew exactly where
and what she was!

She broke every rule she'd ever nmade for hersel f-broke cover, in full sight of the entire village.
In the pani cked, scream ng nob, the hunter could only curse-for the mlling, terror-struck
villagers were only interested in fleeing in the opposite direction fromwhere d enda stood, tai

| ashing and snarling with fear.

She took advantage of the confusion to leap the wall of the courtyard and sprint for the safety of
the forest. Hal fway there she changed into human for a short run-there was no one to see her, and
it might throw himoff the track. Then at forest edge, once on the springy noss that would hold no
tracks, she changed back to | eopard. She paused in the shade for a noment, to get a quick drink
fromthe stream and to rest, for the full-out run fromthe village had tired her badly-only to

| ook up, to see himstanding directly across the streamfromher. He was shading his eyes with one
hand agai nst the sun that beat down on him and it seemed to her that he was sniling in triunph.
She choked on the water, and fled.

She cal |l ed upon every trick she'd ever learned, laying false trails by the dozen; fording the
streamas it threaded through the forest not once but several tines; breaking her trail entirely
by taking to the treetops on an area where she could cross several hundred feet w thout once
having to set foot to the ground. She even drove a chance-nmet herd of deer-creatures across her
back-trail, nuddling the tracks past follow ng. She didn't remenber doing any of this in her dream
in her dream she had only run, too fearful to do nuch that was conplicated-or so she renenbered

At last, panting with weariness, she doubled back to lair-up in the crotch of a huge tree, | ooking
back down the way she had passed, certain that she would see himgive up in frustration

He wal ked so softly that even her keen ears couldn't detect his tread; she was only aware that he
was there when she saw him She froze in place-she hadn't really expected he'd get this far! But
surely, surely when he cane to the place she'd taken to the branches, he would be baffled, for
she'd first clinbed as girl-d enda, and there wasn't any place where the claw marks of the |eopard
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scored the trunks within sight of the ground.

He cane to the place where her tracks ended-and closed his eyes, a frown-line between his brows.
Late afternoon sun filtered through the branches and touched his face; d enda thought with grow ng
confidence that he had been totally fooled by her trick. He carried a strung bow, black as his
clothing and highly polished, and wore a sword and dagger, which none of the villagers ever did.
As her fear ebbed, she had time to think (with a tiny twi nge) that he couldn't have been nuch

ol der than she-and was very, very attractive

As if that thought had touched something that signaled him his eyes snapped open-and he | ooked
strai ght through the branches that concealed her to rivet his own gaze on her eyes.

Wth a mew of terror she |eapt out of the tree and ran in mndl ess panic as fast as she could set
paw to ground.

The sun was reddeni ng everything; she cringed and thought of blood. Then she thought of her dream
and the dweller-in-the-circle. If, instead of a false trail, she laid a true one-waiting for him
at the end of it-

I f she rushed hi msuddenly, she could probably startle himinto the power of the thing that |ived
within the shelter of those stones. Once in the throes of its mental grip, she doubted he'd be
abl e to escape.

It seenmed a heaven-sent plan; relief made her |ight-headed as she ran, leaving a clear trai

behind her, to the place of the circle. By the tine she reached its vicinity it was full dark-and
she knew the power of the dweller was at its height in darkness. Yet, the closer she drew to those
gl owi ng stones, the slower her paws noved; and a building reluctance to do this thing wei ghed
heavily on her. Soon she could see the stones shining ahead of her; in her nmind she pictured the
man's capture-his terror-his inevitable end.

Leopard- d enda urged-kill!

Grl-Aenda wailed in fear of him but stubbornly refused to put himin the power of that.

The two sides of her struggled, nearly tearing her physically in two as she half-shifted from one
to the other, her outward form paralleling the struggle wthin.

At last, with a pathetic cry, the leopard turned in her tracks and ran fromthe circle. The w |l
of girl-d enda had won.

Whenever she paused to rest, she could hear himconming |long before she'd even caught her breath.
The stamina of a leopard is no match for that of a human; they are built for the short chase, not
the long. And the stanmina of girl-G enda was no match for that of he who hunted her; in either
form now, she was exhausted. He had driven her through the noon-lit clearings of the forest she
knew out beyond the territory she had ranged before. This forest nust extend deep into the Waste,
and this was the direction he had driven her. Now she stunbled as she ran, no | onger capabl e of
clever tricks, just fear-prodded running. Her eyes were glazed with weariness; her mnd nunb with
terror. Her sides heaved as she panted, and her nmouth was dry, her thirst a raging fire inside
her .

She fled frombush to tangl ed stand of undergrowh, at all tinmes avoiding the patches of
moonl i ght, but it seened as if her foe knew this section of the wilderness as well or better than
she knew her own territory. She could not rid herself of the feeling that she was being driven to
some goal only he knew.

Suddenly, as rock-cliff |ooned before her, she realized that her worst fears were correct. He had
herded her into a dead-end ravine, and there was no escape for her, at |least not in |eopard-form
The rock before her was sheer; to either side it slanted inward. The stone itself was brittle
shal e; al nost inpassabl e-yet she began shifting into her human formto make that attenpt. Then a
sound from behind her told her that she had m sjudged his nearness-and it was too |ate.

She whirled at bay, half-hunan, half-|eopard, flanks heaving as she sucked in pain-filled gasps of
air. He blocked the way out; dark and grimon the path, nocked bow in hand. She thought she saw
his eyes shine with fierce joy even in the darkness of the ravine. She had no doubts that he could
see her as easily as she saw him There was nowhere to hide on either side of her

Agai n | eopard-instinct urged-kill!

Her cl aws extended, and she grow ed deep in her throat, half in fear, half in warning. He paced
one step closer.

She coul d-she could fight him She could dodge the arrowat this range he could never get off the
second. |If she closed with him she could kill him H's blood woul d run hot between her teeth-
Kill!

No! Never, never had she harnmed anot her human bei ng, not even the nan who had deni ed her succor
No!
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Kill!

She fought the leopard within, knowing that if it won, there would never be a girl-d enda again;
only the predator, the beast. And that would be the death of her-a death as real as that which any
arrow could bring her.

And he wat ched fromthe shadows; terrible, dark, and nenacing, his bow hal f-drawm. And yet-he did
not nmove, not so nuch as a single nmuscle. |If he had, perhaps the |eopard woul d have won; fear
triunphing over will. But he stirred not, and it was the human side of her that conquered.

And she waited, eyes fixed on his, for death.

:Centle, |ady.:

She started as the voice spoke in her head-then shook it wildly, certain that she had been driven
mad at | ast.

: Be easy-do not fear ne.:

Again that voice! She stared at him wld-eyed-was he sone kind of nagician, to speak in her very
t hought s?

And as if that were not startlenment enough, she watched, dunmbfounded, as he knelt, slowy-slowy
eased the arrow off the string of his bowand just as slowy laid themto one side. He held out
hands now enpty, his face fully in the noonlight-and smled.

And rose- and-

At first she thought it was the nmoonlight that nade himseemto withe and blur. Then she thought
that certainly her senses were deceiving her as her nmind had-for his body was blurring, shifting,

changi ng before her eyes, like a figure nade of clay softening and blurring and becom ng anot her
shape al t oget her -
Until, where the hunter had stood, was a bl ack | eopard, half-again her size.

G enda stared into the flames of the canpfire, sipping at the warmw ne, wapped in a fur cl oak
and held by a drowsy contentnent. The wine, the cloak and the canpfire were all Harwin's.

For that was the nane of the hunter-Harwin. He had coaxed her into her follow ng hinm then, once
his canp had been reached, coaxed her into human form again. He had given her no time to be shaned
by her nakedness, for he had shrouded her in the cloak al nost before the transformation was
conplete. Then he had built this warnming fire fromthe banked coals of the old, and fed her the
first cooked nmeal she'd had in nonths, then pressed the wine on her. And all with slow, reassuring
movenents, as if he was quite well aware how readily she could be startled into transform ng back
again, and fleeing into the forest. And all w thout speaking nuch besides telling her his nang;
his silence not unfriendly, not in the least, but as if he were waiting with patient courtesy for
her to speak first.

She cleared her throat, and tentatively spoke her first words in this alien tongue, her own voice
soundi ng strange in her ears.

"Who-are you? What are you?"

He cocked his head to one side, his eyes narrowing in concentration, as he listened to her halting
wor ds.

"You speak the speech of the Dal es as one who knows it only indifferently, lady," he replied, his
wor ds neasured, slow, and pronounced with care, as if he guessed she needed sl ow speech to
understand clearly. "Yet you do not have the accent of Arvon-and | do not think you are one of the
add Ones. If I tell you who and what | am wll you do nme |ike courtesy?”

"I-my nanme is Genda. | couldn't do-this-at home. Wierever hone is. I-I"mnot sure what | am™
"Then your home is not of this world?"

"There was-" it all seened so vague, like a dreamnow, "A city. I-lived there, but not well. | was
hunted-1 found a place-a woman. | thought she was crazy, but-she said something, and | saw this

pl ace-and | had to cone-"

"A Gate, | think, and a Gate-Keeper," he nodded, as if to hinmself. "That explains rmuch. So you
found yoursel f here?"

"In the Waste. Though | didn't know that was what it was. | nmet a man-1 was tired, starving, and
he tried to drive me away. | got nmad."

"The rest | know," he said. "For Elvath hinself told ne of how you went were before his eyes. Poor
| ady- how bewi | dered you nust have been, with no one to tell you what was happening to you! And

t hen?"

Hal ti ngly, with nmuch encouragenent, she told himof her life in the forest; her learning to
control her changes-and her side of the night's hunt.

"And the worman won over the beast," he finished. "And well for you that it did." H's gold eyes
were very sonber, and he spoke with enphasis heavy in his words. "Had you turned on ne, | doubt
that you woul d ever have been able to find your human self again."
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She shuddered. "What am | ?" she asked at |ast, her eyes fixed pleadingly on his. "And where am|?
And why has all this been happening to ne?"

"1 cannot answer the last for you, save only that | think you are here because your spirit never
fit truly in that strange world from which you cane. As for where-you are in the Dal e | ands of

H gh Hal | eck, on the edge of the Waste-which tells you nothing, | know And what you are-like ne,

you are plainly of sonme far-off strain of Wereblood. Well, perhaps not quite |like me; anong ny
kind the femal es are not known for being able to shape-change, and | nyself am of hal f-blood only.
My nother is Kildas of the Dales; my father Harl of the Wereriders. And I-1 am Harwin," he snil ed,

ruefully, "of no place in particular.”

"Way-why did you hunt ne?" she asked. "Wy did they want you to hunt ne?"

"Because they had no notion of ny Wereblood," he replied frankly. "They only know of my reputation
as a hunter-shall | begin at the beginning? Perhaps it will give you some understanding of this
worl d you have fallen into."

She nodded eagerly.

"Well-you may have learned that in ny father's tine the Dales were overrun by the Hounds of
Alizon?" At her nod, he continued. "They had strange weapons at their disposal, and cane very
close to destroying all who opposed them At that tinme nmy father and his brother-kin lived in the
Waste, in exile for certain actions in the past fromthe |land of Arvon, which lies to the north of
the Waste. They-as |, as you-have the power of shape-change, and other powers as well. It cane to
the defenders of the Dales that one nust battle strangeness with strangeness, and power with
power; they made a pact with the Wereriders. In exchange for aid, they would send to themat the
end of the war in the Year of the Unicorn twelve brides and one. You see, if all went well, the
Wererider's exile was to end then-but if all was not well, they would have renmained in exile, and
they did not wish their kind to die away. The war ended, the brides cane-the exile ended. But one
of the bridegroons was-1ike ne-of half-blood. And one of the brides was a mai den of Power. There
was much trouble for them when the trouble was at an end they left Arvon together, and | know
nothing nore of their tale. Now we conme to ny part of the tale. My nother Kildas has gifted ny
father with three children, of which two are a pleasure to his heart and of |like mind with him |
amthe third."

"The misfit? The rebel ?" she guessed shrewdly.

"I'f by that you nmean the one who seens destined always to anger his kin with all he says and does-

aye. We cannot agree, ny father and |I. One day in his anger, he swore that | was another such as
Herrel. Well, that was the first that | had ever heard of one of Wrebl ood who was |ike-m nded
with me-1 plagued ny nother and father both until they gave ne the tale of Herrel Half-blood and
his Wtch-bride. And fromthat nmoment, | had no peace until | set out to find them For surely,

thought, | would find true kin-feeling with them the which | |acked with those truly of ny

bl ood. "

"And did you find then"

"Not yet," he admitted. "At ny nother's request | canme here first, to give word to her kin that
she was well, and happy, and greatly honored by her lord. Which is the entire truth. My father-

| oves her dearly; grants her every wi sh before she has a chance to voice it. | could wish to find
a lady with whomwell, that was one of the reasons that | sought Herrel and his |ady."

He was silent for so long, staring broodingly into the flanes, that denda ventured to pronpt him
"So-you cane here?"

"Eh? Onh, aye. And understandably enough, earned no small reputation among ny nother-kin for

hunti ng, though they little guessed in what formI| did ny tracking!"™ He grinned at her, and she
found herself grinning back. "So when there were runors of another Wre here at the edge of the
Waste-and a Were that thoughtlessly preyed on the beasts of these people as well as its rightfu
game- under st andabl y enough, | cane to hear of it. | thought at first that it nust be Herrel, or a
son. lmagine my surprise on conming here to learn that the Wre was female! My reputation preceded
me-t he headman begged me to rid the village of their 'nonster'-" He spread his hands wi de. "The
rest, you know. "

"What -what will you do with me now?" she asked in a small, fearful voice.

"Do with you?" he seened surprised. "Nothing-nothing not of your own will, lady. I amnot going to
harm you-and | amnot |ike ny father and brother, to force a one in ny hand into anythi ng agai nst
her wishes. |I-1 go forward as | had intended-to find Herrel. You, now that you know what your

actions should not be, |est you arouse the anger of ordinary fol k agai nst you, may remain here-"

" And?"

"And | shall tell them| have killed the nonster. You shall be safe enough-only remenber that you
must never let the | eopard control you, or you are lost. Truly, you should have soneone to guide

and teach you, though-"
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"lI-know that, now," she replied, very nmuch aware of how attractive he was, gold eyes fixed on the
fire, a lock of dark hair falling over his forehead. But no man had ever found her to be conpany
to be sought-after. There was no reason to think that he m ght be hinting-

No reason, that is, until he looked full into her eyes, and she saw the wi stful |oneliness there,
and a touch of pleading.

"I would be glad to teach you, lady," he said softly. "Forgive me if | amover-forward, and cl unsy
in ny speech. But-1 think you and | could companion well together on this quest of mine-and-1-" he
dropped his eyes to the flames again, and blushed hotly "-1 think you very fair."

"Me?" she squeaked, nmore startled than she had been since he transformed before her

"Can you doubt it?" he replied softly, |ooking up eagerly. He held out one hand to her. "Can
hope-you will cone with ne?"

She touched his fingers with the hesitation of one who fears to break sonething. "You nean you
really want ne with you?"

"Since | touched your mind-lady, nore than you could dreaml Not only are you kin-kind, but-mnd-
kin, I think."

She snil ed suddenly, feeling alnost |ight-headed with the revel ations of the past few hours-then
giggled, as an irrel evant though canme to her. "Harw n-what happens to your clothes?"

"My what?" he stared at her for a nonent as if she had broken into a foreign tongue-then | ooked at
her, and back at hinself-and bl ushed, then grinned.

"Well? | nmean, | left bits of jeans and t-shirt all over the Waste when | changed-"
"\What happens to your ring, |ady?"
"It-" her forehead furrowed in thought. "I don't know, really. It's gone when | change, it's back

when | change back." She regarded the tiny beast thoughtfully, and it seenmed as if one of its
topaz eyes closed in a slow wi nk. But-no. That could only have been a trick of the firelight.
"Were-magic, lady. And magic | think |I shall let you avail yourself of, seeing as | can hardly |et
you take a chill if you are to acconpany me-" He rummaged briefly in his pack and came up with a
shirt and breeches, both far too large for her, but that was soon renmedied with a belt and ruch
rolling of sleeves and cuffs. She changed qui ckly under the shelter of his cloak

"They'l|l really change with me?" she | ooked down at herself doubtfully.

"Why not try then?" He stood, and held out his hand-then blurred in that disconcerting way. The

bl ack | eopard | ooked across the fire at her with eyes that glowed with warnth and approval

:The night still has time to run, G enda-ny-lady. WIIl you not run with it, and ne?:

The eyes of the cat-ring glowed with equal warnth, and d enda found herself filled with a feeling
of joy and freedom and of bel ongi ng-that she tossed back her head and | aughed al oud as she had
never in her life done before. She stretched her own arns to the stars, and called on the power
within her for the first time with joy instead of anger-

And there was no pain-only peace-as she transformed into a slim lithe she-leopard, whose eyes net
that of the he with a happiness that was heart-filling.

:Oh yes, Harwin-ny-lord! Let us run the night to dawn!:

The four SKitty stories appeared in Cat Fantastic Anthol ogies edited by Andre Norton. |'mvery,
very fond of SKitty; it might seemodd for a bird person to be fond of cats, but | am so there it
is. | was actually a cat-person before | was a bird-nother, and | do have two cats, both Sianese-
m x, both rather old and very slow Just, if the other |local cats poach too often at ny bird
feeders, they can expect to get a surprise fromthe garden-hose.

SKitty

:Nasty,: SKitty conplained in Dick's head. She wrapped herself a little closer around his

shoul ders and licked drops of oily fog fromher fur with a faint new of distaste. :Snelly.:

Dick Wiite had to agree. The portside district of Lacu' un was pretty unsavory; the disnal, foggy
weat her made it | ook even worse. Shabby, cheap, and ill-used.

Every building here-all twenty of thenl-was offworld design; shoddy prefab, nostly painted in
shades of peeling grey and industrial green, with garish neon-bright hol osigns that were (thank
the Spirits of Space!) nostly tuned down to faintly colored ghosts in the daytime. There were six
bars, two ganbling-joints, one chapel run by the neo-Jesuits, one flophouse run by the Reforned
Sal vation Arny, five governnent buildings, four stores, and once place better |left unnaned. They
had all sprung up, |ike diseased fungus, in the year since the planet and people of Lacu' un had
been declared Open for trade. There was nothing native here; for that you had to go outside the
Fence-

And to go outside the Fence, Dick rem nded hinself, you have to get permits signed by everybody
and his dog.
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:Cat,: corrected SKitty.

Ckay, okay, he thought back with wy amuserment. Everybody and his cat. Except they don't have cats
here, except on the ships.

SKitty sniffed disdainfully. :Fools,: she replied, snoothing down an errant bit of danp fur with
her tongue, thus dismissing an entire culture that currently had nost of the Conpanies on their

col l ective knees begging for trading concessions.

Vel 1, we've seen about everything there is to see, Dick thought back at SKitty, reaching up to
scratch her ears as she purred in contentnment. Are you quite satisfied?

:Hunt now?: she countered hopefully.

No, you can't hunt. You know that very well. This is a Cass Four world; you have to have

permi ssion fromthe |ocal sapients to hunt, and they haven't given us permission to even sneeze
out side the Fence. And inside the Fence you are val uabl e nerchandi se subject to catnapping, as you
very well know. | played shining knight for you once, furball, and | don't want to repeat the
experi ence.

SKitty sniffed again. :Not |ove ne.:

Love you too nuch, pest. Don't want you ending up in the hold of some tranp freighter

SKitty turned up the volume on her purr, and rearranged her coil on Dick's shoulders until she
resenbl ed a lunpy black fur collar on his gray shipsuit. Wen she I eft the ship-and often when she
was in the ship-that was SKitty's perch of choice. Dick had finally prevailed on the purser to put
shoul derpads on all his shipsuits-sonetines SKitty got a little careless with her claws.

When man had gone to space, cats had foll owed; they were quickly proven to be a necessity. For not
only did man's old pests, rats and m ce, acconpany his trade-there seened to be equival ent pests
on every new world. But the shipscats were considerably different fromtheir Earth-bound
ancestors. The cold reality was that a spacer couldn't afford a pet that had to be cared for-he
needed somet hing closer to a partner

Hence SKitty and her kind; gene-tailored into something nmore than aninals. SKitty was Bi oTech Type
F-021; forepaws |like that of a raccoon, nore |like stubby little hands than paws. Smooth, short
hair with no undercoat to shed and clog up airfilters. Hunter second to none. M ddle-ear tuning so
that she not only was not bothered by hyperspace shifts and freefall, she actually enjoyed them
And | ast, but by no neans |east, the enlarged head show ng the boosting of her intelligence.

Bi oTech rel eased the shipscats for adopti on when they reached about six nonths old; when they'd
not only been weaned, but trained. Training included maneuvering in freefall, use of the sane
sanitary facilities as the crew, and energency procedures. SKitty had her vacuumsuit, just like
any ot her crew nenber; a transparent hard plex ball rather like a tiny lifeslip, with a sinple
panel of controls inside to seal and pressurize it. She was positively paranoid about having it
with her; she'd haul it along on its tether, if need be, so that it was always in the sane
conpartnent that she was. Dick respected her paranoia; any good spacer woul d.

Oficially she was "Lady Sundancer of Geenfields"; Geenfields being BioTech Station NA-73. In
actuality, she was SKitty to the entire crew, and only Dick renenbered her real name.

Di ck had signed on to the CatsEye Conpany ship Brightwing just after they'd retired their | ast

shi pscat to spend his final days with other creaky retirees fromthe spacetrade in the Tau Epsilon
A d Spacers Station. As junior officer Dick had been sent off to pick up the replacenent. SOP was
for a BioTech technician to give you two or three candi dates to choose anong-in actuality, Dick
hadn't had any choice. "Lady Sundancer" had taken one | ook at himand | aunched herself like a
little black rocket fromthe arms of the tech straight for him she'd |l anded on his shoul ders,
purring at the top of her lungs. Wen they couldn't pry her off, not wi thout injuring her, the
"choi ce" becanme npot. And Dick was elevated to the position of Designated Handl er

For the first few days she was "Dick Wiite's Kitty"-the rest of his fell ow crewrenbers being
vastly amused that she had so thoroughly attached herself to him After a tinme that was shortened
first to "Dick's Kitty" and then to "SKitty," which nane finally stuck

Since tel epathy was not one of the traits Bi oTech was supposedly breedi ng and genesplicing for

Di ck had been nore than a little startled when she'd started speaking to him And since none of
the others ever nentioned hearing her, he had long ago cone to the conclusion that he was the only
one who could. He kept that a secret; at the |east, should Bi oTech conme to hear of it, it would
mean | osing her. BioTech would want to know where that particular nmutation cane from for fair
"Pretty gany," he told Erica Makunba, Legal and Security O ficer, who was the current on-watch at
the airl ock. The dusky woman | ounged in her junpseat wi th deceptive casual ness, both hands behind
her curly head-but there was a stun-bracelet on one wist, and Erica just happened to be the

Bri ghtwing's current karate chanp.

"Eyeah," she replied with a grimace. "Had a | ook out there |ast night. Tal k about your |ow-class
dives! I'mnot real surprised the Lacu' un threw the Fence up around it. Dam if |'d want that for
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nei ghbors! Hey, we may be getting a break, though; invitation's gone out to about three cap'ns to
come make trade-tal k. Seens the Lacu' un got thenselves a | awer-"

"So much for the 'unsophisticated primtives,' " Dick laughed. "I thought TriStar was riding for a
fall, taking that line."

Erica grinned; a former Tri Star enpl oyee, she had no great | ove for her previous enpl oyer. "Eyeah
So, |lawyer goes and calls up the records on every Conpany maki ng bids, goes over '"emwth a fine-
tooth. Seems only three of us came up clean; us, SolarQest, and UYVN. W got invites, rest got bye-
byes. Be hearing a buncha ships clearing for space in the next few hours."

"My heart bleeds,"” Dick replied. "Any chance they can fight it?"

"Ha! Didn't tell you who they got for their nouthpiece. Lan Ventris."

D ck whistled. "Sonebody's been | ooking out for them™

"Terran Consul; she was the scout that made first contact. They woul dn't have anybody el se,
adopted her into the ruling sept, keep her at the Palace. N ce |lady, shared a beer or three with
her. She likes these people, obviously, takes their welfare real personal. Now you want the quick
| ow-down on the invites?"

Di ck | eaned up agai nst the bul khead, arns folded, taking care not to disturb SKitty. "Say on."
"One-" she held up a solem finger. "Vena-that's the Consul -says that these fol k have a | ong
martial tradition; they're warriors, and admre warriors-but they adm re honor and honesty even
nore. The trappings of prinmtivismare there, but it's a veneer for considerable sophistication
So whoever goes needs to walk a |line between pride and honorabl e behavior that will be a lot |ike
the ol d Japanese courts of Terra. Two, they are very serious about religion-they give us a certain
anount of |eeway for being ignorant outlanders, but if you transgress too far, Vena's not sure
what the penalties may be. So you want to watch for signals, body-language fromthe priest-caste;
that could warn you that you're on dangerous ground. Three-and this is what may give us an edge
over the other two-they are very big on their totemaninmals; the sept totens are actually an

i mportant part of sept pride and the religion. So the Cap'n intends to nake you and Her Hi ghness
there part of the del egation. Vena says that the Lacu'un intend to issue three contracts, so we're
all gonna get one, but the folks that inpress themthe nost will be getting first choice.™

If Dick hadn't been | eaning against the netal of the bul khead he mi ght well have staggered. As
nmost junior on the crew, the likelihood that he was going to even go beyond the Fence had been
staggeringly | owbut that he would be included in the first trade del egati on was m nd-nel ting!
SKitty caroled her own excitenent all the way back to his cabin, [aunching herself fromhis

shoul der to land in her own little shock-bunk, bolted to the wall above his.

Di ck began digging through his catch-all bin for his dress-insignia; the half-lidded topaz eye for
Cat skye Conpany, the gold wings of the ship's insignia that went beneath it, the three tiny stars
signifying the three mssions he'd been on so far

He caught flickers of SKitty's private thoughts then; thoughts of pleasure, thoughts of nesting-
Nesti ng!

Ch no!

He spun around to neet her wi de yellow eyes, to see her treading out her shock-bunk

SKitty, he pled, Please don't tell ne you're pregnant-

:Kittens,: she affirmed, very pleased with herself.

You swore to me that you weren't in heat when | let you out to hunt!

She gave the equivalent of a mental shrug. :1 lie.:

He sat heavily down on his own bunk, all his earlier excitement evaporated. BioTech shipscats were
supposed to be sterile-about one in a hundred weren't. And you had to sign an agreenent with

Bi oTech that you wouldn't neuter yours if it proved out fertile; they wanted the kittens, wanted
the results that came fromoutbreeding. O you could sell the kittens to other ships yourself, or
keep them provided a BioTech station wasn't within your ship's current itinerary. But of course,
only Bi oTech woul d take them before they were six nonths old and trained. .

That was the rub. Dick sighed. SKitty had already had one litter on himonly twd, but it had
seened |ike twenty-two. There was this problemwith kittens in a spaceship; there was a period of
time between when they were nobil e and when they were about four nonths old that they had exactly
two neurons in those cute, fluffy little heads. One neuron to keep the body noving at warp speed,
and one neuron to pick out the situation guaranteed to cause the nobst trouble.

Everyone in the crewwas willing to play with thembut no one was willing to keep them out of
trouble. And since SKitty was Dick's responsibility, it was Dick who got to clean up the nesses,
and Dick who got to fish the little fluffbrains out of the bridge console, and Dick who got to
have the anachronistic litter pan in his cabin until SKitty got her babies properly toilet

trai ned.

Securing a litter pan for freefall was not something he had wanted to have to do again. Ever
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"How coul d you do this to ne?" he asked SKitty reproachfully. She just curled her head over the
edge of her bunk and trilled prettily.
He sighed. Too late to do anything about it now

and you can see the carvings adorn every flat surface," Vena Ferducci, the small

dar khai red woman who was the Terran Consul, said, waving her hand gracefully at the walls. Dick
wanted to stand and gawk; this was incredible!

The Fence was actual ly an opaque forcefield, and only one of the reasons the Conpanies wanted to
trade with the Lacu' un. Though they did not have spaceflight, there were certain applications of
forcefield technol ogies they did have that seened to be beyond the Terran's abilities. On the

ot her side of the Fence was literally another world.

These people built to last, in |imestone, alabaster, and marble, in the wealthy district, and in
cast stone in the outer city. The streets were carefully poured sections of concrete, cleverly
given stress-joints to avoid tenperature-cracking, and kept clean enough to eat fromby a snal
army of street-sweepers. No aninmals were allowed on the streets thensel ves, except for
houset rai ned pets. The only vehicles permtted were single or double-being electric carts, that
could move no faster than a man could wal k. The Lacu'un dressed either in filmy, silken robes, or
in nmore practical, shorter versions of the same garments. They were a handsome race, upright

bi peds, skin tones in varying shades of browns and dark golds, faces vaguely avian, with a fril
like an iguana's running fromthe base of the neck to a point between and just above the eyes.

As Vena had pointed out, every wall within sight was heavily carved, the carvings all having to do
with the Lacu' un religion.

Most of the carvings were depictions of various processions or cerenpnies, and no two were exactly
al i ke.

"That's the Harvest-d adness,"” Vena said, pointing, as they wal ked, to one el aborate wall that ran
for yards. "It's particularly appropriate for Kl a dera; he made all his noney in agriculture. Mst
Lacu'un try to have sonething carved that reflects on their gratitude for 'favors granted.' "

"I think | can guess that one," the Captain, Reginald Singh, said with a snile that showed
startlingly white teeth in his dark face. The carving he nodded to was a series of panels; first a
celebration involving a veritable kindergarten full of children, then those children-now sex-
differentiated and seen to be all feral e-worshiping at the alter of a very fecund-I|ooki ng Lacu' un
female, and finally the now mai dens | ooki ng sweet and denure, each hol ding various religious

obj ect s.

Vena | aughed, her brown eyes sparkling with anusenent. "No, that one isn't hard. There's a saying,
‘"as fertile as Cel'vadera's wife.' Every child was a female, too, that nade it even better

Bet ween the bride-prices he got for the ones that wanted to wed, and the officer's price he got
for the ones that went into the arned services, Gel'vadera was a rich man. H's First Daughter owns
t he house now. "

"Ah-that brings up a question,” Captain Singh replied. "Wuld you explain exactly who and what
we'll be neeting? | read the briefing, but | still don't quite understand who fits in where with

t he governnent."

"I't will help if you think of it as a kind of unholy mating of the British Parliamentary system
and the medi eval Japanese Shogunates," Vena replied. "You'll be nmeeting with the 'king' -that's the
Lacu' ara-his consort, who has equal powers and represents the priesthood-that's the Lacu'teveras-
and his three advisors, who are el ected. The advisors represent the mlitary, the bureaucracy, and
the econonic sector. The military advisor is always fenale; all officers in the mlitary are
femal e, because the Lacu'un believe that females will not seek glory for thenselves, and so wll
not issue reckless orders. The other two can be either sex. 'Advisor' is not altogether an
accurate termto use for them the Lacu' ara and Lacu'teveras rarely act counter to their advice."
Di ck was paying scant attention to this nonol ogue; he'd already picked all this up fromthe faxes
he'd called out of the local library after he'd read the briefing. He was nore interested in the
carvings, for there was sonething about themthat puzzled him

Al'l of themfeatured strange little six-legged creatures scanpering about under the feet of the
carved Lacu' un. They were about the size of a |l arge nouse, and seened to Dick to be wearing very

snug expressions . . . though of course, he was surely misinterpreting.

"Excuse me Consul," he said, when Vena had finished explaining the intricacies of Lacu' un
government to Captain Singh's satisfaction. "I can't help wondering what those little lizard-Iike
things are.”

"Kreshta," she said, "I would call them pests; you don't see themout on the streets nuch, but
they are the reason the streets are kept so clean. You'll see them soon enough once we get inside.
They're like nmice, only worse; fast as lightning-they'll steal food right off your plate. The
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Lacu' un either can't or won't get rid of them | can't tell you which. Wen | asked about them

once, nmy host just rolled his eyes heavenward and said what translates to "it's the will of the
gods." "

"Insh' al | ah?" Captain Singh asked.

"Very like that, yes. | can't tell if they tolerate the pests because it is the gods' will that

they nust, or if they tolerate them because the gods favor the little nonsters. Inside the Fence
we have to cl ose the governnent buil dings down once a nonth, seal themup, and fumigate. We're
just lucky they don't breed very fast."

Hunt?: SKitty asked hopefully from her perch on Dick's shoul ders.

No! Dick replied hastily. Just |ook, don't hunt!

The cat was gaining startl ed-and Di ck thought, appreciative-|ooks from passersby.

"Just what is the status value of a totemc animal?" Erica asked curiously.

"It's the fact that the animal can be tamed at all. Aside froma handful of domestic herbivores,
nmost animal life on Lacu' un has never been tamed. To be able to take a carnivore and train it to
the hand inplies that the gods are with you in a very powerful way." Vena dinpled. "I'll let you
inon a big secret; frankly, Lan and | preferred the record of the Brightwi ng over the other two
shi ps; you seened to be nore synpathetic to the Lacu'un. That's why we told you about the totemc

animals, and why we left you until last."

"I't wouldn't have worked without Dick," Captain Singh told her. "SKitty has really bonded to him
in a remarkable way; | don't think this presentation would come off half so inpressively if he had
to keep her on a lead.”

"It wouldn't," Vena replied, directing themaround a corner. At the end of a short street was a

fifteen foot wall-carved, of course-pierced by an archi ng entranceway.
"The pal ace," she said, rather needl essly.

Vena had been right. The kreshta were everywhere.

Dick could feel SKitty trenbling with the eagerness to hunt, but she was managi ng to keep herself
under control. Only the lashing of her tail betrayed her agitation

He waited at parade rest, trying not to give in to the tenptation to stare, as the Captain and the
Negoti ator, Grace Vixen, were presented to the five rulers of the Lacu' un in an el aborate cerenony
that resenbled a stately dance. Behind the | ow platformholding the five dignitaries in their
iridescent robes were five soberly clad retainers, each with one of the "totemc animals." Dick
could see now what Vena had neant; the handlers had their creatures under control, but only
barely. There was sonething like a bird, sonething resenbling a small crocodile, something like a
shake, but with six very tiny legs, a creature vaguely catlike, but with a feathery coat, and a
beast resenbling a teddybear with scales. None of the handlers was actually holding his beast,
except the bird-handler. Al of the animals were on short chains, and all of them punctuated the
ceremony with soft growl s and hi sses

So SKitty, perched freely on Dick's shoulders, had drawn no few nurnurs of awe fromthe crowd of
Lacu' un in the Audience Hall

The presentation glided to a conclusion, and the Lacu'teveras whi spered sonething to Vena behi nd
her fan.

"Wth your permission, Captain, the Lacu'teveras would like to know if your totemnmic beast is
actually as tanme as she appears?”

"She is," the Captain replied, speaking directly to the consort, and bow ng, exhibiting a charm
that had crossed species barriers nmany tinmes before this.

It worked its nagic again. The Lacu'teveras fluttered her fan and trilled sonething el se at Vena
The audi ence of courtiers gasped.

"Wuld it be possible, she asks, for her to touch it?"

SKitty? Dick asked quickly, knowi ng that she was getting the sense of what was going on fromhis

t hought s.
:Nice,: the cat replied, her attention nonentarily distracted fromthe scurrying hints of novenent
that were all that could be seen of the kreshta. :Nice |lady. Feels good in head, |ike Dick.

Feel s good in head? he thought, startled.

"I don't think that there will be any problem Captain,"” Dirk nurnured to Singh, deciding that he
could worry about it later. "SKitty seens to |ike the Lacu un. Maybe they snell right."

SKitty fl owed down off his shoulder and into his arns as he stepped forward to present the cat to
the Lacu'teveras. He showed the Lacu'un the cat's favorite spot to be scratched, under the chin
The I ong talons sported by all Lacu' un were adnmirably suited to the job of cat-scratching.

The Lacu' teveras reached forward with one lilac-tipped finger, and hesitantly followed Dick's
exanpl e. The Audi ence Hall was utterly silent as she did so, as if the entire assenbl age was
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holding its breath, waiting for disaster to strike. The courtiers gasped at her tenerity when the
cat stretched out her neck-then gasped again, this time with delight, as SKitty's runbling purr
becane audi bl e.

SKitty's eyes were alnost conpletely closed in sensual delight; Dick glanced up to see that the
Lacu' teveras' anber, slit-pupiled eyes were wi dened with what he judged was an equal delight. She
I et her other six fingers join the first, tentative one beneath the cat's chin.

"Such soft-" she said shyly, in nusically-accented Standard. "-such nice!"

"Thank you, Hi gh Lady," Dick replied with a smle. "W think so."

:Verrry nice,: SKitty seconded. :Not head-talk like Dick, but feel good in head, like Dick. N ce
| ady have kitten soon, too.

The Lacu'teveras took her hand away with sonme reluctance, and signed that Dick should return to
his place. SKitty slid back up onto his shoulders and started to settle herself.

It was then that everything fell apart.

The next stage in the cerenony called for the rulers to take their seats in their five thrones,
and the Captain, Vena, and Grace to assunme theirs on stools before the thrones so that each party
could present what it wanted out of a possible relationshinp.

But the Lacu'teveras, her eyes still wistfully on SKitty, was not |ooking where she placed her
hand. And on the arnrest of the throne was a kreshta, frozen into an atypical inmmbility.

The Lacu' teveras put her hand-with all of her weight on it-right on top of the kreshta. The evil-
| ooki ng thing squeal ed, squirned, and bit her as hard as it coul d.

The Lacu'teveras cried out in pain-the courtiers gasped, the Advisors nade wardi ng gestures-and
SKitty, roused to sudden and protective rage at this attack by vermn on the nice |ady who was
with kitten-Ieapt.

The kreshta saw her coming, and blurred with speed-but it was not fast enough to evade SKitty,
gene-tail ored product of one of BioTech's finest |abs. Before it could cover even half of the

di stance between it and safety, SKitty had it. There was a crunch audible all over the Audience
Chamber, and the ugly little thing was hanging linp fromSKitty's jaws.

Tail high, in a silence that could have been cut up into bricks and used to build a wall, she
carried her prize to the feet of the injured one Lacu'un and laid it there.

:Fix him: Dick heard in his mnd. :Not hurt nice-one-with-kitten!

The Lacu' ara stepped forward, face rigid, every nuscle tense.

Spirits of Space!l Dick thought, steeling hinself for the worst, that's bloody well torn it-

But the Lacu' ara, instead of ordering the guards to seize the Terrans, went to one knee and picked
up the broken-backed kreshta as if it were a fine jewel.

Then he brandished it over his head while the entire assenbl age of Lacu'un burst into cheers-and
the Terrans | ooked at one another in bew | dernent.

SKitty preened, accepting the caresses of every Lacu' un that could reach her with the air of one
to whom adul ation is | ong due. Wenever an unfortunate kreshta happened to attenpt to skitter by,
she would turn into a bolt of black lightning, reenacting her kill to the redoubl ed appl ause of

t he Lacu' un.

Vena was translating as fast as she could, with the three Advisors all speaking at once. The
Lacu' ara was tenderly bandagi ng the hand of his consort, but occasionally one or the other of them
would put in a word too.

"Apparently they've never been able to exterm nate the kreshta; the natural predators on them
can't be donesticated and generally take pieces out of anyone trying, traps and poi soned baits
don't work because the kreshta won't take them The only thing they've ever been able to do is
what we were doi ng behind the Fence: close up the building and fumigate periodically. And even
that has problenms-the Lacu'teveras, for instance, is violently allergic to the residue left when
the fumgation is done."

Vena paused for breath.

"I take it they'd like to have SKitty around on a pernmanent basis?" the Captain said, with heavy

i rony.
"Spirits of Space, Captain-they think SKitty is a sign fromthe gods, incarnate! |I'mnot sure
they'Il let her |eave!"

Dick heard that with alarmin a ot of ways, SKitty was the best friend he had-

To | eave her-the thought wasn't bearabl e!

SKitty whi pped about with al arm when she picked up what he was thinking. Wth an angui shed yow ,
she scanpered across the slippery stone floor and flung herself through the air to land on Dick's
shoul ders. There she clung, how ing her objections at the idea of being separated at top of her

| ungs.
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"What in-" Captain Singh exclaimed, turning to see what could be screanming |ike a dammed soul
"She doesn't want to | eave nme, Captain," Dick said defiantly. "And | don't think you're going to
be able to get her off ny shoul der wi thout breaking her |egs or tranking her."

Captain Singh | ooked stormy. "Dam it then, get a trank-"

"I"'mafraid I'lIl have to veto that one, Captain," Erica interrupted apologetically. "The contract
with BioTech clearly states that only the designated handl er-and that's Di ck-or a Bi oTech
representative can treat a shipscat. And furthermore-" she continued, halting the Captain before
he could interrupt, "it also states that to | eave a shipscat without its designated handler wll
force BioTech to refuse anynore shipscats to Brightwing for as long as you are the Captain. Now I
don't want to sound like a troubl emaker, Captain, but | for one will flatly refuse to serve on a

ship with no cat. Periodic vacuumpurges to kill the vermi n do not appeal to ne."
"Well then, I'lIl order the boy to-"
"Sir, | amthe Brightwing's legal advisor-I hate to say this, but to order Dick to ground is a

clear violation of his contract. He hasn't got enough hours spacing yet to qualify himfor a
ground position."

The Lacu'teveras had taken Vena aside, Dick saw, and was chattering at her at top speed, waving
her bandaged hand in the air.

"Captain Singh," she said, turning away fromthe Lacu' un and tugging at his sleeve, "the

Lacu' teveras has figured out that sonething you said or did is upsetting the cat, and she's not
very happy with that-"

Captai n Singh | ooked just about ready to swallow a bucket of heated nails. "Spacer, will you get
that feline cal med dowmn before they throw ne in the |ocal brig?"

"I'lIl-try sir-"

Cone on, old girl-they won't take you away. Erica and the nice lady won't |et them he coaxed.
You' re naking the nice | ady unhappy, and that might hurt her kitten-

SKitty subsided, slowy, but continued to cling to Dick's shoulder as if he was the only rock in a
flood. :Not take Dick.

Erica won't let them

:Nice Erica.

A sudden thought occurred to him SKitty-love, how long would it take before you had your new
kittens trained to hunt?

She pondered the question. :Fromwean? Three heats,: she said finally.

About a year, then, frombirth to full hunter. "Captain, | may have a solution for you-"

"1 would be overjoyed to hear one,” the Captain replied dryly.

"SKitty's pregnant again-l'msorry, sir, | just found out today and | didn't have tine to report
it-but sir, this is going to be to our advantage! If the Lacu' un insisted, we could handle the
whol e trade deal, couldn't we, Erica? And it should take sonething like a year to get everything
negoti ated and set up, shouldn't it?"

"Up to a year and a half, standard, yes," she confirmed. "And basically, whatever the Lacu'un
want, they get, so far as the Conpany is concerned.”

"Once the kittens are a year old, they'll be hunters just as good as SKitty is-so if you could see
your way clear to doing all the set up-and sort-of wait around for us to get done rearing the
kittens-"

Captain Singh burst into | aughter. "Boy, do you have any notion just how many credits handling the
entire trade negotiations would put in Brightwi ng's account? Do you have any idea what that would
do for ny status?"

"No sir," he admtted.

"Suffice it tosay | could retire if |I chose. And-Spirits of Space-kittens? Kittens we could
legally sell to the Lacu'un? | don't suppose you have any notion of how many kittens we can expect
this time?"

He sent an inquiring tendril of thought to SKitty. "Uh-I think four, sir."

"Four! And they were offering us what for just her?" the Captain asked Vena.

"A nore-than-consi derabl e anmount,"” she said dryly. "Exclusive contract on the forcefield
applications.”

"How woul d they feel about bargaining for four to be turned over in about a year?"

Vena turned to the rulers and translated. The excited answer she got |eft no doubts in anyone's

m nd that the Lacu' un were overjoyed at the prospect.

"Basically, Captain, you' ve just convinced the Lacu' un that you hung the noon."

"Wel | -why don't we settle down to a little serious negotiation, hnm®P" the Captain said, nobly
refraining fromrubbing his hands together with glee. "I think that all our problens for the
future are about to be solved in one fell swoop! Get over here, spacer. You and that cat have just
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received a pronotion to Juni or Negotiator."
:kay?: SKitty asked anxiously.
Yes, love, Dick replied, taking Erica's place on a negotiator's stool. Very okay!

A Tail of Two SKittys

The howl s coning frominside the special animal shipping crate sounded inpatient, and had been
enough to seriously alarmthe cargo handlers. Dick Wite, Spaceman First Cass, Supercargo on the
Cat seye Conpany ship Brightwi ng, put his hand on the outside of the plastile crate, just above the
word "Property." Fromwithin the crate the muffled voice continued to yow general unhappiness
with the world.

Tell her that it's all right, SKitty, he thought at the black formthat |ay over his shoul ders
like a living fur collar. Tell her I'lIl have her out in a mnute. | don't want her to cone bolting
out of there and hide the minute | crack the crate.

SKitty raised her head. Yellow eyes blinked once, sleepily. Abruptly, the yow ing stopped.

:She fine,: SKitty said, and yawned, showing a full nouth of needle-pointed teeth. :Only young,
scared. | think she make good mate for Furrball.

Di ck shook his head; the kittens were not even a year old, and already their nother was

mat chnaki ng. Then again, that was the tendency of nothers the universe over

At |east now he'd be able to uncrate this would-be "mate" with a mni mum of fuss.

The full legend inprinted on the crate read "Fenal e Shipscat Astra Stardancer of Engl ewood,
Property of BioTech Interstellar, |eased to CatsEye Conpany. Do not open under penalty of law "
Theoretically, Astra was, like SKitty, a bio-engineered shipscat, fully capable of handling

freefall, alien vermn, conditions that woul d poison, paralyze, or terrify her renote Terran
ancestors, and all without turning a hair. In actuality, Astra, |like the nineteen other shipscats
Di ck had uncrated, was a failure. The genetic engineering of her mddle-ear and other bal anci ng
organs had failed. She could not tolerate freefall, and while npbst ships operated under grav-

generators, there were always equi prent nal functions and acci dents.

That made her and her fellows failures by Bi oTech standards. A shipscat that could not handl e
freefall was not a shipscat.

Nornmal |y, kittens that washed out in training were adopted out to carefully selected planet- or
station-bound fanilies of BioTech enpl oyees. However, this was not a "normal" circunstance by any
stretch of the imagination

The worl d of the Lacu' un, graceful, bipedal humanoids with a remarkably sophisticated, if planet-
bound, civilization, was infested with a pest called a "kreshta." Erica Makunba, the Legal Advi sor
and Security Chief of Dick's ship described themas "six-legged crosses between cockroaches and
mce." SKitty described themonly as "nasty," but she hunted them gleefully anyway. The Lacu' un
opened their world to trade just over a year ago, and sone of their artifacts and technol ogi es
made them a desirable trade-ally indeed. The Brightwi ng had been one of the three ships invited to
negotiate, in part because of SKitty, for the Lacu' un valued totem c animals highly.

And that was what had led to Captain Singh of the Brightwi ng conducting the entire trade
negotiations with the Lacu' un-and had kept Brightw ng ground-bound for the past year. SKitty had
done the-to the Lacu' un-inpossible. She had killed kreshta. She had al ready been assunmed to be
Brightwing's totenic animal; that act elevated her to the status of "god-touched mracle," and had
given the captain and crew of her ship unprecedented control and access to the rulers here.

SKitty had been newl y-pregnant at the tine; part of the price for the power Captain Singh now

wi el ded had been her kittens. But Dick had gotten another idea, and had used his own share of the
profits Brightwing was taking in to purchase the | eases of twenty nore "failed" cats to suppl enent
SKitty's four kittens. BioTech cats released for | eases were generally sterile, SKitty being a
rare exception. If these twenty worked out, the Lacu' un would be very grateful, and nore

i mportantly, so would Vena Ferducci, the attractive, petite Terran Consul assigned to the new
enbassy here. In the past few nonths, Dick had gotten to know Vena very well-and he hoped to get
to know her better. Vena had originally been a Survey Scout, and she was getting rather restless
in her ground-based position as Consul. And in truth, the Lacu un | awer, Lan Ventris, was much
better suited to such a job than Vena. She had hinted that as soon as the Lacu'un felt they could
trust Ventris, she would like to resign and go back to space. Dick rather hoped she m ght be
persuaded to take a position with the Brightwing. It was too soon to call this little dance a
"romance, " but he had hopes. . . .

Hopes which could be solidified by this experinment. If the twenty young cats he had inported

wor ked out as well as SKitty's four half-grown kittens, the Lacu' un would be able to inport their
intelligent pest-killers at a fraction of what the | ease on a shipscat would be. This woul d rmake
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Vena happy; anything that benefited her Lacu' un made her happy. And if Dick was the cause of that
happi ness. . . .

:Dick go courting?: SKitty asked innocently, salting her query with decidedly not-innocent inages
of her own "courting."

Di ck blushed. No courting, he thought firmy. Not yet, anyway.

:Silly,: SKitty replied scornfully. The overtones of her thoughts were-why waste such a gol den
opportunity? Dick did not answer her.

I nstead, he thunbed the lock on the crate, a | ock keyed to his DNA only. Atiny prickle was the
only indication that the | ock had taken a sanple of his skin for conparison, but a nonent later a
hairline-thin crack appeared around the front end of the crate, and Dick carefully opened the door
and | ooked i nsi de.

A pair of big green eyes in a pointed gray face | ooked out at himfromthe shadows. "Meowrrrr?"
said a tentative voi ce.

Tell her it's all right, SKitty, he thought, extending a hand for Astra to sniff. It was too bad
that his telepathic connection with SKitty did not extend to these other cats, but she seened to
be able to relay everything he needed to tell them

Astra sniffed his fingers daintily, and oozed out of the crate, belly to the floor. After a nonent
t hough, a nonent during which SKitty stared at her so hard that Dick was fairly certain his little
friend was comuni cating any nunber of things to the newconer, Astra stood up and | ooked around,
her ears coming up and her nuscles relaxing. Finally she | ooked up at Dick and blinked.

"Prrow," she said. He didn't need SKitty's translation to read that. He held out his arns and the
young cat leapt into them to be carried in regal dignity out of the Quarantine area

As he turned away fromthe crate, he thought he caught a hint of novenent in the shadows at the
back. But when he turned to | ook, there was nothing there, and he dism ssed it as nothing nore
than his imagination. If there had been anything else in Astra's crate, the mani fest woul d have
listed it-and Astra was definitely sterile, so it could not have been an unlicensed kitten

Eri ca Makunmba and Vena were waiting for himin the corridor outside. Vena offered her fingers to
the newcomer; nuch nore secure now, Astra sniffed themand purred. "She's lovely,” Vena said in

admration. Dick had to agree; Astra was a velvety blue-gray fromhead to tail, and her slim
clean lines clearly showed her descent from Russian Bl ue ancestors.

:She for Furrball,: SKitty insisted, gently nipping at his neck

Is this your idea or hers? Dick retorted.

:Sees Furrball in head; likes Furrball.: That seemed to finish it as far as SKitty was concerned

:Good hunter, too.: Dick gave in to the inevitable.

"Didn't we prom se one of these new cats to the Lacu'teveras?" Dick asked. "This one seens very
gentle; she'd probably do very well as a conpanion for Furrball." SKitty's kittens all had nanes
as fancy as Astra's-or as SKitty's official name, for that matter. Furrball was "Andreas Wdefarer
of Lacu'un," Nuisance was "M sty Snowspirit of Lacu' un," Rags was "Lady Fl amebringer of Lacu' un"
and Trey was "Garrison Starshadow of Lacu'un."” But they had, as cats always do, acquired their own
ni cknames that had nothing to do with the regi stered nanes. Astra would w thout a doubt do the
sane.

Each of the nost prominent families of the Lacu' un had been granted one cat, but the Royal Famly
had three. Two of SKitty's original kittens, and one of the newconers. Astra would bring that
number up to four, a sacred nunber to the Lacu' un and very propitious.

"We did," Vena replied absently, scratching a pleased Astra beneath her chin. "And | agree with
you; | think this one woul d please the Lacu'teveras very much."” She |aughed a little. "I'm

begi nning to think you're psychic or sonething, Dick; you haven't been wong with your selections
yet."

"Me?" he said ingenuously. "Psychic? Spirits of Space, Vena, the way these people are treating the

cats, it doesn't matter anyway. Any 'match' | nade would be a good one, so far as the cat is
concerned. They coul dn't be panpered nore if they were Lacu' un girl-babies!"
"True," she agreed, and reluctantly took her hand away. "Well, four cats should be just about

right to keep the Palace vernin-free. It's really kind of funny how they' ve divided the place up
anong themw th no bickering. They alnobst act as if they were humans dividing up patrols!" Erica
shot hi man unreadabl e gl ance; did she renenber how he had sat down with the original three and
SKitty-and a floor-plan of the place-when he first brought themall to the Pal ace?

"They are bred for high intelligence,” he rem nded both of themhastily. "No one really knows how
bright they are. They're bright enough to use their |ife-support pods in an energency, and bri ght
enough to learn how to use the human facilities in the ships. They seemto have ways of

communi cating with each other, or so the people at BioTech tell ne, so maybe they did establish
patrols."
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"Well, nmaybe they did," Erica said after a long nonent. He heaved a nental sigh of relief. The

| ast thing he needed was to have soneone suspect SKitty's telepathic link with him BioTech was

not breeding for telepathy, but if such a useful trait ever showed up in a fertile female, they

woul d surely cancel Brightwing's |ease and haul SKitty back to their nearest cattery to becone a
breedi ng queen. SKitty was his best friend; to | ose her like that would be terrible.

:No breeding,: SKitty said firmy. :Love Dick, |ove ship. No breeding; breeding dull, kittens a
pain. Not |eave ship ever.

Well, at least SKitty agreed.

For now, anyway, now that her kittens were weaned. \Wenever she cane into season, she seened to

change her nmind, at |east about the part that resulted in breeding, if not the breeding itself.

The Lacu'teveras, the Ruling Consort of her people, accepted Astra into the household with soft
cries of welconme and gl adness. Erica was right, the Lacu' un could not possibly have panpered their
cats nore. Wenever a cat wanted a lap or a scratch, one was i medi ately provided, whether or not
the object of feline affection was in the m ddl e of negotiations or a session of Council or not.
Whenever one w shed to play-although with the nunber of kreshta about, there was very little
energy left over for playing-everything el se was set aside for that nonment. And when one brought
in a trophy kreshta, tail and ears held high with pride, the entire court applauded. Astra was
introduced to Furrball at SKitty's insistence. Noses were sniffed, and the two rubbed cheeks. It
appeared that Mama's nat chrmaki ng was going to work.

The three humans and the pl eased feline headed back across the city to the spaceport and the Fence
around it. The city of the Lacu' un was incredibly attractive, nuch nmore so than any other simlar
city Dick had ever visited. Because of the rapidity with which the kreshta multiplied given any
food and shelter, the streets were kept absolutely spotless, and the buildings clean and in
repair. Mst had walls about them giving the inhabitants little islands of privacy. The walls of
the wealthy were of carved stone; those of the poor of cast concrete. In all cases, ornanentation
was the rule, not the exception

The Lacu' un thensel ves wal ked the streets of their city garbed in delicate, flow ng robes, or
shorter nore practical versions of the same garnments. Graceful and handsone, they resenbl ed avi ans
rather than reptiles; their skin varied in shade froma dark brown to a golden tan, and their
heads bore a kind of frill Iike an iguana's, that ran fromthe base of the neck to a point just
above and between the eyes.

Their faces were capable of something like a snmile, and the expression neant the sane for them as
it did for hunans. Most of them sm | ed when they saw Dick and SKitty; although the kreshta-
destroying abilities of the cat were not sonething any of them would personally feel the inpact of
for many years, perhaps generations, they still appreciated what the cats Dick had introduced
could do. The kreshta had been a pl ague upon themfor as long as their history recorded, even
being so bold as to steal the food fromplates and injure unguarded infants. For as |long as that
history, it had seened that there would never be a solution to the depredations of the little
beasts. But nowthe nost pious clained the advent of the cats was a sign of the gods' direct

i ntervention and bl essing, and even the skeptics were thrilled at the thought that an end to the
pl ague was in sight. It was unlikely that, even with a cat in every household, the kreshta would
ever be destroyed-but such things as setting a guard on sl eeping babies and | ocking neals in neta
containers set into the tables could probably be elimnated.

When they crossed the Fence into Terran territory, however, the surroundings dropped in quality by
a magnitude or two. Dick felt obscurely ashaned of his world whenever he | ooked at the shabby,
garish spaceport "facilities" that conprised nost of the Terran spaceport area. At |east the
headquarters that Captain Singh and CatsEye had established were handsone; adaptations of the
natives' own architecture, in cast concrete with walls decorated with stylized stars, spaceships,
and suggestions of slit-pupiled eyes. SolarQuest and UVN, the other two Conpani es that had been
given Trade permts, were followi ng CatsEye's | ead, and had hired the sanme |ocal architects and
contractors to build their own headquarters. It |ooked fromthe half-finished buildings as if
Sol ar Quest was going with a nmotif taken fromtheir own |ogo of a stylized sunburst; UVN was going
for geometrics in their wall-decor

There were four ships here at the nonent rather than the authorized three; for sone reason, the

i ndependent freighter that had brought in the twenty shipscats was still here on the | anding
field. D ck wondered about that for a nonent, then shrugged nentally. Independents often ran on
shoestring budgets; probably they had only | oaded enough fuel to get them here, and refueling was
taking nore tine than they had thought it woul d.

Suddenly, just as they passed through the doors of the building, SKitty how ed, hissed, and |eapt
from Di ck' s shoul ders, vani shing through the rapidly-closing door
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He uttered a nuffled curse and turned to run after her. What had gotten into her, anyway?

He found hinself | ooking into the nmuzzle of a weapon held by a |large man in the nondescri pt
coveralls favored by the crew of that independent freighter. The man was as nondescript as his
clothing, with ash-blond hair cut short and his very ordinary face-with the exception of that
weapon, and the cold, calculating look in his iron-gray eyes. Dick put up his hands, slowy. He
had the feeling this was a very bad tine to play hero.

"Where's the damm cat?" snapped the one Dick was conming to think of as "the Gray Man." One of his
under | i ngs shrugged.

"Gone," the man replied shortly. "She got away when we rounded up these three, and she just

vani shed sonmewhere. Forget the cat. How nuch damage could a cat do?"

The Gray Man shrugged. "The natives m ght get suspicious if they don't see her with our man."
"She probably woul dn't have cooperated with our man," the underling pointed out. "Not like she did
with this one. It doesn't matter-Wiite got the new cats installed, and we don't need an ani nal
that was likely to be a handful anyway."

The Gray Man nodded after a while and went back to securing the latest of his prisoners. The
offices in the new Cat sEye buil ding had been turned into inpronptu cells; Dick had gotten a
glinmpse of Captain Singh in one of themas he had been frog-marched past. He didn't know what

t hese people had done with the rest of the crew or with Vena and Erica, since Vena had been taken
of f somewhere separately and Erica had been stunned and dragged away w thout waiting for her
surrender.

The Gray Man watched himw th his weapon trained on himas two nore underlings installed a tangle-
field generator across the doorway. Wth no wi ndows, these little offices nade perfect hol di ng-
pens. Mdst of themdidn't have furniture yet, those that did didn't really contain anything that
could be used as a weapon. The desks were sinple slabs of native wood on netal supports, the
chairs nol ded plastile, and both were bolted to the floor. There was nothing in Dick's little
cubicle that could even be thrown.

Dick was still trying to figure out who and what these people were, when sonething finally
clicked. He | ooked up at the Gray Man. "You're from Tri Star, aren't you?" he asked.

If the Gtay Man was startled by this, he didn't showit. "Yes," the man replied, gun-nuzzle never
wavering. "How did you figure that out?"

"Bi oTech never ships with anyone other than TriStar if they can help it,"” Dick said flatly. "I
wondered why they had hired a tranp-freighter to bring out their cats; it didn't seemlike them
but then | thought maybe that was all they could get."

"You're clever, Wite," the Gray Man replied, expressionlessly. "Too clever for your own good,

maybe. We m ght just have to make you di sappear. You and the Makumba wonman; she'll probably know
sonme of us as soon as she wakes up, and we don't have the time or the equiprment to brain-w pe
you. "

Dick felt a chill going down his back, as the nmen at the door finished installing the field and

left, quickly. "BioTech is going to wonder if one of their designated handlers just vani shes. And
wi thout me, you're never going to get SKitty back; BioTech isn't going to care for that, either
They might start asking questions that you can't answer."

The Gray Man stared at himfor a long nonent; his expression did not vary in the |east, but at

| east he didn't nmake any nove to shoot. "I'll think about it," he said finally. He m ght have said
nore, but there was a shout fromthe corridor outside.

"The cat!" soneone yelled, and the Gray Man was out of the door before Dick could blink
Unfortunately, he paused |ong enough to trigger the tangle-field before he ran off in pursuit of
what could only have been SKitty.

D ck slunped down into the chair, and buried his face in his hands, but not in despair. He was
thinki ng furiously.

TriStar didn't Iike getting cut out of the negotiations; what they can't get legally, they'|ll get
any way they can. Probably they intend to use us as hostages agai nst Vena's good behavior, getting
her to put themup as the new negotiators. | solved the problemof getting the cats for theny now
there's no reason they couldn't just step in. But that can't go on forever, sooner or |ater Vena
is going to get to a comunit or send sone kind of nmessage of fworld. So what woul d these people do
t hen?

Tri Star had a reputation as being ruthless, and he'd heard fromErica that it was justified. So
how do you get rid of an entire crew of a spaceship and the Terran Consul ? And maybe the crews of
the other two ships into the bargain?

Well, there was al ways one answer to that, especially on a new y-opened world. Pl ague.

The chill threaded his backbone again as he realized just what a good answer that was. These
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Tri Star goons coul d use sickness as the excuse for why the CatsEye people weren't in evidence. A
runor of plague nmight well drive the other two ships offworld before they cane down with it. The
Tri Star people could even claimto be taking care of the Brightwing' s crew.

Then, after a couple of weeks, they all succunb to the disease, the Terran Consul with them

It was a story that would work, not only with the Terran authorities, but with the Lacu' un. The
Fence was a very effective barrier to help fromthe natives; the Lacu' un would not cross it to
find out the truth, even if they were suspicious.

I have to get to a comset, he thought desperately. H's own useful ness would last only so |ong as
it took themto trap SKitty and find sone way of caging her. No one else, so far as he knew, could
hear her thoughts. Al they needed to do would be to catch her and ship her back to BioTech, with
the nmessage that the designated handl er was dead of plague and the cat had becone unmanageable. It
woul dn't have been the first tine.

A soft hiss nmade himl ook up, and he strangled a cry of nmingled joy and apprehension. It was
SKitty! She was right outside the door, and she seenmed to be trying to do sonething with the

tangl e-field generator.

SKitty! he thought at her as hard as he could. SKitty, you have to get away fromhere, they're
trying to catch you- There was no way SKitty was going to be able to deal with those controls;
they were deliberately nmade difficult to handle, just precisely because shipscats were known to be
curious. And how coul d she know what conplicated series of things to do to take down the field
anyway?

But SKitty ignored him using her stubby raccoon-like hands on the controls of the generator and
hissing in frustrati on when the controls woul d not cooperate.

Finally, with a nuffled yow of triunph, she managed to twist the dial into the "off" position and
the field went down. Dick was out the door in a nonent, but SKitty was uncharacteristically
runni ng off ahead of himinstead of waiting for him Not that he nminded! She was safer on the
ground in case someone spotted him and stunned him she was small and quick, and if they caught

hi m agai n, she would still have a chance to hide and get away. But there was sonethi ng odd about
her bounding run; as if her body was a little Ionger than usual. And her tail seened to be a | ot

| onger than he renenbered-

Never mind that, get nmoving! he scolded hinself, trying to recall where they'd set up all the cons
and if any of themwere translight. SKitty whi sked ahead of him around a corner; when he caught
up with her, she was already at work on the tangle-field generator in front of another door
Practi ce must have nade perfect; she got the field down just before he reached the doorway, and
shot down the hall like a streak of black lightning. D ck stopped; inside was soneone |ying down
on a cot, armover her dark mahogany head. Erical!l

"Erical" he hissed at her. She sat bolt upright, wincing as she did so, and he felt a tw nge of
synpat hy. A stun-m grai ne was no picnic.

She saw who was at the door, saw at the sane nonent that there was no tangle-field shinmer between
them and was on her feet and out in a fraction of a second. "How?" she demanded, scanning the
corridor and finding it as curiously enpty as Di ck had.

"SKitty took the generator offline," he said. "She got yours, too, and she headed off that way-"
He pointed towards the heart of the building. "Do you renenber where the translight cons are?"
"Eyeah," she said. "In the basenent, if we can get there. That's the energency unit and | don't
think they know we've got it."

She cocked her head to one side, as if she had suddenly heard sonething. He strained his ears-and
there was a clanor, off in the distance beyond the walls of the building. It sounded as if severa
peopl e were chasing sonmething. But it couldn't have been SKitty; she was still in the building.
"I't sounds like they're busy," Erica said, and grinned. "Let's go while we have the chance!"

But before they reached the basement comroom they were joined by nost of the crew of the

Bri ghtwi ng, sonme of whom had arned thensel ves with whatever might serve as a weapon. Al of them
told the same story, about how the shipscat had taken down their tangle-fields and fled. Once in
the basenent of the building-after scattering the nultiple nests of kreshta that had noved ri ght
in-the Com Oficer took over while the rest of them found whatever they could to make a barricade
and Dick related what he had | earned and what his surmnises were. Power controls were all down
here; there would be no way short of blowi ng the building up for the Tri Star goons to cut power to
the com Now all they needed was tinme-tinme to get their nessage out, and wait for the Patrol to
answer .

But tine just nmight be in very short supply, Dick told hinmself as he grabbed a sheet of reflective
insulation to use as a crude stun-shield. And as if in answer to that, just as the Com O ficer got
the Iink warnmed up and began to send, Erica called out fromthe staircase.

"Front and center-here they cone!"
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Di ck slunped down so that the tiny nmedic could reach his head to bandage it. He knew he | ooked
like he'd been through a war, but either the feeling of elated triunph or the nedic's drugs or
both prevented himfromreally feeling any of his injuries. In the end, it had conme down to the
crudest of hand-to-hand conbat on the staircase, as the Com Oficer resent the nessage as nany
times as he could and the rest of themheld off the TriStar bullies. He could only thank the
Spirits of Space that they had no weapons stronger than stunners-or at |east, they hadn't wanted
to use themdown in the basenent where so nany circuits lay bare. Eventually, of course, they had
been overwhel ned, but by then it was too late. The Com O ficer had gotten a reply fromthe Patrol
Hel p was on the way. Faced with the collapse of their plan, the Tri Star people had done the only
wi se thing. They had retreated.

Wth them they had taken all evidence that they were from Tri Star; there was no way of proving
who and what they were, unless the Patrol corvette now on the way in could intercept them and
capture them Contrary to what the Gray Man had thought, Erica had recogni zed none of her captors.
But right now, none of that mattered. What did natter was that they had cone through this-and that
SKitty had finally reappeared as soon as the Tri Star ship blasted out, to take her accustoned

pl ace on Dick's shoulders, purring for all she was worth and interfering with the nedic's work.
"Dick-" Vena called fromthe door to the nmedic's office, "I found your-"

Di ck | ooked up. Vena was cradling SKitty in her arns.

But SKitty was already on his shoul ders.

She must have | ooked just as stunned as he did, but he recovered first, doing a double-take. H's
SKitty was the one on her usual perch-Vena's SKitty was a little thinner, alittle taller-

And nost definitely had a lot |onger tail!

ils Prrreet,: SKitty said with satisfaction. :Handsone, no? Is bred for being Patrol-cat, war-
cat.:

"Vena, what's the tattoo inside that cat's ear?" he asked, urgently. She checked.

"FX-003," she said, "and a serial nunber. But the X designation is for experinental, isn't it?"
"Uh-yeah." He got up, ignoring the nmedic, and cane to |ook at the new cat. Vena's stranger al so
had much nore hunan-1like hands than his SKitty; suddenly the mystery of how the cat had nanaged to
mani pul ate the tangle-field controls was sol ved.

Shoot, he m ght even have been trained to do that!

:Yes,: SKitty said sinply. :1 go play catch-ne-stupid, he open human-cages. He hear of ne on
station, cone to see ne, be mate. | think I keep him:

Dick closed his eyes for a nonent. Sonewhere, there was a frantic BioTech station trying to figure
out where one of their experinentals had gone. He should turn the cat over to then

No,: SKitty said positively. :No | ook. |Is deaf one ear; is pet. Run away, find ne.:

"He uh-nust have come in as an extra with that shipnent,” Dick inmprovised quickly. "I found an
extra invoice, | just thought they'd nade a m stake. He's deaf in one ear, that's why they washed
himout. | uh-1 suppose Brightwi ng could keep him"

"I was kind of hoping |I could-" Vena began, and flushed, |owering her eyes. "I suppose | stil
could . . . after this, the enbassy is going to have to have a full staff with Patrol guards and a
real Consul. They won't need ne anynore."

D ck began to grin, as he realized what Vena was saying. "Wll, he will need a handler. And | have
all | can do to take care of this SKitty."

:Courting?: SKitty asked slyly, reaching out to lick one of Prrreet's ears.
This time Dick did not bother to deny it.

SCat

" Nooo OCOONONDNOW

The nmetal walls of Dick's tiny cabin vibrated with the how. Dick White ignored it, as he injected
the Iast of the four contraception-beads into SKitty's left hind | eg. The bl ack-coated shi pscat
did not nove, but she did continue her vocal and nental protest. :Mean,: she conplai ned, as Dick
hel d the scanner over the right spot to nmake certain that he had gotten the bead placed where it
was supposed to go. :Mean, nean Dick.

I ndi gnati on showing in every line of her, she sat up on his fold-down desk and |icked the
injection site. It hadn't hurt; he knew it hadn't hurt, for he'd tried it on himself with a
neutral bead before he injected her

Ni ce, nice Dick, you should be saying, he chided her. One nore unauthorized litter and Bi oTech
woul d be coming to take you away for their breeding program You're too fertile for your own good.
SKitty's token whine turned into a real yow of protest, and her mate, now dubbed "SCat," joi ned

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mercedes%20-%20Werehunter.txt (27 of 100) [2/2/2004 1:19:08 AM]



file:///G|/rah/M ercedes¥620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥%620-%20Werehunter.txt

her in the wail fromhis seat on Dick's bunk. :Not |leave Dick!: SKitty shrilled in his head. : Not
| eave shi p!

Then no nore kittens-at |east not for a while! he responded. No nore kittens neans SKitty and SCat
stay with Dick.

SKitty leapt to join her mate on the bunk, where both of them began washi ng each other to
denmonstrate their distress over the idea of leaving Dick. SKitty's real name was "Lady Sundancer
of Greenfields,” and she was the proud product of BioTech's masterful genesplicing. Shipscats,
those sturdy, valiant hunters of verm n of every species, betrayed their differences from Terran
felines in a nunber of ways. BioTech had given themthe "hands" of a raccoon, the speed of a
nongoose, the ability to adjust to rapid changes in gravity or no gravity at all, and greatly
enhanced nental capacity. Wat they did not know was that "Lady Sundancer"-aka "Dick Wite's
Kitty," or "SKitty" for short-had another, invisible enhancenent. She was tel epathic-at |east with
D ck

Thanks to SKitty and to her last litter, the CatsEye Conpany trading ship Brightw ng was one of
the nost prosperous in this end of the Galaxy. That was due entirely to SKitty's hunting ability;
she had taken swi ft vengeance when a persistent pest native to the new y-opened world of Lacu'un
had bitten the consort of the ruler, killing with a single blow a creature the natives had never
been able to exterm nate. That, and her own charming personality, had nmade her kittens-to-be npst
desirabl e acquisitions, so precious that not even the | eaders of Lacu'un "owned" them they were
held in trust for the world. Thanks to the existence of that litter and the need to get them
appropriately pedi greed Bi oTech mates, SKitty's own mate-called "Prrreet” by SKitty and
unsurprisingly dubbed "SCat" by the crew, for his ability to vani sh-had made his own way to
SKitty, stowing aboard with the crates containing nore BioTech kittens for Lacu' un

Where he cane from only he knew, although he was definitely a shipscat. His tattoo didn't match
anything in the BioTech register. Too dignified to be called a "kitty," this handsome nal e was
"Dick White's Cat."

And thanks to SCat's tinely arrival and intervention, an attenpt to kill the entire crew of the
Bri ghtwing and the Terran Consul to Lacu'un in order to take over the trading concessi on had been
unsuccessful. SCat had disabled critical equipnent holding themall inprisoned, so that they were
able to get to a comstation to call for help fromthe Patrol, while SKitty had distracted the
guards.

SCat had never denonstrated telepathic powers with Dick, for which Dick was grateful, but he
certainly possessed sonmething of the sort with SKitty, and he was odd in other ways. Dick would
have been willing to take an oath that SCat's forepaws were even nore handlike than SKitty's, and
that his tail showed sone signs of being prehensile. There were other secrets |ocked in that w de
bl ack-furred skull, and Dick only wi shed he had access to them

Dick was worried, for the Brightwing was in space agai n and headi ng towards one of the ngjor
stations with the results of their year-long trading endeavor with the beings of Lacu' un in their
hol d. Shipscats sinply did not come out of nowhere; BioTech kept very tight control over them
denying themto ships or captains with a record of even the slightest abuse or neglect, and
keepi ng track of where every one of themwas, frombirth to death. They were expensive-traders
runni ng on the edge could not afford them and had to rid themselves of vernin with periodic
vacuum purges. SKitty claimed that her mate had "heard about her" and had come specifically to
find her-but she would not say fromwhere. SCat had to conme from sonewhere, and wherever that was,
sonmeone fromthere was probably [ ooking for him They would very likely take a dimview of their
four-1egged Roneo heading off on his own in search of his Juliet.

Any attenpt to question the tomthrough SKitty was usel ess. SCat would sinply stare at himwith
those | um nous yell ow eyes, then yawn, and SKitty would soon grow bored with the proceedi ngs.
After all, to her, the inportant thing was that SCat was here, not where he had come from

Behind Dick, in the open door of the cabin, sonmeone coughed. He turned to find Captain Singh
regarding Dick and cats with a jaundi ced eye. Dick saluted hastily.

"Sir-contraceptive devices in place and verified sir!" he affirned, holding up the injector to
prove it.

The Captain, a darkly handsone gentlenan as popular with the fenal es of his own species as SCat
undoubtably was with felines, nerely nodded. "W have a problem White," he pointed out. "The

Bri ghtwi ng's nani fest shows one shipscat, not two. And we still don't know where nunber two cane
from | know what will happen if we try to take SKitty's mate away from her, but | al so know what
wi |l happen if anyone finds out we have a second cat, origin unknown. BioTech will take a dimview
of this."

Di ck had been thinking at |east part of this through. "W can hide him sir,’'
| east until | can find out where he cane from"

he offered. "At
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"Ch?" Captain Singh's eyebrows rose. "Just how do you propose to hide him and where?"

Dick grinned. "In plain sight, sir. Look at themunless you have them si de-by-side, you woul dn't
be able to tell which one you had in front of you. They're both black with yellow eyes, and it's
only when you can see the size difference and the longer tail on SCat that you can tell them
apart."”

"So we sinply nmake sure they're never in the sanme conpartnent while strangers are aboard?" the
Captai n hazarded. "That actually has some nerit; the Spirits of Space know that people are always
claimng shipscats can teleport. No one will even notice the difference if we don't say anyt hi ng,
and they' Il just think she's getting around by way of the access tubes. How do you intend to find
out where this one cane fromw t hout nmaking peopl e wonder why you're asking about a stray cat?"

Di ck was rather pleased with hinself, for he had actually thought of this solution first. "SKitty
is fertile-unlike nine-tenths of the shipscats. That is why we had kittens to offer the Lacu'un in
the first place, and was why we have the profit we do, even after buying the contracts of the
other young cats for groundside duty as the kittens' mates."

The Captain nade a faint grinmace. "You' re stating the obvious."

"Hurmor ne, sir. Did you know that BioTech routinely offers their breeding cats free choice in

mat es? That otherw se, they don't breed well?" As the Captain shook his head, Dick pulled out his
trunp card. "I amostensibly-going to do the sane for SKitty. As long as we 'find" her a BioTech
mat e that she approves of, BioTech will be happy. And we need nore kittens for the Lacu' un; we
have no reason to buy them when we have a potential breeder of our own."

"But we got mates for her kittens," the Captain protested. "Wn't BioTech think there's sonething
odd goi ng on?"

D ck shook his head. "You're thinking of house-cats. Shipscats aren't fertile until they're four
or five. At that rate, the kittens won't be old enough to breed for four years, and the Lacu' un
are going to want nore cats before then. So |I'Il be searching the BioTech breeding records for a
tom of the right age and appearance. Solid black is recessive-there can't be that many bl ack tons
of the right age."

"And once you've found your group of candi dates-?" Singh asked, both eyebrows arching. "You | ook
for the one that's mssing?" He did not ask how Di ck was supposed to have found out that SKitty
"preferred" a black tom shipscats were nore than intelligent enough to choose a color froma set
of hol os.

Di ck shrugged. "The information may be in the records. Once | know where SCat's from we can open
negotiations to add himto our manifest with Bi oTech's backing. They won't pass up a chance to
meke SKitty half of a breeding pair, and I don't think there's a captain willing to go on

Bi oTech's record as opposing a shipscat's choice of mate."

"I won't ask how you intend to make that particular project work," Singh said hastily. "Just
remenber, no nore kittens in freefall."

Di ck held up the nowenpty injector as a silent pronise.

"I'"ll brief the crewto refer to both cats as 'SKitty' -nost of the tinme they do anyway," the
Captain said. "Carry on, Wite. You seemto have the situation well in hand.™

D ck was nowhere near that certain, but he put on a confident expression for the Captain. He
saluted Singh's retreating back, then sat down on the bunk beside the pair of purring cats. As
usual, they were wound around each other in a knot of happiness.

I wish ny love-life was going that well. He'd hit it off with the Terran Consul well enough, but
she had elected to remain in her ground-bound position, and his life was with the ship. Once
agai n, romance took a second place to careers. Wich in his case, nmeant no ronance. There wasn't a
single female in this crew that had shown anything other than strictly platonic interest in him
If he wanted a career in space, he had to be very careful about what he did and said. As nost
junior officer on the Brightwi ng, he was the one usually chosen for whatever unpleasant duty no
one el se wanted to handle. And al though he could actually retire, thanks to the prosperity that
the Lacu' un contract had brought the whole crew, he didn't want to. That woul d mean | eavi ng space,
| eaving the ship-and | eaving SKitty and SCat.

He could also transfer within the conpany, but why change froma crew full of people he |iked and
respected, with a good Captain |like Singh, to one about which he knew nothing? That woul d be
stupid. And he couldn't leave SKitty, no matter what. She was his best friend, even if she did get
himinto trouble sonetines.

He al so didn't have the experience to be anything other than the nost junior officer in any ship,
so transferring woul dn't have any benefits.

Unl ess, of course, he parlayed his profit-share into a small fortune and bought his own ship. Then
he coul d be Captain, and he nmight even be able to buy SKitty's contract-but he | acked the

experi ence that nmade the difference between prosperity and bankruptcy in the shaky world of the
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Free Traders. He was wi se enough to know this.

As for the breeding project-he had sone ideas. The Brightwi ng woul d be visiting Lacu' un for a

m ni mum of three weeks on every round of their trading-route. Surely sonething could be worked
out. Things didn't get chancy until after the kittens were nobile and before SKitty potty-trained
themto use crew facilities. Before they were able to | eave the nest-box, SKitty took care of the
unpl easant details. If they could arrange things so that the period of nobility-to-weaning took
pl ace while they were on Lacu' un

Well, he'd make that Junp when the coordinates cane up. Right now, he had to keep outsiders from
di scovering that there was feline contraband on board, and find out where that contraband cane
from

:Dick smart,: SKitty purred proudly. :Dick fix everything.

Wl l, he thought wyly, at least | have her confidence, if no-one else's!

It had been a long tinme since the Brightw ng had been docked at a nmajor port, and predictably,
everyone wanted shore | eave. Everyone except Dick, that is. He had no intentions of |eaving the
console in Cargo where he was doing his "mate-hunting" unless and until he found his match. The
fact that there was nothing but a skeleton crew aboard, once the inspectors left, only made it
easier for Dick to run his searches through the Bi oTech database avail able through the station
Thi s dat abase was part of the public records kept on every station, and updated weekly by BioTech
Dick had a notion that he'd get his "hit" within a few hours of initiating his search

He was pleasantly surprised to discover that there were portraits available for every entry. It

m ght even be possible to identify SCat just fromthe portraits, once he had all of the black

mal es of the appropriate age sorted out. That would give himeven nore rationale for the claim
that SKitty had "chosen" her mate herself.

Wth an interested feline perching on each armof the chair, he logged into the station's

dat abases, identified hinmself and gave the station his billing information, then began his run
There was nothing to do at that point but sit back and wait.

"I hope you realize all of the difficulties |I'mgoing through for you," he told the tom who was
groom ng his face thoughtfully. "I1'm doing wi thout shore-leave to help you here. | wouldn't do
this for a fell ow human!"

SCat paused in his groomng |ong enough to rasp Dick's hand with his danp-sandpaper tongue.

The conputer beeped just at that nmoment to let himknowit was done. He was running all this

t hrough the Cargo dunb-set; he could have used the Brightwi ng's Expert-System Al, but he didn't
want the Al to get curious, and he didn't want soneone wondering why he was using a Mega-Brain to
access feline famly-trees. What he did want was the appearance that this was a brainstormof his
own, an attenpt to boost his standing with his Captain by providing further negotiable itens for
the Lacu' un contract. There was sonething odd about all of this, sonething that he couldn't put
his finger on, but sonething that just felt wong and nmade hi mwant to be extra-cautious. Wiy, he
didn't know. He only knew that he didn't want to set off any tell-tales by acting as if this mate-
search was a priority item

The conputer asked if he wanted to use the holo-table, a tiny square platformbuilt into the
upper right hand corner of the desk. He cleared off a stack of hard-copy manifests, and told it
"yes." Then the first of his feline biographies came in.

He'd made a guess that SCat was between five and ten years old; shipscats lived to be fifty or
nore, but their useful |ifespan was about twenty or thirty years. Al too often their job was
hazardous; alien verm n had poi sonous fangs or stings, sharp claws and teeth. Cats suffered
disabling injuries nore often than their human crewmates, and would be retired with honors to the
hones of retired spacers, or to the big "assisted living" stations holding the very aged and those
with disabling injuries of their own. Shipscats were always wel come, anywhere in space.
And | can think of worse fates than spending nmy old age watching the stars with SKitty on ny |ap.
He gazed down fondly at his furred friend, and rubbed her ears.

SKitty purred and butted her head into his hand. She paid very little attention to the hol os as
they passed slowy in review SCat was right up on the desk, however, not only staring intently at
the holos, but splitting his attention between the hol os and the screen

You don't suppose he can read . . . ?

Suddenly, SCat let out a yow, and swatted the holoplate. Dick froze the i mage and the screen-

bi ography that acconpanied it.

He | ooked first at the holo-and it certainly | ooked nore |ike SCat than any of the others had. But
SCat's attention was on the screen, not the holo, and he stared fixedly at the nodest insignia in
the bottomright corner.

Patrol ?
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He | ooked down at SCat, dunbfounded. "You were with the Patrol ?" He whispered it; you did not

i nvoke the Patrol's name al oud unl ess you wanted a visit fromthem

Yel | ow eyes nmet his for a nonment, then the paw tapped the screen. He read further

Type M- 025, designation Lightfoot of Sun Meadow. Patrol ID FX-003. Standard MIlitary genotype,
standard Mlitary training. Wll, that explained how he had known how to shut down the "pirate"
equi prent. Now Di ck wondered how nmuch el se the cat had done, outside of his sight. And a nmilitary
genotype? He hadn't even known there was such a thing.

Assigned to Patrol ship DI A-9502, out of Oklahoma Station, designated handl er Mj or Logan G eene
Ckl ahoma Station-that was this station. Drug Interdiction? He whistled softly.

Then a date, followed by the om nous words, Ship nmissing, all aboard presuned dead.

Al'l aboard-except the shipscat.

The cat hinself gave a nournful yow, and SKitty junped up on the desk to press herself agai nst
himconfortingly. He | ooked back down at SCat. "Did you junp ship before they went m ssing?"

He wasn't certain he would get an answer, but he had lived with SKitty for too long to

underesti mate shipscat intelligence. The cat shook his head, slowy and deliberately-in the
negati ve.

H's nmouth went dry. "Are you sayi ng-you got away?"

A definite nod.

"Your ship was boarded, and you got away?" He was astoni shed. "But how?"

For an answer, the cat junped down off the desk and wal ked over to the little escape pod that
neither he nor SKitty ever forgot to drag with them He seized the tether in his teeth and dragged
it over to an access tube. It barely fit; he wedged it down out of sight, then pawed open the
door, and dropped down, hidden, and now conpletely protected fromwhat nust have happened.

He popped back out again, and wal ked to Dick's feet. Dick was thinking furiously. There had been
rumors that drug-smugglers were using captured Patrol ships; this nore-or-less confirmed those
runors. Disable the ship, take the exterior airlock and blow it. \Woever wasn't suited up would
die. Then they board and finish off whoever was suited up. They patch the | ock, restore the air
and wel d enough junk to the outside of the ship to disguise it conpletely. Then they can bring it
into any port they care to-even the ship's hone port.

This station. Wiich is where SCat escaped.

"Can you identify the attackers?" he asked SCat. The cat slowy nodded.

: They know he gone. He run, they chase. He try get hone, they stop. He hear of me on dock, go hide
in ship bringing mates. They kill he, get chance,: SKitty put in helpfully.

He could picture it easily enough; SCat being pursued, cut off fromthe Patrol section of the
station-hiding out on the docks-catching the scent of the nmates being shipped for SKitty's kittens
and deciding to seek safety offworld. Cats, even shipscats, did not tend to grasp the concept of
"duty"; he knew fromdealing with SKitty that she took her bonds of personal affection seriously,
but Iittle else. So once "his" people were dead, SCat's personal allegiance to the Patrol was
nonexi stent, and his primary drive would be sel f-preservation. Wnderful. | wonder if they-whoever
they are-figured out he got away on another ship. Another, nore al arm ng thought occurred to him
I wonder if my fishing about in the Bi oTech database touched off any tell-tales!

No natter. There was only one place to go nowstraight to Erica Makumba, the Legal and Security
O ficer.

He dunped a copy of the pertinent datafile to a menory cube, then scooped up both cats and pried
their life-support ball out of its hiding place. Then he ran for Erica's cabin, praying that she
had not gone off on shore-I eave.

The Spirits of Space were with him the indicator outside her cabin door indicated that she was in
there, but did not want to be disturbed. He pounded on the door anyway. Erica nmight kill himbut
there were people after SCat who had nmurdered an entire Patrol DI A squad.

After a moment, the door cracked open a centineter.

"White." Erica's flat, expressionless voice boded extrene violence. "This had better be an

ener gency. "

He said the one word that woul d guarantee her attention. "Hijackers."

The door snapped open; she grabbed himand pulled himinside, cats, support-ball and all, and

sl anmed the door shut behind him She was wearing a short robe, tying it hastily around herself,
and she wasn't alone. But the man watching themboth alertly fromthe di shevel ed bed wasn't one of
the Brightwing's crew, so Dick flushed, but tried to ignore him

"1 found out where SCat's from" he babbl ed, dropping one cat to hand the nenory-cube to her
"Read t hat-quick!"

She punched up the console at her el bow and dropped the cube in the receiver. The Bi oTech file,

nm nus the holo, scrolled up on the screen. The man in the bed | eaned forward to read it too, and
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whi st | ed.

Erica swiveled to glare at him "You keep this to yourself, Jay!" she snapped. Then she turned
back to Dick. "Spill it!" she ordered.

"SCat's ship was hijacked, probably by snugglers,” he said quickly. "He hid his support-ball in an
access tube, and he was in it when they blew the | ock. They m ssed himin the sweep, and when they
brought their prize in here, he got away. But they know he's gone, and they know he can ID them"
"And they' Il be giving the hairy eyeball to every ship with a black cat on it." She bit her

knuckl e-and Jay added his own two credits' worth.

"l hate to say this, but they've probably got a tell-tale on the BioTech data files, so they know
whenever anyone accesses them It's not restricted data, so anyone could leave a tell-tale." The

man's face was pale beneath his normally dusky skin-tone. "If they don't know you' ve gone | ooki ng
by now, they will shortly."
They all | ooked at each other. "Wo's still on board?" Dick asked, and gul ped.

Erica's nouth forned a tight, thin line. "You, ne, Jay and the cats. The cargo's offl oaded, and
regs say you don't need nore than two crew on board in-station. Theoretically no one can get past
the security at the lock."

Jay barked a laugh, and tossed |ong, dark hair out of his eyes. "Honey, |'ma conptech. Trust ne,
you can get past the security. You just hack into the system tell it the ship in the bay is
bigger than it really is, and upl oad whoever you want as additional personnel."

Eri ca swore-but Jay stood up, wapping the sheet around hinself |ike a toga, and pushed her gently
asi de. "Wiat can be hacked can be unhacked-or at least | can make it a lot nmore difficult for them
to get in and nake those alterations stick. Gve nme your code to the Al."

Erica hesitated. He turned to stare into her eyes. "I need the Al's help. You two and the cats are
going to get out of here-get over to the Patrol side of the station. 1'mgoing to hold themoff as
long as | can, and play stupid when they do get in, but | need the speed of the Al to help ne |ay
traps. You've known ne for three years. You trusted me enough to bring me here, didn't you?"

She swore again, then reached past himto key in her code. He sat down, ignoring them and pl ungi ng
straight into a trance of concentration

"Come on!" Erica grabbed Dick's arm and put the support-ball on the floor. SKitty and SCat nust
have been reading her mnd, for they both squirnmed into the ball, which was big enough for nore
than one cat. They'd upgraded the ball after SKitty had proved to be so-fertile. Erica shoved the
ball at Dick, and kept hold of his arm pulling himout into the corridor.

"Where are we goi ng?" he asked.

"To get our suits, then to the enmergency lock," she replied crisply. "If we try to go out the main
lock into the station, they'll get us for certain. So we're going outside for alittle walk."
Alittle walk? All the way around the station? CQutside?

He could only hope that "they" hadn't thought of that as well. They reached the suiting-up roomin
seconds flat.

He averted his eyes and clinbed into his own suit as Erica shed her robe and squirmed into hers.
"How far is it to the Patrol section?" he asked

"Not as far as you think," she told him "And there's a maintenance lock just this side of it.

What | want to know is how you got all this detailed information about the hijacking."

He turned, and saw that she was suited up, with her faceplate still open, staring at himwth a
cal cul ati ng expression

This is probably not the time to hold out on her.

He swal | owed, and sealed his suit up, leaving his own faceplate open. Inside the ball, the cats
were wat ching both of them heads swiveling to |ook fromone face to the other, as if they were
wat chi ng a tennis-nmatch.

"SKitty's telepathic with ne," he adnmitted. "I think SCat's telepathic with her. She seens to be
able to talk with him anyway."

He waited for Erica to react, either with disbelief or with revul sion. Tel epaths of any species
were not al ways popul ar anong humanki nd.

But Erica just pursed her lips and nodded. "Eyeah. | thought she might be. And tel epathy's one of
the traits BioTech doesn't tal k about, but security people have know for a while that the M- type
cats are bred for it. Maybe SKitty's nomma did a little wandering over on the mltech side of the
cattery, hmP"

SKitty made a "silent" meow, and he just shrugged, relieved that Erica wasn't phobic about it. And
equally relieved to learn that telepathy was already a trait that BioTech had established in their
shipscat lines. So they won't be comng to take SKitty away from ne when they find out that she's
a 'path.

But right now, he'd better be worrying about maki ng a successful escape. He pulled his faceplate
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down and sealed it, fastening the tether-line of the ball to a snaplink on his waistband. He
warned up his suit-radio, and she did the same. "I hope you know what you're getting us into," he
said, as Erica sealed her own plate shut and Il ed the way to the energency | ock

She | ooked back over her shoul der at him

"So do I," she replied soberly.

The trip was a ni ghtnare.

D ck had never done a spacewal k on the exterior of a station before. It wasn't at all |ike going
out on the hull of a ship. There were hundreds of obstacles to avoi d-w ndows, antenna, instrunent-
packages, mai ntenance robots. Any time an inspection drone canme along, they had to hide to avoid
bei ng picked up on canera. It was work, hard work, to inch their way along the station in this
way, and Dick was sweating freely before a half an hour was up

It seened like longer. Every tinme he glanced up at the chrononeter in his faceplate HUD, he was
shocked to see how little tinme had passed. The suit-fans whined in his ears, as the |ife-support
systemalternately fought to warm hi mup when they hid in the shade, or cool himdown when they
paused in full sunlight. Stars burned down on them silent points of light in a depth of darkness
that nmade hi mdi zzy whenever he glanced out at it. The know edge that he could be |ost forever out
there if he just nade one small mistake chilled his heart.

Finally, Erica pointed, and he saw the outline of a maintenance |ock just ahead. The two of them
pul | ed thensel ves hand-over-hand toward it, reaching it at the sane instant. But it was Erica who
opened it, while Dick reeled the cats in on their tether

Wth all four of theminside, Erica sealed the lock fromthe inside and initiated pressurization.
Wthin nmonents, they were both able to pop their facepl ates and breathe station-air again.

Sonet hing pronpted Dick to release the cats fromtheir ball before Erica unsealed the inner hatch.
He unsnapped the tether and was actually straightening up, enpty ball in both hands, when Erica
opened t he door to a hallway-

-and dropped to the floor, as the shrill squeal of a stun-gun pierced the quiet of the lock
"Erical" Wthout thinking, he ran forward, and found hinself facing the business-end of a powerful
stunner, held by a nondescript man who held it as if he was quite used to enploying it. He was not
wearing a station-uniform

The man | ooked startled to see him and Dick did the only thing he could think of. He threw the
support-ball at the man, as hard as he coul d.

It hit cleanly, knocking the man to the floor as it inpacted with his chest. He clearly was not
aware that the support-balls were as nassy as they were. The two cats flashed past him heading
for freedom and Dick tried to follow their exanple. But the nman was quick to recover, and as Dick
tried to junp over his prone body, the fellow grabbed his ankle and tripped himup

Then it turned into a brawl, with Dick the definite underdog. Even in the suit, the stranger stil
out wei ghed him

Wthin a few seconds, Dick was on his back on the floor, and the stranger held hi mdown, easily.
The stun-gun was no longer in his hands, but it didn't look to Dick as if he really needed it.

In fact, as the man's heavy fist pounded into Dick's face, he was quickly convinced that he didn't
need it. Pain |lanced through his jaw as the man's fist smashed into it; his vision filled with
stars and red and white flashes of light. Mre agony burst into his skull as the bl ows continued
He flailed his arms and | egs, but there was nothing he could do-he was trapped in the suit, and he
couldn't even get enough |leverage to defend hinself. He tasted blood in his nouth-he couldn't see-
: BAD VAN

There was a terrible battle-screech fromsonmewhere out in the corridor, and the bl ows stopped.
Then the weight lifted fromhis body, as the nan how ed in pain.

D ck managed to roll to one side, and stagger blindly to his feet with the aid of the corridor

bul khead-he still couldn't see. He dashed bl ood out of his eyes with one hand, and shook his head
to clear it, staring blindly in the direction of the unholy row

"Get it off! Get it off me!" Human screans nixed with feline battle-cries, telling himthat

whi chever of the cats had attacked, they were giving a good accounting of thenselves.

But there were other sounds-the sounds of running feet approaching, and Dick tried frantically to
get his vision to clear. A heavy body crashed into him knocking himinto the bul khead with enough

force to drive all the breath fromhis body, as the zing of an illegal neuro-gun went off
somewhere near him
SKitty!

But whoever was firing swore, and the cat-wail faded into the distance.
"It got away!" said one voice, over the sobbing of another
A third swre, as Dick fought for air. "You. Go after it," the third man said, and there was the
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sound of running feet. Meanwhile, footsteps neared where Dick lay curled in a fetal bundle on the
floor.

"What about this?" the second voice asked.

The third voice, cold and unenotional, wote Dick's death warrant. "Get rid of it, and the wonan,
too."

And Dick could not even nove. He heard soneone breathing heavily just above him sensed the nan
taking aim

Then-

"Patrol! Freeze! Drop your weapons now "

Sonething clattered to the deck beside him as nore running feet approached; and with a sob of
relief, Dick finally drew a full breath. There was a scuffle just beside him then soneone hel ped
himto stand, and he heard the hiss of a hypospray and felt the tell-tale sting against the side
of his neck. A noment later, his eyes cleared-just in time for himto catch SKitty as she | aunched
herself fromthe arns of a uniforned DI A officer into his enbrace.

"So, the bottomline is, you'll let us take SCat's contract?" Captain Singh sat back in his chair
while Dick rubbed SKitty's ears. She and SCat both burdened Dick's | ap, as they had since SCat,
the Captain, the DI A negotiator, and Erica had all wal ked into the sickbay where D ck was stil
recovering. Erica was clearly nursing a stun-headache; the Captain looked a little frazzled. The
DI A man, as nost of his ilk, |ooked as unenotional as an android. The DI A had spent nany hours
with a hunan-feline telepathic specialist debriefing SCat. Apparently SCat was naturally only a
receptive telepath; it took a hunman who was also a telepath to "talk" to him

"There's no reason why not," the DI A agent said. "You civilians have hel ped naterially in this
case; both you and he are entitled to certain conpensation, and if that's what you all want, then
he's yours with our blessing-the fact that he is only a receptive telepath makes himless than
optimal for further Patrol duties." The agent shrugged. "W can always get other shipscats with
full abilities. According to the records, the only reason we kept himwas because Major Logan
selected him"

SKitty bristled, and Di ck sent soothing thoughts at her

Then the agent smiled, making his face | ook nmore human. "Major Logan was a good agent, but he
didn't particularly care for having a cat talking to him | gather that Lightfoot and he got al ong
all right, but there wasn't the strong bond between themthat we would have preferred. It would
have been just a matter of tine before that squad and ship got a new cat-agent team Besides, we
aren't conpletely inhuman. |If your SKitty and this boy here are happily mated, who and what in the
Patrol can possibly want to separate then"

"Judging by the furrows SKitty left in that 'jacker's face and scalp, it isn't a good idea to get
bet ween her and soneone she loves," Captain Singh said dryly. "He's lucky she left himone eye."
The agent's gaze dropped briefly to the swath of black fur draped over Dick's |lap. "Believe ne,"
he said fervently. "That is a consideration we had taken into account. Your little lady there is a
warrior for fair, and we have no intention of denying her anything her heart is set on. If she
wants Li ghtfoot, and he wants her, then she's got him W' Il see his contract is transferred over
to Brightwing within the hour." H's eyes rose to neet Dick's. "You're a lucky man to have a friend
i ke her, young nman. She put herself between you and certain death. Don't you ever forget it."
SKitty's purr deepened, and SCat's joined with hers as Dick's hands dropped protectively on their
backs. "I know that, sir," he replied, through swollen lips. "I knew it before any of this
happened. "

SKitty turned her head, and he gazed into anused yell ow eyes. :Smart Dick,: she purred, then

| owered her head to her paws. :Smart man. Mate happy here, mate stay. Everything good. Love you.:
And that, as far as SKitty was concerned, was the end of it. The rest were sinply "m nor human
matters."

He chuckl ed, and turned his own attention to dealing with those "m nor human matters," while his
best friend and her mate drifted into well-earned sl eep

A Better Mousetrap

If there was one thing that Dick White had learned in all his tine as SuperCargo of the CatsEye
Conpany Free Trader Brightwing, it was that having a cat purring in your ear practically forced
you to relax. The extrenely confortable formnolding chair he sat in made it inpossible to fee
anyt hi ng but confortable, and warm black fur nmuffled both of Dick Wite's ears, a steady vibration
massagi ng his neck. "Build a better mousetrap, and the world will beat a path to your door," Dick
said idly, as SCat poured hinmself |ike a second fluid, black rug over the blue-grey of his lap. It
was SKitty who was curled up around his shoulders, vibrating contentedly in what Dick called her
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"subsonic purr-node," while her nmate took it as his responsibility to make sure there was plenty
of shed hair on the legs of his grey shipsuit uniform

"What ?" asked Terran Anbassador Vena Ferducci, |ooking up fromthe Iist of Lacu'un nobles
petitioning for one of SKitty's latest litter. The petite, dark-haired woman sat in a |less
confortable, nmetal chair behind a stone desk, which stood next to a netal rack stuffed with
archaic roll ed paper docunents. The Lacu' un had not yet devised the science of filing paperwork in
mul tiples yet, which nade themultra-civilised in Vena's opinion. This, her office in the Pal ace
of the Lacu' ara and Lacu'teveras, was not often used for that very reason. Wen she dealt with
Terran bureaucracy, she needed every el ectroni ¢ hel per she could get.

The |ist she perused was very |ong, and nade rather cunbersone due to the Lacu' un custom of
presenting all official court-docunents in the formof a nassively ornanented yel | ow parchnent
scroll, with case and end caps of engraved bronze and illumnated capital-initials. D ck had a
noti on that somewhere in the universe there probably was a collector of handwitten docunents who
woul d pay a small fortune for it, but when every petitioner on the list had been satisfied, it
woul d probably be sent to the under-clerks, scraped clean, and reused.

"I't's an old Terran fol k-saying," Dick elaborated, and gestured to the |ist by way of explanation
"One which certainly seens to be borne out by our present situation.”

"Yes, well, given the length of this list we're doubly fortunate that SKitty and SCat are so-ah-
fertile, and that BioTech is willing to send us their shipscat washouts." Vena stretched out her
hand towards SCat's head, and the huge bl ack tom cooperated by craning his neck towards her. Even
before her fingers contacted his fur, SCat was purring loudly, giving Dick an uncannily simlar
sensation to being strapped in while the ship he served was under full power.

Dick Wiite could well be one of the wealthiest supercargoes in the history of space-trade-his
share of the profits from CatsEye Conpany's lucrative trade with the Lacu' un ambunted to quite a
tidy sum It wasn't enough to buy and outfit his own ship-yet-but if trade progressed as it had
begun, there was the pronmi se that one day it woul d be.

Not that | want ny own ship yet! he told hinself. Not until | know as much as Captain Singh. There
are easier ways to conmmt suicide than pretending | know enough to conmmand a starship when all |
really knowis howto run the cargo hol d!

Not that Captain Singh would let himtake his profit-share and do sonething so stupid. Dick
grinned to hinmself, imagining the Captain's face if he showed up in the office with that kind of
har ebr ai ned proposal. Captain Singh's expression would be one to behol d-foll owi ng which, D ck
woul d probably find hinmself stunned unconsci ous and wake under the solicitous attentions of a
concer ned head-shri nker!

The Captain had been willing, even nore than willing, to |let Dick stay on-planet for few Terran-
nont hs t hough, after SKitty and SCat announced the advent of a litter-to-be. One of her |ast
litter was co-opted to serve as shipscat pro tem while Dick and his two charges waited out the
delivery, maturation, and weaning of eight little black furballs who were, if that was possible,
even cuter than the last batch. It was a good thing that they all were on-planet, too, because the
Cctet managed to get thenmselves into a hundred tines nore mschief than the previous |ot.

The trouble is, they have a | ot of energy, absolutely no sense, and no fear at all at this age.
Brainless kitten antics rapidly begin to pall when you've fished a wailing fuzz-nmote out of the
contonsol e for the fifteenth time in a single shift.

But every Lacu'un in the palace, fromthe Lacu teveras down to the |lowiest scullery-lad, was
thrilled to the toes-or rather, claws-to play with, rescue, and cuddle the Bratlings. If SKitty
and SCat had not taken their duties as parents, pal ace-guardi ans, and rol e-nodels so seriously,
they woul dn't have had to do anything but |ie about and wait for the kittens to be carried in to
them for feeding.

Fortunately for all concerned, their parents had powerful senses of responsibility towards their
of fspring. Both cats were born and bred-literally-for duty. Yes, they were cats, with a cat's
sense of independence and contrariness, but they took duty very, very seriously. And their duty
was Verm n Control .

This was a duty that went back centuries to the very beginnings of the association of nan and cat,
but until Bi oTech devel oped shi pscats, never had a feline been better suited to or nore
cooperative in the execution of that duty. Furthernore, Dick now knew what few others did-that the
shi pscats so necessary to the safety of traders and their ships were actually a highly profitable
byproduct of other research, secret research, designed to give the men and wonen of the Patro

uni quely cl ever conrades-in-arms.

These genetically altered cats were not just clever, it was not just that they had forepaws
nodel ed after the forepaws of raccoons-oh no. That was not enough. Patrol cats were tel epaths.
SCat had been a patrol cat-but although he could understand the thoughts of humans, he coul dn't
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speak to them This was a flaw, so far as the Patrol was concerned, though not an insurnountable
flaw. However, when crininals took over the ship he served on and killed all of those aboard, SCat
was the only survivor and the only witness-unable to call for help or relate what he had

wi t nessed, he had sought for help fromhis own kind and found it in SKitty. Wen the sanme
crimnals learned SCat was still alive and tried to elimnate himand the crew of the Free Trader
ship Brightwi ng, for good neasure, it had been Dick's research and deductive reasoning that had
learned the truth in tinme, and with SCat's and SKitty's help he had foiled the plot.

As for SKitty, she was sonething of an aberration herself-ordinary shipscats were not supposed to
be telepathic or fertile; she was both.

As far as Dick could tell, she was telepathic only with himthough, given that she was all cat,
with a cat's puckish sense of hunor, she might well choose not to |let himknow she could "speak"
to others. Everyone on the ship knew she was fertile, though-when they had first cone to the world
of the Lacu'un, she'd already had one litter and was pregnant with another. That first litter-born
and raised in the ship-had shown just what kind of a nightmare two | oose kittens could be within
the close confines of a spaceship. Dick had not been | ooking forward to telling Captain Singh of
the second litter, when SKitty had solved the problemfor them

The Lacu' un, a race of gol den-skinned, vaguely reptilian anthropoids, suffered fromthe
depredations of a particularly voracious, fast, and apparently indestructible pest called kreshta.
The only way to keep them fromtaking over conpletely was to | ock anything edible (and the
creature could eat practically anything) in airtight containers of netal, glass, ceramic, or
stone, and build only in materials the pest couldn't eat. The pests did keep the streets so cl ean
that they sparkled and there was no such thing as a trash problem but those were the only
benefits to the pl ague.

The Lacu' un had just opened their planet to trade fromoutside, and the Brightwi ng was one of
several ships that had arrived to represent either thenselves or one of the | arge Conpanies. Only
Captain Singh had the foresight to include SKitty in their del egation, however, for only he had
bothered to research the Lacu' un thoroughly enough to learn that they placed great val ue on
totemc animals and had virtually nothing in the way of donesticated predators thensel ves. He
reckoned that a tanme predator would be very inpressive to them and he was right.

SKitty had been on her best behavior, charnming themall, and taking to this alien race

i medi ately. The Lacu'teveras, the fermale co-ruler, had been particularly charnmed, so much so that
she had mi ssed the presence of one of the little pests, which had bitten her. Enraged at this
attack on soneone she favored, SKitty had killed the creature.

For the Lacu' un, this was nothing short of a mracle, the end of a scourge that had been with them
since the beginning of their civilization. After that nonent, there was no question of anyone el se
getting nost-favored trading status with the Lacu' un, ever

Cat sEye got the plumcontract, SKitty's kittens-to-be got i mediate honmes, and Dick Wiite's life
becane incredi bly conplicated.

Since then, he was no | onger just an apprentice supercargo and Desi gnated Shi pscat Handl er on a
snmall Free Trader ship. He'd been inprisoned by Conpany goons, stalked and beaten within an inch
of his life by col d-bl ooded rmurderous hijackers, and had to face the Patrol itself to bargain for
SCat's freedom He'd had enough adventure in two short Standard-years to |ast nost people for the
rest of their lives.

But all that was in the past. Or so he hoped.

For a while, anyway, it would be nice if the nmost difficult decision | had to nmake woul d be which
of the Lacu' un nobles get SKitty-babies and which have to make do with shi pscat washouts.

Those "washouts" were mature cats that for one reason or another couldn't adapt to ship life.
Gengi neering wasn't perfect, even now, there were cats that couldn't handle freefall, cats that
were cl austrophobes, cats that were shy or anti-social. Those had the opportunity to conme here, to
join the vermi n-hunting crew. Thus far, thirty had nade the trip, sone to becone mates for the
first litter, others to take up solitary residence with a noble famly. There were other washouts,
who didn't pass the intelligence tests, but those were never offered to the Lacu' un-they already
filled a steady need for conpanions in children's hospitals and retirenent hones, where the high
shi pscat intelligence wasn't needed, just a loving friend smart enough to understand what not to
do around soneone sick or in pain

There were still far nore Lacu' un who urgently craved the boon of a cat than there were cats to
fill the need. Thus far, none of SKitty's female offspring had carried that rare gene for
fertility-when one did, that one would go back to BioTech, to be treated like the precious object
she was, panpered and anused, asked to breed only so often as she chose. There was al ways a trade-
off in any gengineering effort; lack of fertility was a small price to pay in a species as
notoriously prolific as cats.

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mercedes%20-%20Werehunter.txt (36 of 100) [2/2/2004 1:19:08 AM]



file:///G|/rah/M ercedes¥620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥%620-%20Werehunter.txt

Meanwhil e, the proud parents were in the |last stages of educating their current offspring. There
was a pile of the dead vermin just in front of Vena's desk; every so often, one of the half-grown
kittens would bring another to add to the pile, then sit politely and wait for his parents to
approve. Sonetines, when the pest was particularly large, SCat would descend fromDick's lap with
i mmense dignity, inspect the kill, and bestow a rough lick by way of special reward.

D ck couldn't keep track of how many pests each of the kittens had destroyed, but fromthe size of
the pile so far, the parents had reason to be proud of their offspring.

The kittens certainly inherited their parents' telepathic skills as well as their hunting skills,
for just as it occurred to Dick that it was about tine for themto be fed, they scanmpered in from
all avail able doorways. In a nonent, they were neatly lined up, eight identical pairs of yellow
eyes staring avidly fromeight little black faces beneath sixteen enornous ears. At this age, they
seermed to consist nainly of eyes, ears, paws and tails.

The Lacu' un servant whose proud duty it was to feed the weanlings arrived with a bow heaping with
their inmported food. She was clothed in the sinple, silky draped tunic in the deep gold of the
royal household. The frilled crest running fromthe back of her neck to just above her eye-ridge
stood totally erect and was flushed to a deep sal non-color with pleasure and pride. She started to
put the bow on the floor, and the kittens leapt to their feet and ran for the food-

But suddenly SCat sprang fromDick's |lap, every hair on end, spitting and yowing. He | anded at
the startled servant's feet and did a conplete flip over, so that he faced his kittens. As they
ski dded on the slick stone, he grow ed and batted at them sending them flying.

"SCat!" Vena shouted, as she junmped to her feet, horrified and angry. "Wat are you doi ng? Bad
cat!"

"No he's not!" Dick replied, naking a |l eap of his own for the food bow and jerking it fromthe
frightened servant's hands. He had already heard SKitty's frantic nmental screech of :Bad food!: as
she foll owed her mate of f Dick's shoulders to keep the kittens fromthe deadly bow .

"The food's poisoned," Dick added, sniffing the puffy brown nodul es suspiciously, as the servant
backed away, the slits in her gol den-brown eyes so wide he could scarcely see the iris. "SCat nust
have scented it-that's probably one of the things Patrol cats are trained in. | can't tell the
difference, but-" as SKitty held the kittens at bay, he held the bow down to SCat, who took a
delicate sniff and backed away, growing. "See?"

Vena's expression darkened, and she turned to the servant. "The food has been poi soned," she said
flatly. "Who had access to it?" They both knew that Shivari, the servant, was trustworthy; she
woul d sooner have thrown hersel f between the kittens and a ravening nonster than see any hurt cone
to them She proved that now by her behavior; her crest-frill flattened, she turned bright yell ow
the Lacu' un equival ent of turning pale-and replied instantly.

"I do not know | got the bow fromthe kitchen-"

She grabbed Vena's hand and the two of themran off, with Dick closely behind, still carrying the
bow . Wen they arrived at the kitchen, Vena and Shivari cornered all the staff while Dick bl ocked
the exit. He had a fair grasp of Lacu' un by now, but Vena and Shivari were tal king nuch too fast
for himto get nore than two words in four

Soon enough, though, Vena turned away with anger and di ssatisfaction on her face, while Shivari
began a blistering harangue worthy of Captain Singh. "There was a new servant that no one

recogni zed on staff this norning," Vena said in disgust. "Ooviously they were snart enough to keep
himaway fromthe food nmeant for people, but no one thought anything of letting himopen up the
cat food into a bow ."

"Well, they know better now," Dick replied grimy

"I'"ll put the Enbassy on alert-and give ne that-" Vena took the bow fromhim "I'Il have the
Marines run it through an anal yzer."

Enbassy guards by long tradition were called "Mrines," although they were nerely another branch
of the Patrol. Dick readily surrendered the poisoned food to Vena, knowi ng that if SCat could
snell a poison, the forensic analyzer every Enbassy possessed-just in case-would easily be able to
find it. Relations with the Lacu' un were inportant enough that Vena had gone from being nerely a
trade advisor and titular Consul to a full-scale Arbassador, with the attendant staff and
anenities. It was that pronotion that had persuaded her to remain here instead of returning to her
former position in the Scouts.

Dick hinmself went to the storage vault that held the inported cat-food, got a highly-conpressed
cube out, and opened it over a freshly washed bowl. The stuff puffed up to ten tines its
conpressed size once it canme into contact with air and humdity; it would be inpossible to tanper
with the packages wi thout a resulting "explosion" of food. The entire feline famly flowed into
the kitchen as soon as his fingers touched the package; the kittens swarned around his |egs,
mew i ng piteously, but he offered the bow for SCat's inspection before allowi ng themto engulf
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it.

H s mind buzzed with questions, but two were uppernost-who would have tried to poison the kittens,
and why?

* * %

SCat and SKitty herded their kittens along like a pair of attentive sheepdogs when they'd finished
eating, follow ng behind Dick as he left the palace, heading for the Enbassy. The Marine at the
entrance gave hima brisk nod of recognition, saving her grin for the noving black-furred flock
behi nd him

A second Marine at a desk just inside, skilled in the Lacu' un tongue, served double-duty as a
receptionist. "The Anbassador is expecting you, sir," he said. "She left orders for you to go
straight in."

Dick I ed his parade past the desk-a desk of cast marble reinforced with plastile, which would
serve very nicely as a blast-and-projectile-proof bunker at need. The door to Vena's office (a
cleverly conceal ed bl ast-door) was slightly ajar; it sensed his approach and opened fully for him
after a retinal scan.

"Have you ever wondered why our peaceful hosts happen to field a battle-ready arnmy?" Vena asked
him w thout even a prelininary greeting.

"Ah, no, | hadn't-but now that you mention it, it does seemodd." Dick took a seat, cats pooling
around his ankles, as Vena tossed her conpusl ate aside.

"Qur hosts aren't the sole representatives of their race on this dirtball,"” Vena replied, with no
expression that Dick could see. "And now they finally get around to telling ne this. It seens that
there is another nation entirely on this continent-we thought that it was just another fief of the
Lacu' ara, and they never disabused us of that inpression."

"Let me guess-the other side doesn't |ike Terrans?" Dick hazarded.

"I wish it was that sinple. Unfortunately, the other side worships the kreshta as children of
their prine deity." Vena couldn't quite repress a snarl. "Kill one, and you' ve got a holy war on
your hands-we' ve been sl aughtering hundreds for better than two years. The attenpt on the Cctet
was just the opening salvo for us heretics. The Chief Mnister has been here, telling ne all about
it and falling all over hinself in apology. Here-" She pulled a micro reader out of a drawer in
her desk and tossed it to him "M head of security advises that you conmt this to nenory."

"What is it?" Dick asked, thunbing it on, and seeing (with sonme puzzlenent) the line drawi ng of a
nude Lacu' un appear on the plate.

"How to kill or disable a Lacu'un in five easy |lessons, as witten by the Patrol Mrines." Her
face had gone back to that deadpan expression again. "Lieutenant Reynard thinks you m ght need
it."

The prickling of claws set carefully into his clothing alerted himthat one of the cats was
swarmng up to drape itself over his shoul ders, but sonewhat to his surprise, it wasn't SKitty, it
was SCat. The tom peered at the screen in his hand with every evidence of fascinated
concentration, too.

He was Patrol, after all. . . . was his second thought, after the initial surprise. And on the
heel s of that thought, he decided to hold the reader up so that SCat coul d use the touch screen

t oo.

It was easier to disable a Lacu'un than to kill one, at least in hand to hand conmbat. Their
throats were arnored with bone plates, their heads with amazingly thick skulls. But there were

vul nerabl e maj or nerve-points at all joints; concentrated pinpoint pressure would paral yze
everything fromthe joint down when applied there. Wien Dick figured he had the scanty contents by
heart, he tossed the reader back to Vena, though what he was supposed to do with the information
was beyond himat the nonent. He wasn't exactly trained in anything but the nost basic of self-
def ense-that was nmore in Erica Makunba's |line, and she was several |ight-years away at the noment.
"The Lacu' un Arny has been alerted, the Pal ace has been put under tight security, and the
caretakers of the other cats have been warned about the poisoning attenpt. However, the mysterious
ki t chen-hel per got clean away, so we can assune he'll make another attenpt. My advisors and

would like to take himalive if we can-we've got sone plans that may abort this mess before it
gets worse than it already is."

SCat's deep-voi ced grow showed what he thought of that idea, and Vena | owered her snol deri ng,
dark eyes fromDick's to the tonmis, and smiled grimy

"I"'d like to put a Marine guard on the cats-but |I know that's hardly possible," Vena continued, as
SCat and SKitty voiced identical snorts of disdain. "But let's wal k back over to the Pal ace and
tal k about what we can do on the way."

SCat | ooked up at himand made an odd noi se, easy enough to interpret. "SCat thinks he and SKitty
can guard the kittens well enough," Dick replied, as Vena waved hi mthrough the door, a torrent of
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cats washi ng around his ankl es.
"I"msure he does," Vena retorted. "But let's renenber that he's only a cat, however nuch his

genes have been tweaked. | hardly think he's capable of understandi ng the danger of the current
situation.”
"He isn't just a cat, he was a Patrol cat," D ck pointed out, but Vena just shook her head at

t hat .

"Dick, we don't even know exactly what we're into-all we knowis that there was an attenpt to

poi son the cats by an assassin that got away. We don't knowif it was a | one fanatic, soneone sent
by our hosts' enemes, if there's only one or nore than one-" She sighed as they reached the
street. "We're doing all the intelligence gathering we can, but it's difficult to manage when you
don't |l ook anything like the dom nant species on the planet."

The street was enpty, which was fairly normal at this time of day when nost Lacu' un were inside at
their evening neal. The sky of this world seened a bit greenish to him but he'd gotten used to it-
today, there were sone clouds that might mean rain. Or might not, he didn't know very nuch about

pl anet - si de weat her.

SCat's squall was all the warning Dick got to throw hinself out of the way as sonethi ng dark and
fast whi zzed through the place where he'd been standing. SKitty and the kittens fairly flew back
to the safety of the Enbassy, SCat whi sked out of sight altogether; a |arger, cloaked shape sprang
fromthe shadows of a doorway, and before Dick nmanaged to get halfway to his feet, the grey-

cl oaked, pal e-skinned Lacu' un seized Vena and envel oped her, holding a knife to her throat.

"Be still, blasphenpbus she-denon!" it grated, holding both Vena's arns pinned behind her back in a
way that had to be excruciatingly painful. She grimced but said nothing. "And you, father of
denons, be still also!" it snapped at Dick. "I amthe righteous hand of Kresh'kali, the all-
devouring, the purifier! I amthe bringer of cleansing, the anointed of God! In H s name, and by
His nercy, | give you this choice-renmove yourselves fromour soil, take yourselves back into the
sky forever, or you will die, first you and your she-denmon and your god killing pests, then all of
those who brought you." Its voice rose, taking on the tones of a hellfire-and-brinstone preacher.
"Kresh' kali is the One, the true God, whose word is the only Iaw, and whose m ni ons cl eanse the

world in Hs imge; Hs will shall not be flouted, and His servants not denied-"

It sounded |ike a well-rehearsed speech, and probably woul d have gone on for sone tinme had it not
been interrupted by the speaker's own scream of agony.

And smal |l wonder, for SCat had crept up unseen even by Dick, until the instant he |leapt for the
assassin's knife-wielding wist, and fastened his teeth unerringly into those sensitive nerves at
the joining of hand and wri st.

The knife clattered to the street, Vena tw sted away, and Dick charged, all at the sane nonent;
his shoul der hit the assassin and they both went down on the hard stone paving. But not in a

di sorderly heap, no; by the tinme the Marines cane piling out of the Enbassy, alerted by the
frantic herd of cats, Dick had the mniscreant face-down on the ground with both arns paral yzed from
the shoul ders down. And, miracle of mracles, this tine he wasn't the one battered and bruised-in
fact, he was intact beyond a few scrapes!

He wasn't taking any chances though; he waited until the Marines had all four |inbs of the
assassin in stasis-cuffs before he got off his captive and surrendered him

"Do we turn himover to the local s?" one of the Marines asked Vena diffidently.

"Not a chance," she grow ed. "Hustle himinto the Enbassy before anyone asks any questions."
"What are you going to do?" Dick asked sotto voce, followi ng the Marines and their cursing burden
"l told you, we've got sone ideas-and a couple of experiments |'d rather try on this dirt-bag

rat her than any Lacu' un volunteers," was all she said, |eaving himsingularly unsatisfied. Al he
could be certain of was that she didn't plan to execute the assassin out-of-hand. "W caught him
and we've got a chance to try those ideas out."

He continued to follow, and was not prevented, as Vena led the way up the stairs to the Enbassy
med-| ab. The entire entourage of cats followed, and Vena not only let them she waved them al

i nsi de before shutting and | ocking the door. The prisoner was strapped into a dental chair and
gagged, which at least put an end to the curses, though not to the glares he cast at them

But Vena dropped down onto one knee and | ooked into SKitty's eyes. "I know you're a tel epath,
SKitty," she said, in Terran. "Can you project to anyone but D ck? Could you project into our
prisoner's mind? Put your voice in his head?"

SKitty turned her head to look up at Dick. :Walls,: she conmplained. :Dick has no walls for
SKitty.:

"She says he's got barriers,” Dick interpreted. "I understand that nost nontel epathic people have
and it's just an accident that the two of us are conpatible."

"I may be able to change that," Vena replied, with a tight smle, as she got to her feet. "SKitty,
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I"mgoing to do sone things to this prisoner, and | want you to tell ne when the barriers are
gone." She turned to a cabinet and unlocked it; inside were hypospray vials, and she sel ected one.
"We've been cooperating with the Lacu' un Healers; putting together drugs we've been devel oping for
the Lacu' un," she continued, "There are hypnotics that are proven to |ower telepathic barriers in
humans, and | have a few that may do the sane for the Lacu'un. If they don't kill him that is."
She rai sed an eyebrow at Dick. "You can see why we didn't want to test themeven on volunteers."
"But if the drugs kill him" D ck gul ped.

"Then we save the Lacu' ara the cost of an execution, and we apol ogi ze that the prisoner expired
fromfear," she replied snmoothly. Dick gul ped again; this was a ruthless side of Vena he'd had no
notion exi st ed!

She placed the first hypo against the side of the prisoner's neck; the device hissed as it

di scharged its contents, and the prisoner's eyes w dened with fear

An hour later, there were only two vials left in the cabinet; Vena had administered all the rest,
and their antidotes, with sublinme disregard for the strain this was probably putting on the

pri soner's body. The effects of each had been duly noted, but none of them produced the desired
effect of lowering the barriers nontel epaths had agai nst tel epathic intrusion

Vena picked up the first of the last two, and sighed. "If one of these doesn't work, |I'Il have to
make a decision about giving himto the locals," she said with what sounded |ike disappoi ntnent.
“I"'d really rather not do that."

D ck didn't ask why, but one of the two Marines in the roomw th them nmust have seen the question
in his eyes. "If the Anbassador turns this fellow over to them they'll execute him and that

m ght be enough to send cold war hostilities into a real blaze,” the young |ieutenant nuttered as
Vena adm ni stered the hypo. "And the word fromthe Palace is that the other side is as advanced in
atom c physics as our lot is. In other words, these are religious fanatics with a nucl ear
arsenal . "

D ck winced; the Terrans woul d be safe enough in a nucl ear exchange, and so would the bul k of city-
dwel l ers, for the Lacu' un had mastered force-shield technol ogy. But in a nuclear exchange there
were al ways accidents and as yet it wasn't possible to encase anything bigger than a city in a

shi el d; he'd seen enough bl asted | ands never to wi sh a nuc-war on anyone, and certainly not on the
decent fol k here.

SKitty watched the prisoner as she would a nouse; his eyes unfocused when the drug took hold, and
this time, she nmeowed with pleasure. It didn't take Dick's translation for Vena to know that the
prisoner's telepathic barriers to SKitty's probing thoughts were gone.

"Excellent!" she exclained with relief. "Al right, little one-we're going to |leave the roomunti
you send one of the kittens to cone get us. Let himthink we've lost interest in himfor the
nmoment, then get into his head and convince himthat he is a very, very bad kitten and you are his
nmot her and you're going to punish himunless he says he's sorry and he won't do it again. Make him
think that you are so angry that you nmight kill himif he can't understand how bad he's been. In
fact, any of you cats that can get into his head should do that. Then make him promi se that he'll
al ways obey everything you tell himto, and don't let up the pressure until he does."”

SKitty | ooked at Vena as if she thought the human had gone crazy, then sighed. :Stupid,: she told
Dick privately. :But okay. | do.

Dick was as baffled as SKitty was, as he followed Vena out into the hall, leaving the cats with
the prisoner. "Just what is that going to acconplish?" he demanded.
She chuckled. "I rather doubt he's ever heard anyone speak in his mnd before," she pointed out.

"Not even his god."

Now Di ck saw exactly what she'd had in nmnd-and stifled his bark of laughter. "He's going to be
certain SKitty's nmore powerful than his god if she can do that-and if she treats himlike a
naughty child rather than an eneny to be destroyed-"

"Exactly," Vena said with satisfaction. "This is what Lieutenant Reynard wanted nme to try, though
we thought we'd have to add hal uci nogens and a VR headset, rather than getting right directly into
his head. My problemwas finding a way to tell her to act like an all-powerful, rebuking god in a

way she'd understand. In the drugged state he's in now, he'll accept whatever happens as the
truth.”

"So he won't threaten the cats anynore-but then what?" Dick asked.

"According to Reynard, the worst that will happen is that he'll be convinced that this new god of
his enemies is a lot nore powerful and real than his own, and that's the story he'll take back
hore. "

"And the best?" Dick inquired.
She shrugged. "He converts."
"Just what will that acconplish?"
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She paused, and licked her |ips unconsciously. "W ran sone simulations, based on what we've
| ear ned about Lacu' un psychol ogy and projecting the rest fromhistory. Historically, the nost
fanatic followers of a newreligion are the converts who were just as fanatical in their forner

religion. In either case, inagine the reaction when he returns honme, which he will, and
m racul ously, because we'll take a stealthed flitter and drop himover the border while he's
drugged and unconsci ous. He'll probably figure out that we brought him but there won't be any

sign of how |Inmagine what his superiors will think?"

The Marine lieutenant standing diffidently at her el bow cleared his throat. "Actually, you don't
have to guess,"” he said respectfully. "As the Anbassador nentioned, we've been running a psych-
profiles for possible contingencies, and they agree with her educated assessnent. No natter what,
the fanatics will be too frightened of the power of this new 'god" to hazard either a war or

anot her assassination attenpt. And if we send back a convert-there's a seventy-four point three

percent chance he'll end up starting his own crusade, or even a holy war within their culture. No
matter what, they cease to be a problem"”
"Now that," Dick replied with feeling, "lIs really a better nousetrap!"”

This is a very old story, dating back at |least ten years. Published in a short-1ived rmagazi ne

call ed American Fantasy, | doubt that many people had a chance to see it. It was old enough that I
felt it needed a bit of rewiting, so although the general plot is the sane, it's undergone a
pretty extensive change.

The Last of the Season

They said on TV that her name was Molly, but Jimalready knew that. They al so said that she was

ei ght years old, but she didn't ook eight, nore like six; didn't |ook old enough to be in school
even. She didn't look anything like the picture they'd put up on the screen, either. The picture
was at | east a year old, and done by sone cut-rate outfit for her school. Her hair was shorter

her face rounder, her expression so stiff she | ooked |ike a kid-dummy. There was nothing |ike the
lively spark in her eyes, or the naughty smile she'd worn this afternoon. The kid in the picture
was so cl ean she squeaked; where was the sticky popsicle residue on her face and hands, the dirt-
snmudges on her knees?

Jimlost interest as soon as the station cut away to the national news, and turned the set off.
The renote-controlled TV was the one luxury in his beige box of an apartnent. H's carpet was the
cheapest possible brown industrial crap, the curtains on the picture-window a drab, stiff, cheap
pol yester stuff, backed with even cheaper vinyl that was seaned with cracks after |ess than a
year. He had one chair (Salvation Arny, brown corduroy), one lanp (imtation brass, fromK-mart),
one vinyl sofa (bright orange, St. Vincent de Paul) that was hard and unconfortable, and one

cof fee-table (imitation Spanish, Goodwill) where the fancy color TV sat, like a king on a
peasant's crude bench

In the bedroom just beyond the closed door, was his bedroom no better furnished than the |iving-
room He stored his clothing in odd chests of folded cardboard, with a clanp-lanp attached to the
cardboard table by the king-sized bed. Like the TV, the bed was top-of-the-line, with a satin
bedspread. On that bed, sprawl ed over the royal blue satin, was Mol ly.

Jimrose, slowy and silently, and tiptoed across the carpet to the bedroom door, cracking it open
just an inch or so, peering inside. She |ooked |ike a Norman Rockwel| picture, lying on her side,
so pal e against the dark, vivid fabric, her red corduroy junper runpled across her stomach where

she clutched her teddy bear with one arm She was still out of it, sleeping off the little knock
on the skull he'd given her. Either that, or she was still under the whiff of ether that had
foll owed. When he was close to her, he could still snell the banana-scent of her popsicle, and see

a sticky trace of syrup around her lips. The light fromthe door caught in the eyes of her teddy
bear, and nade them shine with a feral, red gl eam

She' d been easy, easy-so trusting, especially after all the contact he'd had with her for the past
three weeks. He'd had his eye on two or three of the kids at Kennedy G ade School, but she'd been
the one he'd really wanted; |ike the big TV, she was top-of-the-line, and any of the others would
have been a di sappoi ntment. She was perfect, prinme material, best of the season. Those big,
chocol at e- brown eyes, the gol den-brown hair cut in a sweet page-boy, the round dolly-face-she
couldn't have been any better

He savored the noment, watching her at a distance, greedily studying her at his |eisure, know ng
that he had her all to hinself and no one could interfere.

She' d been one of the last kids to | eave the school on this warm golden afternoon-the rest had
scattered on down the streets, chasing the fallen | eaves by the tinme she cane out. He'd been
loitering, waiting to see if he'd missed her, if soneone had picked her up after school, or if
she'd had a dentist appointnment or sonething-but no one would ever give a second | ook at the ice-
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cream man |l oitering outside a grade school. He |ooked |ike what everybody expected, a man
obviously trying to squeeze every |last dinme out of the rug-rats that he coul d.

The pattern while he'd had this area staked out was that M ly only had ice-cream noney about a
third of the time. He'd set her up so carefully-if she canme out of the school alone, and started
to pass the truck with a wistful look in her eyes, he'd nade a big production out of | ooking
around for other kids, then signalling her to cone over. The first couple of times, she' d shaken
her head and run off, but after she'd bought cones fromhima tine or two, he wasn't a stranger
and to her nmind, was no longer in the catagory of people she shouldn't talk to. Then she
responded, and he had given her a broken popsicle in her favorite flavor of banana. "Do ne a favor
and eat this, all right?" he'd said, in his kindest voice. "I can't sell a broken popsicle, and
I'd hate for it to go to waste." Then he'd |l owered his voice to a whisper and bent over her. "But
don't tell the other kids, okay? Let's just keep it a secret.”

She nodded, gleefully, and ran off. After that he had no trouble getting her to cone over to the
truck; after all, why should she be afraid of the friend who gave her ice creamfor free, and only
asked that she keep it a secret?

Today she'd had noney, though, and fromthe sly gleamin her eyes he would bet she'd filched it
fromher nomma's purse this norning. He'd laid out choices for her |ike a servant |aying out feast-
choices for a princess, and she'd sparkled at him loving the attention as nmuch as the treat.
She' d dawdl ed over her choice, her teddy bear clutched under one arm a toy so much a part of her
that it could have been another |inb. That indecision bought time for the other kids to clear out
of the way, and all the teachers to get to their cars and putt out of the parking-lot. His play-
acting paid off handsonely, especially after he'd nodded at the truck and w nked. She'd wol fed
down her cone, and he gave her another broken popsicle; she lingered on, sucking on the yellowice
in a way that made his groin tighten with anticipation. He'd asked her ingenuous questions about
her school and her teacher, and she chattered am ably with him between sl urps.

Then she'd turned to go at the perfect noment, with not a child, a car, or a teacher in sight. He
reached for the sock full of sand inside the freezer-door, and in one, smooth nove, gave her a
little tap in just the right place.

He caught her before she hit the ground. Then it was into the special side of the ice-creamtruck
with her; the side not hooked up to the freezer-unit, with ventilation holes bored through the
walls in places where no one would find them He gave her a whiff of ether on a rag, just in case,
to make sure she stayed under, then he slid her Iinp body into the cardboard carton he kept on
that side, just in case sonebody wanted to | ook inside. He closed and | atched the door, and was
back in the driver's seat before two m nutes were up, with still no sign of man nor beast. Luck
luck, all the way.

Luck, or pure genius. He couldn't |ose; he was invul nerable.

Funny how she'd kept a grip on that toy, though. But that was luck, too; if she'd left it there-
Vel 1, he might have forgotten she'd had it. Then sonebody woul d have found it, and someone mi ght
have renenbered her standing at the ice-creamtruck with it beside her

But it had all gone snmoothly, perfectly planned, perfectly executed, ending with a drive through
t he warm Sept enber afternoon, bells tinkling slightly out-of-tune, no different fromany other ice-
cream man out for the |ast scores of the season. He'd felt suprenely calmand in control of
everything the noment he was in his seat; no one would ever suspect him he'd been a fixture since
t he begi nning of school. Who ever sees the ice-cream nan? He was as much a part of the |andscape
as the fire-hydrant he generally stopped beside.

They' d ask the kids of course, nowthat Mdlly was officially mssing-and they'd say the sane
stupid thing they always did. "Did you see any strangers?" they'd ask. "Any strange cars hangi ng
around? Anyone you didn't recognize?"

Stupid; they were just stupid. He was the smart one. The kids would answer just |ike they always
did, they'd say no, they hadn't seen any strangers.

No, he wasn't a stranger, he was the ice-cream nman. The ki ds saw himtoday, and they'd see him
tonmorrow, he'd make sure of that. He'd be on his route for the next week at |east, unless there
was a cold snap. He knew how cops thought, and if he di sappeared, they mght look for him No way
was he going to break his pattern. Eventually the cops would question himnot tonorrow, but
probably the day after that. He'd tell themhe had seen the little girl, that she'd bought a cone
fromhim He' d cover his tracks there, since the other kids would probably remenber that she'd
been at the truck. But he'd shrug hel plessly, and say that she hadn't been on the street when he
drove off. He'd keep strictly to the truth, just not all the truth.

Now Mol ly was all his, and no one would take her away fromhimuntil he was done with her

He drove hone, stopping to sell cones when kids flagged himdown, taking his time. It wouldn't do
to break his pattern. He took out the box that held MIlly and brought it upstairs, then nmade two
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nmore trips, for the leftover frozen treats, all in boxes just like the one that held MIlly. The
nei ghbors were used to this; it was another part of his routine. He was the invisible man; old Jim
al ways brings in the leftovers and puts "emin his freezer overnight, it's cheaper than running
the truck-freezer overnight.

He knew what they said about him That Jimwas a good guy-kept to hinself nostly, but when it was
really hot or he had too nuch left over to fit in his freezer, he'd pass out freebies. A free ice-
cream bar was appreciated in this neighborhood, where there wasn't a |l ot of noney to spare for
treats. Yeah, Jimwas real quiet, but okay, never gave any trouble to anybody.

If the cops went so far as to ook into his background, they wouldn't find anything. He ran a
freelance ice-creamroute in the summer and took odd jobs in the winter; there was no record of
his ever getting into trouble.

O course there was no record. He was smart. Nobody had ever caught him not when he set fires as
a kid, not when he prow ed the back alleys |ooking for stray dogs and cats, and not |ater, when he
went on to the targets he really wanted. He was careful. Wen he first started on kids, he picked
the ones nobody would mss. And he kept up with the literature; he knew everything the cops would
| ook for.

Jims apartnent was a corner-unit, under the roof. There was nobody above him the old man under
hi m was stone-deaf, the guy on one side was a stoner on the night-shift, and the couple on the
other side kept their nmusic blasting so loud it was a wonder that they weren't deaf. Nobody woul d
ever hear a thing.

Meanwhi l e, Jimwaited, as darkness fell outside, for Mdlly to sleep off her ether and her bunp; it
wasn't any fun for himwhen his trophies were out of it. Jimliked them awake; he |iked to see
their eyes when they realized that no one was coning to rescue them

He changed into a pair of old jeans and a tee-shirt in the living-room hanging his white uniform
in the closet, then | ooked in on her again.

She still had a hold on that teddy bear. It was a really unusual toy; it was one of the nmany
things that had marked her when he'd first |ooked for targets. Jimwas really glad she'd kept such
atight griponit; it was so different that there was little doubt it would have been spotted as
hers if she'd dropped it. The plush was a thick, black fur, extrenely realistic; in fact, he
wasn't entirely certain that it was fake fur. There was no sign of the wear that kids usually put
on that kind of beloved plaything. The mouth was half-open, lined with red felt, with white felt
teeth and a red felt tongue. Instead of a ribbon bow, this bear had a real leather collar with an
odd tag hanging fromit; pottery or glass, maybe, or enaneled netal, it certainly wasn't plastic
There was a faint, raised pattern on the back, and the word "Tedi"” on the front in a childishly
printed scrawl . The eyes were oddest of all-whoever had nade this toy nust have used the sane eyes
that taxidernists used; they | ooked real, alive.

It was going to prove a little bit of problemdealing with that bear, after. He was so careful not
to | eave any fiber or hair evidence; he always washed t hem when he was through with them dressing
themin fancy party clothing he took straight out of the packages, then wapping themin plastic
once they were dressed, to keep fromcontam nating them Once he was through with her and dressed
her in that frilly blue party-dress he'd bought, he'd cut up her old clothing into tiny pieces and
flush them down the john, a fewat a tine, to keep fromclogging the line. That could be fatal
He'd do the part with the knife in the bathtub, of course, so there wouldn't be any bl oodstai ns.
He knew exactly how to get Dbl ood-evidence scrubbed out of the bathroom what chemicals to use and
everything. They'd have to swab out the pipes to find anything.

But the bear was a problem He'd have to figure out a smart way to get rid of it, because it was
bound to collect all kinds of evidence.

Maybe give it to a kid? Maybe not; there was a chance the kid would remenber him By now it had
probably collected fibers. . . .

He had it; the Salvation Arny box, the one on Colby, all the way across town. They'd let that
thing get stuffed full before they ever enptied it, and by then the bear woul d have collected so
much fiber and hair they'd never get it all sorted out. Then he could take her to MacArt hur Park
it was far enough away fromthe collection box. He'd | eave her there |ike he always did, propped
up on a bench like an oversized doll, a bench off in an out-of-the-way spot. He'd used MacArt hur
Park before, but not recently, and at this time of year it mght be days before anyone found her.
But the bear-better get it away from her now, before it collected sonmething nore than hair. For
one thing, it would be harder to handle her if she kept clinging to it. Something about those eyes
bot hered him too, and he wasn't in a nood to be bot hered.

He cracked the door open, slipped inside, pried the bear out of her loose grip. He threwit into
the bathroom but Mlly didn't stir; he was vaguely disappointed. He'd hoped she show sone sign of
com ng around when he took the toy.
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Well, he had all night, all weekend, as long as she lasted. He'd have to nake the npost of this
one; she was the |ast of the season.

M ght as well get the stuff out.

He went into the kitchenette and dragged out the plastic step-stool. Standing it in the closet in
the living-room he opened up the hatch into the crawl -space. It wasn't tall enough for himto see
what was up there, but what he wanted was right by the hatch anyway. He felt across the fibergl ass
battings; the paper over the insulation crackled under his fingers. He groped until his hand
encountered the cardboard box he'd stored up there. Getting both hands around it, straining on
tiptoe to do so, he lowered it carfully down through the hatch. He had to bring it through the
opening catty-cornered to nake it fit. It wasn't heavy, but it was an awkward shape.

He carried it to the center of the living-roomand placed it on the carpet, kneeling beside it
with his stomach tight with anticipation. Slowy, with nmovenents ritualized over tine, he undid
the twine holding it closed, just so. He coiled up the twine and laid it to the side, exactly five
inches fromthe side of the box. He reached for the Iid.

But as he started to open it, he thought he heard a faint sound, as if sonmething noved in the
bedroom Was Ml ly finally awake?

He got to his feet, and noved softly to the door. But when he applied his eye to the crack, he was

di sappointed to see that she hadn't noved at all. She lay exactly as he'd left her, head pill owed
on one arm hair scattered across his pillow, |ips pursed, breathing softly but regularly. Her red
corduroy junper was still in the same folds it had been when he'd put her down on the bed, rucked

up over her hip so that her little pink panties showed the tiniest bit.

Then he saw t he bear

It was back right where it had been before, sitting up in the curve of her stomach. Looking at
hi m

He shook his head, frowning. O course it wasn't looking at him it was his imagination; it was
just a toy. He must have been so wrapped up in anticipation that he'd flaked-and hadn't thrown it
in the bathroomas he'd intended, or else he'd absent-m ndedly put it back on the bed.

Easily fixed. He took the few steps into the room grabbed the bear by one ear, and threw it into
t he bedroom cl oset, closing the door on it. MIlly didn't stir, and he retired to the living room
and his treasure chest.

On the top layer of the box lay a tangle of |eather and rubber. He sorted out the straps
carefully, laying out all the restraints in their proper order, with the rubber ball for her nouth
and the gag to hold it in there first in line. That was one of the nobst inportant parts. Whatever
sound got past the gag wouldn't get past the neighbors' various deficiencies.

Sonet hing was definitely noving in the next room He heard the closet door opening, then the
sounds of shuffling.

He sprinted to the door-

Only to see that Molly was lying in exactly the sane position, and the bear was with her.

He shook his head. Dam! He coul dn't be going crazy-

Then he chuckl ed at a sudden nmenory. The third kid he'd done had pulled sonething |ike this-the
kid was a sl eepwal ker, with a knack for |ying back down in precisely the sane position as before,
and it wasn't until he'd stayed in the bedroominstead of going through his collection that he'd
proved it to himself. Mlly had obviously m ssed her bear, gotten up, searched blindly for her
toy, found it, then |l ay back down again. Yeah, cone to think of it, her junper was a bit higher on
her hip, and she was nore on her back than her side, now

But that bear had to go.

He marched in, grabbed the bear again, and | ooked around. Now where?

The bat hroom the cabi net under the sink. There was nothing in there but a pair of dead roaches,
and it had a child-proof latch on it.

The eyes flashed at himas he flipped on the bathroomlight and whi pped the cabi net open. For one
monent he al nost thought the eyes glared at himwith a red light of their own before he closed the
door on the thing and turned the lock with a satisfying click

Back to the box.

The next |ayer was his pictures. They weren't of any of his kids; he wasn't that stupid. Nothing
in this box would ever connect himw th the guy they were calling the "Sunday-school killer"
because he left themdressed in Sunday best, clean and shining, in places |ike parks and beaches,

| ooking as if they'd just come from church

But the pictures were the best the Internet had to offer, and a ot of these kids | ooked like the
ones he'd had. Pretty kids, real pretty.

He took themout in the proper order, starting with the sinple ones, letting the excitenent build
in his groin as he savored each one. First, the nudes-ten of them he knew themall by heart. Then
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the nudes with the kids "playing" together, culled fromthe "My Little Fishie" newsletter of a nut-
case religious cult that believed in kid-sex.

Then the good ones.

Hal fway through, he slipped his hand into his pants without taking his eyes off the pictures.

This was going to be a good one. MIlly |ooked just Iike the kid in the best of his pictures. She
was going to be perfect; the last of the season, the best of the season

He was pretty well occuppied as he got to the last set, though he noted absently that it sounded
as if Mlly was up and noving around again. This was the bondage-and-snuff set, very hard to get,
and the only reason he had themat all was because he'd stolen themfroma storage-| ocker. He

woul dn't have taken the risk of getting them personally, but they'd given himsonme of his best

i deas.

Mol Iy must be awake by now. But this wasn't to be hurried-there woul dn't be any Mollys or Jeffreys

until next year, next spring, sunmer, and fall. He had to make this one |ast.
He savored the enotions in the pictured eyes as he would savor Molly's fear; savored their
pl eadi ng expressions, their hel pl essness. Such pretty little things, like her, like all his kids.

They wanted it, anybody knew that. Freud said so-that had been in that psychol ogy course he took
by correspondence when he was trying to figure hinself out. Look at the way kids played "doctor"
the minute you turned your back on them That religious cult had it right; kids wanted it, needed
it, and the only thing getting in the way was the way a bunch of repressed old nmen felt about it.
He' d show her what it was she wanted, show her good. He'd nake it last, take it slow Then, once
she was all his and woul d do anything he said, he'd make sure nobody el se woul d ever have her
again. He'd keep her his, forever. Not even her parents would have her the way he did.

Under the last layer of pictures was the knife, the beautiful, shining filleting knife, the best
made. Absolutely stainless, rustproof, with a pristine black handle. He laid it reverently beside
the | eather straps, then zipped up his pants and rose to his feet.

No doubt, she was shuffling around on the other side of the door, noving uncertainly back and
forth. She should be just dazed enough that he'd get her gagged before she knew enough to scream
He paused a nonent to order his thoughts and his face before putting his hand on the doorknob
Next to the nonent when the kid lay trussed-up under him this was the best nonent.

He flung the door w de open. "Hel-1o0, M-"

That was as far as he got.

The screans brought the neighbors to break down the door. There were two sets of screans; his, and
those of a terrified little girl pounding on the closet door

A dozen of themgathered in the hall before they got up the courage to break in, and by then Jim
wasn't screaning anynore. Wat they found in the living-roomnmade the first inside run back out
the way they had cone.

One managed to get as far as the bedroomto release the child, a pale young woman who |lived at the
other end of the floor, whose maternal instincts over-rode her stomach | ong enough to rescue the
weepi ng chil d.

Mol ly fell out of the closet into her arnms, sobbing with terror. The young wonan recogni zed her
fromnews; how coul d she not? Her picture had been everywhere.

Meanwhi | e one of the others who had fled the whinpering thing on the living-roomfloor got to a
phone and cal |l ed the cops.

The young wonman cl osed t he bedroom door on the horror in the next room took the hysterical
shivering child into her arns, and waited for help to arrive, absently wondering at her own,
hitherto unsuspected courage.

Wiile they were waiting, the thing on the floor mew ed, gasped, and died.

Al t hough the young woman hadn't known what to nmake of the tangle of |eather she'd briefly glinpsed
on the carpet, the honicide detective knew exactly what it neant. He owed a candle to Saint Jude
for the solving of his nost hopel ess case and another to the Virgin for saving this child before
anyt hi ng had happened to her.

And a third to whatever saint had seen to it that there would be no need for a trial

"You say there was no sign of anything or anyone el se?" he asked the young worman. She'd al r eady
told himthat she was a librarian-that was shortly after she'd taken advantage of their arrival to
cl ose herself into the bathroom and throw up. He al nbst took her to task for possibly destroying
evi dence, but what was the point? This was one nurder he didn't really want to sol ve.

She was sitting in the only chair in the living-room carefully not |ooking at the outline on the
carpet, or the bl ood-spattered ness of pictures and | eather straps a little distance from her
feet. He'd asked the sane question at |east a dozen tines already.

"Not hi ng, no one." She shook her head. "There's no back door, just the hatches to the craw -space,
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in each closet."

He | ooked where she pointed, at the open closet door with the kitchen stool still inside it. He
wal ked over to the closet and craned his head around sideways, peering upward.

"Not too big, but a skinny guy could get up there," he said, half to hinself. "Is that attic
divided at all?"

"No, it runs all along the top floor; | never put anything up there because anybody could get into
it fromany other apartnent." She shivered. "And | put |ocks on all ny hatches. Now |'m gl ad

did. Once a year they funmigate, so they need the hatches to get exhaust fans up there."

"A skinny guy, one real good with a knife-maybe a 'Nam Vet. A SEAL, a G een Beret-" he was talking
nostly to hinself. "It mght not have been a knife; naybe claws, like in the karate rags. N nja
claws. That could be what he used-"

He paced back to the center of the living room The librarian rubbed her hands al ong her arns,

wat chi ng hi mout of sick blue eyes.

"Ckay, he knows what this sicko is up to-maybe he just now found out, doesn't want to call the
cops for whatever reason. He cones down into the bedroom |ocks the kid in the closet to keep her
safe-"

"She told ne that a bear | ocked her into the closet," the wonman interrupted.

The detective |aughed. "Lady, that kid has a knot the size of a baseball on her skull; she could
have seen Luke Skywal ker lock her in that closet!" He went back to his deductions. "Okay, he |ocks
the kid in, then nakes enough noi se so joy-boy thinks she finally woke up. Then when the door
opens-yeah. It'll fly." He nodded. "Then he gets back out by this hatch." He sighed, regretfu

that he woul dn't ever get a chance to thank this guy. "Wn't be any fingerprints; guy like this
woul d be too snart to | eave any."

He stared at the outline on the bl ood-soaked carpet pensively. The librarian shuddered.

"Look, officer," she said, asserting herself, "If you don't need ne anynore-"

"Hey, Pete-" the detective's partner poked his head in through the door. "The kid's parents are
here. The kid wants her teddy-she's raising a real how about it, and the docs at the hospita
don't want to sedate her if they don't have to."

"Shit, the kid msses being a statistic by a couple of mnutes, and all she can think about is her

toy!" He shook his head, and refocused on the librarian. "Go ahead, miss. | don't think you can
tell us anything nore. You might want to check into the hospital yourself, get checked over for
shock. Either that, or pour yourself a stiff one. Call in sick tonorrow"

He smiled, suddenly realizing that she was pretty, in a wilted sort of way-and after what she'd
just been through, no wonder she was wilted.

"That was what | had in mnd already, Detective," she replied, and nade good her escape before he
changed hi s m nd.

"Pete, her folks say she won't be able to sleep without it," his partner persisted.

"Yeah, yeah, go ahead and take it," he responded absently. If things had gone differently-they'd
be shaking out that toy for hair and fiber sanples, if they found it at all

He handed the bear to his partner

"Ch-before you give it back-"

"What ?"

"There's blood on the paws," he replied, already |ooking for trace evidence that would support his
theories. "Wuldn't want to shake her up any further, so make sure you wash it off first."

Ckay, so | don't always take Diana Tregarde very seriously. Wen this story appeared in Marion
Zimer Bradley's Fantasy Magazi ne, however, there was a reader (a self-proclainmed romance witer)
who took it seriously, and was quite irate at the rather unflattering picture | painted of romance
witers. She wote a long and angry letter about it to the editor

The editor, who like me has seen romance witers at a ronmance convention, declined to coment.

A note: The character of Robert Harrison and the concept of "whoopie witches" was taken fromthe
excel | ent supernatural role-playing ganme, Stalking the N ght Fantastic by Richard Tuchol ka and
used with the creator's pernission. There is also a conputer gane version, Bureau Thirteen. Both
are hi ghly recomrended!

Sat ani ¢, Versus

"Ms. Peel," intoned a suave, urbane tenor voice fromthe hotel doorway behind Di Tregarde, "We're
needed. "

The accent was faintly French rather than English, but the inflection was dead-on.

D didn't bother to look in the mrror, although she knew there would be a reflection there. Andre
LeBrel mght be a 200-year-old vanpire, but he cast a perfectly good reflection. She was too busy
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trying to get her false eyelashes to stick

"In a mnute, lover. The glue won't hold. | can't understand it-l1 bought the stuff |last year for
that unicorn costunme and it was fine then-"

"Allow ne." A thin, graceful hand appeared over her shoulder, holding a tiny tube of surgica
adhesive. "I had the sinking feeling that you would forget. This glue, cherie, it does not age
well."

"Piffle. Figure a back-stage haunt would know that." She took the white plastic tube from Andre,
and proceeded to attach the pesky |ashes properly. This time they obliged by staying put. She
finished her preparations with a quick application of liner, and spun around to face her partner.
"Here," she said, posing, feeling nore than a little snug about how well the black | eather
junpsuit fit, "How do | |ook?"

Andre cocked his bower to the side and | eaned on his unbrella. "Ravishing. And I?" H's dark eyes
twinkled merrily. Although he | ooked a great deal nore like Tinothy Dalton than Patrick Macnee,
anyone seeing the two of themtogether would have no doubt who he was supposed to be costuned as.
Di was very glad they had a "pair" costune, and blessed Andre's infatuation with old TV shows.
And they're damed well going to see us together all the tine, D told herself firmy. Wiy | ever
agreed to this fiasco .

"You | ook altogether too good to neke nme feel confortable," she told him snapping off the light
over the mirror. "I hope you realize what you're letting yourself in for. You're going to think
you're a drunstick in a pool of piranha."”

Andre nmade a face as he followed her into the hotel roomfromthe dressing al cove. "Cherie, these
are only romance witers. They-"

"Are for the nost part over-inaginative niddl e-aged hausfraus, married to guys that are going thin
on top and thick on the bottom and you're likely going to be one of a handful of nmales in the
room And the rest are going to be m ddl e-aged copi es of their husbands, agents, or gay." She

rai sed an eyebrow at him "So where do you think that |eaves you?"

"Li ke dd Man Kangaroo, very nuch run after.” He had the audacity to |laugh at her. "Have no fear
cherie. | shall evade the sharp little piranha teeth.™

"I just hope | can," she nuttered under her breath. Under nost circunstances she avoided the
Romance Witers of the Wrld functions |ike the plague, chucked the newsletter in the garbage

wi thout reading it, and paid her dues only because Morrie pointed out that it would ook really
strange if she didn't belong. The RWN she had found, was a hotbed of infighting and jeal ousy, and
"ny advances are bigger than your advances, so | amwiting Deathless Prose and you are witing
tripe.” The general attitude seened to be, "the publishers are out to get you, the agents are out
to get you and your fellow witers are out to get you." Since Di got along perfectly well wth
agent and publishers, and really didn't care how well or poorly other witers were doing, she
didn't see the point.

But sonehow Morrie had tal ked her into attending the RMVHall oween party. And for the life of her,
she coul dn't renenmber why or how.

"Why am | doing this?" she asked Andre, as she snatched up her purse fromthe bei ge-draped bed,
transferred everything really necessary into a bl ack-Ieather belt-pouch, and slung the latter
around her hips, making very sure the belt didn't interfere with the holster on her other hip.
"You were the one who talked to Morrie on the phone.™

"Because M sieur Mrrie wishes you to give his client Robert Harrison soneone to talk to," the
vanpire rem nded her. "M sieur Harrison agreed to escort Valentine Vervain to the party in a
monment of weakness equal to yours.”

"Way in Hades did he agree to that?" she exclained, giving the sable-haired vanpire a | ook of

pr of ound ast oni shnent.

"Because M ss Vervain-cherie, that is not her real name, is it?-is one of Muirie's best clients,
is newWy divorced and alone and Morrie clains nost insecure, and M sieur Harrison was kind to
her," Andre replied.

Di took a quick ook around the hotel room to make sure she hadn't forgotten anything. One thing
about conbi ning her annual "make nice with the publishers" trip with Hall oween, she had a chance
to get together with all her old New York buddies for a real Samhain cel ebration and avoid the
Chri stmas and Thanksgi ving crowds and bad weather. "I renmenber. That was when she did that
crossover thing, and the sci-fi people took her apart for trying to claimit was the best thing
since Tol kien." She chuckl ed heartlessly. "The |l ess said about that, the better. Her magic system
had holes | could drive a Mack truck through. But Harrison was a gentleman and kept the bl oodshed
to a mninum But Mrrie doesn't know Val enti ne-and no, sexy, her nane used to be Edith Bowran
until she changed it legally-if he thinks she's as insecure as she's acting. Three quarters of
what La Val entine does is an act. And everything is in Technicol or and Dol by enhanced sound. So
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what's Harrison doing in town?"

She snatched up the key fromthe desk, and stuffed it into the pouch, as Andre held the door open
for her.

"I do not know," he replied, twirling the unbrella once and wavi ng her past. "You should ask him"
"I hope Valentine doesn't eat himalive," she said, striding dowmn the beige hall, and frankly
enjoying the appreciative look a hotel roomservice clerk gave her as she sauntered by. "I wonder
if she's going to wear the outfit fromthe cover of her |ast book-if she does, Harrison may decide
he wants to spend the rest of the party in the men's room" She reached the end of the hall a
fraction of a second before Andre, and punched the button for the el evator

"I gather that is what we are to save himfrom cherie,"” Andre pointed out wyly, as the elevator
arrived.

"Ch well," she sighed, stepping into the mrror-walled cubicle. "It's only five hours, and it
can't be that bad. How much trouble can a bunch of romance witers get into, anyway?"

There was enough | ace, chiffon, and satin to outfit an entire Busby Berkeley nusical. D counted
fifteen Harem G rls, nine Vanpire Victins, three Southern Belles (the South was Qut this year), a
round dozen Ravi shed Mai dens of various tine periods (none of them peasants), and assorted Frills
and Furbel ows, and one "witch" in a black chiffon outfit clearly purchased fromthe Frederick's
catal og. Aside fromthe "witch," she and Andre were the only ones dressed in black-and they were
the only ones covered fromneck to toes-though in Di's case, that was problematical; the tight

bl ack | eather junpsuit really didn't |eave anything to the inagination

The Avengers outfits had been Andre's idea, when she realized she really had agreed to go to this
party. She had suggested Dracula for himand a witch for her-but he had pointed out, |ogically,
that there was no point in comng as what they really were.

Besi des, |'ve always wanted a bl ack | eather junpsuit, and this nade a good excuse to get it. And
since I'"'mdoing this as a favor to Morrie, | mght be able to deduct it.

And even if | can't, the looks I'"'mgetting are worth twi ce the price.

Most of the wonen here-and as she'd warned Andre, the suite at the Henley Pal ace that RWV had
rented for this bash contai ned about eighty percent wonen-were in their forties at best. Mst of
them denonstrated anply the problens with having a sedentary job. And nost of them were wearing
outfits that m ght have been worn by their favorite heroines, though few of themwent to the
extent that Valentine Vervain did, and copied the exact dress fromthe front of the | atest book
The problemwas, their heroines were all no older than twenty-two, and as described, wei ghed maybe
ni nety-five pounds. Since a great many of the |adies in question weighed at |east half again that,
the results were not what the wearers intended.

The sour | ooks Di was getting were just as flattering as the wolf-whistle the bell boy had sent her
way.

A quick sail through the five roonms of the suite with Andre at her side ascertai ned that Val entine
and her escort had not yet arrived. A quick glance at Andre's face proved that he was having a
very difficult time restraining his mrth. She decided then that discretion was definitely the
better part of valor, and retired to the balcony with Andre in tow and a couple of gl asses of
Perrier.

It was a beautiful night; one of those rare, |ate-COctober nights that made Di regret-briefly-
movi ng to Connecticut. Cear, cool and crisp, with just enough wind to sweep the effluviumof city
life fromthe streets. Bel ow them hundreds of lights created a jewel box effect. If you | ooked
hard, you could even see a few stars beyond the |ight-haze.

The sliding glass door to the bal cony had been opened to vent sone of the heat and overwhel m ng
perfune (Di's nose said, nothing under a hundred dollars a bottle), and Di left it that way. She
par ked her el bows on the balcony railing and | ooked down, Andre at her side, and sighed.

He chuckl ed. "You warned nme, and | did not believe. | apologize, cherie. It is-nost remarkable.”
"Hrm Exercise that vanpiric hearing of yours, and you'll get an ear-full," she said, watching the
car-lights craw by, twenty stories below. "Wen they aren't slaughtering each other and pl aying
little power-trip games, they're picking apart their agents and their editors. If you' ve ever
wondered why |'ve never bothered going after the big noney, it's because to get it I'd have to
pl ay by those rules."

"Then | devoutly urge you to renmain with nodest anbitions, cherie," he said, fervently. "I-"
"Excuse nme?" said a masculine voice fromthe bal cony door. It had a distinct note of desperation
init. "Are you Diana Tregarde?"

D turned. Behind her, peering around the edge of the doorway, was a harried-looking fellowin a
baggy, tweedy sweater and slacks-not a costume-with a shock of prematurely graying, sandy-brown
hair, gl asses and a noustache. And a | ook of absolute m sery.
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"Robert Harrison, | presune?" she said, archly. "Cone, join us in the sanctuary. It's too cold out
here for chiffon."

"Thank God." Harrison ducked onto the balcony with the agility of a man evading Iraqi border-
guards, and threw hinself down in an alunm numpatio chair out of sight of the wi ndows. "I think
the password is, 'Mourrie sent me.' "

"Recogni zed; pass, friend. Gve the man credit; he gave you an ally and an escape-route," Di
chuckl ed. "Don't tell me; she showed up as the Sacred Priestess Askenazy."

"In a nine-foot chiffon train and see-through harem pants, yes," Harrison groaned. "And let ne
know I was Qut of the Royal Favor for not dressing as Wiat's-H s-Nane."

"Watirion," D said helpfully. "Do you realize you can pronounce that as 'what-tire-iron'?

encour age the notion."

"But that wasn't the worst of it!" Harrison shook his head, distractedly, as if he was sonewhat in
a daze. "The worst was the nonol ogue in the cab on the way over here. Every other word was Crystal
this and Vibration that, Past Life Regression, and Mystic Rituals. The woman's a whoopie wtch!"
D blinked. That was a new one on her. "A what?"

Harri son | ooked up, and for the first tine, seened to see her. "Unh-" he hesitated. "Uh, sone of
what Morrie said-uh, he seened to think you-well, you've seen things-uh, he said you know things-"
She fished the pentagramout from under the neck of her jumpsuit and flashed it briefly. "M
religion is non-traditional, yes, and there are nmore things in heaven and earth, etcetera. Now
what in Tophet is a whoopie wtch?"

"It's-uh-a termsone friends of mne use. It's kind of hard to explain." Harrison's brow furrowed.
"Look, let ne give you exanples. Real witches have grinorie, sonetines handed down through their
famlies for centuries. Wioopie witches have books they picked up at the supernarket. Usually
right at the check-out counter."

"Real witches have carefully researched spells-" D pronpted.

"Whoopi e witches draw a baseball dianmond in chalk on the Iiving roomfloor and recite random
passages fromthe Satanic Bible."

"When real witches nake substitutions, they do so knowi ng the exact difference the substitute wll
make- "

"Whoopi e witches slop taco sauce in their pentagram because it |ooks |ike blood."

"Real witches gather their ingredients by hand-" D was beginning to enjoy this gane.

"Whoopi e witches have a credit card, and |lots of catal ogues." Harrison was grinning, and so was
Andr e.

"Real witches spend hours in neditation-"

"Whoopi e witches sit under a pyramd they ordered froma catal ogue and watch Knot's Landi ng."
"Real witches cast spells knowi ng that any change they nake in soneone's life will cone back at
themthree-fold, for good or ill-"

"Whoopi e witches call up the Hi deous Slime from Yosotha to eat their neighbor's poodl e because the
bitch got the last carton of Haagen-Daaz doubl e-chocol ate at the Seven-El even."

"l think 1'"ve got the picture. So dear Val decided to take the so-called research she did for the
Great Fantasy Novel seriously?" D |eaned back into the railing and | aughed. "Ch, Robert, | pity
you! Did she try to tell you that the two of you just must have been priestly lovers in a past
life in Atlantis?"

"Lermuria," Harrison said, gloonmly. "My God, she nust be supporting half the crystal nminers in

Ar kansas. "

"Don't feel too sorry for her, Robert,” Di warned him "Wth her advances, she can afford it. And
I know some perfectly nice people in Arkansas who should only soak her for every penny they can
get. Change the subject; you're safe with us-and if she decides to hit the punch-bow hard enough
you can send her back to her hotel in a cab and she'll never know the difference. What brings you
to New York?"

"Morrie wants nme to nmeet the new editors at Berkley; he thinks |I've got a shot at selling them
that near-space series |I've been dying to do. And | had sone people here in the Gty | really

needed to see." He sighed. "And, I'll admt it, I'd been thinking about witing bodice-rippers
under a pseudonym Wen you know they're getting ten tines what | am"
Di shrugged. "I don't think you'd be happy doing it, unless you' ve witten strictly to spec

before. There's a lot of things you have to conformto that you might not feel confortable doing.
Li sten, Harrison, you seemto know quite a bit about hot-and-col d-runni ng esoterica-how did you-"
Sonmeone in one of the other roons screaned. Not the angry scream of a worman who has been insulted,
but the soul-chilling shriek of pure terror that brands itself on the air and stops al
conversation dead.

"What in-" Harrison was on his feet, staring in the direction of the scream Di ignored him and
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| aunched herself at the patio door, pulling the dock 19 fromthe hol ster on her hip, and thankfu
she'd | oaded the silver-tipped bullets in the first clip.

Funny how everybody thought it couldn't be real because it was plastic. . . .

"Andre-the next balcony!" she called over her shoul der, knowi ng the vanpire could easily scranble
over the concrete divider and cone in through the next patio door, giving thema two-pronged angle
of attack.

The scream hadn't been what al erted her-sinultaneous with the scream had been the w enching
feeling in her gut that was the signal that someone had breached the fabric of the G herworld in
her presence. She didn't know who, or what-but fromthe stream of pani cked chiffon bill ow ng
towards the door at supersonic speed, it probably wasn't nice, and it probably had a great deal to
do with one of the party-goers.

Three anpl y-endowed feral es (one Bell e, one Ravished and one Harem) had reached the door to the
next room at the sane nonent, and jamred it, and rather than one of thempulling free, they al
three kept shoving harder, shrieking at the tops of their lungs in tones their agents surely
recogni zed.

You'd think their advances failed to pay out! D kept the @ ock in her hand, but sprinted for the
door. She grabbed the nearest flailing arm (Haren), planted her foot in the nidsection of her

nei ghbor (Belle) and shoved and pulled at the same time. The clot of feminine hysteria canme |oose
with a sound of ripping cloth; a crinoline parted conpany with its wearer. The three wonen tunbl ed
through the door, giving Di a clear |aunching path into the next room She took it, diving for the
shelter of a huge wooden coffee table, rolling, and aining for the door of the last roomw th the
A ock. And her el bow hit soneone.

"What are you doi ng here?" asked Harrison, and Di, sinultaneously. Harrison cowered-no, had taken
cover, there was a distinct difference-behind the sofa beside the coffee table, his own huge
magnum ai med at the same doorway.

"My job," they said-also simnultaneously.

"What ?" (Again in chorus).

"This is all a very anmusing study in synchronicity,"” said Andre, crouching just behind Harrison
bow er tipped and sword fromhis unbrella out and ready, "but | suggest you both pay attention to
that nost boorish party-crasher over there-"

Sonet hi ng very large occluded the light for a noment in the next room then the |lights went out,
and D distinctly heard the sound of the chandelier being torn fromthe ceiling and thrown agai nst
the wall. She wi nced.

There go my dues up again.

"I got a glinpse," Andre continued. "It was very large, perhaps ten feet tall, and-cherie, |ooked
I'i ke nothing so nuch as a rubber creature froma very bad novie. Except that | do not think it was
rubber."

At just that nmonent, there was a thrashing fromthe other room and Val entine Vervain, |long red
hair liberally beslimed, mnus nine-foot train and one of her sleeves, scranbled through the door
and plastered herself against the wall, where she pronptly passed out.

"Val entine?" D nurnured-and snapped her head towards Harrison when he npaned-"Ch no," in a way

t hat nade her sure he knew sonet hi ng

"Harrison!" she snapped. "Cough it up!"

There was a sound of things breaking in the other room as if sonething was funbling around in the
dark, picking up whatever it encountered, and smashing it in frustration.

"Val enti ne-she said sonething about getting some of her 'friends' together tonight and 'calling up
her soul -mate' so she could 'show that ex of hers.' | gather he appeared at the divorce hearing
with a twenty-one-year-old blonde." Harrison gulped. "I figured she was just blowing it off-I

never thought she had any power-"

"You'd be amazed what anger will do," D replied grimy, keeping her eyes on the darkened doorway.
"Sometines it even transcends a total lack of talent. Put that together with the time of year-All
Hal l ow s E en-Sanhain-is tonorrow. The Wall Between the Worlds is especially thin, and power fl ows
are heavy right now That's a recipe for disaster if | ever heard one."

"And here cones M sieur Soul -Mate," said Andre, warningly.

What shanbl ed in through the door was nothing that Di had ever heard of. It was, indeed, about ten
feet tall. It was a very dark brown. It was covered with |uxuriant brown hair-all over. O herw se
it was nude. If there were any eyes, the hair hid themconpletely. It was built sonething al ong
the lines of a powerful body-builder, taken to exaggerated lengths, and it drooled. It also stank
a conbi nation of sulfur and nmusk so strong it would have brought tears to the eyes of a skunk
"Wah-wen-ine!" it baw ed, waving its arns around, as if it were blind. "Wah-wen-ine!"

"Ch goddess," Di groaned, putting two and two together and coming up with-she called a soul -nate,
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and specified paraneters. But she forgot to specify "human." "Are you thinking what I'm
t hi nki ng?"
The other witer nodded. "Tall, check. Dark, check. Long hair, check. Handsone-well, | suppose in

sonme circles."” Harrison stared at the thing in fascination

"Some-thing-that will accept her conpletely as she is, and |ove her conpletely. Young, sure, he
can't be nore than five nmnutes old." Di watched the thing funble for the doorframe and cling to
it. "Look at that, he can't see. So love is blind. Strong and as masculine as you can get. And not
too bright, which | bet she al so specified. Ch, nmy ears and whi skers."

Val entine cane to, saw the thing, and screaned.

"Wah-wen-ine!" it how ed, and lunged for her. Reflexively, D and Harrison both shot. He enptied
his cylinder, and one speed-loader; D gave up after four shots, when it was obvious they were
hitting the thing, to no effect.

Val entine scranbl ed on hands and knees over the carpet, still scream ng-but crawling in the wong
direction, towards the bal cony, not the door

"Merde!" Andre flung hinself between the creature's clutching hands and its sumoner, before D
could do anyt hi ng.

And before Di could react to that, the thing backhanded Andre into a wall hard enough to put him
t hrough the pl asterboard.

Val entine passed out again. Andre was already out for the count. There are sone things even a
vanpire has a little trouble recovering from

"Jesus!" Harrison was on his feet, funbling for something in his pocket. D joined him holstering
the d ock, and grabbed his arm

"Harrison, distract it, nmake a noise, anything!" She pulled the atheme from her boot sheath and
began cutting Sigils in the air with it, getting the Wrds of Dismissal out as fast as she could
wi t hout slurring the syllables.

Harrison didn't even hesitate; he grabbed a couple of tin serving trays fromthe coffee table,
shook off their contents, and banged t hem together

The thing turned its head toward him its hands just inches away fromits goal. "Wah-wen-ine?" it
sai d.

Harri son banged the trays again. It lunged toward the sound. It was a |lot faster than D had

t hought it was.

Evidently Harrison nade the sane error in judgrment. It m ssed himby inches, and he scranbl ed out
of the way by the width of a hair, just as D concluded the Ritual of Di sm ssal

To no effect.

"Hurry up, will you?" Harrison yelped, as the thing threw the couch into the wall and | unged

agai n.

"I"'mtrying!" she replied through clenched teeth-though not |oud enough to distract the thing,

whi ch had concl uded either (a) Harrison was Valentine or (b) Harrison was keeping it from

Val entine. Whichever, it had gone fromwailing Valentine's nane to sinply wailing, and | unging
after Harrison, who was dodging with conmendable agility in a man of mi ddl e age.

O course, he has a lot of incentive.

She tried three nore dismissals, still with no effect, the roomwas trashed, and Harrison was
getting wi nded, and running out of heavy, expensive things to throw.

And the only thing she could think of was the "incantation" she used-as a joke-to make the
stoplights change in her favor

Ch hell-a cockanmanie incantation pulled it up-

"By the Seven Rings of Zsa Zsa Gabor and the Rock of Elizabeth Taylor | conmand thee!" she

shout ed, stepping between the thing and Harri son (who was beginning to stunble). "By the Six Wves
of Eddi e Fisher and the Wrds of Karnak the Great | conpel thee! Freeze, buddy!"

Power rose, through her, crested over her-and hit the thing. And the thing-stopped. It whinpered,
and struggled a little against invisible bonds, but seemed unable to nove.

Harrison dropped to the carpet, right on top of a spill of guacanole and ground-in tortilla chips,
whinpering a little hinself.

| have to get rid of this thing, quick, before it breaks the conpul sion- She cl osed her eyes and
trusted to instinct, and shouted the first thing that came into her mnd. The Parking Ritual, with
one change. .

"Great Squat, send himto a spot, and I'll send you three nuns-"

Mage- ener gi es raged through the room whirling about her, invisible, intangible to eyes and ears,
but she felt them She was the heart of the whirlw nd, she and the other-

There was a pop of displaced air; she opened her eyes to see that the creature was gone-but the
mage- energi es continued to whirl-faster-
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"Je-sus," said Harrison, "How did you-"

She waved himfrantically to silence as the energies sensed his presence and began to circle in on
hi m

"Great Squat, thanks for the spot!" she yelled desperately, trying to conplete the incantation
before Harrison could be pulled in. "Your nuns are in the mail!"

The energies swirled up and away, satisfied. Andre groaned, stirred, and began extracting hinself
fromthe powdered sheetrock wall. Harrison stunmbled over to give hima hand.

Just as someone pounded on the outer door of the suite.

"Police!" came a nuffled voice. "Open the door!"

"It's open!" Di yelled back, unzipping her belt-pouch and pulling out her wallet.

Three people, two unifornmed NYPD and one fellowin a suit with an inpressive .357 Magnumin his
hand, peered cautiously around the doorfrane.

"Jee-zus Christ," one said in awe.

"Who?" the dazed Val entine murmured, hand hanging linply over her forehead. "Wa' hap .
Andre appeared beside Di, bowler in hand, unbrella spotless and i nnocent-1ooking again.
DI fished her Hartford PD Special OPs ID out of her wallet and handed it to the nan in the suit.
"This lady," she said angrily, pointing to Valentine, "played a little Hall oween joke that got out
of hand. Her acconplices went out the back door, then down the fire escape. If you hurry you m ght
be able to catch them™

The two NYCPD officers | ooked around at the destruction, and didn't seemany too inclined to chase
after whoever was responsible. D checked out of the corner of her eye; Harrison's own .44 had
vani shed as nysteriously as it had appeared.

"Are you certain this woman i s responsi bl e?" asked the hard-faced, suited individual with a frown,
as he holstered his .357. He wasn't paying nuch attention to the plastic handgrip in the holster
at Di's hip, for which she was grateful

House detective, | bet. Wth any luck, he's never seen a d ock

D nodded. "These two gentlenmen will back me up as witnesses," she said. "I suspect sonme of the
ladies fromthe party will be able to do so as well, once you explain that Ms. Vervain was playing
a not-very-nice joke on them Personally, | think she ought to be held accountable for the
damages. "

And keep ny RWN dues from going through the roof.

"Well, | think so too, mss." The detective haul ed Val entine ungently to her feet. The witer was
still confused, and it wasn't an act this time. "Ma'am" he said sternly to the dazed redhead, "
think you'd better come with me. I think we have a few questions to ask you."

Di projected outraged i nnocence and harnl essness at themas hard as she could. The canoufl age
trick worked, which after this evening, was nore than she expected. The two uniformed officers
didn't even | ook at her weapon; they just followed the detective out without a single backwards

gl ance.

Harrison cleared his throat, audibly. She turned and raised an eyebrow at him

"You-1 thought you were just a witer-"

"And | thought you were just a witer," she countered. "So we're even."

"But-" He took a good | ook at her face, and evidently thought better of prying. "What did you do
with that-thing? That was the strangest incantation |'ve ever heard!"

She shrugged, and began pi cking her way through the ness of smashed furniture, spilled drinks, and
crushed and ground-in refreshnents. "I have no idea. Valentine brought it in with sonething
screwy, | got rid of it the same way. And that critter has no idea how | ucky he was."

"Why?" asked Harrison, as she and Andre reached the door

"Why?" She turned and smled sweetly. "Do you have any idea how hard it is to get a parking place
in Manhattan at this time of night?"

This is the very first attenpted professional appearance of Diana Tregarde, nmy occult detective.
I've al ways enjoyed occult detectives, but there is a major problemw th them what are they
supposed to do for a living? Ghosts don't pay very well! So DI wites romances for a living and
saves the world on the side. This story was originally rejected by the anthology | submitted it
to; it becanme the basis for Children of the Ni ght by Another Conpany, and was then published in
this formby Marion Zinmer Bradl ey's Fantasy Magazi ne.

Ni ght si de
It was early spring, but the wind held no hint of verdancy, not even the pronmise of it-it was
chill and odorless, and there were ghosts of dead | eaves skittering before it. A few of them

jittered into the pool of weak yellow |ight cast by the aging streetlanp-a converted gaslight that
was a relic of the previous century. It was old and tired, its pea-green paint flaking away; as
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weary as this neighborhood, which was older still. Across the street |ooned an ancient church, its
congregati on dwi ndl ed over the years to a handful of little old wonmen and nmen who appeared |ike
scrawny bl ackbirds every Sunday, and then scattered back to the shabby houses that stood to either
side of it until Sunday should cone again. On the side of the street that the lanp tried (and
failed) to illum nate, was the cenetery.

Li ke the nei ghborhood, it was very old-in this case, fifty years shy of being classified as
"Colonial." There were few enpty gravesites now, and nost of those belonged to the same little old
| adi es and men that had |ived and would die here. It was protected fromvandals by a thorny hedge
as well as a ten-foot wought-iron fence. Wthin its confines, as seen through the |eafless
branches of the hedge, granite cenotaphs and enornobus Victorian nonunents bul ked shapel essly

agai nst the bare sliver of a waning noon.

The church across the street was dark and silent; the houses up and down the bl ock showed few
lights, if any. There was no reason for anyone of this nei ghborhood to be out in the night.

So the young woman waiting beneath the | anp-post seened that nmuch nore out-of-pl ace.

Nor could she be considered a typical resident of this neighborhood by any stretch of the

i magi nati on-for one thing, she was young; perhaps in her md-twenties, but no nore. Her clothing
was neat but casual, too casual for soneone visiting an elderly relative. She wore dark, knee-high
boots, old, soft jeans tucked into their tops, and a thin w ndbreaker open at the front to show a
| eotard beneath. Her attire was far too light to be any real protection against the bite of the

wi nd, yet she seened unaware of the cold. Her hair was long, down to her waist, and straight-in
the uncertain light of the lanmp it was an indeterminate shadow, and it fell down her back like a
waterfall. Her eyes were large and oddly slanted, but not Oriental; catlike, rather. Even the way
she held herself was feline; poised, expectant-a graceful tension |ike a dancer's or a hunting
predator's. She was not watching for sonething-no, her eyes were unfocused with concentration. She
was |i stening.

A soft whistle, barely audible, carried down the street on the chill wi nd. The tune was of a piece
wi th the nei ghborhood-old and ti meworn.
Many of the residents would have sniled in recollection to hear "Lili Marlene" again.

The tension left the girl as she swng around the | anp-post by one hand to face the direction of
the whistle. She waved, and a wel conming smle warnmed her eyes.

The whistler stepped into the edge of the circle of light. He, too, was dusky of eye and hair-and
heart breaki ngly handsonme. He wore only dark jeans and a black turtleneck, no coat at all-but |ike
the young woman, he didn't seemto notice the cold. There was an inmpish glint in his eyes as he
finished the tune with a flourish.

"Aflair for the dramatic, D ana, non cherie?" he said nockingly. "Wuld that you were here for
the sane purpose as the lovely Lili! Alas, | fear ny luck cannot be so good. . . ."

She | aughed. Hi s eyes warnmed at the throaty chuckle. "Andre," she chided, "don't you ever think of
anyt hi ng el se?"

"Am | not a son of the Gty of Light? | nust uphold her reputation, mais non?" The young woman

raised an ironic brow. He shrugged. "Ah well-since it is you who seek nme, | fear | nust be al
busi ness. A pity. Well, what lures you to ny side this unseasonabl e night? Wat horror has
madenoi sel | e Tregarde unearthed this tinme?"

Di ana Tregarde sobered instantly, the laughter fleeing her eyes. "I'mafraid you picked the right
word this tine, Andre. It is a horror. The trouble is, | don't know what kind."

"Say on. | wait in breathless anticipation." H s expression was nocking as he | eaned agai nst the
| anp- post, and he feigned a yawn.

Di ana scow ed at himand her eyes darkened with anger. He raised an eyebrow of his own. "If this
weren't so serious," she threatened, "lI'd be tenpted to pop you one-Andre, people are dying out

there. There's a 'Ripper' |oose in New York."

He shrugged, and shifted restlessly fromone foot to the other. "So? This is new? Tell nme when
there is not! That sort of crimnal is as common to the city as a rat. Let your police earn their
sal aries and capture him"

Her expression hardened. She fol ded her arns tightly across the thin nylon of her wi ndbreaker; her
lips tightened a little. "Use your head, Andre! If this was an ordinary slasher-killer, would | be
i nvol ved?"

He examined his fingernails with care. "And what is it that nakes it extraordinaire, eh?"

"The victins had no souls.”

"l was not aware," he replied wyly, "that the dead possessed such things anynore."

She growl ed under her breath, and tossed her head inpatiently, and the wi nd caught her hair and
whi pped it around her throat. "You are deliberately being difficult! |I have half a mnd-"

It finally seened to penetrate the young nman's nind that she was truly angry-and truly frightened,
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t hough she was doing her best to conceal the fact; his expression becane contrite. "Forgive ne,
cherie. | ambeing recalcitrant."
"You're being a pain in the ass,"”
al ready out of ny depth?"

she replied acidly. "Wuld | have cone to you if | wasn't

"Wel | -" he admitted. "No. But-this business of souls, cherie, how can you determ ne such a thing?
| find it nmost difficult to believe."
She shivered, and her eyes went brooding. "So did I. Trust ne, ny friend, I know what |'mtalking

about. There isn't a shred of doubt in my mind. There are at |least six victins who no |onger exist
in any fashion anynore.”

The young man finally evidenced alarm "But-how?" he said, bew ldered. "How is such a thing
possi bl e?"

She shook her head violently, clenching her hands on the arms of her jacket as if by doing so she
could protect herself froman unseen-but not unfelt-danger. "I don't know, | don't know It seens
i ncredi ble even now1 keep thinking it's a nightrmare, but-Andre, it's real, it's not ny

i magi nation-" Her voice rose a little with each word, and Andre's sharp eyes rested for a nonment
on her trenbling hands.

"Eh bien," he sighed, "I believe you. So there is sonething about that devours souls-and nmutil ates
bodies as well, since you nentioned a 'Ri pper' persona?"

She nodded.

"WAs the devouring before or after the mutil ation?"

"Before, | think-it's not easy to judge." She shivered in a way that had nothing to do with the
col d.

"And you cane into this how?"

"Whatever it is, it took the friend of a friend; |-happened to be there to see the body

afterwards, and | knew i medi ately there was sonet hing wong. Wen | unshi el ded and used the Sight-
"Bad." He made it a statenent.

"Worse. |I-1 can't describe what it felt like. There were still residual enptions, things |eft
behi nd when-" Her jaw clenched. "Then when |I started checking further | found out about the other
five victins-that what | had di scovered was no fluke. Andre, whatever it is, it has to be
stopped. " She |aughed again, but this tine there was no hunor in it. "After all, you could say
stopping it is in ny job description."

He nodded soberly. "And so you becone involved. Well enough, if you nmust hunt this thing, so nust
I." He becane all business. "Tell ne of the history. Wen, and where, and who does it take?"

She bit her lip. " "Were'-there's no pattern. 'Who' seens to be nostly a matter of opportunity;
the only clue is that the victinse were always out on the street and entirely alone, there were no
Wi t nesses what soever, so the thing needs total privacy and apparently can't strike where it will.
And 'when'-is noon-dark."

"Bad." He shook his head. "I have no clue at the monent. The |oup-garou | know, and others, but I
know not hi ng that hunts beneath the dark noon."

She grimaced. "You think | do? That's why | need your help; you're sensitive enough to fee
sonet hi ng out of the ordinary, and you can watch and hunt undetected. | can't. And |I'm not sure
want to go trolling for this thing al one-w thout knowing what it is, | could end up as a |l ate-

ni ght snack for it. But if that's what | have to do, | wll."

Anger blazed up in his face like a cold fire. "You go hunting alone for this creature over ny dead
body! "

"That's a little redundant, isn't it?" Her smle was weak, but genui ne again.

"Pah!" he disnissed her attenpt at hunor with a wave of his hand. "Tonmorrow is the first night of
nmoon-dark; | shall go a-hunting. Do you renmain at hone, else | shall be nmbost woth with you. |
know where to find you, should | |earn anything of note."

"You ought to-" Diana began, but she spoke to the enpty air

The next ni ght was warnmer, and Di ana had gone to bed with her wi ndows open to drive out sonme of
the stale odors the long winter had left in her apartnent. Not that the air of New York City was
exactly fresh-but it was better than what the heating system kept recycling through the building
She didn't particularly like |eaving her defenses open while she slept, but the lingering nenory
of Katy Rourk's fish wafting through the halls as she came in from shoppi ng had deci ded her
Better exhaust funes than burned haddock

She hadn't had an easy tine falling asleep, and when she finally nmanaged to do so, tossed
restlessly, her dreans uneasy and readily broken-

-as by the sound of someone in the room
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Before the intruder crossed even half the distance between the wi ndow and her bed, she was wide
awake, and noving. She threw herself out of bed, sonersaulted across her bedroom and wound up
crouched beside the door, one hand on the lightswitch, the other holding a polished dagger she'd
taken from beneath her pill ow

As the lights came on, she saw Andre standing in the center of the bedroom blinking in surprise
wearing a sheepish grin.

Rel i ef made her knees go weak. "Andre, you idiot!" She tried to control her tone, but her voice
was shrill and cracked a little. "You could have been killed!"

He spread his hands wide in a placating gesture. "Now, Diana-"

" '"Now Diana' ny eye!" she grow ed. "Even you would have a hard tine getting around a severed
spine!" She stood up slowy, shaking fromhead to toe with rel eased tension

"I didn't wish to wake you," he said, crestfallen

She cl osed her eyes and took several |ong, deep, calning breaths; focusing on a mantra, noving
herself back into stillness until she knew she would be able to reply w thout scream ng at him
"Don't," she said carefully, "Ever. Do. That. Again." She punctuated the last word by driving the
dagger she held into the doorfrane.

"Certai nenent, non petite," he replied, his eyes widening a little as he began to cal cul ate how

fast she'd noved. "The next time | come in your wi ndow when you sleep, | shall blow a trunpet
first."
"You'd be a lot safer. I'd be a ot happier," she said crossly, pulling the dagger |oose with a

snap of her wist. She palned the light-switch and di med the | anps down to where they woul d be
confortable to his light-sensitive eyes, then crossed the room the plush brown carpet warm and
soft under her bare feet. She bent slightly, and put the silver-plated dagger back under her
pillow. Then with a sigh she folded her long | egs beneath her to sit on her runpled bed. This was
the first tinme Andre had ever caught her asleep, and she was irritated far beyond what her

di sturbed dreans warranted. She was somewhat obsessed with her privacy and with keeping her night-
boundari es unbreached-she and Andre were off-and-on lovers, but she'd never let himstay any

Il ength of tinme.

He approached the anti que wooden bed slowy. "Cherie, this was no idle visit-"

"l shoul d bl oody well hope not!" she interrupted, trying to soothe her jangled nerves by conbing
the tangl es out of her hair with her fingers.

"-1 have seen your killer."

She froze

"It is nothing I have ever seen or heard of before.™

She cl enched her hands on the strand of hair they held, ignoring the pull. "Go on-"

"I't-no, he-1 could not detect until he made his first kill tonight. | found himthen, found him
just before he took his hunting-shape, or | never would have discovered himat all; for when he is
in that shape there is nothing about himthat |I could sense that marked himas different. So
ordinary-a man, an Oiental; Japanese, | think, and |ike many others-not young, not old; not fat,
not thin. So unremarkable as to be invisible. I followed himhe was so normal | found it difficult

to believe what nmy own eyes had seen a nonent before; then, not ten mnutes later, he found yet
anot her victimand-fed again."

He cl osed his eyes, his face thoughtful. "As | said, | have never seen or heard of his like, yet-
yet there was sonmething familiar about him | cannot even tell you what it was, and yet it was
famliar."

"You said you saw hi m attack-how, Andre?" she |eaned forward, her face tight with urgency as the
bed creaked a little beneath her

"The second quarry was-the-is it 'bag |ady' you say?" At her nod he continued. "He sniled at her-

just smiled, that was all. She froze like the frightened rabbit. Then he-changed-into dark, dark
smoke; only snoke, nothing nore. The snoke envel oped the old woman until | could see her no
| onger. Then-he fed. I-1 can understand your feelings now, cherie. It was-nothing to the eye, but-

what | felt within-"

"Now you see," she said gravely.

"Mais oui, and you have no nore argunent fromne. This thing is abom nation, and nust be ended."
"The question is-" She grimaced.

"How? | have given some thought to this. One cannot fight snoke. But in his hunting forml think
perhaps he is vulnerable to physical measures. As you say, even | would have difficulty in dealing
with a severed spine or crushed brain. | think maybe it would be the same for him Have you the
courage to play the wounded bird, non petite?" He sat beside her on the edge of the bed and
regarded her with solemm and worried eyes.

She considered that for a nmonent. "Play bait while you wait for himto nove in? It sounds |ike the
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best plan to nme-it wouldn't be the first tine I've done that, and |I'mnot exactly hel pless, you
know, " she replied, twisting a strand of hair around her fingers.

"l think you have finally proved that to ne tonight!" There was a hint of laughter in his eyes
again, as well as chagrin. "I shall never again nake the nistake of thinking you to be a fragile
flower. Bien. Is tonmorrow night too soon for you?"

"Toni ght wouldn't be too soon," she stated flatly.

"Except that he has already gone to lair, having fed twice." He took one of her hands, freeing it
fromthe lock of hair she had tw sted about it. "No, we rest-I know where he is to be found, and
tonorrow night we face himat full strength.” Abruptly he grinned. "Cherie, | have read one of
your books-"

She wi nced, and cl osed her eyes in a grimace. "Ch Lord-1 was afraid you'd ferret out one of ny
pseudonyns. You're as bad as the Elephant's Child when it cones to 'satiable curiosity."

"I't was hardly difficult to guess the author when she used one of ny favorite expressions for the
title-and then described ne so very intimately not three pages fromthe beginning."

Her expression was woeful. "Ch no! Not that one!"

He shook an adnoni shing finger at her. "I do not think it kind, to make ne the villain, and al
because | told you | spent a good deal of the Regency in London."

"But-but-Andre, these things follow formulas, | didn't really have a choi ce-anybody French in a
Regency romance has to be either an expatriate aristocrat or a villain-" She bit her lip and

| ooked pleadingly at him "-1 needed a villain and I didn't have a clue-1 was in the niddle of
that phony nediumthing and | had a deadline-and-" Her words thinned down to a whisper, "-to tel
you the truth, | didn't think you'd ever find out. You-you aren't angry, are you?"

He Iifted the hair away from her shoul der, cupped his hand beneath her chin and noved cl ose besi de
her. "I think | nay possibly be induced to forgive you-"

The near-chuckle in his voice told her she hadn't offended him Reassured by that, she | ooked up
at him slyly. "On?"

"You coul d-" He slid her gown off her shoulder a little, and ran an inquisitive finger fromthe
tip of her shoul derblade to just behind her ear "-wite another, and let nme play the hero-"
"Have you any-suggestions?" she replied, finding it difficult to reply when his nouth foll owed
where his finger had been

"“I'n that 'Burning Passions' series, perhaps?"

She pushed hi m away, |aughing. "The soft-core porn for housew ves? Andre, you can't be serious!"
"Never nore." He pulled her back. "Think of how nuch enjoyable the research woul d be-"

She grabbed his hand again before it could resune its explorations. "Aren't we supposed to be
resting?"

He stopped for a nonent, and his face and eyes were deadly serious. "Cherie, we nust face this
thing at strength. You need sleep-and to relax. Can you think of any better way to rel ax body and

spirit than-"
"No," she admitted. "I always sleep like a rock when you get done with me."
"Well then. And |I-1 have needs; | have not tended to those needs for too long, if | amto have

full strength, and | should not care to neet this creature at less than that."

"Excuses, excuses-" She briefly contenplated getting up | ong enough to take care of the |ights-
then decided a little waste of energy was worth it, and extinguished themwi th a thought. "C nere,
you-let's do sonme research.”

He [ aughed deep in his throat as they reached for one another with the sanme eager hunger.

She woke | ate the next norning-so late that in a half hour it would have been "afternoon"-and | ay
quietly for a long, contented nmonent before wiggling out of the tunble of bedcl othes and Andre.
No fear of waking himhe wouldn't rouse until the sun went down. She arranged hima bit nore
confortably and tucked himin, thinking that he | ooked absurdly young with his hair all runpled
and those long, dark | ashes of his lying against his cheek-he | ooked nuch better this norning, now
that she was in a position to pay attention. Last night he' d been pretty pale and hungry-thin. She
shook her head over him Someday his gallantry was going to get himinto trouble. "ldiot-" she

whi spered, touching his forehead, "-all you ever have to do is ask-"

But there were other things to take care of-and to think of. Afight to get ready for; and she had
a premonition it wasn't going to be an easy one

So she showered and changed into a |eotard, and took herself into her barren studio at the back of
the apartnent to run through her katas three tines-once slow, twice at full speed-and then into
sonme Tai Chi exercises to rebal ance everything. She followed that with a half hour of neditation
then cast a circle and charged herself with all of the Power she thought she could safely carry.

W thout knowi ng what it was she was to face, that was all she could do, really-that, and have a
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really good dinner-

She showered and changed again into a bright red sweatsuit and was just finishing that dinner when
the sun set and Andre strolled into the white-painted kitchen, shirtless, and blinking sleepily.
She gul ped the last bite of her liver and waggled her fingers at him "If you want a shower, you'd
better get a fast one-1 want to get in place before he cones out for the night."

He sighed happily over the prospect of a hot shower. "The perfect way to start one's-day. Petite,
you may have difficulty in dislodging nme nowthat you have let me stay overnight-"

She showed her teeth. "Don't count your chickens, kiddo. | can be very nasty!"

"Mon petite-1-" He suddenly sobered, and | ooked at her with haunted eyes.

She saw his expression and abruptly stopped teasing. "Andre-please don't say it-1 can't give you
any better answer now than | could when you first asked-if I|-cared for you as nore than a friend."
He sighed again, less happily. "Then | will say no nore, because you wi sh it-but-what of this
notion-woul d you pernmit me to stay with you? No nore than that. | could be of some use to you, |
think, and | would take nothing fromyou that you did not offer first. I do not like it that you
are so nuch alone. It did not matter when we first net, but you are collecting powerful enenies,
cherie."

"I-" She wouldn't ook at him but only at her hands, clenched white-knuckled on the table.

"Unl ess there are others-" he pronpted, hesitantly.

"No-no, there isn't anyone but you." She sat in silence for a monent, then glanced back up at him
with one eyebrow lifted sardonically. "You do rather spoil a girl for anyone else's attentions."
He was genuinely startled. "MI|Ile pardons, cherie," he stuttered, "I-1 did not know"

She managed a feeble chuckle. "Oh Andre, you idiot-I |ike being spoiled! I don't get many things
that are just for me-" she sighed, then gave in to his pleading eyes. "Al right then, nove in if

you want-"

"It is what you want that concerns ne."

"I want," she said, very softly. "Just-the commtnent-don't ask for it. |'ve got responsibilities
as well as Power, you know that; |I-can't see how to bal ance themw th what you offered before-"
"Enough, " he silenced her with a wave of his hand. "The words are unsaid, we will speak of this no
nmore unless you wish it. | seek the enbrace of warmwater-"

She turned her mind to the dangers ahead, resolutely pushing the dangers he represented into the
back of her mind. "And | will go bail the car out of the garage."

He waited until he was belted in on the passenger's side of the car to comment on her outfit. "I
did not know you planned to race him Diana," he said with a quirk of one corner of his nouth.
"Urban canoufl age," she replied, dodging two taxis and a kam kaze panel truck. "Joggers are
everywhere, and they run at night a lot in deserted nei ghborhoods. Cops won't wonder about me or
try to stop nme, and our boy won't be surprised to see me alone. One of his other victins was out
runni ng. Hs boyfriend thought he'd had a heart attack. Poor thing. He wasn't one of us, so
didn't enlighten him There are sone things it's better the survivors don't know "

"Qui. Left here, cherie."

The traffic thinned down to a trickle, then to nothing. There are odd little islands in New York
at night; places as deserted as the |loneliest country road. The area where Andre directed her was
one such; by day it was small warehouses, one floor factories, an odd store or two. None of them
had enough busi ness to warrant running second or third shifts, and the nei ghborhood had not been
gentrified yet, so no one actually lived here. There were a handful of night-watchnen, perhaps,
but nost of these places depended on | ocks, burglar-alarnms, and dogs that were rel eased at night
to keep out intruders.

"There-" Andre pointed at a building that appeared to be hone to several small manufactories. "He
took the snmoke-formand went to roost in the elevator control house at the top. That is why | did
not advi se goi ng agai nst himby day."

"I's he there now?" Diana peered up through the glare of sodiumvapor lights, but couldn't nake out
the top of the building.

Andre cl osed his eyes, a frown of concentration creasing his forehead. "No," he said after a
moment. "1 think he has gone hunting."

She repressed a shiver. "Then it's tinme to play bait."

Di ana found a parking space marked dimy with the I egend "President"-she thought it unlikely it
woul d be wanted within the next few hours. It was deep in the shadow of the building Andre had
poi nted out, and her car was dead-black; with any |uck, cops conmi ng by wouldn't even notice it was
there and start to wonder.

She hopped out, |ocking her door behind her, |ooking now exactly |like the | one jogger she was
pretending to be, and set off at an easy pace. She did not | ook back
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I f absolutely necessary, she knew she'd be able to keep this up for hours. She decided to take al
the north-south streets first, then weave back along the east-west. Before the first hour was up
she was wi shing she'd dared bring a "wal k-thing"-every street was |ike every other street; blank
brick walls broken by dusty, barred wi ndows and netal doors, alleys with only the occasiona
dunpster visible, refuse blowing along the gutters. She was bored; her nervousness had worn off,
and she was lonely. She ran fromlight to darkness, fromdarkness to light, and saw and heard
not hi ng but the occasional rat.

Then he struck, just when she was beginning to get a little careless. Carel ess enough not to see
himarrive.

One nonment there was nothing, the next, he was before her, waiting hal fway down the bl ock. She
knew it was himhe was exactly as Andre had described him a nondescript Oriental nan in a dark
wi ndbr eaker and sl acks. He was tall for an Oriental-taller than she by several inches. His
appearance nearly startled her into stopping-then she renenbered that she was supposed to be an

i nnocent jogger, and resumed her steady trot.

She knew he neant her to see him he was standing directly beneath the streetlight and right in
the mddl e of the sidewal k. She would have to swerve out of her path to avoid him

She started to do just that, ignoring himas any real jogger would have-when he raised his head
and smiled at her.

She was stopped dead in her tracks by the purest terror she had ever felt in her life. She froze,
as all of his other victinms must have-unable to think, unable to cry out, unable to run. Her I|egs
had gone nunmb, and nothing existed for her but that terrible smle and those hard, black eyes that
had no bottom

Then the snmile vanished, and the eyes flinched away. Di ana could nove again, and staggered back
agai nst the brick wall of the building behind her, her breath conming in harsh pants, the brick
rough and conforting in its reality beneath her hands.

"Di ana?" It was Andre's voice behind her.

"I"'mall right-" she said, not at all sure that she really was.

Andre strode silently past her, face grimand purposeful. The man seenmed to sense his purpose, and
sm | ed agai n-

But Andre never faltered for even the barest nonent.

The smile wavered and faded; the man fell back a step or two, surprised that his weapon had fail ed
hi m

Then he scow ed, and pulled something out of the sleeve of his w ndbreaker; and to D ana's
surprise, charged straight for Andre, his sneakered feet scuffing on the cenent-

And sonet hi ng suddenly blurring about his right hand. As it connected with Andre's upraised |eft
arm Diana realized what it was-alnmost too |ate.

"Andr e- he has nunchuks-they're wood," she cried out urgently as Andre grunted in unexpected pain.
"He can kill you with them Get the hell out of here!"

Andre needed no second warning. In the blink of an eye, he was gone.

Leaving Diana to face the creature al one.

She dropped into guard-stance as he regarded her thoughtfully, still making no sound, not even of
heavy breathing. In a nonent he seened to nake up his mind, and cane for her

At least he didn't snmile again in that terrible way-perhaps the weapon was only effective once.
She hoped fervently he wouldn't try agai n-as an enpath, she was doubl y-vul nerable to a weapon
forged of fear.

They circled each other warily, like two cats preparing to fight-then D ana thought she saw an
openi ng-and took it.

And quickly cane to the conclusion that she was overmatched, as he sent her tunbling with a badly
brui sed shin. The next few nonents reinforced that conclusion-as he continued scathel ess while she
pi cked up injury after painful injury.

She was a brown-belt in karate-but he was a black-belt in kung-fu, and the contest was a

pat hetically uneven match. She knew before very long that he was toying with her-and while he
still swung the wooden nunchuks, Andre did not dare nove in close enough to help.

She realized, (as fear dried her nouth, she grew nore and nore wi nded, and she searched
frantically for a nmeans of escape) that she was as good as dead.

If only she could get those dam 'chucks away from him

And as she ducked and stunbl ed against the curb, narrowy avoiding the strike he nade at her, an
i dea cane to her. He knew from her noves-as she knew from hi s-that she was no amateur. He woul d
never expect an amateur's nove from her-sonething truly stupid and sui cidal -

So the next tinme he swung at her, she stood her ground. As the 'chuk cane at her she took one step
forward, smashing his nose with the heel of her right hand and lifting her left to intercept the
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flying baton.

As it connected with her left hand with a sickening crunch, she whirled and fol ded her entire body
around hand and weapon, and went linp, carrying it away from him

She collapsed in a heap at his feet, hand afire with pain, eyes blurring with it, and waited for

ei ther death or salvation

And salvation in the formof Andre rose behind her attacker. Wth one savate kick he broke the
man' s back; Diana could hear it cracking Iike green wood-and before her assailant could coll apse,

a second doubl e-handed bl ow sent himcrashing into the brick wall, head crushed |ike an eggshell
Di ana struggled to her feet, and waited for sone arcane transfornation

Not hi ng.

She staggered to the corpse, face flat and expressionl ess-a sign she was suppressing pain and
shock with utterly inplacable iron will. Andre began to nove forward as if to stop her, then

backed of f again at the |look in her eyes.

She bent slightly, just enough to touch the shoul der of the body with her good hand-and rel eased
t he Power.

Andre pulled her back to safety as the corpse exploded into flame, burning as if it had been

soaked in oil. She watched the flanes for one nonent, wooden-faced; then abruptly coll apsed.

Andre caught her easily before she could hurt herself further, lifting her in his arns as if she
wei ghed no nore than a kitten. "Mon pauvre petite," he murnured, headi ng back towards the car at a
swift but silent run, "It is the hospital for you, | think-"

"Sai nt - Franci s-" she gasped, every step jarring her hand and bringing tears of pain to her eyes,
"One of us-is on the night-staff-Dr. Crane-"

"Bien," he replied. "Now be silent-"

"But - how are you-"

"I'n your car, foolish one. | have the keys you left init."
"Byt - "

"I can drive."

"Byt - "

"And | have a license. WII| you be silent?"

"How?" she sai d, disobeying him

"Ni ght school," he replied succinctly, reaching the car, putting her briefly on her feet to unlock
t he passenger-side door, then lifting her intoit. "You are not the only one who knows of urban
camouf | age. "

This time she did not reply-nostly because she had fainted from pain.

The emergency roomwas enpty-for which Andre was very grateful. Hi s invocation of Dr. Crane
brought a thin, bearded young nman around to the tiny examning cubicle in record tinme.

" Good godal mi ghty! Wat did you tangle with, a bus?" he exclaimed, when stripping the sweatsuit
jacket and pants revealed that there was little of Diana that was not battered and bl ack-and- bl ue.
Andre winkled his nose at the acrid antiseptic odors around them and replied shortly. "No. Your
"Ri pper.' "

The startled gaze the doctor fastened on himreveal ed that Andre had scored. "Wo-won?" he asked
at |ast.

"We did. | do not think he will prey upon anyone again."

The doctor's eyes closed briefly; Andre read prayerful thankful ness on his face as he sighed with
relief. Then he returned to business. "You nust be Andre, right? Anything |I can supply?"

Andre | aughed at the hesitation in his voice. "Fear not, your blood supply is quite safe, and | am
unharmed. It is Diana who needs you."

The relief on the doctor's face nmade Andre | augh again.

Dr. Crane ignored him "Right," he said, turning to the work he knew best.

She was |ightheaded and groggy with the Denerol Dr. Crane had given her as Andre deftly stripped
her and tucked her into her bed; she'd dozed all the way home in the car.

"I just wish | knew what that thing was-" she said inconsequentially, as he arranged her armin
its light Fiberglas cast a little nore confortably. "-1 won't be happy until | know"

"Then you are about to be happy, cherie, for |I have had the brainstorm" Andre ducked into the
I'ivingroomand energed with a dusty | eather-bound book. "Renmenber | said there was sonething

fam liar about it? Now |l think I know what it was." He consulted the index, and turned pages

rapi dly-found the place he sought, and read for a few noments. "As | thought-listen. 'The gaki -

al so known as the Japanese vanpire-also takes its nourishnment only fromthe living. There are many
ki nds of gaki, extracting their sustenance froma w de variety of sources. The nbst harnless are
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the "perfune" and "nusic" gaki-and they are by far the nost conmon. Far deadlier are those that
require blood, flesh-or souls." "

" Soul s?"
"Just so. 'To feed, or when at rest, they take their normal form of a dense cloud of dark snoke.
At other tines, like the kitsune, they take on the formof a human being. Unlike the kitsune,

however, there is no way to distinguish themin this formfromany other human. In the snmoke form
they are invul nerable-in the human form however, they can be killed; but to permanently destroy
them the body nmust be burned-preferably in conjunction with or solely by Power.' | said there was
sonmething fam liar about it-it seems to have been a kind of distant cousin.” Andre's mouth sm | ed,
but his eyes reflected only a | ong-abiding bitterness.

"There is no way you have any relationship with that-thing!" she said forcefully. "It had no nore
honor, heart or soul than a rabid beast!"

"I-1 thank you, cherie," he said, slowy, the warmth returning to his eyes. "There are not many
who woul d think as you do."

"Their own cl osed-m nded stupidity."

"To change the subject-what was it nmade you burn it as you did? | would have abandoned it. It
seenmed dead enough."

"I don't knowit just seened the thing to do," she yawned. "Sonetinmes ny instincts just work .
right. "

Suddenly her eyes seened too | eaden to keep open

"Like they did with you. . . ." She fought agai nst exhaustion and the drug, trying to keep both at
bay.

But wi thout success. Sleep clainmed her for its own.

He wat ched her for the rest of the night, until the |eaden lethargy of his own |inmbs told himdawn
was near. He had al ready decided not to share her bed, |est any novenent on his part cause her

pai n-i nstead, he nmade up a pallet on the floor beside her

He stood over her broodingly while he in his turn fought slunber, and touched her face gently.
"Well-" he whispered, holding off torpor far deeper and heavier than hers could ever be-while she
was nortal. "You are not aware to hear, so | nmay say what | will and you cannot forbid. Dream

sl eep and dream | shall see you safe-ny only |ove."

And he took his place beside her, to lie notionless until night should conme again.

This was originally for a Susan Shwartz anthol ogy, Sisters of Fantasy 2.

Wet W ngs

Kat heri ne watched avidly, chin cradled in her old, arthritic hands, as the chrysalis heaved, and
withed, and finally split up the back. The crinkled, sodden wi ngs of the butterfly emerged first,
foll owed by the bl oated body. She breathed a sigh of wonder, as she always did, and the butterfly
tried to flap its useless wings in alarmas it caught her novenent.

"Silly thing," she chided it affectionately. "You know you can't fly with wet wings!" Then she
exerted a little of her magic; just a little, brushing the butterfly with a spark of cal mthat
junmped from her trenbling index finger to its quivering antenna.

The butterfly, soothed, went back to its real job, punping the fluid fromits body into the veins
of its wings, unfurling theminto their full glory. It was not a particularly rare butterfly,
certainly not an endangered one; nothing but a conmon Buckeye, a butterfly so ordinary that no one
even conmented on seeing them when she was a child. But Katherine had al ways found the narkings
exqui site, and she had used this species and the Sulfurs nore often than any other to carry her
nmagi c.

Magi c. That was a word hard to find witten anynore. No one approved of nagic these days. Strange
that in a country that gave the Church of Gaia equal rights with the Catholic Church, that no one
believed in magic.

But nmagic was not "correct." It was not given equally to all, nor could it be given equally to
all. And that which could not be nade equal, nust be destroyed.

"W al ways knew that there would be repression and a burning tinme again," she told the butterfly,
as its wings unfolded a little nmore. "But we never thought that the ones behind the repression
woul d come from our own ranks."

Per haps she shoul d have realized it would happen. So many people had conme to her over the years,
drawn by the magic in her books, demanding to be taught. Sone had the talent and the will; npst
had only del usi ons. How t hey had cursed her when she told themthe truth! They had wanted to be
i ke the heroes and heroines of her stories; special, powerful.

She renmenbered themall; the boy she had told, regretfully, that his "tel epathy" was only
observation and the ability to read body-|anguage. The girl whose "psychic attacks" had been
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caused by potassium i nbal ances. The woul d-be "bardi c mage" who had nothing other than a facility
to delude hinself. And the many who could not tell a tale, because they would not let thenselves
see the tales all around them They were neither powerful nor special, at least not in terns
either of the power of magic, nor the magic of storytelling. Mre often than not, they would go to
sonmeone el se, denmanding to be taught, unwilling to hear the truth.

Eventual | y, they found soneone; in one of the many novenents that sprouted on the fringes like
parasitic nushroons. She, like the other nages of her tinme, had sinply shaken her head and si ghed
for them But what she had not reckoned on, nor had anyone el se, was that these novenents had
gained strength and a life of their own-and had gone political

Sonehow, although the process had been so gradual she had never noticed when it had becone

unst oppabl e, those who cherished their del usions began to | egislate sonme of those del usions.
"Politically correct” they called it-and sone of the things they had done she had wel coned, seeing
them as the harbingers of nore freedom not |ess.

But they had gone fromthe reasonable to the unreasoning; from demanding and getting a renoval of
sexismto a denial of sexuality and the differences that shoul d have been cel ebrated. From

| egi slating the humane treatnment of aninmals to making the possession of any ani mal or ani nal
product without |icenses and yearly inspections a crinme. Fewer people bothered with owning a pet

t hese days-no, not a pet, an "Animal Conpanion," and one did not "own" it, one "nurtured" it. Not
when inspectors had the right to come into your hone day or night, nake certain that you were

gi ving your Aninmal Conpanion all the rights to which it was entitled. And the rarer the animal,
the nore onerous the conditions.

"That wouldn't suit you, would it, Horace?" she asked the young crow perched over the w ndow.
Horace was conpletely illegal; there was no way she could have gotten a |license for him She lived
in an apartnment, not on a farm she could never give himthe four-acre "hunting preserve" he
required. Never nind that he had cone to her, lured by her magic, and that he was free to cone and
go through her wi ndow, hunting and exercising at will. He also cane and went with her little spell-
packets, providing her with eyes on the world where she could not go, and bringing back the
cocoons and chrysalises that she used for her butterfly-magics.

She shook her head, and sighed. They had sucked all the juice of life out of the world, that was
what they had done. Qutside, the gray overcast day nmirrored the gray saneness of the world they
had created. There were no bright colors anynore to draw the eye, only pastels. No passion, no
fire, nothing to arouse any kind of enmotions. They had decreed that everyone nust be equal, and no
one nust be offended, ever. And they had begun the burning and the banni ng. .

She had becone al arned when the burni ng and banning started; she knew that her own world was
doormed when it reached things |ike "Hansel and Gretel"-banned, not because there was a witch in
it, but because the witch was evil, and that m ght offend w tches. She had known that her own work
was doomed when a book that had been | auded for its portrayal of a young gay hero was banned
because the young gay hero was unhappy and suicidal. She had not even bothered to argue. She

si mply announced her retirement, and went into seclusion, pouring all her energies into the magic
of her butterflies.

Fromthe first nonent of spring to the last of autumm, Horace brought her caterpillars and
cocoons. When the young butterflies energed, she gave them each a special burden and sent them out
into the world again.

Wonder. |rmagination. Joy. Diversity. Some she sent out to wake the gifts of magic in others. Sone
she sent to wake sinple stubborn will.

Di scontent. Rebellion. She sowed her seeds, here in this tiny apartment, of what she hoped woul d
be the next revolution. She would not be here to see it-but the day would cone, she hoped, when
those who were different and special would no longer be willing or content with sanmeness and
equality at the expense of diversity.

Her door-buzzer sounded, jarring her out of her reverie.

She got up, stiffly, and went to the intercom But the face there was that of her old friend Piet,
the "Environnental Engineer" of the apartnment building, and he wore an expression of despair.
"Kathy, the Psi-cops are comng for you," he said, quickly, casting a |ook over his shoulder to
see if there was anyone |listening. "They nade nme let themin-"

The screen darkened abruptly.

Ch CGods- She had been so careful! But-in a way, she had expected it. She had been a worl d-renowned
fantasy witer; she had nmade no secret of her know edge of real-world magi cs. The Psi-cops had not
made any spectacul ar arrests lately. Possibly they were running out of victins; she should have
known they woul d start | ooking at peoples' pasts.

She gl anced around at the apartnment reflexively-

No. There was no hope. There were too nmany thing she had that were contraband. The shelves full of
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books, the feathers and bones she used in her nagics, the freezer full of neat that she shared
with Horace and his predecessors, the wool bl ankets-

For that matter, they could arrest her on the basis of her jewelry alone, the fetish-necklaces she
carved and nade, the nedicine-wheels and shields, and the prayer-feathers. She was not Native
Anerican; she had no right to make these things even for private use.

And she knew what woul d happen to her. The Psi-cops woul d take her away, confiscate all her
property, and "re-educate" her.

Drugged, brai nwashed, wired and probed. There would be nothing | eft of her when they finished.
They had "re-educated” Jimthree years ago, and when he cane out, everything, even his nmagi c and
his ability to tell a story, was gone. He had not even had the opportunity to gift it to soneone
el se; they had sinmply crushed it. He had conmitted suicide | ess than a week after his rel ease.
She had a few nore nminutes at nost, before they zapped the | ock on her door and broke in. She had
to save sonething, anything!

Then her eyes lighted on the butterfly, his wings fully unfurled and waving gently, and she knew
what she woul d do.

First, she freed Horace. He flew off, squawking indignantly at being sent out into the overcast.
But there was no other choice; if they found him they would probably cage himup and send himto
a forest preserve sonewhere. He did not know how to find food in a wilderness-let himat |east
stay here in the city, where he knew how to steal food from birdfeeders, and where the best
dunpsters were.

Then she cupped her hands around the butterfly, and gathered all of her magic. Al of it this
time; a great burden for one tiny insect, but there was no choice.

Songs and tales, nmagic and wonder; power, vision, will, strength- She breathed theminto the
butterfly's wings, and he trenbled as the nmagic swirled around him in a vortex of sparkling mst.
Pride. Poetry. Determination. Love. Hope-

She heard them at the door, banging on it, ordering her to open in the nane of the Equal State.
She ignored them There was at |least a minute or so left.

The gift of words. The gift of difference-

Finally she took her hands away, spent and exhausted, and feeling as enpty as an ol d paper sack
The butterfly waved his w ngs, and though she could no |longer see it, she knew that a drift of
sparkling power followed the novenents.

There was a whi ne behind her as the Psi-cops zapped the | ock

She opened the wi ndow, coaxed the butterfly onto her hand, and put himoutside. An errant ray of
sunshi ne broke through the overcast, gilding himwith a glory that mrrored the magic he carried
"Go," she breathed. "Find sonmeone worthy."

He spread his wings, tested the breeze, and lifted off her hand, to be carried away.

And she turned, full of dignity and enpty of all else, to face her enenies.

Here is the only Val demar short story | have ever done, |largely because | hate to waste a good
story idea on sonething as snmall as a short story! This first appeared in the anthol ogy, Horse
Fant asti c.

Stolen Silver

Silver stanped restively as another horse on the picket-line shifted and blundered into his

hi ndquarters. Al berich clucked to quiet himand patted the stallion's neck; the beast swung his
head about to blow softly into the young Captain's hair. Al berich smled a little, thinking
wistfully that the stallion was perhaps the only creature in the entire canp that felt anything
like friendship for him

And possibly the only creature that isn't waiting for ne to fail

Amazingly gentle, for a stallion, Silver had caused no problens either in conbat or here, on the
pi cket-line. Which was just as well, for if he had, Alberich would have had hi m gel ded or traded
off for a nore tractable nmount, gift of the Voice of Vkandis Sunlord or no. Al berich had enough
troubl es wi thout worrying about the behavior of his beast.

He wasn't sure where the graceful creature had come from Shin'a in-bred, they'd told him Chosen
for himout of a string of animals "liberated fromthe eneny."” Wi ch meant war-booty, from one of
the constant conflicts along the borders. Silver hadn't conme fromone of the bandit-nests, that
was sure-the only beasts the bandits owned were as di sreputable as their owners. Horses
"liberated" fromthe bandits usually weren't worth keeping. Silver probably cane from Mennellith
via Rethwellan; the King was runored to have sone kind of connection with the horse-breeding,

bl ood-thirsty Shin'a'in nomads.

VWhat ever; when Al berich lost his faithful old Snoke a few weeks ago he hadn't expected to get
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anything better than the obstinate, intractable gelding he'd taken fromits bandit-owner.

But fate ruled otherw se; the Voice chose to "honor" himw th a superior replacenent along with
his comm ssion, the letter that acconpani ed the paper pointing out that Silver was the perfect
mount for a Captain of light cavalry. It was al so another evidence of favoritismfrom above, with
the inmplication that he had earned that favoritismoutside of performance in the field. Not a gift
that was likely to increase his popularity with sone of the nmen under his command, and a beast
that was going to make himpretty dammed conspi cuous in any encounter with the eneny.

Plus one that's an unl ucky color. Those w tchy-Heralds of Valdemar ride white horses, and the bl ue-
eyed beasts may be witches too, for all | know.

The horse nuzzl ed hi magain, showing as sweet a tenper as any lady's mare. He scratched its nose,
and it sighed with content; he wi shed he could be as contented. Things had been bad enough before
getting this comm ssion. Now

There was an uneasy, prickly sensation between his shoul der-bl ades as he went back to brushing his
new mount down. He gl anced over his shoulder, to intercept the glare of Leftenant Herdahl; the man
dropped his gaze and brushed his horse's flank vigorously, but not quickly enough to prevent

Al berich fromseeing the hate and anger in the hot bl ue eyes.

The Voice had done Al berich no favors in rewarding himwith the Captaincy and this prize nount,
passi ng over Herdahl and Klaus, both his seniors in years of service, if not in experience.

Nei t her of them had expected that he would be pronoted over their heads; during the week's wait
for word to cone from Headquarters, they had saved their rivalry for each other

Too bad they didn't nurder each other, he thought resentfully, then suppressed the rest of the
thought. It was said that sone of the priests of Vkandis could pluck the thoughts froma man's
head. It could have been thoughts |like that one that had |l ed to Herdahl's bei ng passed over for
pronotion. But it could also be that this was a test, a way of flinging the anbitious young
Leftenant Al berich into deep water, to see if he would survive the experience. If he did, well and
good; he was of suitable material to continue to advance, perhaps even to the rank of Commander

If he did not-well, that was too bad. If his anmbition undid him then he wasn't fit enough for the
post .

That was the way of things, in the arnmes of Karse. You rose by watching your back, and (if the
occasi on arose) sticking careful knives into the backs of your |ess-cautious fellows, and insuring
ot her enemi es took the punishnent. Al the while, the priests of the Sunlord, who were the ones
who were truly in charge, watched and snmiled and di spensed favors and puni shments with the same

di spassi onat e al oof ness di spl ayed by the One God.

But Al berich had given a good account of hinmself along the border, at the corner where Karse net
Mennel lith and the witch-nation Val demar, in the canpai gn against the bandits there. He'd earned
his rank, he told hinself once again, as Silver stanped and shifted his weight beneath the strokes
of Al berich's brush. The spring sun burned down on his head, hotter than he expected without the
breeze to cool him

There was no reason to feel as if he'd cheated to get where he was. He'd | ed nore successf ul
sorties against the bandits in his first year in the field than the other two had achieved in
their entire careers together. He'd cleared nore territory than anyone of Leftenant rank ever had
in that space of tine-and when Captain Anberg had net with one too many arrows, the nmen had seened
willing that the Voice chose himover the other two candi dates.

It had been the policy of late to pernit the brigands to flourish, provided they confined their
attentions to Val demar and the Mennellith peasantry and |l eft the inhabitants of Karse unnol ested
A stupid policy, in Al berich's opinion; you couldn't trust bandits, that was the whol e reason why
they becane bandits in the first place. If they could be trusted, they'd be in the arny

t hensel ves, or in the Tenple Guard, or even have turned nercenary. He'd seen the danger back when
he was a youngster in the Acadeny, in his first tactics classes. He'd even said as much to one of
hi s teachers-phrased as a question, of course-and had been ignored.

But as Al berich had predicted, there had been trouble fromthe brigands, once they began to

mul tiply; problens that escal ated past the point where they were useful. Wth conplete disregard
for the unwitten agreenents between them and Karse, they struck everyone, and when they finally
began attacking villages, the authorities deenmed it tine they were disposed of.

Al berich had just finished cavalry training as an officer when the troubles broke out; he'd spent
nost of his young life in the Karsite mlitary schools. The ultinmate authority was in the hands of
the Voi ces, of course; the highest anyone not of the priesthood could expect to rise was to
Commander. But officers were never taken fromthe ranks; many of the rank-and-file were
conscripts, and although it was never openly stated, the Voices did not trust their continued
loyalty if they were given power.

Al berich, and many others Iike him had been selected at the age of thirteen by a Voice sent every
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year to search out young mal e-children, strong of body and quick of mind, to school into officers.
Al berich had both those qualities, devel oping expertise in nmany weapons with an ease that was the
envy of his classmates, picking up his | essons in acadenic subjects with what seened to be equa
ease.

It wasn't ease; it was the fact that Al berich studied |Iong and hard, knowi ng that there was no way
for the bastard son of a tavern whore to advance in Karse except in the arnmy. There was no pl ace
for himto go, no way to get into a trade, no hope for any but the nost nenial of jobs. The Voices
didn't care about a man's parentage once he was chosen as an officer, they cared only about his
abilities and whether or not he would use themin service to his God and country. It was a lonely
life, though-his nother had | oved and cared for himto the best of her abilities, and he'd had
friends anbng the other children of sinmilar circunstances. When he canme to the Acadeny, he had no
friends, and his nother was not pernmitted to contact him |est she "distract him" or "contam nate
his purity of purpose."” Al berich had never seen her again, but both of them had known this was the
only way for himto live a better life than she had.

Al berich had no illusions about the purity of the One God's priesthood. There were as many corrupt
and venal priests as there were upright, and nore fanatic than there were forgiving. He had seen
plenty of the venal kind in the tavern; had hidden fromone or two that had cone seeking pl easures
strictly forbidden by the One God's edicts. He had known they were coming, |ooking for him and
had managed to make hinself scarce |ong before they arrived. Just as, sonmehow, he had known when
the Voice was coming to | ook for young nale children for the Acadeny, and had nade certain he was
noti ced and questi oned-

And that he had known which customers it was safe to cadge for a penny in return for running
errands-

O that he had known that drunk was going to try to set the stable afire.

Sonehow. That was Al berich's secret. He knew things were going to happen. That was a wi tch-power,
and forbi dden by the Voices of the One God. |If anyone knew he had it-

But he had al so known, as surely as he had known all the rest, that he had to conceal the fact
that he had this power, even before he knew the | aw against it.

He'd succeeded fairly well over the years, though it was getting harder and harder all the tine.
The power struggled inside him wanting to break free, once or tw ce overwhel ming himwth visions
so intense that for a nonent he was blind and deaf to everything else. It was getting harder to
concoct reasons for knowi ng things he had no business knowi ng, |ike the hiding places of the
bandits they were chasing, the bolt-holes and escape routes. But it was harder still to ignore
them especially when subsequent visions showed hi minnocent people suffering because he didn't
act on what he knew.

He brushed Silver's neck vigorously, the dust tickling his nose and maki ng hi mwant to sneeze-
-and between one brush-stroke and the next, he lost his sense of bal ance, went |ight-headed, and
the dazzl e that heral ded a vision-to-cone sparkled between his eyes and Silver's neck

Not here! he thought desperately, clinging to Silver's nane and trying to pretend there was
not hi ng wong. Not now, not w th Herdahl watching-

But the witch-power would not obey him not this tine.

A flash of blue light, blinding him The bandits he'd thought were south had slipped behind him
into the north, joining with two nore packs of the curs, becoming a group |arge enough to take on
his troops and give theman even fight. But first, they wanted a secure base. They were going to
make Al berich nmeet them on ground of their choosing. Fortified ground.

That this ground was al ready occupied was only a mnor inconvenience . . . one that would soon be
dealt with.

He fought free of the vision for a nmonent, clinging to Silver's shoulder |ike a drowning nan, both
hands full of the beast's silky mane, while the horse curved his head back and | ooked at him
curiously. The big brown eyes flickered blue, briefly, like a half-hidden flash of |ightning,
reflecting-

-anot her burst of sapphire. The bandits' target was a fortified village, a small one, built on the
top of a hill, above the farmfields. Odinarily, these people would have no difficulty in holding
off a score of bandits. But there were three tinmes that nunber ranged against them and a recent
edict fromthe H gh Tenpl e decreed that no one but the Tenple Guard and the Arny coul d possess
anyt hi ng but the sinplest of weapons. Not three weeks ago, a detachnent of priests and a Voice had
conme through here, divesting them of everything but knives, farminplenents, and such sinple bows
and arrows as were suitable for waterfow and small ganme. And while they were at it, a third of

t he abl e-bodi ed men had been conscripted for the regular Arny.

These people didn't have a chance.

The bandits drew cl oser, under the cover of a brush-filled ravine.
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Al berich found hinmself on Silver's back, w thout knowi ng how he'd gotten there, w thout
renenbering that he'd flung saddle and bridle back on the beast-

No, not bridle; Silver still wore the hackamore he'd had on the picket-line. Al berich' s bugle was
in his hand; presumably he'd blown the nuster, for his nmen were running towards him buckling on
swords and slinging quivers over their shoul ders.

Bl i nding flash of cerul ean-

The bandits attacked the village walls, overpowering the poor man who was trying to bar the gate
agai nst them and swarmi ng inside.

It hadn't happened yet, he knew that with the surety with which he knew his own nane. It wasn't
even going to happen in the next few nonents. But it was going to happen soon-

They poured inside, cutting down anyone who resisted them then throwing off what little restraint
they had shown and | aunching into an orgy of looting and rapine. Al berich gagged as one of them
grabbed a pregnant woman and with a single slash of his sword, nurdered the child that ran to try
and protect her, followed through to her-

The vision released him and he found hinself surrounded by dust and thunder, still on Silver's
back-

-but | eaning over the stallion's neck as now he led his troops up the road to the village of
Sunsdal e at full gallop. Hooves pounded the packed-earth of the road, making it impossible to hear
or speak; the vibration thrunmed into his bones as he shifted his weight with the stallion's
turns. Silver ran easily, with no sign of distress, though all around hi mand behind himthe other
horses streaned saliva fromthe corners of their nouths, and their flanks ran with sweat and foam
as they strained to keep up.

The lack of a bit didn't seemto make any difference to the stallion; he answered to neck-rein and
knee so readily he night have been anticipating Al berich's thoughts.

Al berich disnissed the uneasy feelings that pronpted. Better not to think that he mi ght have a
second wi tch-power along with the first. He'd never shown any ability to control beasts by thought
before. There was no reason to think he could now The stallion was just superbly trained, that
was all. And he had nore inportant things to worry about.

They topped the crest of a hill; Sunsdale |ay atop the next one, just as he had seen in his
vision, and the brush-filled ravine beyond it.

There was no sign of trouble.

This time it's been a wild hare, he thought, disgusted at hinself for allowing blind panic to
overcome him And for what? A daytime-nightmare? Next tine |I'll probably see trolls under ny bed,
he thought, just about to pull Silver up and bring the rest of his nen to a halt-

When a flash of sunlight on netal betrayed the bandits' |ocation

He grabbed for the bugle dangling fromhis left wist instead, and pulled his blade with the
right; sounded the charge, and led the entire troop down the hill, an unstoppable torrent of
hooves and steel, hitting the brigands' hidden line |Iike an aval anche.

Sword in hand, Al berich |inped wearily to another body sprawl ed am d the rocks and tranpl ed weeds
of the ravine, and thrust it through to nake death certain. His sword felt heavy and unw el dy, his
stomach churned, and there was a sour taste in his nouth. He didn't think he was going to | ose
control of himself, but he was glad he was alnost at the end of the battle-line. He hated this
part of the fighting-which wasn't fighting at all; it was nothing nore than butchery.

But it was necessary. This scumwas just as likely to be feigning death as to actually be dead.

O her officers hadn't been that thorough-and hadn't |ived | ong enough to regret it.

Silver was being fed and watered along with the rest of the nounts by the youngsters of Sunsdal e;
the finest fodder and clearest spring water, and a round dozen young boys to brush and curry them
clean. And the nen were being fed and made nuch of by the older villagers. Gatitude had nade them
forgetful of the |Ioss of their weapons and many of their men. Suddenly the arny that had
conscripted their relatives was no | onger their adversary. O else, since the troops had arrived
out of nowhere |ike Vengeance of the Sunlord Hi nsel f, they assuned the One God had a hand in it,
and it would be prudent to resign thenselves to the sacrifice. And neanwhile, the instrument of
their rescue probably ought to be well treated.

Except for the Captain, who was doing a dirty job he refused to assign to anyone el se.

Al berich nade certain of two nmore corpses and | ooked dully around for nore.

There weren't any, and he saw to his surprise that the sun was hardly nore than a finger-breadth
fromthe horizon. Shadows already filled the ravine, the evening breeze had picked up, and it was
getting chilly. Last year's weeds tossed in the freshening wind as he gazed around at the |ong
shadows cast by the scrubby trees. More tinme had passed than he thought-and if he didn't hurry, he
was going to be late for SunDescendi ng.
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He scranbl ed over the slippery rocks of the ravine, cursing under his breath as his boots (neant
for riding) skidded on the snooth, rounded boul ders. The | ast thing he needed now was to be late
for a Holy Service, especially this one. The priest here was bound to ask himfor a Thanks-Prayer
for the victory. If he was late, it would look as if he was arrogantly attributing the victory to
his own abilities, and not the Hand of the Sunlord. And with an accusation |like that hangi ng over
his head, he'd be in danger not only of being deprived of his current rank, but of being denoted
into the ranks, with no chance of pronotion, a step up from stabl e-hand, but not a big one.

He fought his way over the edge, and half-ran, half-linmped to the village gates, reaching them
just as the sun touched the horizon. He put a little nore speed into his weary, aching | egs, and
got to the edge of the crowd in the village square a scant breath before the priest began the

Fi rst Chant.

He bowed his head with the others, and not until he raised his head at the end of it did he
realize that the robes the priest wore were not black, but red. This was no nere village priest-
this was a Voi ce!

He suppressed his start of surprise, and the shiver of fear that followed it. He didn't know what
this village neant, or what had happened to require posting a Voice here, but there was little
wonder now why they had subnitted so tanely to the taking of their nen and the confiscation of
their weapons. No one sane would contradict a Voice.

The Voice held up his hand, and got instant silence; a silence so profound that the sounds of the
horses on the picket-line came clearly over the walls. Horses stanped and whickered a little, and
in the distance, a few lonely birds called, and the breeze rustled through the new | eaves of the
trees in the ravine. Al berich | onged suddenly to be able to nount Silver and ride away from here,
far away fromthe machi nati ons of Voices and the omi present snell of death and bl ood. He yearned
for sonewhere clean, sonewhere that he wouldn't have to guard his back fromthose he should be
able to trust.

"Today this village was saved fromcertain destruction," the Voice said, his words ringing out,
but without passion, wi thout any inflection whatsoever. "And for that, we offer Thanks-giving to
Vkandi s Sunl ord, Most Hi gh, One God, to whomall things are known. The instrunment of that

sal vation was Captain Al berich, who nustered his nmen in tinme to catch our attackers in the very
act. It seens a nmiracle-"

During the speech, sonme of the nmen had been noving closer to Al berich, grouping thensel ves around
himto bask in the admration of the villagers.

O so he thought. Until the Voice's tone hardened, and his next words proved their real intent.
"It seens a mracle-but it was not!" he thundered. "You were saved by the power of the One Cod,
whose wrath destroyed the bandits, but Al berich betrayed the Sunlord by using the unholy powers of
witchcraft! Seize him"

The men grabbed himas he turned to run, throwing himto the ground and pi nning himw th superior
nunbers. He fought them anyway, struggling furiously, until soneone brought the hilt of a knife
down on the back of his head.

He didn't black out altogether, but he couldn't nove or see; his eyes wouldn't focus, and a gray
filmobscured everything. He felt hinself being dragged off by the arns-heaved into darkness-felt
himsel f hitting a hard surface-heard the slaming of a door

Then heard only confused nurnurs as he lay in shadows, trying to regain his senses and his
strength. Gradually his sight cleared, and he nade out walls on all sides of him close enough to
touch. He raised his aching head cautiously, and nmade out the dimoutline of an ill-fitting door.
The floor, clearly, was dirt. And smelled unm stakably of birds.

They must have thrown himinto sonme kind of shed, sonething that had once hel d chickens or

pi geons. He was under no illusions that this nmeant his prison would be easy to escape; out here,

t he chi cken-sheds were frequently built better than the houses, for chickens were nore val uable
than chil dren.

Still, once darkness descended, it m ght be possible to get away. If he could overpower whatever
guards that the Voice had placed around him If he could find a way out of the shed.

If he could get past the Voice hinself. There were stories that the Voices had other powers than
pl ucki ng the thoughts froma man's head-stories that they conmanded the services of denons taned
by the Sunl ord-

Wiile he lay there gathering his wits, another snell invaded the shed, overpowering even the
stench of old bird-droppings. A sharp, thick snell . . . it took a noment for himto recognize it.
But when he did, he clawed his way up the wall he'd been thrown against, to stand w de-eyed in the
darkness, nails digging into the wood behind him heart pounding with stark terror

G |. They had poured oil around the foundations, splashed it up against the sides of the shed. And
now he heard them out there, bringing piles of dry brush and wood to stack against the walls. The
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puni shment for witchery was burning, and they were taking no chances; they were going to burn him
now.

The noi ses outside stopped; the murmur of voices faded as his captors noved away-

Then the Voice called out, once-a set of three sharp, angry words-

And every crack and crevice in the building was outlined in yellow and red, as the entire shed was
engul fed in flanes from outside

Al berich cried out, and staggered away fromthe wall he'd been |eaning agai nst. The shed was

bi gger than he'd thought-but not big enough to protect him The oil they'd spread so profligately
made the flames burn hotter, and the wood of the shed was ol d, weathered, probably dry. Wthin
nmonents, the very air scorched him he hid his nmouth in a fold of his shirt, but his |ungs burned
with every breath. His eyes streaned tears of pain as he turned, staggering, searching for an
escape that didn't exist.

One of the walls burned through, showing the flanmes |eaping fromthe wood and brush piled beyond
it. He couldn't hear anything but the roar of the flanmes. At any noment now, the roof would cave
in, burying himin burning debris-

: Look out!:

How he heard the warni ng-or how he knew to stagger back as far as he could w thout being

i ncinerated on the spot-he did not know But a heartbeat after that warning shout in his nmind, a
huge, silver-white shadow | ofted through the hole in the burning wall, and | anded beside him It
was still wearing his saddl e and hackanor e-

And it turned huge, imnpossibly blue eyes on himas he stood there gaping at it. It? No. Hm

:On!: the stallion snapped at him :The roof's about to go!

What ever fear he had of the beast, he was nore afraid of a death by burning. Wth hands that
screamed with pain, he grabbed the saddl e-bow and threw hinmself onto it. He hadn't even found the
stirrups when the stallion turned on his hind feet.

There was a crack of collapsing wod, as fire engulfed them Burning thatch fell before and behi nd
them sparks showering as the air was sucked into the blaze, hotter

But, amazingly, no fire licked at his flesh once he had nount ed.

Al berich sobbed with relief as the cool air surged into his lungs-the stallion's hooves hit the
ground beyond the flanes, and he gasped with pain as he was flung forward agai nst the saddl e- bow.
Then the real pain began, the torture of half-scorched skin, and the broken bones of his capture,
jarred into agony by the stallion's headlong gallop into the night. The beast thundered towards
the villagers, and they screamed and parted before it; soldiers and Voice alike were caught
unawar es, and not one of themraised a weapon in tine to stop the flight.

:Stay on,: the stallion said grimy, into his mnd, as the darkness was shattered by the red
lightning of his own pain. :Stay on, stay with ne; we have a long way to go before we're safe.
Stay with ne. . . .:

Saf e where? he wanted to ask-but there was no way to ask around the pain. Al he could do was to
hang on, and hope he could do what the horse want ed.

An eternity later-as dawn rose as red as the flanes that had nearly killed himthe stallion had
slowed to a wal k. Dawn was on their right, which meant that the stallion was heading north, across
the border, into the w tch-kingdom of Val demar. Wich only nade sense, since what he'd thought was
a horse had turned out to be one of the blue-eyed wtch-beasts.

None of it nmattered. Now that the stallion had slowed to a wal k, his pain had dulled, but he was
exhausted and out of any energy to think or even feel with. Wat could the witches do to him
after all? Kill hin? At the monment, that would be a ki ndness. .

The stallion stopped, and he | ooked up, trying to see through the filmthat had cone over his
vision. At first he thought he was seeing double; two white witch-beasts and two white-clad riders
bl ocked the road. But then he realized that there were two of them hastily disnmounting, reaching
for him

He I et himself slide down into their hands, hearing nothing he could understand, only a babbl e of
strange syl | abl es.

Then, in his mnd-

:Can you hear ne?:

:l-what?: he replied, wthout thinking.

: Taver says his nanme's Al berich,: cane a second voice in his head. : Al berich? Can you stay with us
alittle longer? W need to get you to a Healer. You're going into shock; fight it for us. Your
Conpanion will help you, if you let him:

H s what? He shook his head; not in negation, in puzzlenent. Were was he? All his |ife he'd heard
that the witches of Val demar were evil -but-

:And all our lives we've heard that nothing comes out of Karse but brigands and bad weather,: said
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the first voice, full of concern, but with an edge of hunor to it. He shook his head again and
peered up at the person supporting himon his right. A wonan, with many | augh-1ines etched around
her generous nouth. She seened to fit that first voice in his head, somehow.

:So, which are you, Al berich?: she asked, as he fought to stay awake, feeling the presence of the

stallion (his Conpanion?) |ike a steady shoulder to | ean agai nst, deep inside his soul. :Brigand,
or bad weat her ?:
Neither . . . | hope . . .: he replied, absently, as he clung to consciousness as she'd asked

:Good. 1'd hate to think of a Companion Choosing a brigand to be a Herald,: she said, with her
mouth twitching a little, as if she was holding back a grin, :And a thunderstormin human gui se
woul d nake unconfortabl e conpany. :

: Choosi ng?: he asked. :Wat-what do you nean?:

;1 mean that you're a Herald, ny friend,: she told him :Sonmehow your Conpani on nanaged to

i nsinuate hinself across the Border to get you, too. That's how Heral ds of Val demar are nade;
Conpani ons Choose them: She | ooked up and away fromhim and relief and satisfaction spread over
her face at whatever it was she saw. :-and the rest of it can wait. Aren's brought the Healer. Go
ahead and let go, we'll take over from here.

He took her at her word, and let the darkness take him But her |ast words foll owed himdown into
t he shadows, and instead of bringing the fear they should have given him they brought him
confort, and a peace he never expected.

:1t's a hell of a greeting, Herald Al berich, and a hell of a way to get here-but welcone to

Val demar, brother. Wl cone . :

This odd little story was first published in Marion Zi mrer Bradley's Fantasy Magazine. It's the
one | always use as an exanpl e when people ask me where | get ny ideas. This one literally cane as
I was driving to work, saw a piece of cardboard skitter across the road in front of me as if it
was alive, and thought, "Now what if it was alive?”

Roadki |

A gust of wind hit the side of George Randal's van and nearly tore the steering wheel out of his
hands. He cursed as the vehicle lurched sideways, and westled it back into his own | ane.

It was a good thing there weren't too nmany people on the road. It was just a damed good thing
that M ngo Road was a four-lane at this point, or he'd have been in the ditch. Anile away, it
wasn't, but all the shift traffic fromthe airline maintenance base, the Rockwel|l plant and the
McDonal d- Dougl as pl ant where he worked woul d have put an intolerable strain on a two-1|ane road.
The stoplight at Mngo and 163rd turned yellow, and rather than push his luck, he obeyed it,

i nstead of doing an "Ckie caution"” ("Step on the gas, Fred, she's fixin' to turn red"). This was
going to be another typical late spring Cklahoma day. Wnd gusting up to 60 per, and rain off and
on. Used to be, when he was a kid, it'd be dry as old bones by this late in the season, but not
anyrmore. Al the flood-control projects and water-managenent dans had changed the micro-climte,
and it was unlikely this part of Oklahoma woul d ever see another Dust-Bow .

Al though with winds like this, he could certainly extrapolate what it had been |ike, back then
during the thirties.

The habit of working a nental sinulation was so ingrained it was close to a reflex; once the

t hought occurred, his mnd took over, cal culating wi nd-speed, type of dust, carrying capacity of
the air. He was so intent on the internal calculations that he hardly noticed when the |ight
turned green, and only the inpatient honk of the car behind himjolted himout of his reverie. He
pull ed the van out into the intersection, and the red sports-car behind himroared around him
driver giving himthe finger as he passed.

"You son of a-" he noted with satisfaction the MacDac parking permt in the corner of the rear

wi ndow. the vanity plate was an easy one to renenber, "HOTONE." He'd tell a little fib to the
guard at the guard shack, and have the jerk cited for reckless driving in the parking-lot. That
woul d go on his work-record, and serve himright, too.

If it hadn't been for the conbination of the wind gust and the fool in the red | ROC, he would
never have noticed the strange behavior of that piece of cardboard in the nedian strip.

But because of the gust, he knew which direction the wind was conming from Wen the | ROC screaned
right over the center-line, heading straight toward a piece of flattened box, and the box
skittered just barely out of the way as if the wind had picked it up and noved it in tine,

sonet hing went off in his brain

As he came up even to where the box had been, he saw what the thing had been covering; roadkill, a
dead 'possum At that exact nmoment he knew what had been wrong with the scene a second before,
when the box had noved. Because it had noved agai nst the w nd.
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He cast a startled glance in his rear-viewmrror just in time to see the box skitter back, with
the wind this tinme, and stop just covering the dead ani rmal

That brought all the little calculations going on in his head to a screeching halt. George was an
orderly man, a career engi neer, whose one fervent belief was that everything could be explained in
terns of physics if you had enough data.

Except that this little incident was conpletely outside his ordered universe.

He was so preoccupied with trying to think of an explanation for the box's anomal ous behavi or that
he didn't remenber to report the kid in the sports-car at the guard-shack. He couldn't even get
his mind on the new canard specs he'd been so excited about yesterday. Instead he sat at his desk
pl aying with the CAD CAM conputer, trying to find sone way for that box to have done what it did
And coming up dry. It should not, could not, have noved that way, and the odds against it noving
back to exactly the same place where it had | eft were unbelievable.

He finally grabbed his gymbag, left his cubicle, and headed for the tiny |ocker-room MacDac kept
for those enpl oyees who had taken up running or jogging on their |unch-breaks. Cbviously he was
not going to get anything done until he checked the site out, and he m ght just as well conbine
that with his lunch-tinme exercise. Today he'd run out on Mngo instead of around the base.

A couple of Air National Quard A-4s cruised by overhead, nonentarily distracting him He'd
forgotten exactly where the roadkill had been, and before he was quite ready for it, he was
practically on top of it. Suddenly he was no | onger quite sure that he wanted to do this. It
seened silly, a fantasy born of too many | ate-night novies. But as |long as he was out here

The box was nowhere in sight. Feeling slightly foolish, he crossed to the nmedian and took a good
| ook at the body.

It was hal f-eaten, which wasn't particularly amazing. Any roadkill that was relatively fresh was
bound to get chewed on.
Except that the last time he'd seen roadkill on the nedian, it had stayed there until it bl oated,

untouched. Animals didn't like the traffic; they wouldn't go after carrion in the niddl e of the
road if they could help it.

And there was sonething wong with the way the bite-narks | ooked too. A d Boy Scout nenories cane
back, tracking and identifying animals by signs.

The flesh hadn't been bitten off so nuch as carved off as if the carcass had been chewed by

sonet hing with enornmous buck teeth, |ike some kind of carnivorous horse, or beaver. Nothing in his
limted experience nade marks |ike that.

As a cold trickle ran down his spine, a rustle in the weeds at the side of the road nade himjunp
He | ooked up

The box was there, in the weeds. He hadn't seen it, half-hidden there, until it had noved. It

al nrost seened as if the thing was watching him the way it had a corner poked out of the weeds

i ke a head.

Hi s reaction was stupid and irrational, and he didn't care. He bolted, ran all the way back to the
guard-shack with a chill in his stomach that all his running couldn't warm

He didn't stop until he reached the guard-shack and the safety of the fenced-in MacDac conpound,
the sanity and rational universe of steel and neasurenent where nothing existed that could not be
simul ated on a computer screen

He slowed to a gentle jog as he passed the shack; he'd have liked to stop, because his heart was
poundi ng so hard he couldn't hear anything, but if he did, the guards would ask hi mwhat was

wWr ong.

He waited unt|I he was just out of sight, and then dropped to a wal k. He renenbered from
somewhere, nmaybe one of his jogging tapes, that it was a bad idea just to stop, that his nuscles
woul d stiffen. Actually he had the feeling if he went to his knees on the verge |ike he wanted to,
he'd never get up again.

He reached the sanctuary of his air-conditioned office and slunped down into his chair, stil
panting. He waited with his eyes closed for his heart to stop pounding, while the sweat cool ed and
dried in the gust of netallic-flavored air fromthe vent over his chair. He tried to sunmon up

| aughter at hinself, a grown man, for finding a flattened piece of cardboard so frightening, but
the | aughter wouldn't cone.

I nstead other nenories of those days as a Boy Scout returned, of the year he'd spent at canp where
he'd | earned those nmeager tracking skills. One of the counselors had a grandfather who was-or so
the boy clained-a full Cherokee medicine man. He'd persuaded the old man to make a visit to the
canp. Ceorge had found hinself inpressed against his will, as had the rest of the Scouts; the old
man still wore his hair in two long, iron-gray braids and a bone neckl ace under his plain work-
shirt. He had a dignity and sel f-possession that kept all of the rowdy adol escents in awe of him
and silent when he spoke.
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He' d condescended to tell stories at their canpfire several tinmes. Mdst of themwere tales of what
his life had been like as a boy on the reservation at the turn of the century-but once or tw ce
he'd told thembits of odd Indian lore, not all of it Cherokee.

Li ke the shape-changers. George didn't renenber what he'd called them but he did recall what had
started the story. One of the boys had seen | Was A Teen-age Werewol f before he'd cone to canp,
and he was regaling all of themwth a vivid description of Mchael Landon's transformation into
the nonster. The old man had |istened, and scoffed. That was no kind of shape-changer, he'd told
them scornfully. Then he had | aunched into a new story.

George no longer recalled the words, but he remenbered the gist of it. How the shape-changers
woul d prey upon the Indians in a peculiar fashion; stealing what they wanted by deception. |If one
want ed nmeat, for instance, he would transformhinself into a hunter's gane-bag and wait for the
Indian to stuff the "bag" full, then shift back and carry the game off while the hunter's back was
turned. |If one wanted a new buffal o-robe, he would transformhinself into a stretching-frame-or if
very anbitious, into a tipi, and make off with all of the inhabitant's worldly goods.

"Why didn't they just turn into horses and carry everything off?" he'd wanted to know. The ol d man
had shaken his head. "Because they cannot take a living form" he'd said, "only a dead one. And
you do not want to catch them either. Better for you to pretend it never happened."”

But he wouldn't say what woul d happen if someone did catch the thief at work. He only | ooked, for
a brief instant, very frightened, as if he had not intended to say that nuch.

George felt suddenly sick. Wat if these things, these shape-changers, weren't just |egend. What
could they be living on now? They wouldn't be able to sneak into soneone's house and counterfeit a
refrigerator.

But there was all that roadkill, enough dead aninmals along M ngo al one each year to keep soneone
going, if that someone wasn't too fastidious.

And what woul d be easier to nminmic than an old, flattened box?

He wanted to laugh at hinmself, but the laughter wouldn't come. This was such a stupid fantasy,
built out of nothing but a boy's imagination and a box that didn't behave the way it ought to.
Instead, he only felt sicker, and nore frightened. Now he could recall the one thing the old man
had sai d about the creatures and their fear of discovery.

"They do not permit it," he'd said, as his eyes widened in that strange flicker of fear. "They do
not permt it."

Finally he just couldn't sit there anynore. He picked up the phone and rmunbl ed something to his
manager about feeling sick, grabbed his car keys and headed for the parking lot. Several of the
others on the engineering staff |ooked at himoddly as he passed their desks; the secretary even
stopped himand asked himif he felt all right. He nunbled sonething at her that didn't change her
| ook of concern, and assured her that he was going straight hone.

He told hinself that he was going to do just that. He even had his turn-signal on for a right-hand
turn, fully intending to take the on-ranp at Pine and take the freeway hone.

But instead he found hinmself turning left, where the roadkill was still I|ying.

He saw it as he cane up over the rise; and the box was lying on top of it once again.

Suddenly desperate to prove to hinself that this entire fantasy he'd created around a dead ' possum
and a piece of cardboard was nothing nore than that, he jerked the wheel over and straddl ed the
medi an, gunning the engine and headi ng straight for the dingy brown splotch of the flattened box.
There was no wind now, if the thing noved, it would have to do so under its own power.

He floored the accelerator, determ ned that the thing wasn't going to escape his tires.

It didn't nove; he felt a sudden surge of joy-

Then the thing struck.

It leapt up at the | ast possible second, landing with a splat, splayed across his wi ndshield. He
had a brief, horrifying inpression of some kind of face, flattened and distorted, red eyes and
huge, beaver-like teeth as long as his hand-

Then it was gone, and the car was out of control, tires screanm ng, wheel wenching under his
hands.

He punped his brakes-once, tw ce-then the pedal went flat to the floor

And as the car heel ed over on two wheels, beginning a high-speed roll that could have only one
endi ng, that analytical part of his mind that was not screaming in terror was cal cul ating just how
easy it would be for a pair of huge, chisel-like teeth to shear through a brake-line

Larry and | wote this for the Keith Launer "Bol 0" anthol ogy, but it stands pretty well alone. A
you have to know is that Bolos are fairly unstoppable, self-aware, intelligent tanks.

Operation Desert Fox

Mer cedes Lackey & Larry Dixon

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mercedes%20-%20Werehunter.txt (70 of 100) [2/2/2004 1:19:09 AM]



file:///G|/rah/M ercedes¥620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥%620-%20Werehunter.txt

Siegfried O Harrigan's nane had sonetines caused confusion, although the Service tended to be
color-blind. He was black, slight of build and descended froma woman whose African tribal nane
had been |l ong since | ost to her descendants.

He wore both Caucasi an nanes-Siegfried and O Harri gan-as badges of high honor, however, as had al
of that |ady's descendants. Many tinmes, although it might have been politically correct to do so,
Siegfried' s ancestors had resisted changing their nane to sonething nore ethnic. Their nanme was a
gi ft-and not a badge of servitude to anyone. One did not return a gift, especially not one steeped
in the |l ove of ancestors. .

Si egfried had heard the story many tines as a child, and had never tired of it. The tale was the
nmodern equi valent of a fairy-tale, it had been so very unlikely. O Harrigan had been the nanme of
an Irish-born engineer, fresh off the boat hinself, who had seen Siegfried s many-tines-great
grandnot her and her infant son being herded down the gangpl ank and straight to the R chnond
Virginia slave market. She had been, perhaps, thirteen years old when the Arab sl ave-traders had
stolen her. That she had survived the journey at all was a miracle. And she was the very first
thing that O Harrigan set eyes on as he stepped onto the dock in this new | and of freedom

The irony had not been lost on him Sick and frightened, the woman had | ocked eyes with Sean

O Harrigan for a single instant, but that instant had been enough

They had shared neither |anguage nor race, but perhaps Sean had seen in her eyes the antithesis of
everything he had conme to America to find. H's people had suffered virtual slavery at the hands of
the English I andl ords; he knew what slavery felt like. He was outraged, and felt that he had to do
somet hi ng. He could not save all the slaves offloaded this day-but he could help these two.

He had followed the traders to the market and bought the worman and her child "off the coffle,”
payi ng for them before they could be put up on the auction-block, before they could even be

war ehoused. He fed them cared for themuntil they were strong, and then put them on another boat,
this time as passengers, before the worman could | earn much nore than his nane. The rest the

O Harrigans learned later, from Sean's letters, long after

The boat was headed back to Africa, to the new y-founded nation of Liberia, a place of hope for
freed sl aves, whose very nane neant "land of liberty.” Life there would not be easy for them but
it would not be a life spent in chains, suffering at the whins of nen who called thensel ves
"Master."

Thereafter, the woman and her children wore the nane of O Harrigan proudly, in nmenory of the
stranger's ki ndness-as many other citizens of the new y-forned nati on woul d wear the nanes of
those who had freed them

No, the O Harrigans would not change their name for any turn of politics. Respect earned was
infinitely nore powerful than any nessages beaten into soneone by whips or nedia.

And as for the nane "Siegfried'-that was also in nenory of a stranger's kindness; this tine a
menber of Romel's Afrika Korps. Another random act of kindness, this time froma first |ieutenant
who had seen to it that a captured black nman with the name O Harrigan was correctly identified as
Li berian and not as American. He had then seen to it that John O Harrigan was treated well and

rel eased.

John had naned his first-born son for that Gernman, because the young |ieutenant had no children of
his own. The tradition and the story that went with it had continued down the generations, joining
that of Sean O Harrigan. Siegfried s people renmenbered their debts of honor

Siegfried O Harrigan's nane was at violent odds with his appearance. He was neither blond and
tall, nor short and red-haired-and in fact, he was not Caucasian at all

In this nuch, he matched the col onists of Bachman's Wirld, npost of whom were of East Indian and
Paki st ani descent. In every other way, he was totally unlike them

He had been in the mlitary for nmost of his Iife, and had planned to stay in. He was happy in
uniform and for many of the colonists here, that was a totally foreign concept.

Both of those stories of his ancestors were in his nmind as he stood, travel -weary and yet excited,
before a massive piece of the machinery of war, a glorious hul k of purpose-built design. It was

| arger than a good many of the buildings of this far-off colony at the edges of human space.
Bachman's World. A poor colony known only for its single export of a nedicinal desert plant, it
was not a place likely to attract a tourist trade. Those who cane here |eft because |life was even
harder in the slunms of Calcutta, or the perpetually typhoon-swept nmud-flats of Bangl adesh. They
were farmers, who grew vast acreages of the "saje" for export, and irrigated just enough land to
feed themsel ves. A hot, dry wind blew sand into the tight curls of his hair and stirred the short
sl eeves of his desert-khaki uniform It occurred to himthat he could not have chosen a nore
appropriate setting for what was likely to prove a life-long exile, considering his hobby-his
obsession. And yet, it was an exile he had chosen willingly, even eagerly.

Thi s behenoth, this juggernaut, this nmountain of gleanming netal, was a Bolo. Now, it was his Bolo,
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his partner. A partner whose workings he knewintimately . . . and whose thought processes suited
his so uniquely that there night not be a sinmilar match in all the Gal axy.

RML- 1138. Qut noded now, and facing retirenment-which, for a Bolo, nmeant deactivation

Extinction, in other words. Bolos were nore than "super-tanks,"” nore than war machi nes, for they
were inhabited by sone of the finest Als in human space. Wen a Bolo was "retired," so was the Al.
Per manent | y.

There were those, even now, who were |obbying for Al rights, who equated deactivation with nurder.
They were opposed by any nunber of special-interest groups, beginning with religionists, who
objected to the notion than anything housed in a "body" of electronic circuitry could be

consi dered "human" enough to "nurder." No matter which side won, nothing would occur soon enough
to save this particular Bolo.

Siegfried had al so faced retirenment, for the same reason. Qutnoded. He had specialized i n weapons' -
systens repair, the specific, delicate tracking and targeting systens.

Whi ch were now out noded, out-of-date; he had been deened too old to retrain. He had been facing an
uncertain future, relegated to sone dead-end job with no chance for pronotion, or nore likely,
given an "early-out" option. He had applied for a transfer, listing, in desperation, everything
that mght give himan edge somewhere. On the advice of his superiors, he had included his
background and his hobby of nmilitary strategy of the pre-Atonic period.

And to his utter amazenent, it had been that background and hobby that had attracted the attention
of someone in the Reserves, someone who had been | ooking to make a nmost particul ar match. .
The wi nd di ed; no one with any sense noved outside during the heat of mdday. The port night have
been deserted, but for a lone notor runni ng somewhere in the distance.

The Bolo was utterly silent, but Siegfried knew that he-he, not it-was watching him examning him
with a myriad of sophisticated instrunments. By now, he probably even knew how nmany fillings were
in his nmouth, how many grommets in his desert-boots. He had al ready passed judgnment on Siegfried' s
service record, but there was this final confrontation to face, before the partnership could be
declared a reality.

He cleared his throat, delicately. Now canme the nonent of truth. It was tinme to find out if what
one administrator in the Reserves-and one hunman facing early-out and a future of desperate
scrabbling for enpl oyment-thought was the perfect match really would prove to be the salvation of
that human and this huge marvel of machinery and circuits.

Siegfried s hobby was the key-desert warfare, tactics, and nost of all, the history and thought of
one particul ar desert conmander

Erwin Ronmel. The "Desert Fox," the man his greatest rival had ternmed "the |ast chivalrous
knight." Siegfried knew everything there was to know about the great tank-comander. He had fought
and refought every canpai gn Rommel had ever commanded, and his admiration for the man whose life
had briefly touched on that of his own ancestor's had never faded, nor had his fascination with
the man and his geni us.

And there was at | east one other being in the universe whose fascination with the Desert Fox

mat ched Siegfried' s. This being; the intelligence resident in this particular Bolo, the Bolo that
called hinself "Rommel." Most, if not all, Bolos acquired a nane or nicknane based on their

desi gnati ons- LNE becane "Lenny," or "KKR' became "Kicker." Wether this Bolo had been fascinated
by the Desert Fox because of his designation, or had noticed the resenbl ance of "RM." to "Romel "
because of his fascination, it didn't nuch matter. Ronmmel was as much an expert on his nanmesake as
Si egfried was.

Li ke Siegfried, RVL-1138 was schedul ed for "early-out,” but like Siegfried, the Reserves offered
hima reprieve. The Reserves didn't usually take or need Bolos; for one thing, they were
dreadful |y expensive. A Reserve unit could requisition a great deal of equipnent for the "cost" of
one Bol o. For another, the close partnership required between Bol o and operator precluded use of
Bolos in situations where the "partnerships" would not |ast past the exercise of the nonent. Nor
were Bol o partners often "retired" to the Reserves.

And not too nmany Bol os were available to the Reserves. Retirenent for both Bolo and operator was
usual | y permanent, and as often as not, was in the front |ines.

But luck (good or ill, it remained to be seen) was with Ronmel; he had lost his partner to a
deadly virus, he had not seen much in the way of conbat, and he was in near-new condition

And Bachman's Wrld wanted a Reserve battalion. They could not field their own-every abl e-bodi ed
human here was a farmer or engaged in the export trade. A substantial percentage of the popul ation
was of some formof pacifistic religion that precluded bearing arns-Jani st, Buddhist, sone forns
of Hi ndu.

Bachman's World was entitled to a Reserve force; it was their right under the Iaw to have an on-

pl anet defense force supplied by the regular mlitary. Just because Bachman's World was back- of -
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beyond of nowhere, and even the nost conservative of military planners thought their insistence on
havi ng such a force in place to be paranoid in the extreme, that did not negate their right to
have it. Their charter was clear. The law was on their side.

Sendi ng them a Reserve battalion would be expensive in the extrene, in terns of maintaining that
battalion. The soldiers would be full-tiners, on full pay. There was no base-it would have to be
built. There was no equi pnent-that would all have to be inported.

That was when one solitary bean-counting accountant at H gh Conmand cane up with the answer that
woul d satisfy the letter of the law, yet save the nmilitary considerabl e expense.

The | aw had been witten stipulating, not nunbers of personnel and equi pnent, but a nonetary
anount. That unknown accountant had determ ned that the anpbunt so stipul ated, neant to be the

equi val ent value of an infantry battalion, exactly equaled the worth of one Bolo and its operator
The records-search was on.

Enter one Reserve officer, searching for a Bolo in good condition, about to be "retired," with no
current operator-partner-

-and soneone to match him fanmiliar with at |east the rudinments of mech-warfare, the insides of a
Bolo, and willing to be exiled for the rest of his life.

Fi nding RM.-1138, called "Rommel ," and Siegfried O Harrigan, hobbyist mlitary historian

The governnment of Bachman's Wrld was | ess than pleased with the response to their denmand, but
there was little they could do besides protest. Ronmmel was shipped to Bachman's World first;
Siegfried was given a crash-course in Bolo operation. He followed on the first regul arly-schedul ed
freighter as soon as his training was over. If, for whatever reason, the pairing did not work, he
woul d | eave on the sanme freighter that brought him

Now, canme the nonment of truth

"Quten tag, Herr Rommel," he said, in careful German, the antique Gernman he had | earned in order
to be able to read first-hand chronicles in the original |anguage. "lch bin Siegfried O Harrigan."
A nmonment of silence-and then, surprisingly, a sound rmuch like a dry chuckl e.

"We geht's, Herr O Harrigan. |'ve been expecting you. Aren't you a little dark to be a Storm

Tr ooper ?"

The voice was deep, pleasant, and cane froma point sonmewhere above Siegfried' s head. And
Siegfried knew the question was a trap, of sorts. O a test, to see just how much he really did
know, as opposed to what he clained to know. A good nany pre-Atonic historians could be caught by
that question thensel ves.

"Hardly a Storm Trooper," he countered. "Field-Mirshall Erwin Rormmel would not have had one of
those under his command. And no Nazis, either. Don't think to trap nme that easily.”

The Bolo uttered that sane dry chuckle. "Good for you, Siegfried O Harrigan. WII| kommen."

The hatch opened, silently; a |adder descended just as silently, inviting Siegfried to cone out of
the hot, desert sun and into Ronmel's controlled interior. Ronmel had replied to Siegfried s
response, but had done so with nothing unnecessary in the way of words, in the tradition of his
nanesake

Si egfried had passed the test.

Once again, Siegfried stood in the blindingly hot sun, this tine at strict attention, watching the
departing back of the mayor of Port City. The interview had not been pl easant, although both
parties had been strictly polite; the mayor's back was stiff with anger. He had not cared for what
Siegfried had told him

"They do not much care for us, do they, Siegfried?" Ronmel sounded resigned, and Siegfried sighed.
It was inpossible to hide anything fromthe Bol o; Ronmel had al ready proven hinself to be an adept
reader of human body-| anguage, and of course, anything that was broadcast over the airwaves,
scranbl ed or not, Rommel could access and read. Rommel was right; he and his partner were not the
nmost popul ar of residents at the nonent.

What anmzed Siegfried, and continued to amaze him was how human the Bolo was. He was used to Als
of course, but Rommel was sonething special. Rommel cared about what people did and thought; npst
Als really didn't take a great interest in the doings and opinions of nere humans.

"No, Ronmel, they don't," he replied. "You really can't blane them they thought they were going
to get a battalion of conventional troops, not one very expensive piece of equipnent and one

si ngl e human."

"But we are easily the equivalent of a battalion of conventional troops,” Romrel objected,
logically. He lowered his | adder, and now that the nmayor was well out of sight, Siegfried felt
free to clinb back into the cool interior of the Bolo.

He waited until he was settled in his customary seat, now worn to the contours of his own figure
after a year, before he answered the Al he now consciously considered to be his best friend as
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wel | as his assigned partner. Inside the cabin of the Bolo, everything was clean, if alittle worn-
cool -the light dimed the way Siegfried liked it. This was, in fact, the nost confortable quarters
Si egfried had ever enjoyed. Granted, things were a bit cranmped, but he had everything he needed in
here, from shower and cooking facilities to nultiple kinds of entertainnent. And the Bolo did not
need to worry about "wasting" energy; his power-plant was geared to supply full-conbat needs in
any and all clinates; what Siegfried needed to keep cool and confortable was miniscule. CQutside,
the ever-present desert sand bl ew everywhere, the heat was enough to drive even the nost patient
person mad, and the sun bl eached everything to a bone-white. Inside was a conpact world of
Siegfried s own.

Bachman's World had little to recommend it. That was the probl em

"It's a conplicated issue, Ronmel," he said. "If a battalion of conventional troops had been sent
here, there would have been nore than the initial expenditure-there would have been an ongoing
expenditure to support them"

"Yes-that support noney would cone into the community. | understand their distress." Ronmel would
understand, of course; Field Marshal Erwi n Ronmel had understood the problens of supply only too
wel |, and his nanesake could hardly do less. "Could it be they demanded the troops in the first

place in order to gain that noney?"

Siegfried grinmaced, and toyed with the controls on the panel in front of him "That's what Hi gh
Conmand t hinks, actually. There never was any real reason to think Bachnman's Wrld was under any
sort of threat, and after a year, there's even |l ess reason than there was when they nade the
request. They expected something to bring in noney fromoutside; you and | are hardly bringing in
big revenue for them"”

I ndeed, they weren't bringing in any incone at all. Rommel, of course, required no support, since
he was not expending anything. H's power-plant would supply all his needs for the next hundred
years before it needed refueling. If there had been a battalion of nen here, it would have been

| ess expensive for H gh Coomand to set up a standard nmess hall, buying their supplies fromthe

| ocal farmers, rather than shipping in food and other supplies. Further, the nmen woul d have been
spending their pay locally. In fact, |ocal suppliers would have been found for nearly everything
except weaponry.

But with only one man here, it was far | ess expensive for H gh Cormand to arrange for his supplies
to cone in at regular intervals on scheduled freight-runs. The Bolo ate nothing. They didn't even
use "local" water; the Bolo recycled nearly every drop, and distilled the rest from occasi ona
rainfall and dew. Siegfried was not the usual soldier-on-|eave; when he spent his pay, it was
generally off-planet, ordering things to be shipped in, and not patronizing |local nmerchants. He
bought books, not beer; he didn't ganble, his interest in food was mninal and satisfied by the
R E.Ms (Ready-to-Eat-Mals) that were standard field i ssue and shipped to himby the crateful
And he was far nore interested in that four-letter word for "intercourse" that began with a "t"
than in intercourse of any other kind. He was an ascetic scholar; such nen were not the sort who
brought any anobunt of nmoney into a comunity. He and his partner, parked as they were at the edge
of the spaceport, were a continual reninder of how Bachnman's Wrld had been "cheated."

And for that reason, the mayor of Port City had suggested-stiffly, but politely-that his and
Rommel ' s continuing presence so near the main settlenent was sonmewhat di sconcerting. He had hinted
that the peace-loving citizens found the Bolo frightening (and never m nd that they had requested
sone sort of defense fromthe military). And if they could not find a way to make thensel ves
useful, perhaps they ought to at |east earn their pay by pretending to go on maneuvers. It didn't
matter that Siegfried and Rommel were perfectly capabl e of conducting such exercises without

nmovi ng. That was hardly the point.

"You heard him ny friend," Siegfried sighed. "They'd like us to go away. Not that they have any
authority to order us to do so-as | remi nded the mayor. But | suspect seeing us constantly is
sonet hing of an enbarrassnment to whoever it was that promised a battalion of troops to bring in
cash and got us instead."

"In that case, Siegfried," Ronmel said gently, "we probably should take the mayor's suggestion
How | ong do you think we should stay away?"

"When's the next ship due in?" Siegfried replied. "There's no real reason for us to be here until
it arrives, and then we only need to stay |ong enough to pick up ny supplies."

"True." Wth a barely-audible runble, Ronmel started his banks of notive engines. "Have you any
destination in nmind?"

Wt hout pronpting, Rommel projected the map of the inmedi ate area on one of Siegfried' s control-
room screens. Siegfried studied it for a nonent, trying to work out the possible repercussions of
vani shing into the hills altogether. "I'Il tell you what, old nman," he said slowy, "we've just
been playing at doing our job. Really, that's hardly honorable, when it cones down to it. Even if
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they don't need us and never did, the fact is that they asked for on-planet protection, and we
haven't even planned howto give it to them How about if we actually go out there in the bush and
do that planning?"

There was interest in the Al's voice; he did not inmagine it. "What do you nean by that?" Romel
asked.

"I mean, let's go out there and scout the territory ourselves; plan defenses and offenses, as if
this dustball was likely to be invaded. The topographical surveys stink for military purposes;

let's get a real war plan in place. What the hell-it can't hurt, right? And if the | ocals see us
actual ly doing sone work, they might not think so badly of us."
Romel was silent for a nonent. "They will still blanme H gh Command, Siegfried. They did not

recei ve what they wanted, even though they received what they were entitled to."

"But they won't blame us." He put a little coaxing into his voice. "Look, Romrel, we're going to
be here for the rest of our lives, and we really can't afford to have the entire popul ati on angry
with us forever. | know our standing orders are to stay at Port Cty, but the nmayor just
countermanded those orders. So let's have sonme fun, and show em we know our duty at the sane tine!
Let's use Erwin's strategies around here, and see how they work! We can run all kinds of scenari os-
let's assune in the event of a real invasion we could get sone of these farners to pick up a
weapon; that'll give us additional scenarios to run. Figure troops agai nst you, nechs agai nst you
troops and nechs agai nst you, plus untrained nen agai nst troops, nen agai nst nmechs, you agai nst
anot her Bol o-type Al-"

"It would be entertaining.'
surveillance up, and an eye on Port City, we would not technically be violating orders.
"Then let's do it," Siegfried said decisively. "Like | said, the naps they gave us stink; let's go
make our own, then plot strategy. Let's find every wadi and overhang big enough to hide you. Let's
act as if there really was going to be an invasion. Let's give them sone options, |og the plans
with the mayor's office. W can plan for evacuations, we can check resources, there's a |ot of
things we can do. And let's start right now"

Rommel sounded very interested. "And as | ong as we keep our defensive

They mapped every dry stream bed, every dusty hill, every animal-trail. For nonths, the two of
them runbl ed across the arid | andscape, with Siegfried emerging now and again to carry surveying
instruments to the tops of hills too fragile to bear Rommel's wei ght. And when every inch of
territory within a week of Port City had been surveyed and accurately napped, they began playing a
ganme of "hide and seek"” with the |ocals.

It was surprisingly gratifying. At first, after they had vanished for a while, the |ocal news-
channel seened to reflect an attitude of "and good riddance." But then, when no one spotted them
there was a certain anmount of concern-followed by a certain amount of annoyance. After all, Rommel
was "their" Bol o-what was Siegfried doing, taking himout for sone kind of vacation? As if
Bachnman's World of fered any kind of arusenent.

That was when Rommel and Siegfried began stal king farners.

They would find a good hiding place and get into it well in advance of a farner's arrival. \Wen he
woul d show up, Ronmmel would rise up, seemngly fromout of the ground, draped in canoufl age-net,
hi s weaponry trained on the farmer's vehicle. Then Siegfried would pop up out of the hatch, wave
cheerfully, retract the canoufl age, and he and Rommel woul d runbl e away.

Tal k of "vacations" ceased entirely after that.

They extended their range, once they were certain that the locals were no | onger assuning the two
of themwere "gold-bricking." Ronmel tested all of his abilities to the limt, naking certain
everything was still up to spec. And on the few occasions that it wasn't, Siegfried put in a

requi sition for parts and spent many |ong hours making certain that the repairs and repl acenents
were bringing Rormel up to like-new condition

Toget her they plotted defensive and offensive strategies; Siegfried studied Romel's manuals as if
a tine would cone when he would have to rebuild Rormel from spare parts. They ran every kind of
simulation in the book-and not just on Rommel's conputers, but with Romrel hinself actually
running and dry-firing agai nst plotted enenies. Occasionally one of the news-people woul d becone
curious about their whereabouts, and lie in wait for them when the schedul ed supplies arrived.
Siegfried would give a formal interview, reporting in general what they had been doi ng-and then
he woul d carefully file another set of enmergency plans with the mayor's office. Sonetimes it even
made the evening news. Once, it was even acconpanied by a clip soneone had shot of Rommrel roaring
at top speed across a ridge.

Nor was that all they did. As Romel pointed out, the presunptive "battalion" would have been
avai l abl e in emergenci es-there was no reason why they shouldn't respond when | ocal energencies
canme up.
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So-when a flash-fl ood trapped a young woman and three children on the roof of her vehicle, it was
Romel and Siegfried who not only rescued them but towed the vehicle to safety as well. Wen a
snowfall in the nmountains stranded a dozen truckers, Siegfried and Rommel got them out. Wien a
small child was | ost while playing in the hills, Romel found her by having all searchers clear
out as soon as the sun went down, and using his heat-sensors to |ocate every source of

approxi mately her size. They put out runaway brushfires by rolling over them they responded to
Maydays fromrenote | ocati ons when they were nearer than any ot her agency. They even joined in a
manhunt for an escaped rapi st-who turned hinself in, practically soiling hinself with fear, when
he | earned that Rommel was part of the search-party.

It didn't hurt. They were of no help for nen trapped in a nmine collapse; or rather, of no nore
hel p than Siegfried s two hands could nake them They couldn't rebuild bridges that were washed
away, nhor construct roads. But what they could do, they did, often before anyone thought to ask
them for hel p.

By the end of their second year on Bachman's World, they were at |east no | onger the target of
resentnment. Those few citizens they had aided actually | ooked on themw th gratitude. The |oca
politicians whose careers had suffered because of their presence had found other causes to
espouse, other schenes to pursue. Siegfried and Rormel were a dead i ssue.

But by then, the two of them had established a routine of nonitoring energency channels, running
their private war-games, updating their nmaps, and adding changes in the colony to their defense
and offense plans. There was no reason to go back to sinmply sitting beside the spaceport. Neither
of themcared for sitting idle, and what they were doing was the nearest either of them would ever
get to actually refighting the battles their idol had | ost and won.

When Hi gh Conmand got their reports and sent recommendations for further "readi ness" preparations,
and commendations for their "comunity service"-Siegfried, now wi ser in the ways of nanipul ating
public opinion, issued a statenment to the press about both.

After that, there were no nore runblings of discontent, and things night have gone on as they were
until Siegfried was too old to clinb Rommel's | adder

But the fates had another plan in store for them

Al arms woke Siegfried out of a sound and dreanl ess sl eep. Not the synthesized pseudo-al arns Rommel
used when surprising himfor a drill, either, but the real thing-

He |l aunched hinsel f out of his bunk before his eyes were focused, grabbing the back of the com
chair to steady hinself before he flung hinmself into it and strapped hinself down. As soon as he
moved, Rommel turned off all the alarnms but one; the proximty alert fromthe single defense-
satellite in orbit above them

Interior lighting had gone to full-emergency red. He scrubbed at his eyes with the back of his
hand, inpatiently; finally they focused on the screens of his console, and he could read what was
there. And he swore, fervently and creatively.

One unknown ship sat in geosynch orbit above Port City; a big one, answering no hails fromthe
port, and seeding the skies with what appeared to his sleep-fogged eyes as hundreds of snaller

dr op- shi ps.

"The not her-ship has already neutralized the port air-to-ground defenses, Siegfried," Rommrel
reported grimy. "I don't know what kind of stealthing devices they have, or if they' ve got some
new ki nd of drive, but they don't match anything in nmy records. They just appeared out of nowhere
and started dunping drop-ships. | think we can assune they're hostiles."

They had a match for just this in their hundreds of plans; unknown ship, unknown attackers,
dropping a pattern of offensive troops of sonme kind-

"What are they |anding?" he asked, playing the console board. "You're stealthed, right?"

"To the max," Rommel told him "I don't detect anything like life-forms on those incom ng vessel s,
but my sensors aren't as sophisticated as they could be. The vessels thenselves aren't all that
big. My guess is that they're dropping either live troops or clusters of very small nmechs, nobile
arnor, naybe the size of a Panzer."

"Landi ng pattern?" he asked. He brought up all of Rommel's weaponry; Als weren't allowed to
activate their own weapons. And they weren't allowed to fire on living troops w thout perm ssion
froma human, either. That was the only real reason for a Bol o needing an operator

"Surrounding Port City, but starting from about where the first farns are.” Romel ran swift

readi ness-tests on the systens as Siegfried brought themup; the screens scrolled too fast for
Siegfried to read them

They had a name for that particular scenario. It was one of the first possibilities they had run
when they began plotting invasion and counter-invasion pl ans.

"Operation Cattle Drive. Right." If the invaders followed the sane scheme he and Rommel had

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mercedes%20-%20Werehunter.txt (76 of 100) [2/2/2004 1:19:09 AM]



file:///G|/rah/M ercedes¥620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥%620-%20Werehunter.txt

antici pated, they planned to drive the populace into Port City, and either capture the civilians,
or destroy themat |eisure. He checked their current location; it was out beyond the drop-zone.
"lI's there anything | anding close to us?"

"Not yet-but the odds are that sonething will soon." Rommel sounded confident, as well he should
be-his ability to project |anding-patterns was far better than any human's. "I'd say within the
next fifteen mnutes."

Siegfried suddenly shivered in a breath of cool air fromthe ventilators, and was painfully aware
suddenly that he was dressed in nothing nore than a pair of fatigue-shorts. Ch well; sone of the
Desert Fox's battles had taken place with the nen wearing little else. What they could put up
with, he could. There certainly wasn't anyone here to conplain.

"As soon as you think we can nove wi thout detection, close on the nearest craft," he ordered. "I
want to see what we're up against. And start scanning the local freqgs; if there's anything in the
way of organized defense fromthe civvies, | want to know about it."

A pause, while the ventilators humed softly, and gl owi ng dots descended on several screens. "They
don't seemto have anything, Siegfried," Ronmel reported quietly. "Once the ground-to-space
defenses were fried, they just collapsed. Right now, they seemto be in a conplete state of panic.
They don't even seemto renenber that we're out here-no one's tried to hail us on any of our
regul ar channels."

"Either that-or they think we're out of comrission," he nuttered absently. "Or just naybe they are
giving us credit for knowing what we're doing and are trying not to give us away. | hope so. The

| onger we can go w thout detection, the better chance we have to pull something out of a hat."

An increase in vibration warned hi mthat Rommel was about to nove. A new screen |lit up, this one
tracking a single vessel. "CGot one," the Bolo said shortly. "I'"mconm ng in behind his sensor
sweep. "

Four nore screens lit up; enhanced front, back, top, and side views of the terrain. Only the
changi ng views on the screens showed that Rommel was noving; other than that, there was no way to
tell frominside the cabin what was happening. It would be different if Rommel had to execute
evasi ve maneuvers of course, but right now, he m ght have still been parked. The control cabin and
living quarters were heavily shielded and cushi oned agai nst the shocks of ordinary novenent. Only
if Ronmel took a direct hit by something inpressive would Siegfried feel it.

And if he takes a direct hit by sonething nore than inpressive-we're slag. Bolos are the best, but
they can't take everything.

"The craft is down."

He pushed the thought away fromhis nmind. This was what Ronmel had been built to do-this nonment
justified Rormel's very exi stence. And he had known fromthe very beginning that the possibility,
however renote, had existed that he too would be in conbat one day. That was what being in the
mlitary was all about. There was no use in pretendi ng otherw se.

Get on with the job. That's what they've sent ne here to do. Wasn't there an ancient royal famly
whose notto was "God, and ny Duty?" Then let that be his.

"Have you detected any sensor scans fromthe nothership?" he asked, his voice a harsh whisper. "O
anything other than a forward scan fromthe landing craft?" He didn't know why he was whi speri ng-
"Not as yet, Siegfried," Rommrel replied, sounding a little surprised. "Apparently, these invaders
are confident that there is no one out here at all. Even that forward scan seened mainly to be a

| andi ng-ai d. "

"Nobody here but us chickens," Siegfried muttered. "Are they of fl oading yet?"

"Wait-yes. The ranp is down. We will be within visual range ourselves in a nonent-there-"

More screens cane alive; Siegfried read themrapidly-

Then read them agai n, incredul ously.

"Mechs?" he said, astonished. "Renotely controlled nechs?"

"So it appears." Rommel sounded just as nystified. "This does not match any known configuration
There is one limted Al in that ship. Data indicates it is hardened agai nst any attack
conventional forces at the port could nmount. The ship seens to be digging in-l1ook at the seismc
reading on 4-B. The limted Al is in control of the nmechs it is deploying. | believe that we can
assune this will be the case for the other invading ships, at |east the ones coning down at the
monent, since they all appear to be of the same nodel ."

Siegfried studied the screens; as they had assumed, the mechs were about the size of pre-Atomc
Panzers, and seened to be built along sinmilar lines. "Arnmored nmechs. Good agai nst anything a
civilian has. |Is that ship hardened agai nst anything you can throw?" he asked finally.

There was a certain anmount of glee in Rommel's voice. "I think not. Shall we try?"

Siegfried' s mouth dried. There was no telling what weaponry that ship packed-or the nother-ship
hel d. The nother-ship mght be nonitoring the drop-ships, watching for attack. God and ny Duty, he
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t hought .
"You may fire when ready, Herr Romel."

They had taken the drop-ship by conplete surprise; destroying it before it had a chance to
transmit distress or tactical data to the nother-ship. The nechs had stopped in their tracks the
monent the Al's direction ceased.

But rather than roll on to the next target, Siegfried had ordered Ronmel to stealth again, while
he exam ned the remains of the nmechs and the controlling craft. He'd had an idea-the question was,
woul d it work?

He knew weapons systens; knew computer-driven control. There were only a limted nunber of ways
such controls could work. And if he recognized any of those here-

He told hinmself, as he scranbled into clothing and clinmbed the | adder out of the cabin, that he
woul d give hinself an hour. The situation would not change rmuch in an hour; there was very little
that he and Ronmel could acconplish in that tine in the way of nmounting a canpaign. As it
happened, it took himfifteen nmnutes nore than that to learn all he needed to know. At the end of
that time, though, he scranbled back into Rormmel's guts with mingled feelings of elation and
anger.

The ship and nmechs were clearly of human origin, and some of the vanes and protrusions that nade
them | ook so unfamliar had been tacked on purely to nake both the drop-shi ps and arnored nechs

|l ook alien in nature. Someone, sonewhere, had di scovered sonething about Bachman's Wrld that
suddenly made it valuable. Fromthe hardware interlocks and the programm ng nodes he had found in
what was left of the controlling ship, he suspected that the "soneone" was not a government, but a
cor poration.

And a nmultiplanet corporation could afford to mount an invasion force fairly easily. The best
force for the job would, of course, be sonmething precisely like this-conpletely mechanized. There
woul d be no troops to "hush up" afterwards; no leaks to the interstellar press. Only a nice clean
i nvasion-and, in all probability, a nice, clean externmination at the end of it, with no humans to
protest the slaughter of helpless civilians.

And afterwards, there would be no evidence anywhere to contradict the claimthat the civilians had
sl aught ered each other in sonme kind of local conflict.

The nmechs and the Al itself were fromsystenms he had studied when he first started in this

speci al ty-out noded even by his standards, but reliable, and when set against farnmers wth hand-
weapons, perfectly adequate.

There was one problemwith this kind of setup . . . fromthe eneny's standpoint. It was a problem
they didn't know they had.
Yet .

He filled Rommel in on what he had discovered as he raced up the |l adder, then slid down the
handrails into the command cabin. "Now, here's the thing-1 got the access code to command those
mechs with a little fiddling in the Al's menory. Nice of themto | eave in so nany manual overrides
for me. | reset the command interface freq to one you have, and hardwired it so they shouldn't be
able to change it-"

He junped into the command chair and strapped in; his hands danced across the keypad, keying in
the frequency and the code. Then he saluted the console jauntily. "Congratul ations, Herr Romel "
he said, unable to keep the glee out of his voice. "You are now a Field Marshal ."

"Siegfried!" Yes, there was astonishment in Ronmel's synthesized voice. "You just gave me conmand
of an arnored nobile strike force!"

"l certainly did. And | freed your conmand circuits so that you can run themw thout waiting for
my orders to do sonmething.” Siegfried couldn't help grinning. "After all, you' re not going agai nst
living troops, you're going to be attacking Als and nechs. The next Al mght not be so easy to
take over, but if you're running in the nmddle of a swarmof 'friendlies," you mght not be

suspected. And when we knock out that one, we'll take over again. |I'll even put the next bunch on
a different command freq so you can command them separately. Sooner or later they'll figure out
what we're doing, but by then | hope we'll have at |east an equal force under our conmand."”

"This is good, Siegfried!"”

"You bet it's good, nein Freund," he retorted. "What's nore, we've studied the best-they can't
possi bly have that advantage. All right-let's show these amateurs how one of the old nmasters
handl es arnor!"

The second and third takeovers were as easy as the first. By the fourth, however, nmatters had
changed. It might have dawned on either the Als on the ground or whoever was in comrand of the
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overal|l operation in the nother-ship above that the triple loss of Als and nechs was not due to
simpl e mal function, but to an unknown and unsuspected eneny.

In that, the hostiles were following in the nental footsteps of another pre-Atom c comander, who
had once stated, "Once is happenstance, twice is circunstance, but three tines is eneny action.”
So the fourth tine their forces advanced on a ship, they net with fierce resistance.

They | ost about a dozen nechs, and Siegfried had suffered a bit of a shakeup and a fair anount of
brui sing, but they managed to destroy the fourth Al without nuch damage to Ronmel's exterior
Despite the danger from unexpl oded shells and sone residual radiation, Siegfried doggedly went out
into the weckage to get that precious access code.

He returned to bad news. "They know we're here, Siegfried," Rommel announced. "That |ast barrage
gave them a sil houette upstairs; they know I'ma Bolo, so now they know what they're up against."
Siegfried swore quietly, as he gave Ronmel his fourth contingent of nechs. "Wll, have they
figured out exactly what we're doing yet? Or can you tell?" Siegfried asked while typing in the
fourth unit's access codes.

"l can't-l-can't-Siegfried-" the Bolo replied, suddenly without any inflection at all. "Siegfried.
There is a problem Another. | am stretching ny-resources-"

This time Siegfried swore with a lot less creativity. That was sonet hing he had not even

consi dered! The Als they were elimnating were nuch | ess sophisticated than Romel -

"Drop the last batch!" he snapped. To his relief, Romrel sounded |ike hinself again as he rel eased
control of the last contingent of nechs.

"That was not a pl easurable experience," Ronmel said mildly.

"What happened?" he dermanded.

"As | needed to devote nore resources to controlling the nechs, | began |osing higher functions,"
the Bolo replied sinply. "W shoul d have expected that; so far | amdoing the work of three |esser
Als and all the functions you require, and maneuvering of the various groups we have captured. As
| pick up nore groups, | will inevitably |ose processing functions."

Siegfried thought, frantically. There were about twenty of these invading ships; their plan

absol utely required that Ronmel control at |east eight of the groups to successfully hold the
invasion off Port City. There was no way they'd be anything worse than an annoyance with only
three; the other groups could outflank them "Wat if you shut down things in here?" he asked.
"Run basic life-support, but nothing fancy. And |I could drive-run your weapons' systens."

"You coul d. That would hel p." Ronmel pondered for a nonent. "My cal cul ations are that we can take
the required eight of the groups if you also issue battle orders and | sinmply carry them out. But
there is a further problem™

"Which is?" he asked-al though he had the sinking feeling that he knew what the problem was going
to be.

"Hi gher functions. One of the functions | will |ose at about the seventh takeover is what you
refer to as ny personality. A great deal of my ability to maintain a personality is dependent on
devoting a substantial percentage of ny central processor to that personality. And if it

di sappears-"

The Bol o paused. Siegfried s hands clenched on the arns of his chair.

"-it may not return. There is a possibility that the records and al gorithns which nmake up ny
personality will be witten over by conparison files during strategic control cal cul ations."
Romrel paused. "Siegfried, this is our duty. | amwlling to take that chance."

Siegfried swallowed, only to find a lunp in his throat and his guts in knots. "Are you sure?" he
asked gently. "Are you very sure? What you're tal king about is-is a kind of deactivation.™

"I amsure," Rommel replied firmy. "The Field Marshal woul d have namde the sane choice."

Ronmmel 's manual s were all on a handhel d reader. He had studied themfromfront to back-wasn't
there sonmething in there? "Hold on a m nute-"

He ran through the index, frantically keyword searching. This was a nmenory function, right? O at
least it was software. The designers didn't encourage operators to go mucking around in the Al
functions . . . what would a computer jock call what he was | ooking for?

Finally he found it; a tiny section in progranmmerese, not even listed in the index. He scanned it,
qui ckly, and found the warning that had been the thing that had caught his eye in the first place.
This system has been sinulation proven in expected scenarios, but has never been fully field-
tested.

What the hell did that nean? He had a guess; this was essentially a full-copy backup of the Al's
processor. He suspected that they had never tested the backup function on an Al with a ful
personality. There was no way of knowing if the restoration function would actually "restore" a

| ost personality.

But the backup nmenory-nodul e in question had its own power-supply, and was protected in the nopst

Agai n
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hardened areas of Rommel's interior. Nothing was going to destroy it that didn't slag himand
Romel together, and if "personality" was largely a nmatter of nenory-

It mght work. It might not. It was worth trying, even if the backup procedure was fiendishly hard
toinitiate. They really didn't want operators nucking around with the Als.

Twenty conmand-strings later, a single nenory-nod began its sinple task; Ronmel was back in charge
of the fourth group of nechs, and Siegfried had taken over the driving.

He was not as good as Rommel was, but he was better than he had thought.

They took groups five, and six, and it was horrible-listening to Ronmel fade away, |ose the
vitality behind the synthesized voice. If Siegfried hadn't had his hands full already, literally,
it would have been worse.

But with group seven-

That was when he just about lost it, because in reply to one of his voice-conmands, instead of a
"CGot it, Siegfried," what came over the speakers was the netallic "Affirmative" of a sinple voice-
activated conputer.

Al'l of Ronmel's resources were now devoted to self-defense and control of the arnored nechs.

God and ny Duty. Siegfried took a deep breath, and began keying in the commands for mass arnor

depl oynent .

The anci ent commanders were right; fromthe ground, there was no way of know ng when the nonent of
truth cane. Siegfried only realized they had won when the nother-ship suddenly vani shed from
orbit, and the remaining Als went dead. Cutting their |osses; there was nothing in any of the

equi prent that would betray where it came from Woever was in charge of the invasion force nust
have decided that there was no way they would finish the m ssion before someone, a regularly
schedul ed freighter or a surprise patrol, discovered what was going on and reported it.

By that time, he had been awake for fifty hours straight; he had put squeeze-bul bs of electrolytic
drink near at hand, but he was starving and still thirsty. Wth the air-conditioning cut out, he
must have sweated out every ounce of fluid he drank. H's hands were shaking and every nuscle in
his neck and shoul ders were cranped from hunchi ng over the boards.

Romrel was battered and had | ost several external sensors and one of his guns. But the nonment that
t he not her-shi p vani shed, he had only one thought.

He manual |y dropped control of every mech from Romel's systens, and waited, praying, for his old
friend to "conme back."

But not hi ng happened-other than the obvious things that any Al would do, restoring all the confort-
support and |ife-support functions, and begi nni ng danmage checks and sone self-repair.

Romrel was gone

H s throat closed; his stomach knotted. But-

It wasn't tested. That doesn't nean it won't work.

Once nore, his hands noved over the keyboard, with another twenty command-strings, telling that
little nmenory-nodule in the heart of his Bolo to initiate full restoration. He hadn't thought he
had water to spare for tears-yet there they were, burning their way down his cheeks. Two of them
He ignored them fiercely, shaking his head to clear his eyes, and continuing the comrand-
sequence.

Damage checks and self-repair aborted. Life-support went on automatic.

And Siegfried put his head down on the console to rest his burning eyes for a nonent. Just for a
noment -

Just -

" Ahem "

Siegfried jolted out of sleep, cracking his el bow on the console, staring around the cabin with
his heart racing wldly.

"I believe we have visitors, Siegfried," said that wonderful, familiar voice. "They seem nost

i mpatient."

Screens it up, showing a small army of civilians approaching, riding in everything from out noded
sandrails to tractors, all of themcheering, all of them heading straight for the Bolo.

"We seemto have their approval at |east,"” Ronmel continued.

Hi s heart had stopped racing, but he still trenbled. And once again, he seened to have cone up
with the noisture for tears. He nodded, knowi ng Ronmmel would see it, unable for the nonent to get
any words out.

"Siegfried-before we beconme inmersed in grateful civilians-how did you bring nme back?" Romel
asked. "lI'mrather curious-1 actually seemto renenber fading out. An unpl easant experience."
"How did | get you back?" he nanaged to choke out-and then began | aughi ng
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He hel d up the manual, |aughing, and cried out the famous quote of George Patton-

" '"Rommel, you nmagnificent bastard, | read your book!' "

Sonetinmes we wite for odd narkets; | wote this piece for a magazine called Pet Bird Report,
which is bird behaviorist Sally Blanchard's outlet for continuing information on parrot behavi or
and psychology. It's a terrific nagazine, and if you have a bird but haven't subscribed, | suggest
you would find it worth your while. Wth twelve birds, | need all the help | can get! At any rate,
Sally asked ne for sone fiction, and | cane up with this.

G ey

For nine years, Sarah Jane Lyon-White lived happily with her parents in the heart of Africa. Her
father was a physician, her nother, a nurse, and they worked at a Protestant mission in the Congo.
She was happy there, not the | east because her nother and father were far nore enlightened than
many anot her m ssion worker in the days when Victoria was Queen; taking the cause of healing as
nmore sacred than that of conversion, they undertook to work with the natives, and nade friends

i nstead of eneni es anong the shamans and nedi ci ne- peopl e. Because of this, Sarah was a cheri shed
and protected child, although she was no stranger to the many dangers of life in the Congo.

When she was six, and far older in responsibility than nost of her peers, one of the shaman
brought her a parrot-chick still in quills; he taught her howto feed and care for it, and told
her that while it was a child, she was to protect it, but when it was grown, it would protect and
gui de her. She called the parrot "Gey," and it becane her best friend-and indeed, although she
never told her parents, it became her protector as well

But when she was nine, her parents sent her to live in England for the sake of her health. And
because her nother feared that the climate of England woul d not be good for Grey's health, she had
to | eave her beloved friend behind.

Now, this was quite the usual thing in the days when Victoria was Queen and the great British
Enpire was so vast that there was never an hour when sone part of it was not in sunlight. It was

t hought that English children were nore delicate than their parents, and that the inhospitable
hunors of hot clinmes would nake them sicken and die. Not that their parents didn't sicken and die
quite as readily as the children, who were, in fact, far sturdier than they were given credit for-
but it was thought, by anxious nothers, that the clinate of England would be far kinder to them
So of f they were shipped, sone as young as two and three, torn away fromtheir anxious nmanmas and
native nurses and sent to live with relatives or even total strangers.

Now, as M. Kipling and Ms. Hope-Hodgson have shown us, nany of these total strangers-and no few
of the relatives-were bad, w cked people, interested only in the round gold sovereigns that the
childrens' parents sent to themfor their care. There were many schools where the poor |onely
things were negl ected or even abused; where their health suffered far nore than i f they had stayed
safely at the sides of their namas.

But there were good schools too, and kindly people, and Sarah Jane's nama had been both wi se and
careful in her selection. In fact, Sarah Jane's mana had nmade a choice that was far wi ser than
even she had guessed.

Nan-that was her only name, for no one had told her of any other-Iurked anxiously about the back
gate of the Big House. She was new to this neighborhood, for her slatternly nother had | ost yet
another job in a gin-nll and they had been forced to nove all the way across Whitechapel, and
this part of London was as foreign to Nan as the wilds of Australia. She had been told by nore
than one of the children hereabouts that if she hung about the back gate after tea, a strange nan
with a towel wapped about his head would conme out with a basket of food and give it out to any
child who happened to be there. Now, there were not as nmany children willing to accept this

of fering as night have been expected, even in this poor neighborhood. They were afraid of the nan,
afraid of his piercing, black eyes, his swarthy skin, and his way of walking |like a great hunting-
cat. Sone suspected poison in the food, others nmurnured that he and the woman of the house were
foreigners, and intended to kill English children with terrible curses on the food they offered.
But Nan was faint with hunger; she hadn't eaten in two days, and was willing to dare poison
curses, and anything else for a bit of bread.

Furthernore, Nan had a secret defense; under duress, she could often sense the intent and even
dimy hear the thoughts of others. That was how she avoi ded her nother when it was nost dangerous
to approach her, as well as avoiding other dangers in the streets thensel ves. Nan was certain that
if this man had any ill intentions, she would know it.

Still, as tea-tine and twilight both approached, she hung back a little fromthe wought-iron
gate, beginning to wonder if it wouldn't be better to see what, if anything, her nother brought
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hone. |If she'd found a job-or a "gen'lnun"-there mght be a farthing or two to spare for food

bef ore Aggi e spent the rest on gin. Behind the high, grinmy wall, the Big House | ooned dark and

onm nous agai nst the snoky, |owering sky, and the strange, carved creatures sitting atop every
pillar in the wall and every corner of the House fair gave Nan the shivers whenever she | ooked at
them There were no two alike, and nost of them were beasts out of a rumy's worst deliriuns. The
only one that Nan could see that |ooked at all normal was a big, grey bird with a fat body and a
hooked beak that sat on top of the right-hand gatepost of the back gate.

Nan had no way to tell tine, but as she waited, grow ng col der and hungrier-and nore nervous-wth
each passing nonent, she began to think for certain that the other children had been having her
on. Tea-tinme was surely long over; the tale they'd told her was nothing nore than that, sonething
to gull the newconer with. It was getting dark, there were no other children waiting, and after
dark it was dangerous even for a child like Nan, wise in the ways of the evil streets, to be
abroad. Disappointed, and with her stomach a knot of pain, Nan began to turn away fromthe gate.
"I think that there is no one here, Mssy S ab," said a | ow, deep voice, heavily accented,
soundi ng di sappoi nted. Nan hastily turned back, and peering through the gl oom she barely made out
atall, dark formwth a snmaller one beside it.

"No, Karanjit-look there!" replied the voice of a young girl, and the smaller form pointed at Nan.
Alittle girl ran up to the gate, and waved through the bars. "Hello! |I'm Sarah-what's your name?
Wul d you |i ke sonme tea-bread? W've plenty!"

The girl's voice, also strangely accented, had none of the inperiousness that Nan woul d have
expected conming fromthe child of a "toff." She sounded only friendly and hel pful, and that, nore
than anything, was what drew Nan back to the wought-iron gate.

"I ndeed, M ssy Sarah speaks the truth,"” the nman said; and as Nan drew nearer, she saw that the
other children had not exaggerated when they described him H's head was w apped around in a
cloth; he wore a long, high-collared coat of some bright stuff, and white trousers that were
tucked into glossy boots. He was as fiercely erect as the iron gate itself; |lean and angular as a
hunting tiger, with skin so dark she could scarcely nake out his features, and eyes that glittered
at her |ike beads of black gl ass.

But strangest, and perhaps nost om nous of all, Nan could sense nothing fromthe dark nan. He

nm ght not even have been there; there was a blank wall where his thoughts should have been

The little girl beside himwas perfectly ordinary by conparison; a bright little wen of a thing,
not pretty, but sweet, with a trusting smle that went straight to Nan's heart. Nan had a notherly
side to her; the younger children of whatever nei ghborhood she lived in tended to flock to her

|l ook up to her, and follow her |lead. She in her turn tried to keep themout of trouble, and
whenever there was extra to go around, she fed them out of her own scant stocks.

But the tall fellow frightened her, and nade her nervous, especially when further nonments reveal ed
no nore of his intentions than Nan had sensed before; the girl's bright eyes noted that, and she
whi spered sonething to the dark nman as Nan withdrew a little. He nodded, and handed her a basket
that | ooked promi singly heavy.

Then he withdrew out of sight, leaving the little girl alone at the gate. The child pushed the
gat e open enough to hand the basket through. "Please, won't you cone and take this? It's awfully
heavy. "

In spite of the clear and open brightness of the little girl's thoughts, ten years of hard living
had nade Nan suspicious. The child nmight know nothing of what the dark man wanted. "Wi're yer
givin' food away?" she asked, edging forward a little, but not yet quite willing to take the
basket .

The little girl put the basket down on the ground and cl asped her hands behi nd her back. "Well

Mem sab says that she won't tell Maya and Selimto nake | ess food for tea, because she won't have
us going hungry while we're growi ng. And she says that old, stale toast is fit only for starlings,
so peopl e ought to have the good of it before it goes stale. And she says that there's no reason
why chil dren outside our gate have to go to bed hungry when we have enough to share, and ny Mum
and Da say that sharing is charity and Charity is one of the cardinal virtues, so Memi sab is being
virtuous, which is a good thing, because she'll go to heaven and she woul d nake a good angel ."
Most of that cane out in a rush that quite bew | dered Nan, especially the |ast, about cardina
virtues and heaven and angels. But she did understand that "Menm sab," whoever that was, nust be
one of those daft religious creatures that gave away food free for the taking, and Nan's own Mum
had told her that there was no point in letting other people take what you could get from people
like that. So Nan edged forward and rmade a snatch at the basket-handl e.

She tried, that is; it proved a great deal heavier than she'd thought, and she gave an involuntary
grunt at the weight of it.

"Be careful,"” the little girl adnoni shed mi schievously. "It's heavy."
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"Yer noight'o warned me!" Nan said, a bit indignant, and nore than a bit excited. If this wasn't a
trick-if there wasn't a brick in the basket-oh, she'd eat well tonight, and tonorrow, too!

"Cone back tonorrow " the little thing called, as she shut the gate and turned and ski pped towards
the house. "Renenber ne! |'m Sarah Jane, and I'll bring the basket tonorrow "

"Thenkee, Sarah Jane," Nan call ed back, belatedly; then, just in case these strange creatures
woul d think better of their generosity, she made the basket and hersel f vanish into the night.

She cane earlier the next day, bringing back the now enpty basket, and found Sarah Jane waiting at
the gate. To her disappointnent, there was no basket waiting beside the child, and Nan al npst
turned back, but Sarah saw her and called to her before she could fade back into the shadows of
the streets.

"Karanjit is bringing the basket in a bit," the child said, "There's things Mem sab wants you to
have. And-what am1l to call you? It's rude to call you 'girl,' but I don't know your nane."

"Nan," Nan replied, feeling as if a cart had run over her. This child, though younger than Nan
hersel f, had a way of taking over a situation that was all out of keeping with Nan's notion of how
things were. "Wt kind o place is this, anyway?"

"I't's a school, a boarding-school," Sarah said pronptly. "Mem sab and her husband have it for the
children of people who live in India, nmostly. Memisab can't have children herself, which is very
sad, but she says that neans she can be a nother to us. Mem sab cane fromlndia, and that's where
Karanjit and Selim and Maya and the others are from too; they came with her."

"Yer nmean the black feller?" Nan asked, bewi |l dered. "Yer fromlIn'ju too?"

"No," Sarah said, shaking her head. "Africa. | wish | was back there." Her face paled and her eyes
m sted, and Nan, noved by an inpul se she did not understand, tried to distract her with questions.
"Wt's it loik, then? lzit |oik Lunnun?"

"Li ke London! Ch, no, it couldn't be less |like London!" Nan's ploy worked; the child giggled at
the idea of conparing the Congo with a nmetropolis, and she painted a vivid word-picture of the
green jungles, teeming with birds and animals of all sorts; of the natives who cane to her father
and not her for nedicines. "Mum and Da don't do what sone of the others do-they went and tal ked to
the magi ¢ men and showed themthey weren't going to interfere in the magi c work, and now whenever
Mum and Da have a patient who thinks he's cursed, they call the magic man in to help, and when a
magi ¢ man has soneone that his magic can't help right away, he takes the patient to Mum and Da and
they all put on feathers and Mum and Da give him Wite Medicine while the nagic nan burns his
herbs and feathers and nmakes his chants, and everyone is happy. There haven't been any uprisings
at our station for ever so long, and our nagic men won't |et anyone put black chickens at our
door. One of themgave ne Gey, and | wanted to bring her with nme, but Muimsaid | shouldn't." Now
the child sighed, and | ooked woeful again.

"Wt's a Gey?" Nan asked.

"She's a Polly, a grey parrot with the beautifullest red tail; the nedicine man gave her to ne
when she was all prickles, he showed nme how to feed her with mashed-up yans and things. She's so
smart, she follows ne about, and she can say, oh, hundreds of things. The nedicine man said that
she was to be ny guardian and keep me fromharm But Mumwas afraid the snoke in London woul d hurt
her, and | couldn't bring her with ne." Sarah | ooked up at the fat, stone bird on the gatepost
above her. "That's why Mem sab gave ne that gargoyle, to be my guardian instead. W all have them
each child has her own, and that one's nmine." She | ooked down again at Nan, and | owered her voice
to a whisper. "Sonetinmes when | get |onesone, | cone here and talk to her, and it's like talking
to Gey."

Nan nodded her head, understanding. "QO useta go an' talk t' a stachew in one'a the yards, '"til we
"adta nmove. It looked loik ne grammum Felt loik | was talkin' to 'er, |I fair did."

A footstep on the gravel path made Nan | ook up, and she junped to see the tall man with the head-
wrap standing there, as if he had cone out of the thin air. She had not sensed his presence, and
once again, even though he stood materially before her she could not. He took no notice of Nan

whi ch she was grateful for; instead, he handed the basket he was carrying to Sarah Jane, and

wal ked of f without a word.

Sarah passed the basket to Nan; it was heavier this time, and Nan thought she snelled sonething
like roasted neat. Oh, if only they'd given her the drippings fromtheir beef! Her mouth watered
at the thought.

"1 hope you like these,"” Sarah said shyly, as Nan passed her the nmuch-lighter enpty. "Mem sab says
that if you'll keep coming back, I'"'mto talk to you and ask you about London; she says that's the
best way to | earn about things. She says otherwi se, when | go out, | mght get into trouble |
don't understand."

Nan's eyes wi dened at the thought that the head of a school had said anything of the sort-but
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Sarah Jane hardly seened like the type of child to lie. "All roit, | s'pose," she said dubiously.
"I'f you'll be 'ere, so'll G."

The next day, faithful as the rising sun, Sarah was waiting with her basket, and Nan was invited
to conme inside the gate. She wouldn't venture any farther in than a bench in the garden, but as
Sar ah asked questions, she answered themas bluntly and plainly as she would any simlar question
asked by a child in her own nei ghborhood. Sarah | earned about the dangers of the dark side of
London first-hand-and oddly, although she nodded wisely and with clear understanding, they didn't
seemto frighten her

"Garn!" Nan said once, when Sarah absorbed the interesting fact that the opiumden a few doors
fromwhere Nan and her nother had a room had pitched three dead nen out into the street the night
before. "Yer ain't never seen nothin' loik that!"

"You forget, Mum and Da have a hospital, and it's very dangerous where they are," Sarah replied

matter-of-factly. "lI've seen dead nen, and dead wonen and even babi es. Wen Nkunba cane in cl awed
up by a lion, | helped bring water and bandages, while Mum and Da sewed hi mup. Wen there was a
bl ack-water fever, | saw lots of people die. It was horrid and sad, but | didn't fuss, because

Nkunba and Da and Mum were worked nearly to bones and needed ne to be good."

Nan's eyes wi dened again. "Wt else y'see?" she whispered, inpressed in spite of herself.

After that, the two children traded stories of two very different sorts of jungles. Despite its
dangers, Nan thought that Sarah's was the better of the two.

She | earned other things as well; that "Mem sab" was a conpletely remarkabl e woman, for she had a
Si kh, a @irkha, two Mdslens, two Buddhists, and assorted H ndus working in peace and harnony
together-"and Mumsaid in her letter that it's easier to get |eopards to herd sheep than that!"”
Mem sab was by no neans a fool; the Sikh and the Gurkha shared guard duty, patrolling the walls by
day and night. One of the H ndu wonen was the "ayah," who took care of the snallest children; the
rest of the notley assortment were servants and even teachers.

She heard many stories about the renmarkable G ey, who really did act as Sarah's guardian, if Sarah
was to be believed. Sarah described tinmes when she had inadvertently gotten | ost; she had called
frantically for Gey, who was allowed to fly free, and the bird had cone to her, |eading her back
to famliar paths. Grey had kept her fromeating sonme pretty but poisonous berries by flying at
her and ni pping her fingers until she dropped them Gey alerted the servants to the presence of
snakes in the nursery, always making a patrol before she allowed Sarah to enter. And once,
according to Sarah, when she had encountered a lion on the path, Gey had flown off and nade
sounds |ike a young gazelle in distress, attracting the lion's attention before it could scent
Sarah. "She led it away, and didn't conme back to ne until it was too far away to bot her com ng
back," the little girl clained solemly, "Grey is very clever." Nan didn't know whether to gape at
her or |augh; she couldn't imagine how a nmere bird could be intelligent enough to talk, nuch |ess
act with purpose.

Nan had breath to [ augh wi th, nowadays, thanks to baskets that held nore than bread. The food she
found in there, though distinctly odd, was always good, and she no |onger felt out of breath and
tired all the tine. She had stopped wondering and worryi ng about why "Mem sab” took such an
interest in her, and sinply accepted the gifts w thout question. They might stop at any nonent;
she accepted that w thout question, too.

The only thing she couldn't accept so easily was the nanservant's eerie mental silence.

"How i s your nother?" Sarah asked, since yesterday Nan had confessed that Aggie been "on a tear"
and had consuned, or so Nan feared, sonething stronger and nore dangerous than gin.

Nan shook her head. "I dunno,” she replied reluctantly. "Aggie didn' wake up when | went out.
Tha's not roight, she us'lly at |east waked up t'foind out wha' | got. She don' half loik them
baskets, 'cause it means | don' go beggin' as nuch."

"And if you don't beg noney, she can't drink," Sarah observed shrewdly. "You hate beggi ng, don't
you?"

"Mostly | don' like gettin' kicked an' cursed at,'

Nan tenporized. "It ain't loik I"mgettin'

under f oot "
But Sarah's questions were comng too near the bone, tonight, and Nan didn't want to have to deal
with them She got to her feet and picked up her basket. "I gotter go," she said abruptly.

Sarah rose from her seat on the bench and gave Nan a penetrating | ook. Nan had the peculiar
feeling that the child was | ooking at her thoughts, and deciding whether or not to press her
further. "All right," Sarah said. "It is getting dark."

It wasn't, but Nan wasn't about to pass up the offer of a graceful exit. "'Tis, that," she said
pronptly, and squeezed through the narrow opening Karanjit had left in the gate.

But she had not gone four paces when two rough-1ooking nen in shabby tweed jackets bl ocked her
path. "You Nan Killian?" said one hoarsely. Then when Nan stared at him bl ankly, added, "Aggie
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Killian's girl?"

The answer was surprised out of her; she hadn't been expecting such a confrontation, and she
hadn't yet managed to sort herself out. "Ye-es," she said slowy.

"Good," the first nan grunted. "Yer Ma sent us; she's gone t' a new place, an' she wants us t'show
y' the way."

Now, several thoughts flew through Nan's mind at that nmoment. The first was, that as they were
paid up on the rent through the end of the week, she could not inmagi ne Aggi e ever vacating before
the tine was up. The second was, that even if Aggie had set up somewhere el se, she would never
have sent a pair of strangers to find Nan

And third was that Aggie had turned to a nore potent intoxicant than gin-which neant she woul d
need a deal nore noney. And Aggie had only one thing left to sell.

Nan.

Their mnds were such a roil that she couldn't "hear" any distinct thoughts, but it was obvious
that they meant her no good.

"Wait a minnit-" Nan said, her voice trenbling alittle as she backed away fromthe two nen,
edging around themto get to the street. "Did jer say Aggie Killian's gel? Me Ma ain't called
Killian, yer got th' wong gel-"

It was at that nmonent that one of the men lunged for her with a curse. He had his hands nearly on
her, and woul d have gotten her, too, except for one bit of interference.

Sarah canme shooting out of the gate like a little bullet. She body-slamed the fellow, going into
the back of his knees and knocking himright off his feet. She danced out of the way as he fell in
the nick of tinme, ran to Nan, and caught her hand, tugging her towards the street. "Run!" she
commanded i nperiously, and Nan ran.

The two of them scrabbled through the dark alleys and twi sted streets without any idea where they
were, only that they had to shake off their pursuers. Unfortunately, the tine that Nan woul d have
put into | earning her new nei ghborhood |ike the back of her grimy little hand had been put into
talking with Sarah, and before too long, even Nan was | ost in the maze of dark, fetid streets.
Then their luck ran out altogether, and they found thenselves staring at the blank wall of a
building, in a dead-end cul -de-sac.

They whirled around, hoping to escape before they were trapped, but it was already too late. The
bul ky sil houettes of the two nen | oonmed against the fading light at the end of the street.

"Oo's yer friend, ducky?" the first man purred. "Think she'd loik t'cone wth?"

To Nan's astoni shnent, Sarah stood straight and tall, and even stepped forward a pace. "l think
you ought to go away and | eave us alone,” she said clearly. "You' re going to find yourselves in a
| ot of trouble."

The tal kative man | aughed. "Themis big words fromsuch a little gel," he nocked. "W ain't |eavin'
Wi 'out we collect what's ours, an' a bit nore fer th' trouble yer caused."

Nan was petrified with fear, shaking in every linb, as Sarah stepped back, putting her back to the
damp wall. As the first man touched Sarah's arm she shrieked out a single word.

"Gey!"

As Sarah cried out the nane of her pet, Nan let |oose a wordl ess prayer for sonething, anything,
to cone to their rescue

Sonet hi ng screanmed behind the nman; startled and distracted for a nonment, he turned. For a nonent,
a fluttering shape obscured his face, and he screamed in pain. He shook his head, violently.

"CGet it off!" he screamed at his partner. "Get it offl"

"Cet what off?" the man said, bew | dered. "There ain't nothin' there!"

The man clawed frantically at the front of his face, but whatever had attacked hi m had vani shed

wi thout a trace. But not before | eading nore substantial help to the rescue.

Qut of the dusk and the first wisps of fog, Karanjit and another swarthy man ran on noi sel ess
feet. In their hands were cudgel s which they used to good purpose on the two who opposed them Nor
did they waste any effort, clubbing the two senseless with a remarkabl e econonmy of notion

Then, without a single word, each of the men scooped up a girl in his arns, and bore them back to
the school. At that point, finding herself safe in the arns of an unl ooked-for rescuer, Nan felt
secure enough to break down into hysterical tears.

Nor was that the end of it; she found herself bundled up into the sacred precincts of the schoo
itself, plunged into the first hot bath of her life, wapped in a clean flannel gown, and put into
a real bed. Sarah was in a sinilar bed beside her. As she sat there, numb, a plain-Ilooking woman
with beautiful eyes cane and sat down on the foot of Sarah's bed, and | ooked fromone to the other
of them

"Well," the lady said at last, "what have you two to say for yoursel ves?"

Nan coul dn't manage anything, but that was all right, since Sarah wasn't about to let her get in a
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word anyway. The child jabbered Iike a nonkey, a confused speech about Nan's nother, the nen she'd
sold Nan to, the virtue of Charity, the tinmely appearance of Grey, and a great deal nore besides.
The | ady |istened and nodded, and when Sarah ran down at |ast, she turned to Nan

"I believe Sarah is right in one thing," she said gravely. "I believe we will have to keep you
Now, both of you-sleep."

And to Nan's surprise, she fell asleep inmmediately.

But that was not the end to the story. A nonth later, Sarah's nother arrived, with Grey in a cage
Nan had, by then, found a place where she could listen to what went on in the best parlor wthout
bei ng found, and she glued her ear to the crack in the pantry to Iisten when Sarah was taken into
t hat hal | owed room

"-found Grey sensel ess beside her perch," Sarah's nother was saying. "I thought it was a fit, but
the Shaman swore that Sarah was in trouble and the bird had gone to help. G ey awoke none the
worse, and | woul d have thought nothing nore of the incident, until your message arrived."

"And so you cane, very wisely, bringing this remarkable bird." Menm sab nmade chirping noises at the
bird, and an odd little voice said, "Hello, bright eyes!"

Mem sab chuckl ed. "How much of strangeness are you prepared to believe in, nmy dear?" she asked
gently. "Wywuld you believe me if | told you that | have seen this bird once before--fluttering and
pecki ng at nmy wi ndow, then |eading ny nen to rescue your child?"

"l can only answer with Hamet," Sarah's nother said after a pause. "That there are nore things in
heaven and earth than | suspected."

"Good," Mem sab replied decidedly. "Then | take it you are not here to renbve Sarah from our
nmdst."

"No," came the soft reply. "I cane only to see that Sarah was well, and to ask if you would permt
her pet to be with her."

"dadly," Mem sab said. "Though | m ght question which of the two was the pet!"”

"Clever bird!'" said Gey.

I enjoyed the characters in "Gey" so nuch that | decided to wite another novella for this

ant hol ogy using the sanme characters. You might think of Memi sab Harton as the Victorian version of
D ana Tregarde, sans vanpire boyfriend. I'mtoying with the idea of doing an entire book about the
Harton School, Nan, Sarah, and Gey, and I'd be interested to hear if anyone besides parrot-Iovers
woul d want to read it.

G ey's Chost

When Victoria was the Queen of England, there was a small, unprepossessing school for the children
of expatriate Englishnen that had quite an interesting reputation in the shoddy Whitechape

nei ghbor hood on which it bordered, a reputation that kept the students safer than all the bobbies
i n London.

Once, a young, inpoverished beggar-girl named Nan Killian had obtained | eftovers at the back gate,
and nost of the other waifs and gutter-rats of the neighborhood shunned the place, though they
gladly shared in Nan's bounty when she dared the gate and its guardi an

But now another child picked up food at the back gate of the Harton School For Boys and Grls on
the edge of Whitechapel in London, not Nan Killian. Children no | onger shunned the back gate of
the school, although they treated its inhabitants with extrene caution. Adults-particularly the
crimnal, disreputable crimnals who preyed on children-treated the place and its inhabitants with
a great deal nore than nmere caution. Wrd had gotten around that two child-pinps had tried to take
one of the pupils, and had been found with arns and | egs broken, beaten sensel ess. Wrd had

foll owed that anyone who threatened another child protected by the school would be found dead-if
he was found at all.

The two tall, swarthy "blackfellas" who served as the school's guards were runored to have strange
powers, or be nmenbers of the thugee cult, or worse. It was safer just to pretend the school didn't
exi st and go about one's unsavory business el sewhere.

Nan Killian was no longer a child of the streets; she was now a pupil at the school herself, a
transmut ati on that astoni shed her every norni ng when she awoke. To find herself in a neat little
dormtory room papered with roses, curtained in gingham made her often feel as if she was
dreaming. To then rise with the other girls, dress in clean, fresh clothing, and go off to | essons
in the hitherto unreachabl e realns of reading and witing was nore than she had ever dared dream
of .

Her best friend was still Sarah, the little girl fromAfrica who had brought her that first basket
of leftovers. But now she slept in the next bed over from Sarah's, and they shared many | ate-ni ght
gi ggl es and confidences, instead of |eftover tea-bread.
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Nan al so had a job; she had di scovered, sonewhat to her own bemusenent, that the littlest children
instinctively trusted her and woul d obey her when they obeyed no-one el se. So Nan "paid" for her
tutoring and keep by hel ping Nadra, the babies' nurse, or "ayah," as they all called her. Nadra
was fromlIndia, as were nost of the servants, fromthe form dable guards, the Sikh Karanjit and
the Gurkha Selim to the cook, Maya. Ms. Helen Harton-or Menisab, as everyone call ed her-and her
husband had once been expatriates in India thenselves. Master Harton-called, with ultinmte
respect, Sahib Harton-now worked as an advisor to an inport firm his service in India had |eft
himwith a small pension, and a pernmanent |inp. Wien he and his wife had returned and had | earned
quite by accident of the terrible conditions children returned to England often lived in, they had
resol ved that the children of their friends back in the Punjab, at |east, would not have that
terrible know edge thrust upon them

Here the children sent away in bew | dernent by anxious parents fearing that they woul d sicken in
the hot foreign lands found, not a cold and alien place with nothing they recognized, but the
fam | iar sounds of Hindustani, the confort and coddling of a native nanny, and the faniliar
curries and rice to eat. Their new hone, if a little shabby, held furniture made faniliar from
their years in the bungal ows. But nost of all, they were not told coldly to "be a man" or "stop
being a crybaby"-for here they found friendly shoul ders to weep out their honesi ckness on. If
there were no French Masters here, there was a great deal of |love and care; if the furniture was
unf ashi onabl e and shabby, the children were well-fed and rosy.

It never ceased to amaze Nan that more parents didn't send their children to the Harton School

but some fol ks mstakenly trusted relatives to take better care of their precious ones than
strangers, and sone thought that a school owned and operated by soneone with a lofty reputation or
atitle was a wiser choice for a boy-child who would likely join the Cvil Service when he cane of
age. And as for the girls, there would al ways be those who felt that |essons by French danci ng-
mast ers and | anguage teachers, |essons on the harp and in water-color painting, were nore val uabl e
than a sound education in the same basics given to a boy.

Sonetimes these parents |l earned their | essons the hard way.

* * %

"Ready for milesson, Menmisab,"” Nan called into the second-best parlor, which was Mem sab's private
domain. It was commonly understood that sonetines Menm sab had to do odd things-"Inportant things
that we don't need to know about," Sarah said w sely-and she m ght have to do themat a nonment's
notice. So it was better to announce oneself at the door before venturing over the threshol d.

But today Mem sab was only reading a book, and | ooked up at Nan with a snile that transformed her
pl ain face and nade her eyes bright and beautiful.

By now Nan had seen plenty of |adies who dressed in finer stuffs than Menisab's sinple Artistic
gown of common stuffs, nade bright with enbroidery courtesy of Maya. Nan had seen | adi es who were
acknow edged Beauties like Ms. Lillie Langtry, |adies who obviously spent many hours in the hands
of their dressers and hairdressers rather than pulling their hair up into a sinple chignon from
which little curling strands of brown-gold were always escaping. Menisab's jewelry was not of

di anonds and gold, but odd, heavy pieces in silver and sem -precious gens. But in Nan's eyes, not
one of those ladies was worth wasting a single glance upon

Then again, Nan was a little prejudiced.

"Cone in, Nan," the Headm stress said, patting the flowered sofa beside her invitingly. "You're
doi ng much better already, you know. You have a quick ear."

"Thenkee, Mem sab," Nan replied, flushing with pleasure. She, |like any of the servants, would
gladly have laid down her life for Menl sab Harton; they all worshi pped her blatantly, and a word
of praise fromtheir idol was worth nore than a pocketful of sovereigns. Nan sat gingerly down on
the chintz-covered sofa and snoothed her clean pinafore with an unconsci ous gesture of pride.

Mem sab took a book of etiquette fromthe table beside her, and opened it, |ooking at Nan
expectantly. "CGo ahead, dear."

"Good nmorning, nma'am How do you do? | amquite well. | trust your famly is fine," Nan began, and
waited for Menisab's response, which would be her cue for the next polite phrase. The point here
was not that Nan needed to | earn manners and nmannerly speech, but that she needed to | ose the
dreadful cadence of the streets which woul d doom her to poverty forever, quite literally. Nan
spoke the commnpl ace phrases slowy and with great care, as nmuch care as Sarah took over her
French. An accurate anal ogy, since the King's English, as spoken by the niddle and upper classes,
was nearly as nuch a foreign | anguage to Nan as French and Latin were to Sarah

She had gotten the knack of it by thinking of it exactly as a foreign |anguage, once Meni sab had
proven to her how nuch better others would treat her if she didn't speak |like a guttersnipe. She
was still fluent in the |anguage of the streets, and often went out with Karanjit as a transl ator
when he went on errands that took himinto the sluns or Chinatown. But gradually her tongue becane
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accustoned to the new cadences, and her habitual speech marked her |ess as "untouchable."
"Beautifully done," Memisab said warmy, when Nan finished her recitation. "Your new assi gnment
will be to pick a poemand recite it to ne, properly spoken, and nenorized."

"I think I'd I oike-like-to do one uv M. Kipling's, Menisab,"” Nan said shyly.

Mem sab | aughed. "I hope you aren't thinking of 'GQunga Din,' you naughty girl!" the wonman nock-
chided. "It had better be one fromthe Jungl e Book, or Puck of Pook's Hill, not something witten
in Cockney dialect!"

"Yes, Mem sab, | mean, no, Menisab," Nan replied quickly. "I"Il pick a right'un. Mebbe the |ullaby

for the Wiite Seal ?" Ever since discovering Rudyard Kipling' s stories, Nan had been conpletely
enthralled; Memisab often read themto the children as a go-to-bed treat, for the stories often
evoked nenories of India for the children sent away.

"That will do very well. Are you ready for the other |esson?" Menisab asked, so casually that no
one but Nan woul d have known that the "other |esson" was one not taught in any other school in
this part of the world.

"l-think so." Nan got up and closed the parlor door, signaling to all the world that she and

Mem sab were not to be disturbed unl ess sonmeone was dying or the house was burni ng down.

For the next half hour, Memi sab turned over cards, and Nan called out the next card before she
turned it over. Wien the last of the fifty-two lay in the face-up pile before her, Nan waited
expectantly for the results.

"Not at all bad; you had al nost half of them and all the colors right," Memisab said with
content. Nan was di sappoi nted; she knew that Mem sab could call out all fifty-two w thout an
error, though Sarah could only get the colors correctly.

"Sahi b brought ne sone things fromthe warehouse for you to try your 'feeling' on," Menisab
continued. "I truly think that is where you true Gfts lie, dear."

Nan sighed nournfully. "But knowin' the cards would be a lot nore useful," she conpl ai ned.

"What, so you can grow up to cheat foolish young nmen out of their inheritances?" Now Meni sab
actual ly laughed out loud. "Try it, dear, and the Gft will desert you at the time you need it
nmost! No, be content with what you have and learn to use it wisely, to help yourself and others."”
"But card-sharpin' would help ne, an' | could use takin's to help others,"” Nan couldn't resist
protesting, but she held out her hand for the first object anyway.

It was a carved beetle; very interesting, Nan thought, as she waited to "feel" what it would tel
her. It felt like pottery or stone, and it was of a turquoise-blue, shaded with pale brown. "It's
old," she said finally. Then, "Really old. A d as-Methusalum It was made for an inportant man
but not a king or anything.”

She tried for nore, but couldn't sense anything else. "That's all," she said, and handed it back
to Men sab.
"Now this." The carved beetle that Menisab gave her was, for all intents and purposes, identica

to the one she'd just held, but inmmediately Nan sensed the difference.

"Piff! That 'un's new" She also felt sonething el se, sonething of intent, a sensation she readily
identified since it was one of the driving forces behind comrerce in Witechapel. "Feller as nade
it figgers he's put one over on sonebody."

"Excel l ent, dear!" Mem sab nodded. "They are both scarabs, a kind of good-luck carving found wth
munmi es- whi ch are, indeed, often as old as Methuselah. The first one | knew was real, as | hel ped
unw ap the munmy nysel f. The second, however, was from a shipment that Sahib suspected were
fakes."

Nan nodded, interested to learn that this Gft of hers had sonme practical application after all
"So could be | could tell people when they been gamobned?"

"Very likely, and quite likely that they would pay you for the know edge, as long as they don't
think that you are trying to fool themas well. Here, try this." The next object placed in Nan's
hand was a bit of jewelry, a sinple silver brooch with "gens" of cut iron. Nan dropped it as soon
as it touched her hand, overwhel ned by fear and horror

"Lunmy!" she cried, without thinking. "He killed her!"

Who "they" were, she had no sense of; that would require nore contact, which she did not want to
have. But Memi sab didn't seemat all surprised; she just shook her head very sadly and put the
brooch back in a little box which she closed w thout a word.

She held out a child' s |locket on a worn ribbon. "Don't be afraid, Nan," she coaxed, when Nan was
reluctant to accept it, "This one isn't bad, | pronise you."

Nan t ook the | ocket gingerly, but broke out into a snile when she got a feeling of warnth,
contentnent, and happi ness. She waited for other inmages to cone, and sensed a tired, but
exceedi ngl y happy worman, a proud nman, and one-no, two strong and lively nmites with the wonan.
Slyly, Nan glanced up at her nentor. "She's '"ad twins, 'asn't she?" Nan asked. "Wwen was it?"
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"I just got the letter and the | ocket today, but it was about two nonths ago," Mem sab replied.
"The lady is nmy best friend s daughter, who was given that |ocket by her nother for |uck just
before the birth of her children. She sent it to ne to have it duplicated, as she would like to
present one to each little girl."

"I'd "ave it taken apart, an' put half of th' old "un with half of the new 'un," Nan suggest ed,
and Mem sab brightened at the idea.

"An excellent idea, and | will do just that. Now, dear, are you feeling tired? Have you a
headache? W' ve gone on | onger than we did at your |last |esson."

Nan nodded, quite ready to admt to both.

Mem sab gave her still-thin shoulders a little hug, and sent her off to her afternoon | essons.

Fi guring cane harder to Nan than readi ng; she'd already had sone letters before she had arrived,
enough to spell out the signs on shops and stalls and the |ike and nake out a word here and there
on a di scarded broadsheet. Wen the full mystery of letters had been disclosed to her, nastery had
conme as naturally as breathing, and she was already able to read her bel oved Kipling stories with
m ni mal pronpting. But nunbers were a nystery arcane, and she struggled with the youngest of the
children to conprehend what they neant. Anything past one hundred baffled her for the nonent, and
Sarah did her best to help her friend.

After arithmetic cane geography, but for a child to whom Kensi ngton Pal ace was the end of the
universe, it was harder to believe in the existence of Arabia than of Fairyland, and Heaven was
quite as real and solid as South Anerica, for she reckoned that she had an equal chance of seeing
either. As for how all those odd nanmes and shapes fit together . . . well!

Hi story cane easier, although she didn't yet grasp that it was as real as yesterday, for to Nan it
was just a chain of linking stories. Perhaps that was why she | oved the Kipling stories so much,
for she often felt as out-of-place as Mowgli when the hunman-tribe tried to reclaimhim

At the end of |essons Nan usually went to help Nadra in the nursery; the children there, ranging
in age fromtw to five, were a handful when it came to getting them bathed and put to bed. They
tried to put off bedtime as |ong as possible; there were a hal f-dozen of them which was just
enough that when Nadra had finally gotten two of theminto a bathtub, the other four had escaped,
and were runni ng about the nursery like dripping, naked apes, screaming joyfully at their escape
But tonight, Karanjit canme for Nan and Sarah as soon as the history | esson was over, summpning
themwith a ook and a gesture. As always, the African parrot Gey sat on Sarah's shoul der; she
was so wel | - behaved, even to the point of being housebroken, that he was allowed to be with her
fromnorning to night. The handsome grey parrot with the bright red tail had adapted very well to
this new sort of jungle when Sarah's nother brought her to her daughter; Sarah was very careful to
keep her warm and out of drafts, and she ate virtually the same food that she did. Meni sab seened
to understand the kind of diet that let her thrive; she allowed her only a little of the chicken
and beef, and made certain that she filled up on carrots and ot her vegetabl es before she got any
of the curried rice she Ioved so much. In fact, she often pointed to Grey as an exanple to the

ot her children who would rather have had sweets than green stuffs, telling themthat G ey was
smarter than they were, for she knew what woul d make her grow big and strong. Being unfavorably
conpared to a bird often nade the difference with the little boys in particular, who were behaving
better at table since the parrot cane to live at the school

So Grey cane al ong when Karanjit brought themto the door of Mem sab's parlor, cautioning themto
wait quietly until Mem sab called them

"What do you suppose can be goi ng on?" Sarah asked curiously, while Gey turned her head to | ook
at Nan with her penetrating pal e-yell ow eyes.

Nan shushed her, pressing her ear to the keyhole to see what she could hear. "There's another | ady
in there with Menm sab, and she sounds sad," Nan said at |ast.

G ey cocked her head to one side, then turned his head upsi de down as she sonetines did when
sonet hi ng puzzled her. "Hurt," she said quietly, and made a little sound |ike someone crying.

Nan had | ong since gotten used to the fact that Grey noticed everything that went on around her
and occasionally conmented on it |ike a human person. |If the wolves in the Jungle Book could think
and tal k, she reasoned, why not a parrot? She accepted Grey's abilities as casually as Sarah, who
had rai sed her herself and had no doubt of the intelligence of her feathered friend.

Had either of them acquired the "w sdom' of their elders, they m ght have been surprised that

Mem sab accepted those abilities too.

Nan junped back as footsteps warned her that the visitor had risen and was comi ng towards the
door; she and Sarah pressed thensel ves back against the wall as the strange worman passed them her
face hidden behind a veil. She took no notice of the children, but turned back to Meni sab
"Katherine, | believe going to this woman is a grave mi stake on your part," Menm sab told her
quietly. "You and | have been friends since we were in school together; you know that | would
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never advi se you agai nst anything you felt so strongly about unless |I thought you night be harned
by it. This woman does you no good."
The woman shook her head. "How could | be harmed by it?" she replied, her voice trenbling. "Wat

possible ill could cone of this?"

"A very great deal, | fear," Mem sab, her expression sone conbinati on of concern and ot her
enotions that Nan couldn't read.

| mpul sively, the wonman reached out for Mem sab's hand. "Then cone with me!" she cried. "If this

worman cannot convince you that she is genuine, and that she provides ne with what | need nore than
breath, then | will not see her again."”

Mem sab' s eyes | ooked keenly into her friend' s, easily defeating the conceal ment of the veil about
her features. "You are willing to risk her unmasking as a fraud, and the pain for you that wll
fol | ow?"

"I am certain enough of her that | know that you will be convinced, even against your will," the
worman replied with certainty.
Mem sab nodded. "Very well, then. You and |-and these two girls-will see her together."

Only now did the woman notice Sarah and Nan, and her brief glance dism ssed them as uni nportant.
"l see no reason why you wish to have children along, but if you can guarantee they wll behave,
and that is what it takes you to be convinced to see Madane Varonsky, then so be it. | will have
an invitation sent to you for the next seance."

Mem sab smiled, and patted her friend s hand. "Sonetines children see things nore clearly than we
adults do," was all she replied. "I will be waiting for that invitation."

The woman squeezed Memi sab's hand, then turned and | eft, ushered out by one of the native
servants. Mem sab gestured to the two girls to precede her into the parlor, and shut the door

behi nd t hem

"What did you think of the |ady, Nan?" asked their teacher, as the two children took their places
si de-by-side, on the | oveseat they generally shared when they were in the parlor together.

Nan assessed the wonman as would any street-child; econom cs cane first. "She's in mournin' an'
she's gentry,"” Nan replied automatically. "Silk gowns fer nmournin' is sonmethin' only gentry kin
afford. | 'spect she's easy t' gammon, too; paid no attention t'us, an' | was near enough t' get
me hand into 'er purse an' her never knowin' till she was hone. An' she didn' ask fer a cab t' be
brung, so's | reckon she keeps 'er carriage. That's not jest gentry, tha's quality."

"Right on all counts, ny dear," Menisab said, a bit grimy. "Katherine has no nore sense than one
of the babies, and never had. Her parents didn't spoil her, but they never saw any reason to
educate her in practical matters. They counted on her finding a husband who woul d do all her
thinking for her, and as a consequence, she is pliant to any hand that offers nastery. She narried
into money; her husband has a very high position in the Col onial Governnment. Nothing but the best
school would do for her boy, and a spoiled little |ad he was, too."

G ey suddenly began coughing, nost realistically, a series of terrible, racking coughs, and Sarah
turned her head to |l ook into her eyes. Then she turned back to Mem sab. "He's dead, isn't he?" the
child said, quite matter-of-factly. "He got sick, and died. That's who she's in mourning for."
"Quite right, and as G ey showed us, he caught pneunonia." Mem sab | ooked grim "Poor food, icy
roons, and barbaric treatnment-" She threw up her hands, and shook her head. "There's no reason to
go on; at |least Katherine has decided to trust her twins to us instead of the school her husband

wanted. She'll bring themto Nadra tonorrow, Nan, and they'll probably be terrified, so I'm
counting on you to help Nadra soothe them"
Nan could well inagine that they would be terrified; not only were they being left with strangers,

but they would know, at |east dimy, that their brother had cone away to school and died. They
woul d be certain that the sane was about to happen to them

"That, however, is not why | sent for you," Mem sab continued. "Katherine is seeing a nmedium do
ei ther of you know what that is?"

Sarah and Nan shook their heads, but Grey nmade a rude noise. Sarah | ooked shocked, but Nan giggled
and Mem sab | aughed.

"I amafraid that Grey is correct in her opinions, for the nost part," the wonan told them "A
medi umis a person who clains to speak with the dead, and help the souls of the dead speak to the
living." Her nmouth conpressed, and Nan sensed her carefully controlled anger. "All this is
acconplished for a very fine fee, |I might add."

"Ho! Like them gypsy pal mreaders, an' the conjure-nen!" Nan exclained in recognition. "Aye,
there's a nort'a gammon there, and that's sure. You reckon this |ady's been ganmoned, then?"

"Yes | do, and | would |ike you two-three-" she anmended, with a penetrating |look at Gey, "-to
help ne prove it. Nan, if there is trickery afoot, do you think you could catch it?"
Nan had no doubt. "I bet | could," she said. "Can't be harder'n keepin' a hand out uv yer pocket-
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or grabbin' the wist once it's in."

"Good girl-you nust remenber to speak properly, and only when you're spoken to, though," Men sab
warned her. "If this so-called nmediumthinks you are anything but a gently-reared child, she m ght
find an excuse to dismss the seance."” She turned to Sarah. "Now, if by sone incredible chance
this woman i s genuine, could you and Gey tell?"

Sarah's head bobbed so hard her curls tunbled into her eyes. "Yes, Mem sab," she said, with as
much confidence as Nan. "Ml uko, the Medicine Man that gave ne Grey, said that Gey could tel

when the spirits were there, and someday | might, too."

"Did he, now?" Menisab gave her a curious look. "How interesting! Wll, if Gey can tell us if
there are spirits or not, that will be quite useful enough for our purposes. Are either of you
afraid to go with ne? | expect the invitation will cone quite soon." Again, Menm sab had that grim
| ook. "Katherine is too choice a fish to be allowed to swmfree for |Iong; the Madame will want to
keep her under her control by 'consulting’ with her as often as possible."

Sarah | ooked to Nan for guidance, and Nan thought that her friend night be alittle fearful

despite her brave words. But Nan herself only laughed. "I ain't afraid of nobody's sham ghost,"
she said, curling her lip scornfully. "An" | ain't sure |I'd be afraid uv a real one."

"Wsely said, Nan; spirits can only harmus as nuch as we pernmit themto." Nan thought that

Mem sab | ooked relieved, |ike maybe she hadn't wanted to count on their help until she actually

got it. "Thank you, both of you." She reached out and took their hands, giving thema squeeze that
said a great deal wi thout words. "Now, both of you get back to whatever it was that | took you
from | will let you knowin plenty of time when our excursion will be."

It was past the babies' bed-tine, so Sarah and Nan went together to beg Maya for their del ayed
tea, and carried the tray thenselves up to the nowdeserted nursery. They set out the tea-things
on one of the little tables, feeling a nutual need to discuss Mem sab's strange proposition

G ey had her tea, too; a little bow of curried rice, carrots, and beans. They set it down on the
table and Grey clinbed carefully down from Sarah's shoul der to the table-top, where she selected a
bean and ate it neatly, holding in on one claw while she took snmall bites, watching them both.

"Do you think there m ght be real ghosts?" Sarah asked i medi ately, shivering a little. "I nean,
what if this lady can bring real ghosts up?"

Grey and Nan nade the sane rude noise at the same tine; it was easy to tell where G ey had | earned
it. "Garn!" Nan said scornfully. "Reckon that Memi sab only ast if you could tell as an outside
bet. But the livin' people mght be the ones as is dangerous." She ate a bite of bread-and-butter
thoughtfully. "I dunno as Mem sab's thought that far, but that Mssus Katherine's a right easy
mark, an' a fat 'un, too. People as is willin' t' gamon the gentry m ght not be real happy about
bein" found out."

Sarah nodded. "Should we tell Karamit?" she asked, showing a great deal nore commpn sense than
she woul d have before Nan cane into her life. "Mem sab's thinking hard about her friend, but she
nm ght not think a bit about herself."
"Aye, an' Seliman' nmebbe Sahib, too.'
lordly Sahib froma distance.

"I"ll ask Selimto tell Sahib, if you'll talk to Karanjit," Sarah said, knowi ng the surest route
to the Master from her know edge of the School and its inhabitants. "But tell ne what to | ook for
Three sets of eyes are better than two."

"Fust thing, whatever they want you t' | ook at is gonna be what nakes a fuss-noises or voices or
what ever," Nan said after a noment of thought. "I dunno how this medium stuff is gonna work, but
that's what happens when a purse gets nicked. You gotta get the mark's attention, so he won't be
thinkin' of his pocket. So whatever they want us to look at, we look away from That's the main
thing. Mebbe Mem sab can tell us what these things is s'pposed to be like-if | know what's t
happen, | kin guess what tricks they're like t' pull." She finished her bread and butter, and
began her own curry; she'd quickly acquired a taste for the spicy Indian dishes that the other
children loved. "If there ain't ghosts, | bet they got somebody dressed up t' |look like one." She
grinned slyly at Gey. "An' | betcha a good pinch or a bite would make "imyell proper!™

"And you couldn't hurt a real ghost with a pinch." Sarah nodded. "I suppose we're just going to
have to watch and wait, and see what we can do."

Nan, as always, ate as a street-child would, although her manners had i nproved considerably since
com ng to the School; she inhaled her food rapidly, so that no one would have a chance to take it
fromher. She was already finished, although Sarah hadn't eaten nore than half of her tea. She put
her plates aside on the tray, and propped her head up on her hands with her el bows on the table.
"W got to talk to Karanjit an' Selim that's the main thing," she said, thinking out |oud. "They
m ght know what we should do."

"Selimw |l come home with Sahib," Sarah answered, "But Karanjit is probably |eaving the basket at

Nan was a little dubious about that, having only seen the
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the back gate right now, and if you run, you can catch him al one."

Taki ng that as her hint, for Sarah had a way of know ng where nbst people were at any given tine,
Nan junped to her feet and ran out of the nursery and down the back stairs, flying through the
kitchen, much to the amusenent of the cook, Maya. She burst through the kitchen door, and ran down
the path to the back gate, so quickly she hardly felt the cold at all, though she had run outside
wi thout a coat. Mustafa swept the garden paths free of snow every day, but so soon after Boxing
Day there were nmounds of the stuff on either side of the path, snowwth a faint tinge of gray
fromthe soot that plagued London in al nbst every weat her.

Nan saw the Si kh, Karanjit, soon enough to avoid bouncing off his legs. The tall, dark, imrensely
dignified man was bundled up to the eyes in a heavy quilted coat and two nufflers, his head
wrapped in a dark brown turban. Nan no | onger feared him though she respected himas only a
street child who has seen a superior fighter in action could. "Karanjit!" she called, as she

sl owed her headl ong pace. "I need t' talk wi' ye!"

There was an anused glint in the Sikh's dark eyes, though only rmuch association with him all owed
Nan to see it. "And what does M ssy Nan wi sh to speak of that she cones racing out into the cold
like the wind fromthe nountains?"

"Mem sab ast us t' help her with somethin'-there's this lady as is a needeeyumthat she thinks is
gammoni n' her friend. We-tha's Sarah an' Grey an' ne-we says a' course, but-" Here Nan stopped,
because she wasn't entirely certain howto tell an adult that she thought another adult didn't

know what she was getting herself into. "I just got a bad feelin'," she ended, |anely.
But Karanjit did not belittle her concerns, nor did he chide her. Instead, his eyes grew even
darker, and he nodded. "Cone inside, where it is warm" he said, "I wish youto tell nme nore."

He sat her down at the kitchen table, and gravely and respectfully asked Maya to serve them both
tea. He took his with neither sugar nor cream but sawto it that Nan's was heavily sweetened and
at least half milk. "Now " he said, after she had warmed herself with the first sip, "Tell me
all."

Nan rel ated everything that had happened fromthe tine he cane to take both of themto the parlor
to when she had left Sarah to find him He nodded fromtime to tinme, as he drank tea and unwound
himself fromhis nufflers and coat.

"I believe this," he said when she had finished. "I believe that Memisab is a wi se, good, and
brave wonman. | al so believe that she does not think that helping her friend will nean any rea
danger. But the w se, the good, and the brave often do not think as the nmean, the bad, and the
cowardly do-the jackals that feed on the pain of others will turn to devour those who threaten
their neal. And a nman can die fromthe bite of a jackal as easily as that of a tiger."

"So you think my bad feelin' was right?" Nan's relief was total; not that she didn't trust

Mem sab, but-Mem sab didn't know the kind of creatures that Nan did.

"Indeed | do-but | believe that it would do no good to try to persuade Menmi sab that she shoul d not
try to help her friend." Karanjit smiled slightly, the barest lifting of the corners of his nouth.
"Neverthel ess, Sahib will know how best to protect her w thout insulting her great courage." He

pl aced one of his long, brown hands on Nan's shoulder. "You may |l eave it in our hands, M ssy Nan-
though we may ask a thing or two of you, that we can do our duty with no harmto Menm sab's own

pl ans. For now, though, you may sinply rely upon us."

"Thenkee, Karanjit," Nan sighed. He patted her shoul der, then unfolded his long | egs and rose from
his chair with a slight bowto Maya. Then he left the kitchen, allowing Nan to finish her tea and
run back up to the nursery, to give Sarah and G ey the wel cone news that they would not be the
only ones concerned with the protection of Memi sab fromthe consequences of her own generous

nat ure.

Sahi b took both Nan and Sarah aside just before bedtinme, after Karanjit and Selim had been
closeted with himfor half an hour. "Can | ask you two to come to ny study with me for a bit?" he
asked quietly. He was often thought to be older than Menm sab, by those who were deceived by the
streaks of grey at each tenple, the stiff way that he wal ked, and the odd expression in his eyes,
whi ch seened to Nan to be the eyes of a man who had seen so nmuch that nothing surprised him
anynore. Nan had trusted himthe nonment that she set eyes on him although she couldn't have said
why.

"So long as Nadra don't fuss," Nan replied for both of them Sahib smled, his eyes crinkling at
t he corners.

"I have already nmade it right with Nadra," he prom sed. "Karanjit, Selim and Memi sab are waiting
for us."

Nan felt better inmediately, for she really hadn't wanted to go sneaking around behind Mem sab's
back. Fromthe | ook that Sarah gave her, Nan reckoned that she felt the sane.
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"Thank you, sir," Sarah said politely. "W will do just as you say."

Very few of the children had ever been inside the sacred precincts of Sahib's office; the first
thing that struck Nan was that it did not snmell of tobacco, but of sandal wood and ci nnanon. That
surprised her; nost of the nmen she knew snoked al t hough their wonenfol k di sapproved of the habit,
but evidently Sahib did not, not even in his own private space.

There was a tiger-skin on the carpet in front of the fire, the glass eyes in its head glinting
cruelly in a manner unnerving and lifelike. Nan shuddered, and thought of Shere Khan, with his
taste for man-cub. Had this been another terrible killer of the jungle? Did tigers |eave vengefu
ghost s?

Heavy, dark drapes of sone indeterm nate color shut out the cold night. Hanging on the walls,

whi ch had been papered with faded gol d arabesque upon a ground of |ight brown, was a junble of
menentos from Sahib's life in India: crossed spears, curious daggers and swords, enbroidered
tapestries of strange characters twined with exotic flowers and birds, carved plaques of some
heavy, dark wood inlaid with brass, bizarre masks that resenbl ed nothing less than brightly

pai nted denmons. On the desk and adorning the shel ves between the books were statues of half- and
full y-naked gods and goddesses, nore bits of carving in wod, stone, and ivory. Bookshelves built
floor-to-ceiling held nore books than Nan had known exi sted. Sahib took his place behind his desk
whi | e Menmi sab perched boldly on the edge of it. Selimand Karanjit stood beside the fire like a
pair of guardi an statues thenselves, and Sahib gestured to the children to take their places on
the over-stuffed chairs on either side of the fireplace. Nan waited tensely, wondering if Menm sab
was going to be angry because they went to others with their concerns. A though it had not fallen
out so here, she was far nore used to being in trouble over sonething she had done than in being
encouraged for it, and the reflexes were still in place.

"Karanjit tells nme that you four share sonme concern over ny planned excursion to the nmedium Nan,"
Mem sab said, with a smle that told Nan she was not in trouble for her neddling, as she had
feared. "They went first to Sahib, but as we never keep secrets from one another, he canme to ne.
And | commend all four of you for your concern and caution, for after sone discussion, | was
forced to agree with it."

"And | would Iike to comend both of you, Nan, Sarah, for having the wisdomto go to an adult with
your concerns," added Sahib, with a kindly nod to both of themthat Nan had not expected in the

| east. "That shows great good sense, and please, continue to do so in the future."

"I thought-1 was afeared-" Nan began, then blurted out all that she'd held in check. "Memi sab is

"bout the smartest, goodest lady there is, but she don't know bad people! Me, | know | seed 'em
an' | figgered that they weren't gonna lay down an' lose their fat mark without a fight!"
"And very wise you were to renmind us of that," Sahib said gravely. "I pointed out to Meni sab that

we have no way of knowi ng where this mediumis from and she is just as likely to be a crimnal as
a lady-nore so, in fact. Just because she speaks, acts, and dresses |like a |ady, and seeks her
clients fromanong the gentry, means nothing; she could easily have a crew of thugs as her
acconplices.”

"As you say, Sahib," Karanjit said gravely. "For, as it is said, it is a short step froma
deception to alie, fromalie to a cheat, froma cheat to a theft, and froma theft to a nurder."
Mem sab blushed. "I will admit that | was very angry with you at first, but when nmy anger cool ed,
it was clear that your reasoning was sound. And after all, am| some CGothic heroine to go w de-
eyed into the villains' lair, never suspecting trouble? So, we are here to plan what we all shall
do to free Katherine of her dangerous obsession.”

"Me, | needta know what this see-ants is gonna be like, Memisab,” Nan put in, sitting on the edge
of the chair tensely. "Wat sorta things happens?"

"CGenerally, the participants are brought into a roomthat has a round table with chairs circling
it." Mem sab spoke directly to Nan as if to an adult, which gave Nan a rather pleasant, if
shivery, feeling. "The table often has objects upon it that the spirits will supposedly nove;
often a bell, a tanbourine and a nmegaphone are anong them though why spirits would feel the need
to play upon a tanbourine when they never had that urge in life is quite beyond ne!"

She | aughed, as did Sahib; the girls giggled nervously.

"At any rate, the participants are asked to sit down and hold hands. Oten the nediumis tied to
the chair; her hands are secured to the arns, and her feet to the legs." Nan noticed that Meni sab

used the word "legs" rather than the mannerly "linbs," and thought the better of her for that.
"The lights are brought down, and the seance begins. Mst often objects are noved, including the
table, the tanbourine is played, the bell is rung, all as a sign that the spirits have arrived.

The spirits nost often speak by neans of raps on the table, but Katherine tells ne that the spirit
of her little boy spoke directly, through the floating negaphone. Sonetines a spirit will actually
appear; in this case, it was just a glowi ng face of Katherine's son."
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Nan thought that over for a nonent. "Be sinple 'nuff t' tilt the chair an' get yer legs free by
slippin the rope down over the chair-feet," she observed, "An' all ye hev t' do is have chair-arns
as isn't glued t' their pegs, an' ye got yer arns free too. Be easy enough to make all kind uv

t hi ngs dance about when ye got arnms free. Be easy 'nuff t' nake th' table lift if's |ight enough
an' rap on it, too."

Sahib stared at her in astonishnment. "I do believe that you are the nost val uable addition to our
household in a long time, young lady!" he said with delight that made Nan blush. "I would never
have t hought of any of that."

"1 dunno how ye'd make sunmat gl ow, though,” Nan adnitted.

"Ch, | know that," Sarah said casually. "There's stuff that grows in rotten wood that nakes a

gl ow, sone of the nagic-nmen use it to frighten people at night. It grows in swanps, so it probably
grows in England, too."

Karanjit grinned, his teeth very white in his dark face, and Seli mnodded with pride. "Wat is it
that the Bl ack Robe's Book says, Sahib? Qut of the mouths of babes cones w sdon®?"

Mem sab nodded. "I should have told you nore, earlier,” she said ruefully. "Well, that's nmended in
time. Now we all know what to | ook for."

G ey clicked her beak several tines, then exclained, "Quch!"

"Gey is going to try to bite whatever comes near her," Sarah expl ai ned.

"I don't want her venturing off your arm" Mem sab cautioned. "I won't chance her getting hurt."
She turned to Sahib. "The chances are, the roomwe will be in will have very heavy curtains to
prevent light fromentering or escaping, so if you and our warriors are outside, you won't know
what roomwe are in."

"Then I'd Iike one of you girls to exercise childish curiosity and go imediately to a wi ndow and
| ook out," Sahib told them "At |east one of us will be where we can see both the front and the

back of the house. Then if there is trouble, one of you signal us and we'll conme to the rescue."
"Just like the shining knights you are, all three of you," Mem sab said warmy, |aying her hand
over the one Sahib had on the desk. "I think that is as much of a plan as we can |lay, since we
really don't know what we will find in that house.™

"I't's enough, | suspect,"” Sahib replied. "It allows two of us to break into the house if
necessary, while one goes for the police." He stroked his chin thoughtfully with his free hand.
"Or better yet, I'lIl take a whistle; that will sumon help in no time." He glanced up at Men sab

"What time did you say the invitation specified?"

"Seven," she replied promptly. "Well after dark, although Katherine tells me that her sessions are
usually later, nearer mdnight."

"The nmedi um may anticipate sone trouble fromsleepy children," Sahib specul ated. "But that's just
a guess." He stood up, still holding his wife's hand, and she slid off her perch on the desk and
turned to face them "Ladies, gentlenen, | think we are as prepared as we can be for trouble. So

I et us get a good night's sleep, and hope that we will not find any."

Then Sahib did a surprising thing; he came around his desk, linmping stiffly, and bent over Nan and
took her hand. "Perhaps only I of all of us can realize how brave you were to confide your worry
to an adult you have only just conme to trust, Nan," he said, very softly, then grinned at her so

i mpi shly that she saw the little boy he nust have been in the eyes of the mature man. "Ain't no
doubt 'uv thet, missy. Yer a cunnin' noit, an' 'ad nore blows then pats, G reckon," he continued
in street cant, shocking the breath out of her. "I came up the same way you are now, dear, thanks
to a very kind man with no son of his own. | want you to renmenber that to us here at this school
there is no such thing as a stupid question, nor will we dismss any worry you have as trivial
Never fear to bring either to an adult.”

He strai ghtened up, as Menisab cane to his side, nodding. "Now both of you try and get sone sleep
for every warrior knows that sleep is nore inportant than anything el se before a battle."

Ha, Nan thought, as she and Sarah followed Karanjit out of the study. There's gonna be trouble;
kin feel it, an' so can he. He didn' get that tiger by not havin' a nose fer trouble. But-I reckon
the trouble's gonna have its hands full with him

The mediumlived in a nodest house just off one of the squares in the part of London that housed
those clerks and the like with pretensions to a loftier address than their purses would allow, an
area totally unfanmiliar to Nan. The house itself had seen better days, though, as had nost of the
ot her homes on that dead-end street, and Nan suspected that it was rented. The houses had that
peculiarly faded | ook that cane when the owners of a house did not actually live there, and those
who did had no reason to care for the property thenselves, assuming that was the duty of the

| andl or d.

Mem sab had chosen her gown carefully, after discarding a wal king-suit, a mourning-gown and veil
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and a peculiar draped garnment she called a sari, a souvenir of her time in India. The first, she

t hought, nade her | ook untrusting, sharp, and suspicious, the second would not be believed had the
medi um done any research on the backgrounds of these new sitters, and the third smacked of
nockery. She chose instead one of the plain, sinple gows she preferred, in the node called
"Artistic Reforni; not particularly stylish, but Nan thought it was a good choice. For one thing,
she could move in it; it was |ooser than the highest node, and did not require tight corseting. If
Mem sab needed to run, kick, or dodge, she coul d.

The girls followed her quietly, dressed in their starched pinafores and dark dresses, show ng the
best possible manners, with Grey tucked under Sarah's coat to stay warmuntil they got within
doors.

It was quite dark as they nounted the steps to the house and rang the bell. It was answered by a
sour-faced woman in a plain black dress, who ushered theminto a sitting roomand took their
coats, with a startled glance at Grey as he popped her head out of the front of Sarah's jacket.
She sai d not hing, however, and neither did G ey as she clinbed to Sarah's shoul der

The wonman returned a nmonment |ater, but not before Nan had heard the faint sounds of surreptitious
steps on the floor above them She knew it had not been the sour woman, for she had clearly heard
those steps going off to a closet and returning. |If the seance-roomwas on this floor, then, there
was soneone el se above

The sitting-roomhad been decorated in a very odd style. The paintings on the wall were all either
religious in nature, or extrenely norbid, at least so far as Nan was concerned. There were

pi ctures of women weepi ng over graves, of angels lifting away the soul of a dead child, of a woman
throwi ng herself to her death over a cliff, of the spirits of three children hovering about a nan
and worman nourning over pictures held in their listless hands. There was even a picture of a girl
crying over a dead bird lying in her hand.

Crystal gl obes on stands decorated the tables, along with bouquets of funereal lilies whose heavy,
sweet scent dominated the chill room The tables were all draped in fringed cloths of a deep
scarlet. The hard, severe furniture was either of wood or upholstered in prickly horsehair. The
two | anps had been lit before they entered the room but their light, hanpered as it was by heavy
brocade | anp shades, cast nore shadows than illum nation

They didn't have to wait long in that unconfortable room for the sour servant departed for a
nmoment, then returned, and conducted theminto the next room

This, evidently, was only an antechanber to the room of nysteries; heavy draperies swathed all the
wal | s, and there were straight-backed chairs set against themon all four walls. The lily-scent
pervaded this roomas well, mxed with another, that Nan recogni zed as the H ndu i ncense that
Nadra often burned in her own devotions.

There was a single picture in this room on the wall opposite the door, with a candle placed on a
smal | table beneath it so as to illuminate it properly. This was a portrait in oils of a plunp
worman swat hed in pal e draperies, her hands cl asped nel odramatically before her breast, her eyes
cast upwards. Snoke, presunmably that of incense, swirled around her, with the suggestion of faces
init. Nan was no judge of art, but Mem sab walked up to it and examned it with a critical eye.
"Nei ther good nor bad," she said, neasuringly. "I would say it is either the work of an unknown
professional or a talented amateur."

"A talented amateur," said the |lady that Mem sab had called "Katherine," as she too was ushered
into the chanber. "My dear friend Lady Harrington painted it; it was she who introduced nme to
Madanme Varonsky." Mem sab turned to neet her, and Katherine glided across the floor to take her
hand in greeting. "It is said to be a very speaking |likeness,"” she continued. "I certainly find it
so. "

Nan studied the woman further, but saw nothing to change her original estinmation. Katherine wore
yet anot her nourning gown of expensive silk and nohair, enbellished with jet beadwork and fringes
that shivered with the slightest movenent. A black hat with a full veil perched on her carefully
coiffed curls, fair hair too dark to be called gol den, but not precisely brown either. Her ful
lips trenbled, even as they uttered words of polite conversation, her eyes threatened to fill at
every monent, and Nan thought that her weak chin reflected an overly sentinental and vapid
personality. It was an assessnent that was confirned by her conversation with Men sab
conversation that Nan ignored in favor of listening for other sounds. Over their heads, the floor
creaked softly as soneone noved to and fro, trying very hard to be quiet. There were al so sone odd
scratching sounds that didn't sound like mice, and once, a dull thud, as of sonething heavy being
set down a little too hard.

Sonet hi ng was going on up there, and the person doing it didn't want themto notice.

At length the incense-snell grew stronger, and the drapery on the wall to the right of the
portrait parted, revealing a door, which opened as if by itself.
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Taking that as their invitation, Katherine broke off her small talk to hurry eagerly into the
sacred precincts; Mem sab gestured to the girls to precede her, and foll owed on their heels. By
previ ous arrangenment, Nan and Sarah, rather than noving towards the circular table at which Madane
Varonsky waited, went to the two walls likeliest to hold wi ndows behind their heavy draperies

bef ore anyone coul d stop them

It was Nan's luck to find a corner w ndow overl ooking the street, and she made sure that sone
light fromthe roomw thin flashed to the watcher on the opposite side before she dropped the
drapery.

"Cone away fromthe wi ndows, children,” Mem sab said in a voice that gently chided. Nan and Sarah
i medi ately turned back to the room and Nan assessed the foe.

Madane Varonsky's portraitist had flattered her; she was decidedly paler than she had been
painted, with a conpl exi on unpleasantly |ike wax. She wore sinilar draperies, garments which could
have conceal ed anything. The snile on her thin lips did not reach her eyes, and she regarded the
parrot on Sarah's shoulder with distinct unease

"You did not warn me about the bird, Katherine," the wonman sai d, her voice rather reedy.

"The bird will be no trouble, Madane Varonsky," Mem sab soothed. "It is better behaved than a good
many of ny pupils.”

"Your pupils-1 am not altogether clear on why they were brought,’
her sharp bl ack eyes on Nan and Sarah

"Nan is an orphan, and wants to | earn what she can of her parents, since she never knew them™
Mem sab said snoothly. "And Sarah lost a little brother to an African fever.™

"Ah." Madanme Varonsky's suspicions dimnished, and she gestured to the chairs around the table.
"Pl ease, all of you, do take your seats, and we can begin at once."

As with the antechanber, this roomhad walls swathed in draperies, which Nan deci ded coul d concea
an entire arny if Madanme Varonsky were so inclined. The only furnishings besides the seance table
and chairs were a sinuous statue of a fenmale conpletely envel oped in draperies on a draped table,
with incense burning before it in a small charcoal brazier of brass and cast iron.

The table at which Nan took her place was very much as Mem sab had described. A surreptitious bunp
as Nan took her seat on Menisab's |eft hand proved that it was quite light and easy to nove; it
woul d be possible to Ilift it with one hand with no difficulty at all. On the draped surface were
some of the objects Meni sab had described; a tanbourine, a negaphone, a little hand-bell. There
were three lit candles in a brass candlestick in the niddle of the table, and sone objects Nan had
not expected-a fiddle and bow, a rattle, and a pair of handkerchiefs.

This is where we're supposed to | ook, Nan realized, as Sarah took her place on Mem sab's right,
next to Madanme Varonsky, and Katherine on Nan's left, flanking the mediumon the other side. She
wi shed she could | ook up, as Grey was unashanedly doi ng, her head over to one side as one eye
peered upwards at the ceiling above them

"I'f you would follow dear Katherine's exanple, child," said Madane, as Katherine took one of the
handkerchiefs and used it to tie the mediums wist to the armof her chair. She smled crookedly.
"This is to assure you that | amnot enploying any trickery." Sarah, behaving with absol ute
docility, did the sanme on the other side, but cast Nan a knowi ng | ook as she finished. Nan knew
what that neant; Sarah had tried the armof the chair and found it | oose.

"Now, if you all will hold hands, we will beseech the spirits to attend on us." The nedi um turned
her attention to Meni sab as Katherine and Sarah stretched their arnms across the table to touch
hands, and the rest reached for the hands of their partners. "Pray do not be al armed when the
candl es are extinguished; the spirits are shy of light, for they are so delicate that it can
destroy them They will put out the candles thensel ves."

For several |long noments they sat in conplete silence, as the incense snoke thickened and curl ed
around. Then al though there wasn't a single breath of noving air in the room the candle-flanes
began to dim one by one, and go out!

Nan felt the hair on the back of her neck rising, for this was a phenomena she coul d not account
for-to distract herself, she | ooked up quickly at the ceiling just intine to see a faint |ine of
light in the formof a square vanish

She felt better imediately. However the nedi um had extingui shed the candles, it had to be a
trick. If she had any real powers, she wouldn't need a trapdoor in the ceiling of her seance-room
As she | ooked back down, she realized that the objects on the table were all glowing with a dim
greeni sh |ight.

"Spirits, are you with us?" Madanme Varonsky called. Nan inmediately felt the table begin to lift.
Kat heri ne gasped; Meml sab gave Nan's hand a squeeze; understandi ng i medi ately what she want ed,
Nan let go of it. Now Memi sab was free to act as she needed.

"The spirits are strong tonight," Madanme nurnured, as the table settled again. "Perhaps they will

Madanme Varonsky replied, turning
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give us a further denonstration of their powers."

Exactly on cue, the tanbourine rose into the air, shaking uncertainly; first the nmegaphone joi ned
it, then the rattle, then the hand-bell, all floating in md-air, or seemng to. But Nan was

| ooki ng up, not at the objects, and saw a very dimsquare, too dimto be called Iight, above the
tabl e. A deeper shadow noved back and forth over that area, and Nan's |ip curled with contenpt.
She had no difficulty in imagining how the objects were "levitating"; one by one, they'd been
pull ed up by wires or black strings, probably hooked by neans of a fishing-rod fromthe room
above.

Now rappi ng began on the table, to further distract their attention. Madanme began to ask

questi ons.

"I's there a spirit here for Hel en Harton?" she asked. One rap-that was a no; not surprising, since
t he medi um probably wouldn't want to chance making a mstake with an adult. "lIs there a spirit
here for Katherine Boughrmont?" Two raps-yes. "Is this the spirit of a child?" Two raps, and

al ready Kat herine had begun to weep softly. "Is it the spirit of her son, Edward?" Two raps plus

the bell rang and the rattle and tambourine played, and Nan found herself feeling very sorry for
the poor, silly woman.

"Are there other spirits here tonight?" Two raps. "Is there a spirit for the child Nan?" Two raps.
"I's it her father?" One rap. "Her nother?" Two raps, and Nan had to control her tenper, which
flared at that noment. She knew very well that her nother was still alive, though at the rate she

was goi ng, she probably wouldn't be for Iong, what with the gin and the opium and the rest of her

m serable life. But if she had been a young orphan, her parents dead in sone foreign land |ike one

or two of the other pupils, what woul d she not have given for the barest word fromthem however

illusory? Wwuld she not have been willing to believe anything that sounded warm and ki nd?

There appeared to be no spirit for Sarah, which was just as well. Midane Varonsky was ready to

pul | out the next of her tricks, for the floating objects settled to the table again.

"My spirit-guide was known in life as the great Paganini, the nmaster violinist," Mdame Varonsky

announced. "As nusic is the food of the soul, he will enploy the sane sweet nusic he made in life

to bridge the gap between our world and the next. Listen, and he will play this instrunent before

us!"

Fi ddl e nmusic appeared to cone fromthe instrument on the table, although the bow did not actually

nmove across the strings. Katherine gasped.

"Rel ease the child' s hand a moment and touch the violin, dear Katherine," the nediumsaid, in a

ki nd, but distant voice. Katherine evidently let go of Sarah's hand, since she still had hold of

Nan's, and the shadow of her fingers rested for a nonent on the neck of the fiddle.

"The strings!" she cried. "Helen, the strings are vibrating as they are played!"

If this was supposed to be sone great, |ong-dead nusic-naster, Nan didn't think nuch of his

ability. If she wasn't m staken, the tune he was playing was the child' s chant of "London Bridge

Is Falling Down," but played very, very slowy, turning it into a solemm dirge.

"Touch the strings, Helen!" Katherine urged. "See for yourself!"

Nan felt Mem sab | ean forward, and anot her hand-shadow fell over the strings. "They are vibrating.
" she said, her voice suddenly uncertain

The music ground to a halt before she took her hand away-and until this noment, G ey had been as

silent as a stuffed bird on a lady's hat. Now she did sonet hi ng.

She began to sing. It was a very clever inmitation of a fiddle, playing a jig-tune that a street-

musi ci an often played at the gate of the School, for the pennies the pupils would throw to him

She quit al nost inmediately, but not before Memi sab took her hand away fromthe strings, and Nan

sensed t hat sonehow Grey had given her the clue she needed to solve that particular trick

But the medi um nmust have thought that her special spirit was responsible for that scrap of jig-

tune, for she didn't say or do anything.

Nan sensed that all of this was building to the main turn, and so it was.

Remenbering bel atedly that she shoul d be keepi ng an eye on that suspicious square above. She

glanced up just intine to see it disappear. As the nmedium began to noan and sigh, calling on

Pagani ni, Nan kept her eye on the ceiling. Sure enough, the dimline of |ight appeared again,

form ng a greyish square. Then the lines of the square thickened, and Nan guessed that a square

pl at form was being | owered from above.

Pungent incense snoke thickened about them filling Nan's nose and stinging her eyes so that they

wat er ed, and she smothered a sneeze. It was hard to breathe, and there was something strangely,

disquietingly fam liar about the scent.

The medium's words, spoken in a harsh, accented voice, cut through the snoke. "I, the great

Pagani ni, am here anong you!"

Once agai n, Katherine gasped.
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"Har ken and be still! Lo, the spirits gather!"

Nan's eyes burned, and for a nonent, she felt very dizzy; she thought that the soft glow in front
of her was due to nothing nore than eyestrain, but the glow strengthened, and she blinked in shock
as two vague shapes took formamd the withing snoke.

For a new brazier, belching forth such thick snmoke that the coals were invisible, had "appeared"
in the center of the table, just behind the candlestick. It was above this brazier that the

gl owi ng shapes hovered, and slowy took on an identifiable form Nan felt dizzier, sick; the room
seermed to turn slowy around her

The faces of a young worman and a little boy | ooked vaguely out over Nan's head fromthe cl oud of
snoke. Kat herine began to weep-presunmably she thought she recognized the child as her own. But the
fact that the young worman | ooked nothing like Nan's nother (and in fact, |ooked quite a bit |ike
the sketch in an advertisement for Bovril in the Tinmes) woke Nan out of her nental haze.

And so did Gey.

She heard the flapping of wings as G ey plumeted to the floor. She sneezed urgently, and shouted
al oud, "Bad air! Bad air!"

And that was the nonent when she knew what it was that was so famliar in the incense snoke, and
why she felt as tipsy as a sailor on shore |eave.

"Hashi sh!" she choked, trying to shout, and not nanagi ng very well. She knew this scent; on the
rare occasi ons when her nother could afford it-and before she'd turned to opiumshe' d snoked it in
preference to drinking. Nan could only think of one thing; that she nust get fresh air in here
before they all passed out!

She shoved her chair back and staggered up and out of it; it fell behind her with a clatter that
seermed nuffled in the snoke. She groped for the brazier as the two faces continued to stare,
unmoved and unnoving, fromthe thick billows. Her hands felt like a pair of lead-filled nittens;
she had to fight to stay upright as she swayed like a drunk. She didn't find it, but her hands

cl osed on the cool, smooth surface of the crystal ball.

That was good enough; before the medium could stop her, she heaved up the heavy ball with a grunt
of effort, and staggered to the wi ndow. She half-spun and flung the ball at the draperies hiding
the unseen window, it hit the drapes and carried theminto the glass, crashing through it, taking
the drapery with it.

A gush of cold air, as fresh as air in London ever got, streaned in through the broken panes, as
bedl am erupted in the room behi nd Nan.

She dropped to the floor, ignoring everything around her for the noment, as she breathed in the
air tainted only with snog, waiting for her head to clear. Gey ran to her and huddl ed with her
rat her than joining her beloved mstress in the poi sonous snoke.

Kat herine shrieked in hysteria, there was a nan as well as the medi um shouting, and Mem sab cursed
all of themin some strange | anguage. Gey gave a terrible shriek and half-ran, half flew away.
Nan fought her dizziness and disorientation; |ooked up to see that Memi sab was struggling in the
grip of a stringy fellow she didn't recogni ze. Katherine had been backed up into one corner by the
medi um and Sarah and Grey were pummeling the mediumw th small fists and wi ngs. Menm sab ki cked at
her captor's shins and stanped on his feet with great effect, as his grunts of pain denonstrated
Nan struggled to her feet, guessing that she must have been the one worst affected by the hashish
fumes. She wanted to run to Mem sab's rescue, but she couldn't get her legs to work. In a nonment
the sour-faced wonan woul d surely break into the room turning the balance in favor of the eneny-
The door did crash open behind her just as she thought that, and she tried to turn to face the new
f oe-

But it was not the foe.

Sahi b charged through the broken door, pushing past Nan to bel abor the nan hol ding Mem sab with
his cane; within three blows the man was on the floor, npaning. Before Nan fell, Karanjit caught
her and steadied her. Mre nmen flooded into the room and Nan let Karanjit steer her out of the
way, concentrating on those steadying breaths of air. She thought perhaps that she passed out of
consciousness for a while, for when she next noticed anything, she was sitting bent over in a
chair, with Karanjit hovering over her, frowning. At sone point the brazier had been extingui shed,
and a policeman was collecting the ashes and the renmains of the drug-1laced incense.

Finally her head cleared; by then, the struggle was over. The medium and her fellow tricksters
were in the custody of the police, who had cone with Sahib when Nan threw the crystal ball through
the wi ndow. Sahib was talking to a policeman with a sergeant's badge, and Nan guessed that he was
expl ai ni ng what Mem sab and Kat heri ne were doing here. Katherine wept in a corner, conforted by
Mem sab. The police had brought lanps into the seance-roomfromthe sitting-room showing all too
clearly how the nmedi um had achi eved her work; a hatch in the ceiling to the room above, through
whi ch things could be | owered; a magic-lantern behind the drapes, which had cast its inage of a
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woman and boy onto the thick brazier snoke. That, and the disorienting effect of the hashish had
made it easy to trick the clients.

Finally the bobbies took their captives away, and Katherine stopped crying. Nan and Sarah sat on
the chairs Karanjit had set up, watching the adults, Grey on her usual perch on Sarah's shoul der.
A cushion stuffed in the broken wi ndow cut of f nost of the cold air from outside.

"I can't believe | was so foolish!" Katherine noaned. "But-| wanted to see Edward so very nuch-"
"I hardly think that falling for a clever deception backed by drugs nakes you foolish, ma'am"
Sahi b said gravely. "But you are to count yourself fortunate in the loyalty of your friends, who
were willing to place thensel ves in danger for you. | do not think that these people would have
been willing to stop at nere fraud, and neither do the police."

Hi s |last words nade no inpression on Katherine, at |east none that Nan sawbut she did turn to
Mem sab and clasp her hand fervently. "I thought so ill of you, that you would not believe in
Madane, " she said tearfully. "Can you forgive nme?"

Mem sab smiled. "Always, ny dear," she said, in the voice she used to soothe a frightened child.
"Since your notive was to enlighten nme, not to harm nme-and your notive in seeking your poor
child' s spirit-"

A chill passed over Nan at that nonent that had nothing to do with the outside air. She | ooked
sharply at Sarah, and saw a very curious thing.

There was a very vague and shi mery shape standing in front of Sarah's chair; Sarah |ooked at it
with an intense and thoughtful gaze, as if she was listening to it. Mire than that, Gey was doing
the sane. Nan got the distinct inpression that it was asking her friend for a favor.

Grey and Sarah exchanged a gl ance, and the parrot nodded once, as grave and sober as a parson
then spread her wings as if sheltering Sarah |ike a chick

The shimrering formmelted into Sarah; her features took on a mischievous expression that Nan had
never seen her wear before, and she got up and went directly to Katherine.

The wonan | ooked up at her, startled at the intrusion of a child into an adult discussion, then
pal ed at something she saw in Sarah's face.

"Ch, Munmy, you don't have to be so sad,” Sarah said in a curiously hollow, piping soprano. "I'm
all right, really, and it wasn't your fault anyway, it was that horrid Lord Babbi ngton that made
you and Papa send nme to Overton. But you nmust stop crying, please! Laurie is already scared of
being left, and you're scaring her nore."

Now, Nan knew very well that Mem sab had not said anything about a Lord Babbi ngton, nor did she
and Sarah know what school the poor little boy had been sent to. Yet, she wasn't frightened; in
fact, the protective but calmlook in Gey' s eye nade her feel rather good, as if sonething inside
her told her that everything was going wonderfully well.

The ef fect on Katherine was not what Nan had expected, either

She reached out tentatively, as if to touch Sarah's face, but stopped short. "This is you, isn't
it, darling?" she asked in a whisper.

Sarah nodded-or was it Edward who nodded? "Now, |'ve got to go, Mummy, and | can't cone back. So
don't look for ne, and don't cry anynore."

The shimrering withdrew, forming into a brilliant ball of |ight at about Sarah's heart, then shot
off, so fast that Nan couldn't followit. Gey pulled in her wi ngs, and Sarah shook her head a
little, then regarded Katherine with a particularly neasuring expressi on before com ng back to her
chair and sitting down.

"Qut of the nouths of babes, Katherine," Menm sab said quietly, then | ooked up at Karanmit. "I
think you and Selimshould take the girls hone now, they' ve had nore than enough excitenent for
one night."

Karanjit bowed silently, and Grey added her own vote. "Wan' go back," she said in a decidedly firm
tone. Wen Selim brought their coats and hel ped themto put themon, Gey clinbed right back

i nside Sarah's, and didn't even put her head back out again

They didn't have to go hone in a cab, either; Katherine sent them back to the school in her own
carriage, which was quite a treat for Nan, who' d had no notion that a private carriage would cone
equi pped with such conforts as heated bricks for the feet and fur robes to bundle in. Nan didn't
say anything to Sarah about the aftermath of the seance until they were alone together in their
shared dormitory room

Only then, as Grey took her accustoned perch on the headboard of Sarah's bed, did Nan | ook at her
friend and ask-

"That | ast-was that-?"

Sarah nodded. "I could see him clear as clear, too." She snmiled a little. "He nust've been a
horrid brat at tines, but he really wasn't bad, just spoiled enough to be a bit selfish, and he's
been-| earning better nanners, since."
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Al that Nan could think of to say was-"Ah."

"Still; I think it was a bit rude of himto have been so inpatient with his Mther," she
continued, a little irritated.

"I 'spose that nagic-man friend of yours is right," Nan replied, finally. "About what you c'n do,
I mean."

"Ch! You're right!" Sarah exclained. "But you know, | don't think |I could have done it if Gey
hadn't been there. | thought if | ever saw a spirit |1'd be too scared to do anything, but | wasn't
afraid, since she wasn't."

The parrot took a little piece of Sarah's hair in her beak and preened it.
"Wse bird," replied Gey.
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