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? INTRODUCTION

Speaking of Cats
A Very Weighty Subject

Thereisan afinity between writers and cats and perhaps there always has been. Doctor Johnson's
concern (expressed in hiswill) about that well-devel oped household despot Hodge (who grestly favored
oystersfor teq) isquoted to this day in most of the biographica materia deding with that sage, critic and
author of the eighteenth century.

Having been declared divinein Egypt and in the legends of the north (as witness that the chariot of the
Goddess Freyawas drawn by cats), fortune favored and then abruptly failed the feline species. Still they
survived both the worship in temples and the obscene tortures they were later subjected to asthe
familiars of witches.

Thetaes and legends dedling with cats dways present them as being not only mysterious but so
superior in good sense and understanding to our own species. There was Dick Whittington's cat who
made his master's fortune as surely as Puss-1n-Boots wrought favorably for the somewhat stupid and
feckless young man who inherited his services.

Perhapsit is because cats do not live by human patterns, do not fit themselves into prescribed behavior,
that they are so united to crestive people. Alwaysthe cat remains alittle beyond the limitswetry to set
for himin our blind folly. A cat doesnot live with one; rather, oneliveswith acat.

Each season in the publishing world brings a crop of feline studies both in pictures and words. There are
Garfied and Heathdliff to hammer home independence and the pitying attitude of cat for person, as well
as such heartwarming stories as those written by such authors as James Herriot.

Herein are neither Heathdliff nor Garfield but some others who have as definite persondlities to make
forceful impressonswithin their territories. The matter of magic familiars (much more practicd then the
wizards they company with) is competently dedlt with. For cats have been linked to magic; the more
intricate the better, from timeimmemorid.

Thesefifteen higtories deal not only with spells but also with diplomatic relations on other planets, with
forbidden research, engineering on agrand scale, and with guardians who know their duty and expertly
doit.

Catsare presented in al shapes, colors, sizes, dike in self-confidence and generd ingenuity. There seems
never to have been a cat who was not entirely equa to the situation which confrontshim or her. In other
words, there are no extraordinary cats, merely ones to whom unusual opportunities present themsalves.



? The Gate Of TheKittens
by Wilanne Schneider Belden

Featherswas the only kitten of Silk'slast litter who did not yet have a permanent home when the man
came to obtain amouser.

"lsnt shesmdl?" heinquired:

"Shel'safearsome huntress," Anjainformed him. "We don't -think shelll ever be large. But are you
interested in Sze or in effectiveness?”

The man smiled. "I need amouser-and aratter.” "Rats don't come full-grown,” Anjaresponded. The man
nodded.

"Y ou couldn't want a better,” Anja said. She padded a carrying cage with another blanket. "Just don't
make her an outdoor cat the foxesll get her. A safe way indoors, her rug by the fireside in winter, a cool
place in summer, water, and careif she needsit.”

"Wall, I'll take her if shell come.™

Time| had ahome of my own, Feathers thought. But she was far too small to become acat who lived
alone. Shed refused other homes where they wanted a baby-sitter, 1ap cat, and dependent animal. But
this man wanted aworking cat, and Feathers accepted.

"Think to me every morning,” Silk advised her daughter. "Or | shall worry." Feethersknew her smal size
concerned her mother. She agreed.

Feathers set about diminating the smal rodent population of the long-untenanted holding her humans
were putting back into some sort of order. The man who had come for her saw that she waswell cared
for-athough she understood clearly that she was not his cat. All in and on the property belonged (human
term) to aman called the Master. Feathers was not entirely sure he knew of her existence. Shewould
have taught him the Proper Order of Thingswith her teeth and claws-had he not been one who made her
earslie back when he entered aroom. Cats know about Power, its creatures and its uses. Even young
and inexperienced cats are ingtinctively aware of Good and Evil. Feathers knew that what went onin the
part of the establishment set aside for his exclusive use was Bad, Wrong, Evil. She felt things that made
her long fur stand on end and her mouth openin aslent hiss. Her solution wasto avoid al contact with
him.

When her first breeding season occurred, she should have been closed indoors, to take no chances that
she would conceive so young. But no one thought another cat was within miles, and few paid sufficent
attention even to know of her condition.

Stranger and stranger were the behaviors of the Magter. Lights of distorted colors accompanied even
more disgusting odors and quite indescribably hideous sounds. The servants became silent, frightened of
their own shadows, and drank more than too much. They went on long journeys carrying peculiar
bundles. People of dubious aspect and, Feathers suspected, even more doubtful character cameto the
holding in the darkest hours and left well before dawn. The Master would be gone for days, even weeks,
then return, usudly furious, and cause upset and perturbation. Awaiting kittens, Feathers welcomed his
presence even lessthan usud.

She knew him and his behaviorsto be Evil, but she could not contain her raging curiosity. When she
thought to Silk, her mother was horrified. Disturbed both by this reaction and her own uncharacteristic
mania, Feathers agreed that she would seek to discover what the Master did only if she could locate a
way to see without being seen, to find out without being found out. Conscientious searching located no
way into his private workroom. Every mousehole and ratway was blocked with materia that made her ill
when she samdlled it. Still, she watched.

While she observed the only door one night, her dark fur with its shadow stripes and spots making her
utterly unnoticeable, aman who came and went (always a night, always surreptitioudy, dwayson a
horse with muffled hooves) brought three other men with him to the steading. He led them to the door of
the workroom. When they entered, so did Feathers., They did not notice.

"Y ou have no doubts that you have located the Gate,” the tallest man said.



The Master nodded. " And established the requirementsto bring to it that we seek. It has but to be
tested.”

The three men stared at one another.

"Tested? How can you test that-something-will comethrough it?"

"By sending something the other way."

The men moved unessily. Thetall onerested his hand on his sword hilt.

"When?" the fattest one asked:

"Tomorrow isthe night of the Cat," the master replied.

"Why thecat?'

"What do we seek to have enter through the Gate?' the Master asked-asiif only the abysmally stupid
would have to be reminded.

"The Puma," thelittle man said. Softly. The men nodded.

"And the fee to passthe Gate?"

"The Pumawill bring with him one we do not need.”

"Youresureit will behewho . . . pays?'

The Master's brows almost met. "Y ou doubt me?”

The men assured him they did not doulbt.

Feathers wanted to yowl, to hissand scratch. She sat glued to the floor instead, filled with acombination
of terror and disgust. She had never heard of Gates, knew nothing of what the men spoke, and had no
ideawhat a Pumawas. But paying the fee she understood. They planned to kill.

Why should it matter? She cared little for people.

Becauseto kill to egt or to protect wasin the natural order of life. To kill to do awrong was not.

A hand came down, grabbed her by the back of the neck, and dropped her into alidded basket. A voice
chuckled. "A good choice, | think, to test the Gate. A smal cat in exchange for aPuma”

"Mother!" Feathers screamed. Shewas, after dl, not quite nine months old, and she wasterribly
frightened.

They dl laughed, and if Feathers had not been acat, she would have fainted from dread.

The next night she saw nothing, heard things that, had she not been acat, would have driven her mad,
and, at the last, was grabbed by those bloodless, bony, crud fingers and pushed through something. She
fdl into anicy rain puddle. Insde her, one of her babies died.

Librarians, in generd, are pretty nice people. What faults and failingsthey have asindividualsrarely cause
them to run down old ladiesin crosswaks or kick puppies. Consequently, when Judith Justin, MLS, in
charge of the Bookmobile, made out the form of a cat haf-crawling across the rainy road, she applied
the brakes with caution-and prayer. As she had been driving twenty miles caution-and hour for over
twenty miles, crouching forward on the seat and peering anxioudy through the rain-drenched windows,
the opportunity to rest was sufficient inducement to overcome her dread of attempting to bring the heavy
vehicleto asafe stop.

Severa members of the staff accused her of minor witcheraft if sorcery could have any effect on
machinery or other examples of cold iron. They inssted that the Bookmobile liked her. It did what she
asked it to, started when she turned the key, rocked out of sandtraps with aacrity, and steered between
obstacles, without even scratching the top coat of paint. It invariably had itsflat tires, broken fue lines,
and burned out light bulbsfor other Bookmobile drivers. Never for Judith. So the brakes, wet asthey
were, took hold smoothly and effectively, the rear hdf of the bus followed the front half instead of
skidding into the middle of the street, and the Bookmobile sat waiting patiently for the cat to cross.
Judith turned on the interior lights and opened the front door. An oblong of light wavered into therainy
afternoon-dark, amogt, as night.

"Here, kitty, kitty, kitty," Judith called. She never insulted her own cats with the phrase, but cats
somehow knew that people who caled, "Here, kitty, kitty, kitty," offered food and shelter.

The most woebegone wail ever to issue from feline throat responded. Judith's heart turned over. She
shielded her face against the cold windshield and squinted out. Y es, the cat had turned and scrunched



under the bus.

Judith stood at the top of the steps and called again. The cat answered, but it did not enter.

Maybeit can't get up thefirst step, she thought. Not abig step for ahedlthy cat, but this one looked
amog asif acar had hit it.

Judith pulled on her poncho, scrunched it around her legs as she stooped, and squatted on the bottom
step.

"Kitty?"

"Mrow." The cat wasright below the steps.

"C'mon," Judith said encouragingly. "I'll hep you. | promise| don't kick cats.”

A scraggly head on along, scrawny neck, both sapping and dripping, poked out from benegth the step.
"Farther,” Judith encouraged. "I don't want to pick you up like akitten. Y ou're too big acat for that to be
good for you."

The cat peered up, blinking. It inched out until Judith could get her hands around its body behind the front
legs. Shereached down, "This could hurt," she warned the cat, not knowing whether the drenched animal
wasredly injured or not. "I'm only trying to help. Don't scratch.”

She might have been picking up afur stole that had been soaking in ice water for aweek. Judith hissed.
"Poor thing," she murmured. As she did a hand down to support the back haf of the cat's body, she
redlized that, hurt or not, the cat was certainly pregnant. Very pregnant.

"Thisisno wegather to havekittens,” Judith protested. "Let'sseeif | can at least get you warm and dry."
She carried odd thingsin the librarian's closet: her deeping bag and knapsack, for example, because on
two of her routes she stayed overnight. The county paid twenty dollars toward lodging, but Judith could
usethat twenty dollars. She didn't remember removing her swvimming suit and towels, either. Those, she
carried al summer. Camps had poals, and severd camps were regular Bookmobile stops. Y up.

Judith was worried about the cat. She didn't seem to be damaged, but the woman was no veterinarian,
and she couldn't be sure. By the time the anima was as dry as Judith could rub her and curled up on the
beach towel next to the heater vent, she was making a sound Judith interpreted as arusty purr.

Better, anyway, she thought. She ducked out from under the dash and sat back. Odd. That marvelous,
dark feathery fur somehow masked the animaness of the cat-turned it into ablob of nothingin the
semidarkness. Pretty fur, redly, black and a dozen shades of gray, with no distinct pattern. She petted
the cat's heed. It purred again.

Caring for the cat had restored the blood supply to severa places Judith had tensed it out of, relaxed her
amazingly, and made her fed alittle lessinadequate to the task of getting the Bookmohile down the
mountain in the dark. Only eight more winding, precipitous milesto the intersection with the state route,
another twenty-five acrossthe flat, then the last long drive on the freeway into town. Sheld caled to say
shewas going to try to besat the snow so the Bookmobile wouldn't get stuck on the mountaintop for who
knew how long. The dispatcher was appreciative, but shed inssted that Judith call from thefilling sation
at theintersection, then again from the motel at the freeway. According to the weather report, the valley
floor should be clear. But if al did not go well, she wasn't to try to come into town tonight.

All did not go well. The rain became deet. The temperature outside dropped too rapidly-the snowline
might be asfar down the mountain asthe motel. The roadway, not the best a any time, became actively
dangerous. If she hadn't been more scared to try to stop-this stretch hadn't asingle pullout big enough for
the bus-than she wasto drive, Judith would have given up. But damned fools acted asif they had nine
lives and none of them could be lost to the conditions tonight. She was passed by three vehicles-one
coming, two going-afour-whed drive affair, a gports car, and alight truck. The latter two went swishing
around the bus at twice the speed Judith considered safe. The driver of the RV seemed to believe himsdlf
late for his own wake, but he was dso, obvioudy aprofessional driver. Moves Judith considered suicidal
proved to be only highly dangerous. She shook her head. "Well," shetold the cat, "I guessif they can, |
Thefilling station was dready closed, and Judith didn't blame the high school kid who pumped gas on
weekends for going home alittle early. She knew where the attendant hid the restroom keys, thank
heavens, but the public phone was amost unprotected. Judith was wet to the waist by the time she could



return to the warm Bookmobile. The cat indicated it wanted to go out, so Judith put it under her poncho
and took it to the least windy side of the building.

"Hurry up,” shesad, shivering. The cat hurried.

"Part of my funk is hunger,” shetold the cat. "I'll bet you're hungry, too." The cat meowed.

"Wl there should be something.”

She changed into her camping clothes and dug into the emergency drawer. In addition to flashlights and
adhesive bandages and similar other assistances for the minor emergencies aBookmobile librarian might
be expected to meet, she'd seen, well, she thought she'd seen ... Hmm. Y es. Candy bar. Old, but not too
old.

Unfortunately, cats didn't eat chocolate. What else? Ah-hal Trust Cd's hollow leg. A tightly-lidded tin
box of English biscuitsthat rattled loudly. Probably canned mest, as Ca was adiabetic and couldn't est
swests. So it was. The good kind, without too much salt. Judith pulled the top off and let the cat lick its
dinner off her fingers.

She didn't want to go on, but she'd waited as long as she dared.

"We're stopping a the motel," shetold the cat. Positive thinking, she added to herself. The likelihood that
they'd get asfar asthe motel seemed less and less probable every second. But experience in these
mountains warned Judith that the snowline would be well below the eevation of the station. No one
manned the place on Sunday night, and the amount of food in Ca's can wouldn't keep them for another
couple of days. She probably wouldn't starve before somebody showed up, but she wasn't sure the cat
could makeit. Only later would someone point out to her the oddity of failing to cal the sheriff for help
and, even odder, of placing the importance of feeding the stray cat before that of quite possibly losing her
ownlife

Unwillingness to commit hersdf and the busto the dubious mercies of the weather kept her from gtarting.
She wondered if she should get out in the rain again and check to be sure the chains were there, just m
case she needed them. But where in the world would they beif they weren't in their stow space? Putting
on chains would be no easy task, but she'd had to master it to get the job, so she could, if she had to.
She examined what she could see of the roadway, peering into the darkness intently. Incredulous, she
watched headlights become attached to a bus even larger than hers, rather like atranscontinental
Greyhound. It rumbled past at a speed that made her wonder why it was not flying. Certainly it had
worked up adequate speed to take off.

Well, if they can, | guess| can, sheinformed hersdf. On we go. She shoved her handsinto her fur-lined
gloves and turned the key.

The bus purred into life. They inched onto the road. This part of thetrip redly isthe easiest, shetried to
reassure hersdf. Straight, and the wind isn't strong enough to be a problem. Often, high winds whipped
across the flatlands, winds so strong that the county office canceled the Bookmobile visits. But the state
road was well maintained, most of it was three lanes wide and some of it four, and at thisend of the
valey one could make out the lights of isolated homes. To Judith's considerable surprise, theradio
condescended to work, due, doubtless, to an unusual inversion layer that reflected the sgnal into the
valey. dudith grinned, demanded Bach-and got it. She snorted. Things seemed to be going better.

Then the snow began.

In five minutes she knew it was chains now or give up. She got them al onin lessthan, an hour, and by
that time almost was unable to drive out of the hollow the presence of the bus had made in the swiftly
piled snowbank. But the chains were new and sharp, and they dug in. She drove down awhirling white
tunnel beyond which was only darkness, solid, like ebony or granite. She dared not go on. She dared not
stop. She shifted into alower gear and continued. For aslong as the bus would move, shed drive. Every
quarter mile brought them closer to the freeway, to the motel and people and safety. Every turn of the
wheels made one step she need not take in the cold and snow when the storm was over, and she had to
moveor die.

The man had aname, and most people knew what it was, but he was never referred or spoken to as
anything but Genera. He deserved it. He made the essentid breakthrough in the scientific aspect himslf,



and he convinced men who could take that information and turn it into a completed system that they
could and must do so. Whatever they needed he earned or developed or bought or stole-ahead of time.
When it was done, he named it the Puma. The name seemed particularly appropriate. The pumawasthe
big cat of the American west, the most deadly carnivore that hunted aone. It moved with stedlth, erupted
into powerful movement, and destroyed with strength and speed. Y et a degping.pumawas harmlessand
could rardly befound, so camouflaging wasits color, so clever wereits habits of concealment. All of
these traits were to be found in the Puma. It was deadly, and it was powerful, but it was nowhere near
the size of previous-objects-of itskind. It and its transport and launching systems were approximately the
sze of alarge buswhich, as a sensble precaution, the exterior was designed to resemble. Just asthe
pumadept upwind of possible pursuers and could not be located by scent, the Puma disseminated no
telltale radiation. And after it had doneitswork, itstarget areawould be free of animal life, but clean.
Troops could go in a once. That was the Genera's persona contribution.

"Tegts sart tomorrow," the General said. Someone commented that the weather was not ideal. The
Generd indicated that if a pumawas hungry, the weether didn't matter adamn. If the Puma couldn't be
trangported and launched in a hurricane, it had better be redesigned. Did anyone need to do hisjob over
again, and if so, why hadn't he spoken up before this?

Nobody mentioned blizzard because nobody thought of blizzard.

"It pounces on Sunday," the Generd said. "I've arranged for the test grounds to be empty. Except for us.
Any indications that we've been breached?’

There hadn't better be, so there werentt.

Nobody asked if it wouldn't be better to use adummy warhead. Half the point of the test wasto see
what the real one would do.

The bus arted Friday morning. On orders, the driver took it easy, crossing the desert at fifty-five,
climbing the mountains at forty, dowing down in the tricky spots. They wereto spend tonight at the
summit in the lodge, then start down tomorrow to the flats. Two-thirds of the way to the highway the land
conformation made radio or other wave-born communication erratic and chancy at best. A roughly
circular areasome ten milesin diameter held not asingle human habitation. Unusua autumn rains had
filled an arm of the sometimes-lake so they could park the bus on the shoreline and take no chances of
setting amgor fire and getting caught when they unleashed the Puma. Then only afew more milesto the
freaway and on to the coast.

Except that the obviousis dwaysthe enemy. They got aflat tire and the driver became stubborn. No
way was he going to drive that bus without a good spare. Unhitch the four-whedl RV off the back, take
thetireto the station and get it patched, return and stow it. The schedule would have to be put back one
day. The General was not pleased but, to everyone'sreief, he was not unduly upset.

And that'swhat they did.

Then therain began, and it started to look and sméll like snow. They had to get the bus out of the
mountains, down to the flat, and they might not be able to for aweek or so if that snow...

They started about four. Driving conditions were very, very bad. Snow hit them halfway acrosstheflats.
In the whiteout, the driver becametotdly disoriented. By the time they found themsalvestrying to go
back up into the mountains, it wastoo late to do anything but walit it out.

The Genera was not pleased. He should have been.

Each morning, Silk became more concerned for Feather's safety. The little one became more and more
determined to solve the mystery of the man shewould never cal Magter. Silk could not shake her fedling
of impending doom and began acting strangely. Someone suggested that a Wise Woman or aveterinary
Heder might find out what troubled their usually salf-possessed mother cat. Not until she leaped into
wakefulness one night yowling like a scalded ice-demon and stalked about the house growling, her tail
switching, her eyesblazing, did anyone take the suggestion serioudly. Then Anjarequested the presence
of amember of the race of sentient beings who coexisted in their land (although separately, for the most
part), and who could speak with both animas and humans.

The word passed. A woman of those people appeared at the steading. Silk met her. What shetold Anja



sent the fastest rider on the best horse to another place-and the word flew.

A manwho knew of Gates, and what might come through them, and the horror caused by Alizon while
their Gate was open, took horse and rode day and night. Othersjoined him.

They weretoo late. The Gate was open, the Call sent, and death was the payment for passage. They
established a defense perimeter outside that of the entities who had opened the Gate, and waited.

Silk stalked and growled. She continued yowling. Her fur sparked blue stars when she swished her tall.
Beyond the standing stones-or beyond the opening framed by the three ones-was a sunlit day.

Judith was no longer young, and she had never been pretty. She wasfar too bright and independent for a
girl of her generation. Lonelinesswas a curse she did not suffer asa child-not with eleven othersin the
family, and shein the middle. Asayoung woman, getting out, away, earning college money, then workmg
her way through in the company of her best friends, those in books, had taken every moment. When the
timeto belondy arrived, she had learned how to handleit.

Fantasy was so much more satisfactory aplaceto live than redlity that Judith spent much of her life there.
Doing so was both reasoned and intentional. She had aclear, biting sense of what was and what was not.
She smply preferred what was not. Lifein booksand beyond them, in placeswhere only her imagination
created worlds-sufficed. Satisfy, it did not, but redlity offered so much lessthat Judith had long since
relegated living in it to such times as she was with others. She wished she could rgect it completely.
Asshetried, unsuccesstully, to regject the sunlit world beyond the stones.

The cat would not let her. She crawled from under the dashboard screaming in demand to be allowed
out of the door. Shocked, Judith watched the contractions of labor begin in her sides. The cat clawed the
door and screamed again.

"No, no," Judith exclaimed. She reached for the animal, to be met with teeth and claws and infuriated
noises. The cat ripped and tore at the rubber edges of the doors, squirming to get her head between the
flanges. Shewould kill hersdf-or her babies.

"All right, dl right," Judith yelled a her. "I'll take you out. Wait aminute.”

She shoved her armsfirgt into her down jacket, then into the knapsack straps. The cat continued to
scream. Judith picked up the beach towe, threw it over the cat, and stuffed cat and towel into the
backpack. The cat became suddenly silent.

Judith amost stopped. "No, | said | would," shewhispered. Thistime | have redlly flipped, she thought.
Keeping apromiseto acat, yet?

She could not take her eyes off the brilliant rectangle of sunshine, the green, grassy hills, the hint of a
stream, the likelihood of wildflowers, the ... She grabbed the lever and opened the door. The balky back
door chose thistime to open, too. Before she could stop hersdlf, she jumped down into the snow and
stamped to the front of the bus. She could smell spring! She could fed warm wind on her face!

Almost, she waded forward to pass through the open ... gate? Space?

"No," she said aloud. To do that was foolish. She had no way of knowing what redlly was ... there. If
anything. The Bookmobile had brought them thisfar; it could take them through. Remaining insdeit was
the only protection she had.

She knew the lintel stone to be more than afoot above the top of the bus, the side stones of the ...
entryway ... just far enough apart to let it through-if she folded the rearview mirror back.

As she got ready, she could fed the cat insgde the knapsack. The kittens must be coming. A pained yowl
made her wonder if the first one was here. She could not stop.

When she climbed back into the driver's seat, she did not close the door, she just gripped the whed until
her knuckles went white, then pried her right hand free so she could turn the ignition key. The bus
responded. It was perfectly lined up, asif things were planned-asthings were in fantasy. Forward in the
lowest gear.

The front bumper contacted something invisible. Itgave dowly, asif it was heavy but movable. The bus
dug its chainsin and shoved. Judith held her breath. The cat squalled again.

They rolled dmogt through, suddenly, asif the bus was a cork coming out of abottle ... and stopped.
The back doors had never fit properly. They dways stuck out farther than the front ones. The buswas



wedged by the strong, steel doors.

Judith shifted into neutrd. She stepped down onto grass. Everything was fuzzy, haf-there. She could see
and not see that the bus must have pushed aside agreat block of stone. On the other side of the stone
was something concealed by a putrid red-orange flare. She looked away quickly. Even haf-seen, it made
her ill. She blinked and looked up, beyond. Whatever was there, and she could but dimly percelvethis,
a0, was cloaked in living blue-green light. It confused her completely.

She fdt fury from the evil red entity. She was not the one they expected. She had taken that one's place,
and dl their time and effort had gone for naught. They were determined to clear the Gate and try again.
She must move the busimmediately. Why this sensible demand seemed evil she did not know, but she
had no doubt whatever.

From the benificent beings Iapped in their cool loveliness, shefdt . . . rgection? No, they did not reject
her, they warned her. She must not remove the blockage in the gate. What the red entities sought to
replace it with was Wrong. She must return or die, but she must not return!

The cat squirmed and cried. Judith swung the knapsack off and set it on the sunny earth in front of the
bus. She opened it and turned back the towel. The cat lay on her side panting. Two small dark lumpslay
where she had pushed them. Judith touched each gently. Dead kittens. Poor little things. She hoped this
next one would live. Maybe it would if she blew into its nogtrils or massaged it to get its heart beating.
Her whole world became too smdl to hold the impossibilities outsde the knapsack. There, in the cat
giving birth, wasredity.

The kitten did out smoothly. The cat panted a moment, then sat up and checked the small, damp baby .
She opened her mouth and made an dmost inaudible sound. Judith found hersdlf crying. Thisonewas
dead, too. There could be more. She'd better take the dead ones away now, before the new mother
could worry about them.

Shereached in. The cat had chewed off the cords, licked away the cawls, and the lifelessinfants were
still warm and soft. Judith continued to cry. She wasn't sure why, because she knew it was better for em
to die at birth than to have to be put to deep or to go homeless. But they were so perfect and so
innocent. She held them in her cupped pams and cried.

She didn't want to set them on the bare, scraped dirt while she went back in for something with which to
dig. So, without thinking, she put them on the great block of stone.

The sound, the sensation of being drowned in bloodred flame, the incredible shock of the reaction to that
smple move took her senses. When she regained consciousness, she was lying on soft grass and the cat
was meowing in her ear. Judith sat up. The surface of the stone had been burned black-except for three
smallkitten shaped white spots. The entity concealed by the red-orange light was gone. No longer fuzzy,
whatever she looked at seemed too sharp-edged, too real.

The cat meowed.

"Oh, the knapsack tipped over." Judith righted it. The cat legped in and pawed at the towel. Judith
removed it carefully, supporting it asfully as she could. She set it down and parted the folds. Two small
black and gray kittens mewled and wriggled. The cat pushed between Judith's hands and settled herself
by her babies. She purred.

Someone chuckled softly.

Judith, her mouth open in shock, turned her head to look up so quickly that she became dizzy again. She
decided she was hearing things and lay down.

Someone said something her ears heard as gibberish but her mind understood as, "It's too soon. Give her
moretime. Come away for now."

Nothing was red, and she was absolutely sure she was dead. Thiswas neither heaven nor hell, though it
seemed to have attributes of both, but it was outside the world of what was and what was not. Judith
knew no other ways of going outside, beyond, than those of conscious fantasy, madness, or death. She
had not made up any of this, if shewas mad she could do nothing about it, but if she was dead, shefound
shedidnt mind. She sat up very dowly thistime. The dizziness seemed to have passed.

Even more dowly, she got to her feet. Thelovely spring world she had seen through the opening was dll
around her. Holding onto the Bookmobile, she began circling it to the right. The vehiclejust



stopped-ceased to exist-not asif cut, she could not seeinto the interior-at the rear edge of the blocked
opening from there to here. She continued on around the stones and aong the side of the bus to the open
door. She entered and walked to the rear seat under the window. Snow whirled around the back of the
bus; cold penetrated through the windows.

Shaking her head, Judith returned to the driver's seat and stared through the windshield. A blaob of black
was racing toward them across the sunny grass. It yowled, and the cat, her cat, Judith amost thought,
responded. Judith was quite beyond astonishment, so when the blob became alarge black cat she merely
continued to watch. The two cats greeted each other with an enthusiastic abandon that culminated in the
big one giving the small one athorough bath. New mama or not, her mama wanted to show how glad she
was to see her offspring. Judith cupped her chinin her pams and launed forward on her elbowsto
watch. She felt wonderful; relieved and happy and wanted and safe and loved.

She felt even better ten minutes later. The big black cut bounded over the rectangular stone asif she
would not have used it for alitter box. Turning, she made a second legp that landed her at Judith'sside.
Purring so loudly that the windows rattled, the cat butted the top of her head into Judith's middle.
That'slove, Judith thought, stunned. Not rub-the-side-of-the-jaw-along what you're claiming, but the
highest compliment acat can pay. She had wondered if she should be alittle afraid. The older cat wasn't
quite the size of an ocelot, more long-tailed bobcat size, and gave the generd impression of being a
domesticated animd. But it was no tame tabby. Moving dowly, she brought her hands over and rubbed
the top of the cat's head. It purred even louder.

"Silk!™ Judith exclaimed. The cat's fur was so exquislte to the touch that she could think of no other
comparison.

The cat pulled back, looked at her, and nodded. Nodded

"Your nameis Silk?" Judith ventured. The cat nodded again.

"Judith Justin," she murmured. Silk licked her hand once.

If shewas going to have a conversation with a cat, she must find atopic of interest to both of them.
"Have you seen the babies?’

Silk was out of the Bookmobile so rapidly one might have thought her to disappear. Together, Judith and
Silk admired Festher's babies.

Thistime when somebody chuckled, Judith looked up, smiling. The man was big and bearded and about
her age, and he was dressed as nobody dressed where she came from, nor had for several hundred
years, and he smelled distinctly of horse and swest, but he reached out to help her to her feet, shook her
hand in a perfectly norma manner, and greeted her in k?nglish.

"The name's Tregarth,” he said. "Call me Symon. It's awell-known name here, though I'm by no means
thefirst to wesar it."

"Judith dustin,” Judy replied.

"Librarian," Simon added. "That isaBookmohile, isnt it?'

Judith nodded, nonplussed.

The man shook his head dowly. "What asurprise that must have been,” he said softly, "when they were
expecting the Puma."

"The Puma?' Judith asked.

"Suppose you turn off the engine and join us over there.” The man waved toward alow hill that seemed
to have sprouted several people. "We wanted to wait until you'd sorted yourself out. But food and drink
arein order now, aren't they?' He grinned. "And explanations-at least as many aswe can give."

Judith nodded, swallowed, and got out, "V ery much so. Do you have anything acat can eat?"

He chuckled again. "Severd things," he said.

After dl the explanations that could be made had been made, and Silk and the people had returned to
their domiciles, after the blizzard had blown itsdf out, and Judith had removed the screws and hinges
from the rear door of the bus so that it could be moved, Judith sat on the bus steps with Feathers and the
kittens on her |ap. Either the grass or the seats in the Bookmobile would have been more comfortable,
but she fdt in trandtion, neither here nor there, neither red nor not-red. She grinned. "Hafway down the
darsisadar wherel sit," she quoted Milneto the uninterested cat. "Thereisn't any other stair quite like



it

No, there wasn't. Never would be. Shouldn't have been. Shouldn't be. The poor bus wastaking an
enormous gtrain. If she didn't moveit oneway or the other-if she could bring it into thisworld-it would
disntegrate, possibly lethally. She had to make a decision now. Back to books and not-real asthe only
worth? Or forward to maybe?

Judith was no child. She knew that the maybe was ninety-five percent likely to beidentical to the other
world'sredity. Was five percent chance worth hoping for when one might have toothache and sinus
trouble and infections that, back there, were solvable?

Feathers stood up on her lap, looked at Judith asif she had suddenly become aweek-old dead fish, and
picked up akitten in her mouth. Aswell as possible, consdering the circumstances, she climbed down
and stalked into the tall grass growling in atonethat clearly indicated her complete contempt.

Judith felt bereft, lost, dismayed, deserted. She cuddled the other kitten to her cheek and stood up. How
could she possibly fed asif shewerelosing her only friend? She had severd close friends back there
through the snow. All she needed to do wasto go back.

But shefollowed the cat.

"Wait aminute," shecalled. "l want to get alot of thingsfrom the bus. Don't go. I'm coming. I'm going to
day."

You idiot! she condemned hersdf. Talking to acat usif it understood!

It did, and she knew it would. It came back and waited while she got her backpack and her deeping
bag, her towe s and her swvimming suit, her harmonicaand her guitar, her twenty-seven favorite books
(for which she wrote a note indicating they could use her uncollected sdary to pay) and any number of
other things of possible usefulnessin her new Stuation.

The cat sat behind the big stone and purred. "Okay. Wait for me. I'll be right back."

For thelast time, Judy turned the key in the Bookmobil€signition. The motor had grest difficulty Starting.
"Comeon, old friend." Judith patted the dash. "Don't fail me now."

She shook her head. Now I'm talking to machines, she thought. But that was nothing new. She dways
hed.

Encouraged, the motor caught and, coughing in protest, cameto life. Judy shifted into reverse and
backed the vehicle carefully. When the front bumper was just inside the edge of the marking stones, she
turned off theignition, but she did not set the brakes.

She climbed up onto the roof, lay flat, and did forward feet first. Her body bardly fit under the top stone.
She wiggled her legsfree and down, dithered over, and dropped off. Then she got up, set her back
againg the front of the bus, and pushed.

When it moved back, she ran as hard as she could run and threw hersdlf flat behind the stone block. The
Gate closed.

Things were most unusua for a considerable period of time. Judy lay curled around the cat and the
kittens until things settled back to normal-if thiswas what was to be normal for them from now on.

She stood up. Feathers | eft the kittens for amoment and legped onto the stone to sit beside her.

They saw three stones, not four. Two stood upright, one flay here to shelter them. What had happened to
the lintel-stone would never be explained, Judy felt sure, but she wasn't interested. What did interest her
was that between the two upright stones she could see grass and sunshine and wildflowers and hear
birdsong and smdll water. The anomaly had been removed, and the Gate ...

" “Gate of the Puma,' faff!" she stated, remembering Simon's explanation. "The Pumahad nothing to do
withit." She stroked the feathery fur on the cat's head and neck. Feathers purred so loudly that Judith
wondered what people on the other side of the Gate would believe the rumbleto be.

The cat looked up at her, then jJumped down and sat by her kittens.

Judith's gaze shifted from the living kittens to the . three white shapes on the tone. A signature, she
thought: Deliberatdly, she refused to think what had caused the dick black soot that rain wouldn't wash
off.

"The Gate of the Kittens," she said softly.

She put everything she didn't plan to carry on the stone, covered it with her poncho and tucked the ends



in securely. Then she put the living kittens on her towel in the top of the backpack and held it open for
their mother. She sat.

"Hmm," Judith murmured. "Y ou'd rather see where you're going than where you've been?"

Feathers nodded.

"Let'sseewhat | cando."

Judy dung on the pack, then covered her left shoulder with the folded beach towe and leaned down. The
cat jJumped up and crouched beside her ear. "Good girl." Judy rubbed her head againgt the cat's feathery
dgde. "Onwego," shesaid. They started off in the direction of the blue-green light, Judith laying out a
path that would alow them safely to avoid the areas where the red-orange and sick yellow-green flared.
She supposed it should bother her that sheld been told few other ... inhabitants ... of thisredlity could see
the lights, but it didn't. Asde from having one-sided conversations with cats-and Bookmobiles-she had to
have some reason for being the one they said was "called." Somewhere on the route between here and
the light, she'd been told, would be food and shelter and whatever €lse she was going to earn or be
granted by thisworld. She hoped that the five percent maybe would be worth it.

She sighed, along, anticipatory sigh. It really doesn't matter, she thought. Shed made existing in redity
but living in fantasy enough back in her old world. She could make hersdlf believeit to be enough here, if
she had to.

Feathers spat.

Judy smiled. "Nope, it'saready better," she agreed, leaning her head into the black-and-gray fur. It has
to be, she thought. Her mind brought back the sight of the three little bodies whose deaths had paid her
way, and their mother's, safe, into their world. Not far me. For them.

The cat purred loudly againgt her |€eft ear.



? The Damcat
by Clare Bell

The young folks don't think much of dams these days. | mean the big dams-Grand Coulee, Shasta,
Hooverthe onesthat went up in thefirst half of this century. Back in the thirties, when | was an engineer
on the Black Canyon project, we were heroes. Our dams provided the water and power needed to feed
agrowing West. Now dl you hear about is silt backup that may turn the big damsinto waterfalsin less
than a century. Why, theré's even talk of tearing them down and | etting nature reclaim the flooded lands.
Maybeit'sagood ideaand maybeit isn't. We did push the dam-building too far and we overlooked
things we should have paid attention to. But, asfor tearing down the dams, well, they better not try it with
Black Canyon. Tell 'em that from old Dae Curtis.

Y ou think I'm just a sentimental, senile cusswho can't forget that he worked on one of the greatest dams
intheworld. Wéll, there's some of that feding there, I'll admit. But, likeit or not, that dam is here to Say.
Shewon't be knocked down. Thefdlowswith the dynamite and the bulldozers will find out if they try.
Hdll, yes, it'sagood dam. We built 'em strong back then. But that's not the reason Black Canyon will
never fal. Y ou know why? Because that dam is protected and | do mean with acapital "P." Magic.
Now | know you want to find out why, so just have yoursdf ast over there and mind the splinters. It'sa
strange story about some Indians and some queer things that happened while we were building Black
Canyon. And the bobcat....

People say the dam would never have been completed without that cat. Thetruthis, not only would
Black Canyon have remained incomplete, it would have broken when the reservoir was il filling.
Theres aplague at the dam site telling about Tonochpa and the cable she pulled through a conduit too
small far aman to crawl through. That'swhat it says on the brassinscription, but | know better. What
that little wildcat hauled through the tunnel was more than abundle of wires.

Thereason | got involved in the whole thing was because the government contract said that the dam
would not be considered technically complete unlessit wasinstrumented. The Fedswanted al kinds of
measurement devices such as strain gauges, contraction joint meters, thermometers and so forth installed
in the dam and monitored during construction. Now al these instruments had to be wired to a power
source and remote chart recorder. In the hustle and bustle to build the dam (Black Canyon went up in
record time), certain details got overlooked. The concrete jockeys were pouring so fast that they didn't
think about laying access tunnels or conduits for instrumentation wiring.

A few weeks after | got hired and figured out the Situation, | swore at them under my breath and laid
temporary cables aong the downstream face of the dam to my monitoring shack. We had to havethe
output from those instruments to tell whether the dam was undergoing any unusua stressor strain that
might foretell a collapse. My arrangement worked, but | knew that it would never satisfy the federa
inspectors. Those guys had atendency to follow the letter of the law, not the intent. The contract
specified that the monitoring ingtalation had to be permanently installed in conduit that ran inside the dam.
| was tearing out what remained of my hair over this problem when | met Mike and Tonochpa

Actualy | met Tonochpabefore | met Mike. About it minute before. | don't think either sheor | will ever
forget that introduction. And neither will acertain pair of pants, though | kept them as amemento of the
occasion.

It was the summer of ‘34, afew months after | had been hired. At that time the crews had finished most
of the blagting, but high-scaers tilt worked the canyon walls upriver from the dam itsdf. Some daysit
seemed as though more dust than air hung above the construction site. The deegp canyon blocked any
breeze from the surrounding desert country and the black basalt sucked up the sun until it was hot asa
griddie and you could literaly fry flapjacks on the bouldersif you didn't mind grit.

To get from thetrailer that housed the company field office (all plastered over with the blue NRA eagle
like everything elsein sight) to the chart-recorder shack, | had to cross an open areaiin front of the
cement mixing plant.

Back in those days, we didn't have the kind of cement trucks with the rotary mixers you see now. We



used flatbed diesel swith eight-foot whedls, equipped with huge bins bolted to their flatbeds. Those trucks
were built like huge hay wagons, with abuckboard seat and no cab over the top. The wet cement would
gart hardening when it hit the bins so the trucks lined up to load and go asfast asthey could. This
encouraged some unique driving styles.

Onefdlow used to stand up on the seat, facing backward so he could watch his binsfill from the
overhead hopper. The stream of wet portland cement shot out so fast that he didn't have to stop his
truck. The mongter ground forward at low throttle while he steered by way of one muddy boot on the
whesdl. Others soon picked up that cowboy trick from him and the loading area soon resembled arodeo
arena.

With my hard hat banging my glasses down on the bridge of my nose and my clipboard tucked
undernegeth my arm, | played the daily game of dodging the cement haulers. | was nearly in the clear when
| saw something shooting up the dopethat led to the congtruction site. | caught aglimpse of blurred legs
and long ears. We often spook jackrabbits on the site, so | didn't think much of it until | spotted another
animal pelting aong behind the rabbit. It moved so fast and churned up so much dust that | couldn't tell
what it was. A rope or leash whipped back and forth in the dirt behind theanimal. | could tell the critter
was after the jackrabbit and not paying attention to much else. Trouble was that the jackrabbit was
making arun for thetrucks.

| knew the rabbit would make it; I've seen them dash right between those rolling tires. But its pursuer
looked like someone's pet and with the handicap of adragging leash....

| can't say I'm much of an animal lover, but | hate the job of peeling flattened carcasses out of the dirt. As
therattling diesd of the nearest truck battered my ears, | lunged and stamped hard on the trailing rope as
the creature shot past me.

| nearly logt my footing as something heavy and furry rebounded against my shins. | heard astrangled
caterwaul, then claws began shredding my pantdeg so fast | didn't even fed the pain. Twelve pounds of
desert bobcat raked my knee and was heading up for strategic territory by thetime | unfroze and tried to
grab the beast.

"Tonochpa, no!"

The Indian's voice was alilting tenor and his accent different from that of the Navgjo workers. His hands
got to the bobcat before mine and I'm probably lucky they did, since | might not have kept al my fingers.
| doubted that he would keep dl his either, but the bobcat didn't put one scratch on those dark-skinned
hands. He spoke afew words of alanguage | didn't understand, but the bobcat did. She loosed her hold
on meand climbed into hisarms. | stood up and found mysdlf facing ashort stocky young man dressed in
Ben Davisoverdls, no shirt, and a dented hard hat.

The cement truck added insult to injury with aderisive blat from its power horn that sent the young Indian
scrambling downd ope toward the congtruction Site, clutching his bobcat. Not knowing what | intended to
do, | followed him. My knee stung like it had been dragged through a patch of mesquite, my pants had
two-foot long rentsin the left leg and my disposition was out of joint.

When | caught up with the guy, | saw him cradling the bobcat. Something seemed to be wrong with her;
she gulped and her breathing sounded wheezy. | felt apang of guilt for samping on the rope even though
it probably saved her life. | could see the worry in the young man'sface as hetried to soothe the animal. |
tapped the Indian's bare shoulder and pointed to the recorder shack on the other side of the canyon
bottom.

When we reached the shack, he put his pet on arough-hewn workbench and felt in the fur around her
neck. She balanced on her long legswith her littletail flicking up and down, leaning againgt him and
watching me warily. She coughed once or twice, shook her wiry fur, then seemed okay. | imagine that
yank on the collar gave her awhack on the windpipe and she just needed alittle timeto recover.

Which gave metime to wonder what the hell she was doing herein thefirgt place. A stinging and tickling
sensation on my left leg reminded me that she was not the only casudty of theincident. | caught her
master's eye and inflated myself, ready to act the part of the aggrieved white, irritated by the careless
ways of the Indian worker. But somehow heand | didnt fit those roles. Perhaps the reason was the
bobcat.



She was small for abobcat, judging from the size of the skinsI'd seen tacked on plyboard after some
friends of mine had been out varmint-hunting. Her build was heavier than ahousecat's, her head larger in
proportion to her body. That and her legginess gave her akittenish [ook.

The Indian bent over her and whispered afew words of hislanguage. Shelifted her nose and prrruped
back at him.

"She givesyou apology," he said in a soft sandy voice that seemed to match the tone of hisskin and hair.
"I, too. My name hereisMike. | call her Tonochpa."

"Curtis" | said, trying to keep my voice gruff, but without much success. "Dae Curtis. Pleased to
meetchaboth, | guess.”

Tonochpa swiveled her head, pricking black-tufted ears toward me. Tiger-stripes marked her face, with
black bands running out into wide muttonchop whiskers. The rest of her was tawny with black spots that
smeared out into bands encircling her legs.

When | moved closer and she didn't spit or hump her back in cat-fashion, | decided shemight beina
good mood. She pivoted to face me, leaning forward and hunching up her shoulders. | felt Mike's hand
on my ebow, drawing me back.

"What'swrong?"' | asked. "She didn't give me the Halloween cat treatment.”

Mike shook his head. "Bobcats aren't like your pet cats, Mr. Curtis. Tonochpawon't arch her back to
warn you. Ingtead shelll face you and hump her shoulders to make herself look bigger." He clucked to get
the bobcat's attention, then stroked her. "' have learned her language. Sheis saying that she will get used
to you, but she needstime.”

He smiled shyly, then looked solemn. "Bobcat scratches can fester, Mr. Curtis. Sit and | will hedl the
wounds."

| was dready reaching for my battered, metal first aid kit. | sat down on anearby orange crate with the
kit on my lap. Mike dug in the side pouch of aknapsack he carried.

"Don't you need anything from here? Alcohol ? lodine? Merthiol ate?!

He shook his head. The only items he would accept were a clean rag and the little bottle of alcohol. Once
he had rolled up my pants leg and dabbed the wounds clean, he took what looked like the fleshy |eaf of
an agave, brokeit, dusted the gel 0ozing from the leaf with powder and smeared the resulting concoction
on the gashes. | stiffened, expecting the fierce burning you get with iodine or other antiseptics, but dl | felt
was a soothing coolness that gradually subdued the pain.

| expected him to bind up the wound with the rag, but he only smeared more of the agave on my leg and
told meto keep il until it dried, forming athick film.

"Indian bandage,”" he said. "Sticks by itself until scab forms, then fdls off.”

| eyed him. Somehow, in that gentle way of his, the young Indian had dissolved the barrier of classand
color that should have separated him fromme. | felt dmost asif | should try to reestablishit. But | had no
pigeonholes, no placesto put him; since | knew amost nothing about him. Two things were obvious, he
wastrained as ahedler, but for some reason, he was working construction.

"Who'syour foreman?' | asked. "lsn't he going to be missng you?'

He named someone I'd never heard of .

"And what are you doing with a pet bobcat at a construction site?" | said, trying to reassert my status
above himinthe hierarchy.

He scooped up Tonochpa, let her climb up his shoulder. " Sheismy partner,” he said, asif it were
perfectly obvious. | watched as he clipped the end of her tether to ameta ring riveted to hisoveralls. He
made a clucking noise with histongue. The bobcat clawed open the flap of hispack and crawled in. The
packflap lifted briefly to show two agate-colored eyes.

Miketold me heworked asa" cherry-picker” or high-scaer. Each day he lowered himself in aflimsy
bosun's chair from the canyon rim, with rock drill, crowbar and sometimes aload of dynamite. Though
most of theloose rock had been blasted and chipped from thewalls of Black Canyon, scalers were il
hewing out the foundations for the inlet gate towers that would stand behind the dam.

That explained alot about him. High-scalers were an ornery and independent lot, vaued for their skills
and their disregard of danger. They could do pretty much asthey pleased within certain limitsand the



bosses looked the other way. Even if it came to having your own mascot along, | suppose.

"Do you redly take her with you up there?" | asked, thinking | was reasonablein believing that hanging
from acablein the midst of noise, blasting and confusion would be sheer hdll for any creeture, let done
such anervous and timid anima asawild cat.

"Sheismy partner,” he said again. "Wetrust each other."

Sheismy partner. It sounded so Smple, so obvious and yet so strange to thiswhite man's way of
thinking. My face must have betrayed my skepticism.

"Tonochpa keeps me from harm. Other high-scalers, they have accidents. Falls. Blow fingers, eyes, out
with explosives. Not me.”

I'd done some reading on Indian anthropology. "Is Tonochpa your totem?”

Mike's smilewasjust atwitch at the corners of his mouth. He eyed mein that odd, indirect way.
"Because you try to understand, even if it isfor the white man's purpose and in the white man'sway, | will
share a secret with you."

He motioned me toward the bobcat, who seemed willing to accept my presence now. | approached, till
aware of my ragged trouser leg and the drying agave gel pulling my leg hairs. He chucked the cat under
the chin, making her raise her head. In the buff and gray fur at her throat, | saw apair of oddly curved
short stripes, each with their ends nested in the concavity of the other'sarc.

Mike ruffled the fur with a square, blunt thumbnail. * She had this marking when | found her asa
hafdrowned kitten after aflash flood. This symboal isthe nakwatch, the sign of brotherhood among my
people.”

| peered at the nakwatch marking, amused that the Indian would take such athing so serioudly.
"Touchit,” hesaid. "Y ou have earned the right.” The right to make adamned fool of mysdlf, | thought,
wondering why | didn't have the gutsto send him on hisway. | thanked my own version of aguardian
spirit that no one else was around the recording shack. | made a tentative poke at the bobcat, fearing she
would retaiate, but she only eyed me steadily with pupil ditsthat seemed to pulseto my heartbeat. When
| withdrew my finger, she ducked her head and washed the marking asif shetook prideinit.

"Areyou ahatathli?' | asked Mike, drawing on my book-learned wisdom.

His smile becametolerant. "Hatathli isNavgo. A medicine man who healswith sand paintings. | ana
heder of the Hopi tribe."

| felt vaguely embarrassed. Thelittle reading | had done said no love was | ost between the Hopi and
Navg o tribes. To mistake one for the other was atypica outsider's blunder. | took refuge in skepticism.
"Do you redly take the cat on the high-wire act with you?'

"I would not go therewithout her. If you doubt, come visit usat the north inlet tower Ste.” Hissmile
became agrin, covering hiswide face. "I must go now, Mr. Curtis," he added, gathering up the knapsack
and Tonochpa.

| wasn't ready for his departure. We had some unfinished business, namely the state of my pants. He
read my face, then followed my gaze down to the rents the bobcat had made.

"Y ou bring that pair of pants when you come up to the tower site.” Hewinked. "1 am good at mending
the holes Tonochpamakes."

| refrained from asking how many holes the wildcat had made and who sheld made them in. | watched
the two of them leave, scratching my incipient bald patch beneath the band of my hard hat. | decided to
pay avist to the high-scaers on the north tower ste even if it meant skipping some day's lunch. The
young Indian who called himsdf Mike and his guardian spirit disguised as a bobcat intrigued the hell out
of me. | had to know whether he was pulling my leg or not. | stashed apair of field glassesin the
recorder shack and waited for a piece of dack timelong enough for atrip up the canyon wall.

Severa dayslater, i rode old truck-shuttle number 160 from the workers tract city to the dam site early
enough to dip in avist to the tower ste before work. Because the foundations for the inlet tower were
being hacked from the canyon wall, the only way to reach it was the inclined tramway we dubbed the
Monkeydide. | got on with the last group of first shift stragglers and clung to the welded piperailing as
the Monkeydide ratcheted itsway up.

My fellow riders watched me from the corners of their eyes while they told tales of the previous night's



carousing in nearby Glitter Gulch. They spat from the tramcar and rolled cigarettes from pipe-tin tobacco.
Feding as out of place as an oyster in the desert, | searched among the press of bodies, tormented by the
unreasonable fear that Mike had decided to skip work that day, had been taken ill, or had been fired.
With its gears clashing and groaning, the Monkeydide lurched to a hdt, the. guard chain fell aside, and
everyone piled out onto a plank catwalk overlooking the black basalt ledge forming the inlet gate tower
foundation. The "cherry-pickers' around me al seemed to become dpine spiders, for they disdained the
plankwalk to clamber away over the rocks and lower themsalves on cablesto their places below. Soon |
was aone on the catwalk except for the clinking of chisels and the tearing rattle of rock-drills.

| tiptoed as close to the edge of the unguarded plankwalk as | dared and peered over. | found it hard to
look down without breaking into acold swest. | don't have much trouble with heights; 1've clambered
about on enough bridges and girdersto know that part of myself. But knowing that amisstep meant afall
through haf amile worth of nothing gave me anew respect for gravity. The planks underfoot seemed to
take ddlight in sagging in such away asto tip me while the grit dithered my feet toward the treacherous
edge.

| finally found asecure perch and scanned for Mike with my field glasses. There hewas, atiny figurein
overdls, hard hat and knapsack, whaling away at the fissured rock from the end of along line. He looked
too distant to see my wave. | decided it would be better not to distract him, so | just watched. | saw no
sgn of Tonochpa

He scaed away the rock loosened by previous blasting then drilled holes for new charges. After drilling a
square grid of holes, he paused, planted both boots against the cliff face and leaned out over empty air as
if hewererdlaxing on asofa. Asif that wasasignd, | saw the packflap stir, then the bobcat emerged.
She climbed over his shoulder and onto his chest, nestling beneath his chin. He fed her bits of flattened
bal oney sandwich from an overal pocket. | could see that she wore a makeshift safety harnessand a
tether shackled to Mike's cable. Even o, | thought, ashort fall would still have anasty jolt at the end of
it. But my criticismwaslogt in fascination as| kept my glassestrained on the two. It was an amazing
picture of man and anima in precarious baance againgt the panorama of dliff, sky and canyon.

Bursts of noise from other scalersdrilling on either side didn't gppear to bother the bobcat in the least.
She sat on Mike's chest, kneading the front of. hisoveradls asif she were ahousehold moggy sitting on
someone's knee before a cozy fire. When another scaler flipped a cigarette butt at Mike, telling himto
quit fooling with the cat and get back to work, Tonochpa only yawned derisvely and crawled back into
the knapsack.

| watched from overhead as Mike packed explosive into the holes he drilled, set the charges, then jerked
thelineasasggna for someoneto haul him up before the stuff blew. It was close. | glimpsed hisfeet
disgppearing out of my view field only abreath before the rockface puffed out and arumbling growl
shook the dliff.

| picked my way along the plankwalk, arriving just as the other men hauled him up. His face was masked
in gray from sweat and rockdust, making him look as though he were wearing pancake makeup. He spat
grit, then grinned ashe saw me.

"Y ou saw us, Dae Curtis? Tonochpaand me at the end of the long line? Now you believe, hey?"

"l believe)" | said.

"Y ou got the pants she ripped?”

| handed over the bundle wrapped in brown paper. Flinging one hand behind him, Mike flipped up the
knapsack flap and let the bobcat scramble out. Perched on his shoulder, she appraised me. | expected
that she might be dightly ruffled by the nearness of the blast Mike had just s&t, but not one hair was awry.
Mike stroked her with rough affection. "'I'm not afraid, she'snot afraid,” he announced proudly. "Best
teeamonthehighwals”

A whigtle shrilled from the canyon floor, echoing between the walls. It reminded me that my own work
hours would soon begin. | had to catch the Monkeydide onitsreturn trip.

"You come seeme again,” Mike said as| took my leave of him, "you get your pants back. Fixed. Dea ?"
He clucked histongue at Tonochpa, who returned to the knapsack.

"Ded," | agreed. | didn't even wince when he shoved my parcel in with the bobcat.



| braved the Monkeydide to retrieve my pants and then afew times more just to watch Mike and
Tonochpa. Mike did agood job with the pants. They couldn't be made good as new, but he'd sewed up
the rentswith small strong stitches that would probably outlast the cloth itself. Therepair on my leg
proved equaly, successful. The wound healed rapidly and the dried agave peded off by itsdlf, just as
Mike sad it would.

My problem with the instrument cabling remained, though my temporary wiring functioned well enough to
postpone the fina verson. Each day | monitored the hedlth of the growing dam viathe signals sent from a
network of strain gauges and joint contraction meters. From these instruments, | could tell if the concrete
was hardening to design strength and whether stress was concentrating at vulnerable points or distributing
evenly throughout the structure.

The wiggling traces of the Beckman strip chart recorder pens formed patterns, first on the paper, thenin
my notebook and ultimately in my mind. For me, the dam was an interconnected web of signals, all
making up an entity that seemed dmost dive. | could watch the great structure "breathe” dowly over
intervals of severa hours. | could see it expand and contract from the effects of temperature and shift to
accommodate itself to the mass of new concrete pours. To me it was agreat concrete beast, expanding,
waking, and gathering strength for the task of holding back theriver.

The multiple channd s of information coming from my instruments had their own ranges of variation
between parameters | had established by experience. The recorder pens wandered on the chart grids,
but ways remained within the bounds | expected and returned to the averages | had calculated.

One morning, about three weeks after | first visited Mike and Tonochpa, | noticed one of my strain
gauge readings had drifted up overnight. Not beyond limits, but enough to be noticeable. | checked the
channd for eectrical problems, then the insrument's calibration. Everything came out clean.

Over the next few days | watched the trace closdly, ready to call the construction engineersif the strain
gauge should indicate a problem. I'd installed this one near arecent concrete pour and counted on it to
givewarning if the cement was going rotten. Its reading stabilized, staying rock steedy at the new set
point. | was about to relax my watch when a second gauge, located in the same sector, showed an
upward drift.

| called Nelson, the construction engineer and had him out to the sector to probe the hardening cement
and do chemicd tests. Everything indicated that the pour was hardening asit should within the forms.
Nelson suggested, none too diplomatically, that | should recheck my instruments.

| scratched my thinning hair beneath my hard hat. Should | be darmed about such dight deviations? The
instrument readings had kept to their expected levelsever since I'd ingtalled thefirst strain gauge in the
rising foundations of the dam. Why should they change now?

| spokefirgt to another engineer who'd had training

in the new technology of instrumenting construction projects such asthis one. He only scratched his head
beneath his hard hat and said that my readings were within acceptable bounds. My bosslooked at the
traces and said | worried too much. The concrete engineerstold meto have faith-after al, it wasthey
who were building Black Canyon.

I'm aguy who knows when worrying is counterproductive, o | shrugged my shoulders and quit
swegting. | started reading the paper again during lunch instead of spending the time trying to analyze my
data. | didn't expect much out of the local scanda sheet, but | was surprised to find an interesting column
by aguy who bylined himsdf Ernie Pyle. Hiswriting was terse and to the point, not high-flown or fancy.
It seemed he had taken afew years off to roam around the Southwest, describing his experiencesin little
squibsthat he sent to the syndicate. They were refreshing to read after al the bad news about Europe
and the threat of impending war.

Other guys on the site took to reading Pyle and | remember my boss saying that thisfellow would make a
good war correspondent, if it came down to that. The writer really made himself popular with our crew
when hedid his"Dambuilders' column, describing hisimpressons of the men a another congtruction Site
just north of Black Canyon. | thought that if Ernie had been impressed with the hard hat hed seen who
rode the cable hook from gorge to rim without giving the trip a second thought, what might flow from his
pen on meeting not only an Indian worker with asmilar disregard for the hazards of height, but a bobcat



who shared his attitude and his place on the end of ahigh-scder'sline?

Wil, Ernie went on to the other end of the state to write about rutted roads and Navg os and Mike's
Tonochpa never found immortdity in thelines of his column. Ernie did serve one purpose and that wasto
get methinking I hadn't paid thetwo avigt lately.

By that time, the tower crew had nearly finished the inlet gate foundations. They rerouted the
Monkeydide to stop at the rock ledge instead of the overhead plankwak. When | got off, | found Mike
with agang of other high-scalers, amusing them with the bobcat. Mike put her a one end of a coolant

pipe that seemed impossibly smal for her and took bets on whether sheld make it through.

I'd seen housecats pull some amazing contortionsin getting themsalvesin and out of tight spots, but this
bobcat put them all to shame. Although two or threetimesthe Size of aregular cat, she could shinny in
and out of thetiniest places. She seemed to be able to e ongate hersdlf into abig furry caterpillar, for no
sooner had her stub tail disappeared down one end than her whiskers appeared at the other. Mike was
raking in apilewhen | sauntered up.

"Aren't you afraid shelll get stuck?' | asked him.

He grinned and shook hishead, hiseyes glinting in his dark face beneath the battered stedl hard hat. "She
knows. If she can't get through, she won't go. Never got stuck yet."

He shooed the other men away, picked up Tonochpa and went with me to the shade cast by a boulder.
Therewe could st and look out over the rising dam. Mike's mood seemed to change, becoming pensive.
He asked mewhat work | did, what al the equipment in the recorder shack wasfor. Carefully |
explained the study of stresses and strains within the structure and how they must be monitored to ensure
the strength of the completed dam.

He looked at me piercingly from benegth the rim of hishard hat. "1 did not know that you are amedicine
| blinked and shook my head, taken completely aback by hisremark.

"Y ou do not know it yourself? Think about what it isyou do. Y ou guard the wholeness of thisthing, this
big dam we build. Y ou use your white man's magic to seek out weakness or bad influences and you tell
others how to cure these things.”

| didn't know whether to burst out laughing or take him serioudy. It was a strange way to characterize my
profession, but in away, he wasright.

"And s0," he said, picking up Tonochpaand stroking her, "isthis dam whole and strong?*

Hedid not look directly into my eyes, but | fet asif he could read the story of the wandering traces, the
subtle shiftsin bal ance within the structure that might be early warnings of trouble.

| don't know why, but | spilled it al to him. The strange readings, the uncertainties, the attemptsto
convince my boss and the construction engineersthat something just might be wrong.

"Thething s, | don't have any red indications. Just these strange little shiftsin my equipment and my bad
fedings" | concluded.

"Fedings" said Mike. "That iswhat's important and what you must trust. The others are not wiseto
ignore their own medicine man. | aso have bad fedlings about the dam. 1 will show you why."

He asked meif I'd brought my field glasses and took me to a spot where we'd be isolated from the other
scalers on the tower Site and yet could have aclear view down to the construction atop the dam.

| looked where he directed me, athough | had no ideawhat | was searching for. | watched the crew on
the section dmost directly below me.

Though I'd never worked the cement gangs, | knew what was involved in mixing and pouring concrete
for agtructure such asthis. I'd gained a sense for the rhythms of the work. Things happened in acertain
order; the forms went up, the twelve-ton bucket wasfilled on the canyon rim and dropped on the
cableway, the concrete was dumped and spread-al this the men did quickly, smoothly, and with few
unnecessary movements. Thus | was good at detecting even small disruptions, such asthe one that
occurred when aworker, stopping to glance over his shoulder, dipped hishand into hisoverall pocket
and poked something into the gray cement dudge aongside a coolant pipe.

| noticed something €lse. Asthe man shaded his eyes againgt the sun, | caught aglimpse of leathery skin
and ahawklike Indian profile. | felt Mike touch my ebow.



"Put the glasses down and turn away," he said softly. | did. We both walked away from the edge, leaned
against arock. Mike asked mewhat 1'd seen. | told him.

"That guy was an Indian, wasn't he?' | asked. "One of your people?’

"No. I'm the only Hopituh on thissite. Others Pima, Iluaapai, Navgo."

"Wll, helooked to be doing something crooked,” | said. "L ook, | think we ought to go down there and
tell the gang boss”

"No good," Mikesaid. "l tel you what hefind. Something that looks like apebble.”

Now | was completely lost. "Why would someone take al the trouble to plant one rock in a pour that
hasamillion of 'em?’

"Not rock," the Hopi said. "Bead carved from bone. Used to cause peopleto get sick or bad thingsto
happen.”

"He thinks he's putting some kind of hex on the dam?’

"Not just him," Mike answered. "Others. From here, | see. | have sharp eyes. And intown, | hear." |
considered hisimplication of an Indian conspiracy against Black Canyon. If certain workerswere
planting hidden charges or doing other things that might weaken the dam, that was one thing. But an
attack usng magic?

"Comeon,” | said. "Hasn't this gone far enough? | believed you about the bobcat, but | can't accept that
anyone can knock down tons of stedl and concrete with fetishes and incantations.”

For aminute | thought he was going to go al sullen on me, but he only cradled Tonochpain the crook of
hisarm and ruffled the place on her neck where the nakwatch lay. Mildly he asked, " Then what does
your own magic tdl you, white medicine man?"

Those readings. Those damned readings that could mean anything. But | wasn't ready to take Mike's
explanation. | wasalittle angry at him for usng my own uncertainties to sampede me toward aridiculous
concluson.

"I'm sorry,” | said to him, alittle more curtly than | meant to. "I don't think we're talking the same
language, sport. Look, | have to get back to my job."

"Itisdl right. Y ou must wait and watch. Then you will see”

I only hunched my shoulders and walked away from him, his strange ideas, and his damned bobcat.

It wasjust past noon on the following day when aworker fell from his scaffold into wet concrete that had
just been dumped by the bucket. Rescuers stirred and probed the heavy cement, but the scaffold was so
high that thefal took the victim far under the surface and suffocated him before he could claw hisway to
the top. They could not even recover the body before the cement in the form began to harden.

Though afew roustabouts cursed, the rest shrugged their shoulders and went on with their labor. | knew
that men were expendable to Black Canyon; the project consumed them asit did explosives and cement.
There was no pause in the work and no investigation.

Two days later acement pour atop the dam refused to harden. While people were scrambling around
trying to figure out why, a scaffold broke and two men fdll to their deaths. The only thing anyone found
was astrange ring woven of yuccafibers and festhers that floated atop the still-heaving mass of concrete.
And another strain gauge left its previous vaue and started to drift up.

For some reason, Mike stopped by my recorder shack the next day during lunch. Asaways, he had
Tonochpawith him. Watching him feed her bits of baloney sandwich made me remember the
shinny-through-the-pipe game he played with her a the tower ste. Something tickled my mind. Hadn't a
concrete engineer said held laid a pipe through which coolant had been pumped while the concrete
around it was curing? Now the run of pipelay empty and could serve as a conduit for my instrument
cable, if | could feed the cable through. Trouble was that the pipe ran from one end of the dam to the
other, but only had afourteen-inch diameter. A man couldn't get through; but a compact creature like
Tonochpa. . .

| asked Mikeif shecould doit. | said I'd pay him for her services.

"Sure" He grinned.

"Is she strong enough? WEell run arope first and tie it to the cable, but afew thousand feet of ropeis

going to be heavy."



"Only way to know isto try," said Mike. He stroked the bobcat, who arched her back againgt his hand.
"Okay," | said. "How about aweek from today? Well do it when everyoné's eating lunch.” | didn't
mention that having abunch of my colleagues observing this stunt wouldn't add much to my reputation,
especidly if theideadidn't work.

Mike became interested in the recorder traces and raised his eyebrows at me knowingly.

"You redly think that thisis being caused by ... magic?' | blurted and added, "Don't get theideal believe
such mumbo jumbo.”

Hejust shrugged his shoulders. "To me, thisismagic,” he said, indicating the banks of recorders and their
wiggling pens. "To you it isthe way the world works. Perhgps the sameistrue of what you call Indian
magic. Itisdl part of the way the world works." He paused. "Are you worried about the dam?”

"Hell, yes! Aren't you? Y ou've put swest into it."

"And | have gotten out of it what | want,” he said. "A living. And that will end when they no longer need
us high-scalers on the tower Stes"

| stared at him; unsure of what he meant. 1'd seen how hard he worked and the pride he took in hisjob. |
thought he was like the rest of us, eager to see the dam completed and the river harnessed for power and
agriculture. But | could see that my assumption was completely wrong. It occurred to me that Black
Canyon might not be aboon to the Indians, but instead a means by which more of their land might be
wrenched from them.

"If that's how you fedl, why are you worried that the dam might collgpse?’ | challenged.

"I have an uncle who has settled with hisrdaivesin the Imperid Valey," he said quietly. ™Y ou know how
much water will be backed up behind this dam.”

| knew and | could well imagine how adam bresk could send awall of water rushing down into the
agriculturd areas below Black Canyon.

"Why don't you just warn him?" | asked, trying not to sound resentful.

"He has worked hard to get the farm and resettle hisfamily. Also, he does not judge me old enough to
give him advice" Mike answered.

| Ssghed and rubbed the back of my neck. | should have known that the only thing that would motivate an
Indian would be concern for hisrelatives. To me, relaives were nothing but a pain in the tailfeathers.
Widll, at least Mike and | had the same god in mind, even if our reasons were different. At least he would
let me use Tonochpato get my cable placed.

| continued logging my observations daily, hoping that the record | made would not haveto beusedinan
investigation should Black Canyon Dam collgpse during filling. The changes remained smal in magnitude,
and athough more deviations appeared, none grew to darming proportions. Perhapsthe stressand strain
numbers were not what they'd been calculated to be. Perhaps my previous experience on other projects
was mideading me on thisone.

Yet | couldn't help thefeding that the dam itself was trying to send me messages through the wiring of my
equipment, trying to tell me that something was going quietly wrong indde the risng mass of stee and
concrete.

Government ingpectors came and went, praising the speed of congtruction. They said that my discoveries
were nothing to worry about. At close to eight hundred feet, Black Canyon was the tallest gravity-arch
dam yet built and it should not be expected to conform to rules built up by experiences with lesser
structures.

If men who were supposed to know said the dam was safe, then who was | to argue? | decided to pay
attention to petty things | was sure | could handle, such aslaying the instrument cable through the coolant
pipe.

The day came and Mike showed up with Tonochpa at my recorder shack, as promised. He seemed ill a
ease and told me he felt other Indian workers were watching him. And as we made our way up, | Swear
we got severd dirty looks from hard-hatted Nava os. One moved to follow us.

"What the hell's he worried about,” | hissed to Mike. "We're only placing adamned cable, for Pete's
ske"

Mike, however, didn't answer. | heard him chanting something under his bresth. | was wondering



whether dl the Indians on the site were going dightly loco, this oneincluded. Perhaps this wasn't the best
timeafter dl.

Asif Mikeread my hestation, he took my deeve and drew me after him. | shrugged and went. We
ducked into amaze of two-by-fours and plywood making up the forms for the next cement pours. He led
me over, around and through the framingsin awily trail intended to throw off the Navgo. At last we
cameto aframe butting up againgt afinished pour. The end of the coolant pipe stuck out of the concrete
block at a distance two feet above the floor we stood on. | spied apanel of plywood on the ground,
picked it up and propped it into place to close the way we had come.

We crouched there in the rough chamber made by the plywood sides of the concrete forms, Mike,
Tonochpa, and |. Behind uswastheroll of cable on its unreding frame, one end tied to a coil of rope.
Mike brought out something else from his knapsack, aleather pouch decorated with symbols. He made a
motion asif to attach thisto Tonochpa, then hesitated.

"Sacred blue cornmed in thisbag. It will disturb the net of witchcraft woven through thisdam. If | put this
talisman on her, the sorcererswill know," he muttered, "but she must have protection.” He turned to me,
looking worried, then his brow cleared. "Bind the rope to her harness. Quickly." A few knotsand | made
the end fast while he held Tonochpa

A sudden tapping rattled the plywood sheet beside the one | had propped hastily between two poststo
block anyone from interfering once we had started.

"Thewitchesknow what | am doing," Mike whispered. With deft fingers, he bound the medicine pouch
of cornmeal around the bobcat's neck on the opposite side from where we tied the rope. He placed her
at the opening to the coolant pipe, whereit emerged from the cement face. Then, to my surprise, he
made atiny tear in the bag with hisknife. To my eyesthe hole appeared usdess, for it would only alow
an inggnificant dribble and would probably clog up. Mike only smiled and shook his head.

"The holeislarge enough for the guarding power of the cornmed to passthrough,” he said.

The bobcat nosed the pipe's end, tested it with her whiskers. To me, the diameter looked too small. Had
we miscal culated? Tonochpa seemed ready to agree with me, for she drew back her whiskers asif to
retreat. Something made her hat. She eyed the dark interior of the pipe, then thrust her muzzleinside.
One front paw did in, then another. She shinnied her way into the coolant pipe, pulling the rope behind
her. | could barely contain a cheer.

"No timefor that,” said Mike harshly as someone struck the plywood again. "The witches are moving
agang us"

"I only hope that isn't the gang foreman on the other sde wanting to know what in hell weredoing,” |
said, and added, "Or my boss." | grabbed the dithering rope and helped to feed it into the tunnel. The
Hopi stooped, laying out aline of powder from another leather pouch. Heran it around me, around the
spooling cable, up to the concrete wall and even sprinkled some on top of the coolant pipe.

From the other side of the plywood came a strange chanting song that made mefed asif | had prickles
al over my body. | noticed that it affected Mike even morethan |, for he had to fight to keep moving.
He paused, wiping swesat from his brow. "1 pray thiswill bedl | haveto do, Dde Curtis" hesaid. | felt
baffled. Tonochpa was safely into the pipe now. No one could reach her or drag her out, except by the
ropethat Mike and | guarded. | continued to feed the rope in response to Tonochpas steady pull. And
then, suddenly, the pull ceased at the same time as the chanting from the other side became louder.
"Damn. Either she's stuck, or she got cold feet."

"No." | saw Mike'sthroat move as he swallowed, caught the sheen of swesat on hiswide face. " She has
been stopped. | fed what is hgppening.” He snatched up his knapsack and began pulling things out. A kilt
of white leather. Body paints. Spruce branches.

"White medicine man, you must help me now," he said and surprised the hell out of me by wiggling out of
his overals. He whipped off his shirt, then bound the white kilt around hiswaist. With quick strokes, he
fingerpainted hisarms and legs. Helifted his chin, pressed ajar of black paint into my hand. "Makethe
nakwatch symbol on my neck, in the same place as Tonochpahasit.”

"Now walit just one minute," | protested. "'l've gone along with you thisfar because | want my cable
placed in the dam. Y ou start this mumbo jumbo and I'm out."



Mike whirled to me, but hisface was cam. "Y ou may lieto yoursdlf, but you do not lieto me. Y our
magic tdlsyou that the dam isthreatened. Y ou believe your magic.”

He had methere. I'd been watching those jiggling recorder traceswith my heart in my mouth, hoping one
of them would crossalimit so | could justify recommending an evacuation. | could just seethe dam
crumbling with the men till crawling on it, releasing the water that had aready begun to back up behind
the lower section. He might have ahair of achance of being right ...

He touched the spot under hisjaw. | painted. | put streaks on hisface and spots on his body to make
him resemble a desert wildcat, then drew back as he began to chant and stamp.

The rope jerked, began to move again. Mike danced harder, chanted louder. Again it stopped. |
wondered what in hell was happening to Tonochpa. If she got stuck, sheld diein there. Theréd be no
way to get her out.

Mike had been dancing with his eyes half-closed, hisface lifted dreamily toward the sky. His head
snapped down, his eyes opened asif someone had dapped him. Still slamping in rhythm, he beckoned to
me

"Takeyour shirt off," he panted. He took the paints | was ill holding while | peded out of my shirt and
undershirt. Even as| was till wrestling my arms out of the deeves, he began painting my chest in brown
and white, adding spots. Then he did my face, adding the nakwatch sign in the same place under my chin.
| must have looked a sight, capering about bare from the waist up with a paint-streaked face capped with
ahard hat.

"Dance," the Indian commanded, and | did my best to imitate his powerful samp-shuffle. Suddenly |
found mysdlf face to face with him. Without hesitation, he reached out and placed two fingersfirmly on
my neck where the nakwatch sign was drawn. It happened to coincide with my carotid pulse. He
pressed o hard it hurt and | began to fed dizzy, with white flashes Sarting before my eyes.

Hetold meto press his mark in the same manner and o we stood, arms crossing, fingers pressing each
other'sthroats. | looked into his eyes and saw that the pupils were reshaping themsalvesinto vertica dits.
| fet dizzy, light-headed, asif | werelosing control of my body. My legs buckled. | sagged. | felt him go
dawn with me, gradudly snking.

It was not earth | cameto rest on but a viscous black nothingness that gave beneath me and surrounded
me. Mike was there, too, for my fingersremained on hisneck asif glued thereand | felt the ever
increasing heat of his pulse dong with mine. The beats changed in cadence and character asthey blended
together. Now it was the pace of a heart much faster and wilder than aman's, athrumming that seemed
to echo off curved walls of stedl that imprisoned the creature Mike and | had become.

Yet Mikeand | no longer existed as separate beings. We had fused to become the bobcat-1 was the
bobcat. | never questioned that | had ever been anything else. | felt my whisker ends brush the walls of
the pipe, felt ice-cold stedl beneath my padsas| inched my way along in darkness. | strained my muscles
againgt the drag of the rope tied to my harness. And then | stopped.

Now | could hear the rustling and squealing and the patter of feet transmitted to me by the faintly ringing
meta wallsof the tunnel. The musky smell grew in my nodtrils, first making melick my chops, then
making me shiver asit became strong, then overwhelming.

A wave of rats and mice poured down the pipe, running between my paws, along my sides, even over
my head. My hunger for prey possessed me. | caught arat in my jaws and shook it, then remembered. |
had been sent on thisjourney by one who trusted me. | could not take time now to kill.

More rodents spilled down the pipe until | could hardly avoid treading on them. Asif they resented my
ignoring them, the mice and rats nipped and bit. | swatted them aside, dug away mounds of gray-furred
bodies that threatened to block the way, scratched, scrabbled and butted my way through, dragging the
weight my companion had fastened on me.

Severd long-tailed stragglers scurried beneath my paws and then suddenly, | wasfree of the pests. |
crawled on.

| felt the curved wall bump my back and wondered if the tunnel had become smaller. My paws seemed
to dip and dither in the narrowing gutter in which | walked. There came a strange wrenching sound and
the pipeitself gave aspasmodic jerk, asif someone had twisted itstwo endsin opposite directions. |



heard the deformed metal groan aoud. | fought to drag forward one forepaw after another, feding the
tunnel grow tight about my shoulders. At last | could only let my forepaws dide before me as| pushed
mysaf onward with my rear paws and till the tunndl condricted asif | werein. the coils of some grest
snake.

Andat lagt, | could only lieat full length, the shivering metd binding metightly. My heart fluttered and |
felt the chilling weakness of fear. Why had my companion sent me hereto die of terror fighting athing |
knew nothing about? Then a voice seemed to speak within my head. The pipe was made of metd, the
voice said. Alloy sted has astrong bending resistance. It would never twist like awrung-out towe no
matter how much force was gpplied to the ends. That wasimpossible, therefore it wasn't happening. | did
not need to understand the details, only to believe | was no longer trapped. And | heard the voice of the
onewho sent meinto this darknesstelling me to believe that the pipe could not hold me.

| buried my nosein my forelegs. Some part of me knew those words were true, but the animd part of me
was afraid. | could only try to convince mysdlf that the way would open again and | could resume my
journey. | thought of my companion and the other voice that spoke with him. That voice knew. That
voice understood. And so0 | believed inwhat it said, though | understood little.

The walswithdrew from around me. | stood up, shook myself and went on.

| felt asthough | had crawled forever in aworld of darkness and inward-curving wallswhen | heard
something that made me freeze in mid-step. It was awhispering sound with a hard edge that reverberated
within the pipe. | listened again, swiveling my ears backward, fedling the sound vibrate the hairs of my ear
tufts. It came from behind me, asibilant buzz | knew well. | had heard it once when | sartled abig
diamondback sunning on arock. Now the musty snake-smell drifted to my nostrils and sweat from my
paw pads dicked the pipe'sinterior.

The rattler was behind me; | quickened my paceto gain distance. A dry sound, haf crackle, half buzz,
sounded again closeto my tail. | scrambled and wiggled down the pipe in afrantic attempt to get away
from the snake. And then | felt achangein the thick line that was fastened to my harness. Its surface
seemed to change asit moved againgt my flank, becoming rough, like bark and then scaly.

No longer wereits motions the results of my pulling. The thing seemed to writhe with itsown life. Had |
been able to turn my head in the pipe, | would have bitten away the lashings that bound it to me. Buit |
had no room, so | could only scuttle asfast as| could lay down my paws.

The lashings and my harness changed and thickened. Through my fur | could fedl scales emerging on the
straps that rubbed against my body. | screamed in dread as they began to crawl, shifting and coiling
about me as| ran. | felt the snake's chin glide through the fur on my side, then up over my back. | threw
myself about in afrenzy, trying to smash the rattler's head against the wals of the pipe.

The snake came on, undulating over my shoulders and down around my neck, the smell and fed of it
driving me into maddened thrashing. | ripped scales off with my claws, tried to Snk my teeth into the
thing, but it only kept coming. A faint part of my mind wondered why it hadn't struck me with itsfangs.
Andthen | knew. | felt the snake's wedge-shaped head probing in my fur beneath my jaw, searching for
the thong that tied the pouch of blue cornmeal around my neck. It dipped beneath the thong and twisted
to break it. The pouch fell away and the snake with it.

When therattler's coils loosed, | gathered mysdlf for alegp that would shoot me down the pipe. | could
seeadight circle of daylight in the distance. My journey was nearly over. But | knew, with acertainty
that was not mine, that if | abandoned the pouch of cornmed, | would leave my task unfinished.

| was shuddering so hard | could barely keep my footing. A part of me screamed in consuming panic,
begging meto run toward the light. But | remembered the one who had sent me and knew | could not fall
him.

Instead of springing ahead, | backed up until | felt the rattler's coils against my hind legs. Scrabbling about
with al four paws, | snagged something legthery, wrenched it away from the snake.

A blow knocked me againgt the sides of the pipe and two fierce stabs of fire penetrated my flank. The
rattler had struck. The poison burned outward from my hip, swelling and stiffening my hind leg. | grabbed
the neck of the cornmeal pouch and fought my way toward the light, which wavered now before my eyes
asmy body became heavier and heavier. The snake kept its grip, pumping venom into me as| dragged it



aong. But | thought only of moving my three leaden feet and dragging the usdessfourth as| kept my
jaws clenched about the neck of the medicine pouch.

And then, as| struggled toward it, the light seemed to flare, then dim. My yowl of dismay echoed down
the pipe, but just as suddenly, the surface dropped from beneath my feet and | tumbled, till entangled in
the snake's cails, its poison in my blood and nothing but black emptiness around me....

| cameto with asudden start. The band of the hard hat still encircling my head felt so strange | wanted to
claw it off. What were the wrappings about my waist and legs?

| felt ahand shaking me. My head wobbled. "Dalel" Mikesvoice hissed in my ear. " She's through!
Hurry."

Stll discarding shreds of bobcat thoughts, | staggered to my feet. Mike had thrown aside the plywood
and gone sprinting aong the wooden catwalk that led to the other end of the dam. | pelted after him,
wiping the black paint from my face as| ran. | didn't even try to make sense of what was happening, |
just followed the Indian in hisflgpping white kilt.

| saw him legp down into anest of plywood forms and steel barsthat awaited the next pour. That's
where the coolant pipe emerged. When my boots hit the concrete near where Mike had dropped, | saw
him stooping over the body of the bobcat. She had used her remaining strength to drag herself out of the
pipe. | could seethetrail of blue cornmedl grains running from the pouch around her neck back into the
pipe and disappearing down its depths.

At first | thought Tonochpa was dead, then | saw her rib cage tremble. With a curse, Mike wrenched
something from her flank. It was the desiccated corpse of a huge Western diamondback, the fangsin its
flattened head tipped with bobcat blood.

"Burnit," he said fiercely, as he gathered up Tonochpaand threw down the dried snakeskin. | bent,
played the flame of my battered lighter under the long-dead rattlesnake. It startled me by catching firelike
apiece of resin timber and crumbling into embers.

Mike put the limp cat in hislap, He massaged her rib cage with histhumbs, hisface tight with worry.
"Littleone," he moaned, "the snake was never dive, no poison runsin your blood.” | stood beside him,
not knowing what to do. I'd heard that some wild creatures were so highly strung that they could die of
shock. .

Then he did something | didn't expect. Quickly helaid a piece of .his woven kilt-sash across her face,
covered her muzzle with hislips and blew short shallow bresths through her nose and mouth. He did
severd cycles, each time pausing to pump her rib cage with hisfingers and ligening for signsthat she
would bregthe on her own. Thelast time, | thought the moisture in his eyeswould spill over into tears, but
the wildcat gave asudden jerk away from the cloth, opened her mouth in a huge gape, and inhaed.

She kept breathing. Her earstwitched, then her eyes opened, fixing me with abaeful glare asif she knew
my part in setting up this crazy adventure. At Mike'sreques, | retrieved both our clothes and his
knapsack. He wrapped Tonochpain my shirt and fed her something medicina from aclay jar in his pack.
Gently he untied the rope from her harness, handing the end to me. | touched the rope hesitantly, fearing
it might sprout scales and writhein my hand, but it only hung tiffly. A bundle of twisted fiber tiedto a
cable | could now winch through the dam-that's dl it was. And | was an engineer again, someone whose
redlities conssted of hardware, measurements, and records.

For an ingtant | wondered if the entire experience had just been some kind of halucination. | certainly
couldn't deny the presence of the ropein the conduit or thetrait of blue cornmeal running out of the pipe's
end. Tonochpa had completed my task. | wondered what €l se she had done. Mike stood, cradling the
recovering bobcat in hisarms, his eyesfixed on theline of cornmedl.

Then heturned to me. "Black Canyon Dam issafe. My partner did her work well." Hissmileturned
ironic. "Perhapstoo wdll."

| scratched my head under the hard hat meaning to ask him what the hell he meant by that, but he got in
ahead of me. "Let's seeif your white-man's magic agrees with mine," he said, holding Tonochpain the
crook of hisebow as he climbed out of the plywood bracings of the form. | followed, eager to see what
my recorder tracingsreveded.

| stared at the charts with my mouth gaping. For the last hour, every trace looked like the output of a



selsmograph during an earthquake. But in the short interva following, the pens returned to the same solid
baseline values | had seen before the changes of the last few weeks took place.

"My God," | said, looking a Mike. "Now | haveto believe."

"Thedamiswhole. Y ou are amedicine man, as| said. You and | and Tonochpa, we worked together to
make the healing. We have done even more than that."

| paused, staring a him. "What?'

"Theline of cornmed that Tonochpa laid during her passage through the pipe will do more than ward off
evil magic. It will bind the dam together againgt dll attemptsto destroy it." He paused. "Intruth, | did not
want thisto happen, but it wasthe price | have paid to save my uncle and hisfamily.” He paused and
looked a me steedily. "Black Canyon Dam will never fal."

It didn't matter whether | believed him or not. We had no way to undo what we had done, even if we
wanted to. What mattered now wasthat | had my cable in place as the contract specified and | could
hook up my instruments permanently and finish the job.

Thereisn't much moreto say, | guess. A week or so later, Mike told me he was leaving the site. Now
that the preparation for the inlet tower foundations was done, the company was laying off al the
high-scalers. | thought that was a pretty mean reward for all Mike had done for the dam, but as he
pointed out, no one would ever believe such awild tale anyway.

"Things are happening as | said they would," he said philosophicdly the last time we met. "The dams
provide work for me, nothing more. I'll go up to Washington, to that new Grand Coulee project.”

| stroked Tonochpa. She seemed pretty well recovered from her experience; dl that remained were two
round scarsin abare patch on her flank. "Y ou taking her with you?' | asked.

He grinned. "There are some fine big mountain wildcats up in Washington. Maybe Tonochpawill find
hersdf amate, hey?"

He opened his knapsack, the bobcat jumped in and he trudged off across the construction site,
disgppearing into therolling dust. That wasthelast | saw of him.

Well, Black Canyon's holding up mighty well for adam its age. Holding back more water and putting out
more power than its designers ever thought it would. Y ou know, | have asnesky fedling that Mike was
right. Thelake might silt up, but the dam will never crumble. Perhapsin afew million years people will dig
it up out of the sediments and asked how the hell aman-made thing lasted so long. Well, you and | will
know, won't we?



? Borrowing Trouble
by Elizabeth H. Boyer

"Y ou are the sorriest excuse for an apprentice I've ever encountered!" roared the Mestari, blinking
through the soot floating around him. "Imbecile! Y ou nearly incinerated usdl! | swear | can't tolerate
another eighty-nine years of your presencein my school! The next traveling tradesman | see, I'm going to
sl your articles of apprenticeship to him and berid of you, Agnarr Henstromsson!™

Agnarr sneezed and commenced righting the blackened crucibles, spilling more of the materidsinsde as
he did so. The brazier was till smoking and stinking, and sinister little orange flames lapped out hungrily
for another taste of the Me stari's cloak.

"| can't fathom what went wrong," Agnarr said anxioudly. "Perhgps aword in the wrong place, or it's
possible those troll boneswere till abit damp..."

"It'snothing so smal asamistake!l" the wizard snorted, and the rest of the gpprentices all sniggered
smugly and exchanged winks and nudges and grins. "It's genera incompetence! It'satota lack of
gptitude for magic! I'm sick of being blown up and set onfire! I'll never make afire wizard of you,
Agnarr! | ruetheday | ever set eyeson you at that hiring fair! Y our clan chieftain must have been ecstatic
to get rid of you, and at an exorbitant price, at that. | never expected to be cheated by the Galdur clan!”
Agnarr drew himsdf up indignantly at thisinsult to the clan known for producing the most and best
wizardsin the Alfar realm. "Y ou weren't cheated,” he declared, pushing back the shreds of his charred
hood. "I was born to be awizard, and I'm going to be one. Let me try this experiment one moretime.
Thethird timeisawayslucky for me."

"By theremains of my beard, no!" bellowed Bjarnadr, his eyes bulging with rage. "Y ou've had dl the
chancesyou'regoing to get! You'reafailurel Get out! | don't want to lay eyes upon you again! | wash
my hands of you!"

Agnarr measured the distance to the door in aquick glance and haughtily glared back at Bjarnadr. "Very
well, but I think you're giving up much too soon,” he declared. "One of these days you'll be sorry, when
I'm abetter wizard than you. | intend to join the Fire Wizards Guild and fight the Dokkalfar, rather than
teach alot of boring, useless nonsense to abunch of thick-headed, snotty-nosed little apprentices!”

He dmost made it through the door before asizzling dart of flame caught up with him, setting his
breeches ablaze. Bjarnadr bellowed something after him, but he was halfway to the horse trough to
extinguish histrousers and didn't catch al of it, but he supposed it was more words to the effect that his
presence was no longer desired in Bjarnadr's magic school and what ill effects hisreturn might have upon
his person.

Agnarr sighed and heaved himsalf out of the horse trough. Sacked again, and held have to sew up the
burn holesin his pants. Sacking Agnarr was getting to be aregular ritua with Bjarnadr, one which the
other gpprentices enjoyed immensdly, especidly the younger ones. Spoiled brats, dl of them, bestowed
with gifts and talents they had not earned or deserved, while he, Agnarr, had to struggle so desperately to
control the smallest fire-raising spell.

Worse yet, a closer ingpection revealed that his breeches weren't going to tolerate another scorching
from Bjarnadr. There was nothing left to repair, so the only dternative wasto visit the laundry-drying
lawn and steal a pair from one of the other gpprentices.

Already the bright side of the Situation was occurring to Agnarr as he pulled on his stolen pants and
contemplated his situation. Here he was, liberated in the middle of the day, out in the sunshine whilethe
other seven scholars were grinding off their noses over tedious spells and smelly experiments. Another
glorious holiday lay before him, while Bjarnadr's temper cooled. Usudly it took only aday or two until
the Meigtari had regained his composure and was in the humor to try again. After dl, Agnarr wasason
of the clan Gadur, the wizards clan. Somewherein that unprepossessing and inept lump of potentid,
there was a magnificent talent waiting to be discovered and taught.

In the meantime, Agnarr would make himsalf scarce, lying low until he could waylay an apprentice and
inquire into the condition of Bjarnadr'stemper. It did give him abit of uneasinessto note that with each



sacking, Bjarnadr's temper seemed to take longer to recover. Next time, hetold himsdf sternly, he would
try harder to do exactly what the Meigtari told him, no matter how ridiculous and dementary it seemed,
ingtead of trying to find shortcuts. Shortcuts were his downfal in every case. He would begin to work a
spell, with the appropriate words, gestures, and magica apparatus, but al of asudden abrilliant idea
would pop into his head. Sometimesit was a seeminglyingenious shortcut; sometimesit was ahilarious
practica joke obtained by twisting the words of the spell just dightly.

Given his Galdur heritage and great latent talent, he had no choice except to givein to ingpiration. Once
or twice the results had indeed been spectacular successes and he had conjured wonderful € emental
creatures of wind, fire, earth, and water, or he worked some witty shape-shifting spell upon one of his
fellow apprentices that made everyone laugh. Unfortunately, the failures had outnumbered the successes
far too many times and they were, of course, in the manner of al failures, absolutely dazzling in their
awfulness, thereby eclipsing any good Agnarr had ever donein hisentirelifetime, and thusraising
Bjarnadr's doubts about Agnarr's future as awizard.

In these times of duress, Agnarr departed Bjarnadr's moss-covered ruined fortress which housed the
magic school and took up atemporary abode at Finn'sinn, some five miles on the other side of Geltafell.
Old Finn was aways glad of more help and set him to work at scything hay or digging potatoes or putting
up endlesdy falen stone fences or any one of the innume,rable chores essentia for the husbandry of
creatures as troublesome and stupid as sheep.

Y oung Finn, however, hoisted one black eyebrow and grunted, " Sacked again? That's the fifth time, isn't
it?'

"I haven't been keeping count,” muttered Agnarr, pretending to bein agreat hurry to go pick ticks off the
sheep.

"Y ou'd better buckle down, lad, or you'll be picking ticks off sheep's bellies for the rest of your life," went
on Y oung Finn with an admonitory gleam in hiseye. "And that would be a great waste now, wouldn't it?"
It was enough to make Agnarr think he might have to find some other placeto lie up while Bjarnadr was
inoneof hisfoul humors.

Toward evening, during the long hours of northern twilight, when the trollswere roaring and grunting in
the rough heights of Geltafell, acart camerolling into theinn yard, drawn by a monstrous shaggy black ox
with wicked curling horns. Agnarr went out reluctantly to stable the beast, while the two Finns rather
warily made thetraveler welcome:: Hewastall and’

lean and well-cloaked and hooded about, but in spite of his secretive manner, Agnarr sensed magical
powers emanating from the stranger. Perhaps the stranger sensed something about Agnarr also; he
glanced at him sharply and said, "Mind your step around that ox, or helll hook you agood one. He kicks
like ademon, too."

The granger availed himsdf of the, plentiful food and drink offered by Finn'swife warmed himself briefly
near thefire, then, announced that he preferred to deep in hiswagon, which was enclosed againgt the
wegther and perfectly comfortable. Agnarr felt powerfully compelled to follow him outdoors, on the
pretext of seeing if the stable was securdly locked up for the night: When he was well away from the
house, the stranger stopped and waited for Agnarr to approach him.

"Well?What isit you wish?' the stranger asked. "Y ou're smply burning for something, aren't you?Isit a
necromancer's ring you want, to put under the tongue of a corpse soit will tell you the future? Rune
gticks, with dmost every spell you can imagine on them, for summoning storms, tralls, giants, or for
finding treasure? Secret names of dl eements and the beasts of the earth, cloaks of invisbility, swords of
power, belts of strength, boots that will take you anywhere in a stride-a veritable enchanted wardrobe
awaitsyou in my wagon. And the philters, potions, ditillations, extracts, and liquors-"

Agnarr was shaking his head asthe list went on, until the stranger broke off sharply, "What's the matter?
Y ou haven't got any money to pay? Well, good night then.”

"No, no, that'snot it," Agnarr protested, swiftly. "It'sjust that | don't have the knowledge to use dl those
thingsyet. I'm only an apprentice. And not exactly the Meistari Bjarnadr's favorite, either.”

"Oh, you're not any good, isthat it? And you think | might have something in my wagon to help you?'
The stranger rubbed his narrow chin, his eyes making two shining pointsin the dark. "Perhapsthereis.



Follow me and welll seeif we can cometo terms.”

Theingde of the wagon reminded Agnarr of Bjarnadr's forbidden storeroom, which he had only, stolen
fascinated glimpsesinto afew times: Shelves lined the Sdes of the wagon, laden with dluring little boxes,
all carefully sedled with blobs of colored wax and strings, dark, tightly stoppered bottles, jarslabeled in
runic, embroidered bags and pouches, bundles of herbs, dried lizards, snakes, bats, and cages with live
creatures peering through the bars with bright, suspicious eyes. The only ordinary thing here was a greeat
orange and white cat bulging over the sdes of abasket, deeping curled haf indgde out, with one white
paw clamped over hisface.

The smells aone made Agnarr's head fed like acork bobbing lightly on the water. Heinhaled
rapturoudy, feding, recognition and wonder burning within him, knowing he wastruly in the world. where
he belonged.

"It should be something smal and unobtrusive,” the stranger mused doud, his gaze running over his
inventory. "I'm thinking that what you need isafamiliar." He raised one unsavory, withered finger to
underscore the word.

"Of course! That'sit exactly! It would know al the spells, and it would help me do them; and the Me stari
would never know the difference! A rat would beidedl. | could keep him in my pocket." Agnarr peered
into acage, where alarge black rat bared histeeth at him and took a savage nip at hisfingers.

"No, old Rotta's not for you. Y ou're too inexperienced. A familiar can take you over if you're not careful,
and you'll be the servant. Let's see now, how about thislittle cricket? | think you could control him."
Agnarr's expectations of afamiliar were not fulfilled by the cricket, or the mouse, or the finch, or the
lizard the stranger showed him, athough he did hesitate over thelizard. "Haven't you got something
bigger?' he asked. "All these things are too cute.”

"Y ou can't control something bigger,” the stranger said. 'Y ou've very much anovice at magic, and you
might end up with amaster far worse than old Bjarnadr.”

Agnarr was gazing at the cat as he spoke, and one large green eye popped open suddenly, focusing on
him with increasing interest. The cat unrolled himsalf, sood up suddenly on histoes and yawned
ferocioudy, baring hisyellowed fangsin atortured grimace. Then he sat down heavily and squinted
deepily at Agnarr. Fanning out hiswhiskers, he started arumbling purr, kneading his big white paws
enticingly. Agnarr reached out and scratched the cat's wide skull, ridged with the scars of many fights,
and the purring doubled in volume. "Oh, no! Don't you even think about old Skuggi,” the stranger said
before Agnarr could speak. "He's too much for you. Too much for amost anyone. He only tolerates me
because | feed him well and let him do exactly what he pleases.”

"Skuggi? He doesnt fit his name. HE's no shadow,” Agnarr said. "He's the size of two catsin one skin.”
"Don't insult him. He hears and understands every word you say and he holds agrudge forever. Now
forget about him. He can get very rude and nasty, can't you, Skuggi?'

Skuggi smiled and rubbed hisjowlson Agnarr'sarm, il purring like mountain thunder. When Agnarr
turned away reluctantly, Skuggi legped down from his basket with asolid thud and followed him, rubbing
himsalf on Agnarr's ankles at every step. When Agnarr sat down, Skuggi jumped into hislgp and settled
down possessively, digging in his claws gently whenever Agnarr stirred. His lazy green eyesfairly beamed
with benevolence,

"1think helikesme," Agnarr said. "Why can't | have him? Hewon't do anything to me. I'm sure of it!"

"I refuse to be responsible for what might happen. I'd lose the good faith of al thewizards| sl to. |
samply can't dlow you to take him." He reached out to lift Skuggi off Agnarr's knees, but Skuggi flattened
his ears and uttered adeadly growl, followed by a hissthat sputtered with menace. Hisweight seemed to
increase, augmented by his sheer determination not to be picked up.

Agnarr smoothed down Skuggi's fur, which was hdf bristling, and Skuggi resumed histuneful purring,
keeping awary eye turned upon the stranger. "'I'm going to take him. How much do you want for him?"
The stranger sighed dismally and pressed hisfingersto histemples. "'l can't accept money for Skuggi
without grave retributions befaling me. Doesthat give you an ideaof hisvaue? Take him if you dare, but
one day perhaps I'll demand afavor of you-if you happen to livethat long. All 1 ask for payment right
now isasmal surety. Nothing but alock of your hair to sedl our transaction.”



That was easily and swiftly done, and Agnarr could hardly contain hisimpatience to get back to
Bjarnadrshol to show off his prize. In the morning, and done with his assgned chores on timefor
breskfast for achange, he strolled into the sooty grest hall which served as dining room, lecture hall, and
degping quarters for the apprentices. Skuggi paced at his hed's, waving histail and sniffing the food
smdls gpprovingly. The other gpprentices|eft off their empty-headed chattering and stared as Agnarr
took his place at the table. Skuggi sat down expectantly on the table next to him. No one said aword
when Agnarr appropriated Hrifa's sausages and oatmeal for Skuggi.

"Ho, Agnarr,” Hrifagreeted him warily. Asthe gpprentice next upward from Agnarr in status, Hrifa
awaysviewed Agnarr ashismost threstening riva. "What are you doing with that cat?"

"Having breskfast, you dolt,” Agnarr answered.

"That'sunusud initsaf, and therefore suspect,” Hrifasaid. "Isthisanother of your hideoudy bungled
attempts at working some spell, or just another absurd practical joke?"

Agnarr heaved an impatient Sgh. "It's none of your business, but | suppose it makes no differenceif | tell
abunch of lowly wormslikethislot. Hesafamiliar.”

Byes rounded in astonishment and knives halted in midair, skewered with sausages and drippings. Hrifa
scowled envioudly and demanded, "Wheréd you get him?1 don't think that'sfair. The Mestari will never
put up with it. Apprentices aren't dlowed familiars. How'd you ever pay for one? They'refrightfully dear,
I've heard. Y ou practically have to ransom your soul to some wizard or demon to get one. but | can't
figure out who would want your soul, Agnarr.”

"You seemto forget,” Agnarr replied in abored tone. "I was born in clan Galdur of chosen parentage.”
"Galdur isnt ared clan," Hrifasnorted. "It'sonly asept. It's nothing so specia asyou'd liketo believe.
There'sjust as many cowherders and wool-dyersin Gadur as any other subclan.”

"Perhaps, but there are definitely more wizards," Agnarr shot back. "And far better wizards, one of which
| hope and expect to become one day."

Hrifaglowered at him. "Give me back my breskfast. That's no familiar. Knowing you, it's just another
joke."

"Takeit back if you dare,” Agnarr invited.

Hrifareached out his hand, but Skuggi planted one clawed paw on the edge of the plate to defend his
breakfast, and growled softly, watching Hrifafrom the corner of hiseye. Hrifajerked his hand back, and
the younger gpprentices laughed jeeringly.

In agenerous humor, Agnarr gave part of hisown breskfast to Hrifa-arather smal part, though. When
the food was done away with, Bjarnadr swept into the hall, aready spewing forth instructions,
reprimands, and encouragements couched in threatening terms, aswell as administering hisknucklesto a
few boyish skullsin passng.

"What isthat?' He suddenly hated, stock-till, as his gaze fell upon Agnarr and Skuggi.

"A cat, Megtari,” Agnarr replied respectfully.

Bjarnadr clasped his hands behind hisback. "A cat, you say? Thank you for that information, Agnarr.”
The gpprentices sniggered. Skuggi was occupied with washing hisimmaculate white paws and did not
deign to even glance at Bjarnadr.

"He'safamiliar,” Agnarr said as casudly as he could.

"Indeed! And where did you get him?"

"At Finn'sinn. From atraveling magic merchant."

"l see. And with what did you pay the merchant? | hadn't noticed you were so wedlthy."

The apprenti ces began exchanging knowing glances and nudging each other. Agnarr ignored them,
replying, "We agreed that | should pay him later, if | would give him asmall surety now. All he wanted
was alock of my hair."

Bjarnadr inhaled a deep breath, raising his eyesto the ceiling. He spoke gently, with admirable restraint.
"Did it not occur to you that by giving apart of your person to this stranger that he will gain acertain
degree of power over you, depending upon his skill? Perhaps he will someday sell that hair lock to one of
your many enemies, when you are an adept wizard, enemies who will then be able to do you great
harm.”



"He seemed an honest fellow,” Agnarr answered.

"And atrusting one, to have given alowly gpprentice such avauable familiar,”" Bjarnadr went on. "Did he
tell you the cat's name? Was it Boots or Mittens or Stripe?”

"l can't tdl you hisname," Agnarr said. "That's for me alone to know."

"A familiar tdlsyou histrue name-not something atraveling trash merchant telsyou. Agnarr, this
charlatan has sold you nothing but an ordinary cat in exchange for what could be your entire future asa
wizard. Y ou've been completely duped and made afool of by that fellow, aswell asthisridiculous,
overfed, lascivious, hairy beast." He ended with a shattering sneeze and dabbed at his reddening eyes,
while the other apprentices whooped with mirth. Hrifagrinned with wicked satisfaction, rubbing his
knuckles, no doubt plotting where he would waylay Agnarr for hisrevenge.

Agnar gole asdewise glance at Skuggi, who was dill washing himself.

"He hears and understands you perfectly,” hesaid. "Y ou'd better not insult him."

Bjarnadr sneezed again. "He's nothing but a furbearing nuisance, and fat and stupid.”

Skuggi began washing his hind foot, ssemingly oblivious, and the gpprentices added their own epithets.
All to no effect. Skuggi ignored them dl with supreme contempt. For amoment Agnarr felt asmall doubt
nibbling & his confidence.

"There, you see, he didn't understand a bit of it,” Bjarnadr declared triumphantly. ™Y ou've been cheated.
Now | strongly suggest you get rid of him. Besides, he makes me sneeze."” Two more rapid-fire sneezes
followed.

"Supposing he were afamiliar, how would one go about learning his name?' Agnarr pursued stubbornly.
"The names of dl things are contained somewhere within them,”" Bjarnadr answered, quaking with
suppressed sneezes. Y ou can discover histrue nameif you're diligent and observant. And if indeed he's
got one. Now let's proceed with our experiments." He sneezed and stalked away, wiping his nose and
glaring back a Skuggi.

"Today werre summoning aminor fire dementa, and hopefully containing him while we stand safely within
our runerings. | hope you've dl studied the procedures adequately.” One final sneeze dmost blew his
hood off.

Agnarr eyed Skuggi suspicioudy. It seemed to him that Skuggi uttered allittle mutter for each sneeze, and
he certainly smiled asif Bjarnadr's sneezing amused him. He rubbed his chin on Agnarr's hand and
purred. With breskfast and bathing taken care of, he curled up on Agnarr's cloak amongst his magical
apparatus on the table and went to deep, exhausted by his heavy responsibilities.

The day went from bad to worse immediately. Agnarr scratched his rune ring on the floor around himself,
reciting the proper words, but the elementa got to him anyway, buffeting him around and setting his
clotheson fire. Bjarnadr banished the dementd, the other students laughed, and Skuggi watched from
the safety of therafters. In the uproar, Agnarr heard an unfamiliar voice croak somewords, and suddenly
the fire lementa returned. A huge, roaring bal of flame caught everyone defensdess, including Bjarnadr.
The apprenticesfled in terror while the master stood and hurled fire bolts and shouted spells. By thetime
thefire e ementa was banished, the entire hall was blackened. Lessons were canceled for the day to
clean up the mess, and Bjarnadr wasin afrightful humor. He stalked around looking for Agnarr, snorting
smoke.

"Isthisyour ideaof ajoke?" heroared. "A fire dementa isnothing to play gameswith! Someone might
have been fired! Agnarr, | know you're responsible for this!”

Wisdly, Agnarr took Skuggi and hid in the top of an abandoned tower. The old fortress was large enough
to afford him severd secret hiding places, where he went to escape the wrath of Bjarnadr or theidiocy of
the other apprentices.

With agroan he threw himsalf down on the improvised bed of moldy hay. At once Skuggi made a
mattress of Agnarr's ssomach, turning around afew times before settling down to purring and flexing his
claws

"Why won't you speak to me?' Agnarr rubbed Skuggi's earsto awaken him. "If you had helped me, |
wouldn't have conjured that ementd. 1t was some of my finest work, though. A pity | wasn't expecting
it. Come on, Skuggi-or whatever your true nameis-I need some help or I'll get sacked for good.”



Skuggi bestowed one reassuring lick to Agnarr's hand and rose up to tromp out amore comfortable
resting place on Agnarr's ssomach. Curling himsdf up tightly, he went to deep and refused to respond to
Agnarr's questioning with anything but adeepy grumble. A bar of warm sunlight soon made Agnarr too
lazy to worry about any of his problems and he, too, went to deep, with Skuggi coiled up in the middle of
him like alarge stone.

When he awakened around midday, hungry, Skuggi was stretched out full length beside him in the sun,
deeping with his orange-spotted white belly turned upward. It was afascinating pattern of dots and bars.
Agnarr ran hishand down Skuggi's belly, and Skuggi stretched luxurioudy, making his belly-spots ook
even morelike runic writing m fur. Suddenly remembering what the Me stari had said about names being
found on the creaturein question, Agnarr tried to stretch Skuggi out again to get another good look at the
pattern, but Skuggi took umbrage at such liberties and writhed and kicked indignantly with both hind legs.
His dignity much ruffled, he commenced grooming himself from head to toe with obvious exasperation, as
if he had been disfigured dmost beyond recognition.

Agnarr watched and smiled, congratulating himsdlf. His Galdur heritage assured him that hisingtincts were
good, and hisinginctstold him that Skuggi's true name was written on his somach. He was dso certain
he had recognized the middle two letters of the name.

The daysthat followed were not easy. Bjarnadr got over histemper as soon as the hall was cleaned up,
but not for long. At medltime, when Agnarr attempted asmple come-hither spdll to dide the bread within
hisreach, theloaf flew into the air and landed with a splash in someone e se's soup and the knife whirled
in adeadly gleaming disk, Straight toward Bjarnadr at the head of the table. He plucked it out of the air
with awell-directed fire bolt, but he was not amused. Agnarr was sentenced to kitchen duty for aweek.
In addition to his regular lessons, kitchen duty added two hours onto each end of his day, besides doing
away with the afternoon digestive period directly after the midday medl. Skuggi faithfully accompanied
himin hisdisgrace, and thrashed any ordinary cats he saw and helped himsdlf to the leftover scraps. By
the end of the week he was o fat that the letters on his ssomach were farther apart than ever.

Disaster seemed to stalk Agnarr. Simple spellsthat he had once mastered exploded in hisface, and spells
that he never dreamed of seemed to legp off hisfingertips, and they always backfired in the most hideous
way possible. Bjarnadr retained histemper with great and visible difficulty, even though it cost him two
cloaks and acomplete new gown and hood and deeves. He hovered over Agnarr, watching him, which
was borrowing trouble. The sneezing recurred at Bjarnadr's most important moments, when he was
explaining acomplicated concept, or scolding an gpprentice, or working aspell, thus completely
destroying the effect. Agnarr's errant magica powers attacked Bjarnadr when he was occupied with
something else and caught completely off guard. Even Agnarr was frightened by the menace of hisown
sorcery, but try ashe might to get it right, the words aways came out wrong. He thought about the hair
lock he had traded away, wondering who possessed it now.

Thefind straw wasthe day Agnarr's shape-shifting spel momentarily converted Bjarnadr to askinny
black goat. Luckily the spell did not stick, but it made the apprentices hilarious and Bjarnadr furious.
"It'sthat blasted cat!" he roared. "Nothing has gone right since you brought him here! If | seethat beast
one moretime, Agnarr, therewon't be enough of either of you to send to the rag and bone man!™

"But heshelping me," Agnarr protested. "I've just got to polish my skillsabit-"

"I'll polish your head with my staff!" Bjarnadr waved it, trailing clouds of ominous black smoke, and
Agnarr grabbed Skuggi and fled to histower retreet, with Skuggi yowling and kicking at such undignified
trestment.

"Skuggi, | don't know what's going to happen to usif you don't tell me your name." Agnarr glared at
Skuggi, who was stretching out in the sunshine for anagp. "But right now your nameis Trouble and mineis
Mud." He leaned on the window ledge to peer down at the mossy roof of the great hall below. If he were
sent hometo his clansmen in disgrace, it would be worse than having his articles of apprenticeship sold to
some common tradesman. Gloomily he pictured himsalf gpprenticed to awoodcuitter, a shipbuilder, a
daughterer, or ablacksmith.

"Cheer up, it'snot that bad," said a voice behind him, and he whirled around in outrage to see who had
tracked him to hisfavorite secret place. All he saw was Skuggi, half-adeep and looking at him with one



eye open. He plunged to the doorway and looked out, expecting another trick from some of the younger
apprentices. The narrow winding stair was dark and empty.

"Skuggi?' he said, and Skuggi began to purr, rolling over to get abit more comfortable. "I've guessed
your secret name! Itis Trouble, isn't it? Trufla, in the old tongue. | ought to have guessed it, from the way
you've messed up my magic spellsand playing tricks on Bjarnadr. All | can say isthanksalot for ruining
my life. Some familiar you turned out to be!™

Skuggi opened both eyes and sat up, with some difficulty. His speaking voice was squeaky, abit hoarse,
like hismeowing voice. "It wasn't my fault, old boy. It'sthat wizard you bought me from. Y ou've heard of
Mord Corpse-Eater in your lessons, | presume? One of the most powerful of the Dokkalfar wizards?'
Agnarr gaped in amazement. " That was Mord Corpse-Eater? He seemed an ordinary traveling merchant
tome"

"He'san old enemy of Bjarnadr's. He's the one who has been sending your spells awry against Bjarnadr,
and yes, hel's been using me-and you-to do it, thanks to your generous gift of ahair lock. Unless you stop
him, helll kill your master, or put him into some shape he can't get out of for along while.”

"How can you tell methis? Doesn't Mord hear you?'

"No longer. Now that you've found my true name, I'm freed from him and bound to help you. He's not
going to be pleased that you found out my name. He never expected you'd be able to, you know, and
frankly, neither did I."

Agnarr struck an offended pose, till congratulating himself on his unexpected good fortune. "Didn't you,
now? After dl, | come from the Galdur clan." Nervoudy he added, "What do you think helll do?!

"Oh, he'sgoing to get ugly now. But don't worry, I'm going to help you. Right after | takeanap.”

"Nap! Skuggi, not now! Or should | say Trufla?"

"All right, dl right. Well tak. Thereslittle e seto do until Bjarnadr cools off."

Agnarr avoided Bjarnadr for the rest of the day, but Bjarnadr still had not cooled down by the midday
following. He peered down at the hal and cocked his ears. Too much black smoke and shouting il
issued from the great hall, and the loud thwacks and yel ps from the apprentices did not bode well for his
return. So Agnarr practiced the spells he knew, and some new oneswith Skuggi prompting him, and they
came off flawlesdy. Skuggi crouched beside him, filling in the proper words when his memory fatered
and sternly forbidding any shortcuts or doubling up of ritual gestures.

"Learn thebascsfird,” Skuggi reprimanded him. "Then you'll know for certain where you can trim the
fat. You'reterribly doppy a summoning elementas. Y ou've got to get better; dementdsare awizard's
most valuable dlies. I'll introduce you to Skotvopn, anice little elemental who'slooking for awizard
patron. He's young and inexperienced like you, but very eager. Those mossy old eementals Bjarnadr
cals upon are used so often by so many wizards that they've gotten irritable about it."

On thefollowing day Bjarnadr's temper had returned to normal, so Agnarr dipped unobtrusively into the
hall, filled to burgting with anticipation. With nonchaance, and Skuggi's prompting, he summoned
Skotvopn. It was aclear and bright-burning elementd, instead of the sullen red firebals Bjarnadr
summoned, and Skotvopn waswilling to be molded into any form, from great boltslikelightning to a
shower of small burning darts. When Agnarr had exhausted his limited commands, Skotvopn returned
obligingly to hover over the brazier in abrilliant column until Agnarr banished him. There were no tricky
explosions, no counter-attacks, and no misguided sparks to burn holesin Bjarnadr's gown or beard.
Agnar gifled hisurgeto yel and jump up and down in eation, and maintained amodest demeanor even
though the other apprentices were staring in awe and Bjarnadr was chortling and rubbing his handswith
satisfaction. Hrifas face was like a disgppointed thundercloud, aready sensing hisinevitable declineinto a
dismally-distant second place behind Agnarr.

Agnarr gloried in the benevolence of Bjarnadr's approving glances, and reveled in every bit of additiona
advice the master singled him out for, and wondered why he had waited so long to discover the joys of
being the favored scholar. His present satisfaction was far superior to the wicked glee of pulling pranks.
One evening when he had been released from hislessons early as areward for doing so well, and he had
returned to histower to coax more advanced spells from Skuggi, Skuggi's keener ears caught the sound
of wheds and hooves approaching Bjarnadrshol. He legped to the window sill to sniff the night air, and



hisfur stood on end in aridge from ear to tail tip.

"Follow me, quickly! Skuggi hissed, his eyes suddenly blazing. "' Swear you'll do exactly a | tdl you!" By
now, Agnarr had learned not to question Skuggi's orders.

"l swear," he muttered, wondering who was actualy in chargein their familiar-gpprentice relaionship.
They crept into the hall unnoticed as Bjarnadr was welcoming his guest, the highly distinguished wizard
Godvildr, who visited the school severa timesayear. Not only was he famous and powerful, hewas
kind to lowly apprentices, dways speaking to each one by name and giving him asmal tasty gift. Agnarr
put himself at the end of the receiving line, his mouth watering. They never got cakes, and these were
filled with fruit and oozing with sweet juice. As hereceived his, Skuggi twined around his ankles, yowling
asif hewere begging, but to Agnarr's ears the voice was perfectly plain.

"Throw it back in hisface! If you take one bite of it, you'l fall fast adeep for two dayd”

Agnarr hated himsdlf, but he hurled the cake back at the genid Godvildr, and everyonein the hal gasped
in horror. Bjarnadr glared, disappointed and angry, with smoke curling out of hisears.

"That'sour Agnarr,” he apologized siffly. "He's going through adifficult stage right now. | fear it'sonly
going to get worse for him." He hoisted one singed eyebrow significantly.

"l don't know what came over me," Agnarr said faintly. "At times, my power istoo grest to control.”
Godvildr eyed Agnarr mildly and brushed the crumbs off his chin. "It's no matter,” he said in agenia tone.
"I was young once mysdlf. Mischief seemed to come naturaly.”

At thetable, Skuggi climbed onto Agnarr's lap beneath the table as he dways did and hooked choice bits
off hisplate for himsdif.

"Skuggi!" he muttered. "Y ou're ruining my entire life with these pranksl Don't make me do any more!”
"Hush!" said Skuggi. "Thisisgoing to beinteresting. Just do as| tell you and nothing.will go amiss. You
swore an oath you'd do as| told you."

"l must've been mad,” Agnarr growled. "Why abuse poor old Godvildr?"

"Agnarr!” Skuggi hissed, when the jug of mead was brought from the kitchen. "Don't et Bjarnadr drink
that! It's poisoned!”

A come-hither spell directed amissjerked the cup out of Bjarnadr's hand and spilled it over hisgown. He
glowered straight at Agnarr, hislips moving, but Skuggi hadtily put the wordsin Agnarr's mouth to avert
whatever spdll it was, diverting the energy into the roasted fowls before Godvildr, which burst into flame
and turned to cinders.

"A spirited youth, your Agnarr,” Godvildr observed with atolerant chuckle, starting to pour another cup
of mead.

Skuggi whispered, Agnarr spoke, and dl that came from the flask was sand. The silencein the room was
awful, with everyone gazing a Agnarr, the gpprenticesin terrified admiration, and Bjarnadr in smoldering
rage.

Godvildr only smiled sadly and shook hishead. "He's got to get it out of his system somehow,” he said.
Another jug was cdlled for, but Skuggi alowed this one to be poured and swallowed.

As Skuggi predicted, the other apprentices al fell adeep soon after the sweet cakes were esten at the
end of the medl, leaving Agnarr and Skuggi to face the two wizards. They settled beside the fire to smoke
their pipes. Godvildr leaned his staff against thewall, carved with runes and topped with adark ruby
knob.

"Off with you to bed, Agnarr,” commanded Bjarnadr. "And be certain to take that wretched cat with
you. I'm going to dedl with both of you tomorrow.”

"I believe I'll stay abit longer,” Agnarr said, and sat down on astool opposite Godvildr. Skuggi hunkered
down watchfully, his eyes upon the two wizards.

"Let thelad stay,” Godvildr said, amused. "1 like his spirit. Perhaps you've met your match, Bjarnadr.”
"It'snothing | can't correct,” Bjarnadr grunted, turning back his deeves and removing hislong pipe from
his belt pouch. "Tomorrow, with ahazd switch."

"That'safine cat,” Godvildr went on, offering his pouch to Bjarnadr tofill hispipe. "I had acat much like
that myself once. A ddightful companion hewas, but he cameto avery bad end, I'm afraid. Cats often
do, it seems. Do try thisleaf, Bjarnadr. It'sthe finest you'll ever know."



Skuggi purred loudly and rubbed his chin on Agnarr's clenched fists. "The pipe," he muttered. "Get rid of
It."

Obligingly, Agnarr incinerated the pipe before Bjarnadr could draw one breath on it, blackening the
wizard'sface and littering his clothes with hot little embers and bits of shattered clay.

Bjarnadr hopped up with an inarticulate roar of wrath and rapidly dusted away the fragments of his
beloved pipe, and Agnarr knew he was doomed. He was abouit to flee for hislife, but Skuggi tripped him
up, sending him sprawling.

"WEell done, cat!" Bjarnadr seized Agnarr by the collar and shook him, while Skuggi yowled. "Now I've
got you, Agnarr! Not one more ridiculous prank!"

"Now, Agnarr!" Skuggi shouted, legping up to knock Godvildr's staff out of hisreach, just ashe was
reaching for it. A loud squal conveyed everything Agnarr needed to know, and it left him gaspingin
terror.

Agnarr twisted around to face Godvildr, summoning a powerful voice from unknown depths. "Fara af
sted, birtu! 1 know your name to be Mord Corpse-Eater! Now | command you to reved yoursdf!”
Godvildr's patient smile twisted into a sour grimace. With asmoky puff and agust of ice-cold air, the
appearance of Godvildr melted away, revealing Mord Corpse-Eater, clad in tattered black and
bedecked with the amulets and tokens of the necromancer'strade. He flinched away, swatting at unseen
darts of power released by Agnarr'swords, trying to find his staff without taking his eyes off Bjarnadr
and Agnarr.

"Cursethat cat!" he sputtered, stung in adozen places a once as he groped for his staff, but Skuggi
pounced on it and rolled it avay. "Blast you, Bjarnadr!”

"Gott kvold, draug-eater!” Agnarr shouted, and with aterrible shriek, Mord burst into flames. Bjarnadr
belatedly bellowed spell words, raising his staff and blasting Mord with aforce that threw him againgt the
wall. He thrashed about, shriveling and shrinking, melting into a black pool of ichor, except for his cloak
and staff and amulets, one of which was Agnarr's hair lock, tied up with colored threads. Bjarnadr lifted
the magica objects carefully with the end of his gaff and edged them into the fire, where they burned with
crackling ferocity.

"Wl then, that'sthe end of your hair lock," he said to Agnarr gruffly when he wasfinished. "I thought it
was al another of your hoaxes until it was amost too late. Y ou've saved me from becoming another of
Mord'strophies. Or was it merely another accident?"

Agnarr shrugged, histhroat till dry as he looked at the puddle that had been Mord Corpse-Eater.
Skuggi crouched at Agnarr's feet, protective even as his eydids sagged toward adoze. " Skuggi told me.
He's the one that saved you. Mord sent him here to work harm against you, but | learned his name and
got control over him. Sort of "

Bjarnadr blinked and snorted, a smile breaking through the soot. He dropped a companionable hand on
Agnarr's shoulder and squeezed it fondly. "Well, perhaps. If you say he'syour familiar, then | shal do my
best to believe you. I'm amazed that you saw through his glamour spell and | didn't. But | knew from the
dart that I'd make awizard of you-with alittle work and patience. | never doubted you a moment, my
lad. Oh, perhaps| did, once or twice. | think it'stime you moved on to more interesting spells, and
rooms of your own, away from these common, chattering numbskulls. And whatever you like from the
kitchen, of course. | foresee taking an assistant one of these days, atdented youth with a greset talent for
magic. But only upon one condition-no more mysterious accidents.”

Agnarr glanced down a Skuggi, who blinked and said, "What, and spoil our fun?’

Agnarr scowled at him and said firmly, "Of course. I'm in charge of my skills now. No more accidents,
Megtari. Y ou don't mind Skuggi, then?'

"Of course not, my lad! Y our cat iswelcome anywherel” declared Bjarnadr, bending down to thump
Skuggi's back heartily, asif he were adog, and followed thisill-conceived gesture with a gusty sneeze.
"Perhaps helll do something about the mice overrunning the scullery. Come dong, we must have a serious
talk about your future, now that you've just graduated from gpprentice to assistant.”

Agnarr soon found himsdlf in the enviable postion of assstant. In this exated capacity hewas cdled
upon to assign the menid duties of the school-none of which devolved to himsdf-to invent tests of kills,



to administer thwacksto laggard apprentices, to St a the Meistari'sright at meals, and other agreeable
duties. Hisskillsfar surpassed Hrifas, whose life became one of disgppointment and envy.

Skuggi never again advised him to throw cakesin Godvildr's face, and his stripes and bars achieved even
greater distances apart, rendering his runic belly completely indecipherable.



? Day Of Discovery
by Blake Cahoon

Thereisatheory that cats are redly diensfrom outer space.

LyssaTyler wasn't sureif that wastrue or not, but the way the long-haired black cat stared at her from
across the crowded room, she knew it was definitely a sentient being.

"David, do you seethat cat over there? It keeps staring. at me.”

David Eisner tore his gaze from a nubile student, barely clothed in ared cocktail dress, to focushis
attention on his professor's needs. "Cat?' He shoved the red-rimmed glasses up on his nose and gazed
across the crowded room. "What cat?' He frowned, making his hawkish features appear even more
birdlike. "Lyssa, you're being paranoid again," he scolded her. He glanced down at her hand, which
clutched an empty martini glass. Y ou need arefill. I'll get it for you."

Shelet him pry the glass out of her hand without aword, and while he melted into the crowd, in search of
further refreshment, she headed in the opposite direction, toward the cat.

Shed only gone two feet when Professor Drake literally bumped into her.

"Oh, my dear, you must be more careful,” the old man chastised her. He paused to glance around the
room with sad eyes. "Thiswhole thing is so tragic. Doctor Belson was agood man. Histheory of
molecular transference was brilliant, if abit farfetched. Areyou planning to continue hiswork?"

The cat had disappeared, and Lyssa's concentration on the present was brought sharply into focus with
Drake's prettling. She drew herself up to all five feet four inches of her height, and drew back her
shoulders, bringing Drake's gaze to momentarily rest severa inches below her blazing blue eyes.

"Firg of al, Dr. Drake, the theory of molecular transference wasn't Ted Belson's. It was mine," she
sputtered. "And it isn't farfetched. Einstein proved that there are other dimensionsto be explored, if we
knew how. And asfor Belson being a'good man,' that question is till out with thejury.” A flash of red
caught her eye, it matched the high crimson in her cheeks. "Do you see that Julie Anderson? Isthat an
appropriate way to dress? For god's sake, thisis a damn wake, not some stupid faculty cocktail party!™
Drake looked taken back; David was quick to intervene, as he came to the rescue, drinksin hand.
"Sorry about that, Dr. Drake. Y ou haveto forgive Dr. Tyler. She'sbeen under alot of strain, with Dr.
Belson'stragic accident and al. Here, have amartini.” The graduate assi stant shoved both glasses at the
shorter man and took Lyssa by thearm. "Comeon, Dr. Tyler. You've got alot of work ill to do on that
project.” Hethrew Drake an gpologetic grin, and steered his red-faced, weaving professor out the door.
The high laughter of Julie Anderson, in her cheap red dress, rang in Lyssas ears, as David drove through
therain.

"| suppose you dept with her, t0o," she accused David, breaking the silence. "I saw the way you looked
at her at the party-1 mean the wake." She laughed out loud. "Hal Somewake! They dl hated Ted.
Because they were jed ous. Because hewas brilliant. They dl hated him. All of them ... except Julie.”
"Andyou."

Lyssa glanced over a the young man, who would be handsomeif he cut hislongish blond hair and
switched to contact lenses, instead of the peculiar-colored glasses. "Ted and | are history. | mean-were
history. Ever since he sole my theory." Shefell slent for amoment, staring out beyond the windshield
where the gentle dgp-dap of the wiperswas driving off therain.

Tdl evergreenslined the londly stretch of back road. "The police think | had something to do with the
accident,” her voicetrailed off. "The car went over ... the cliff ... the brakelines. . ."

"They don't have any evidence to prove that ridiculoustheory,” David said.

"No..." sheagreed. "Still, | supposeit doesn't look good that only three days after | publicly accused
him of stealing my theory, the highly acclaimed physics professor, Theodore W. Belson, is sent over a
cliff to hisdeath." David glanced over a her, and caught her smiling. "Do you know whét the 'W' stood
for?'

"No, what?'

"Willard, like that movie about arat. That'swhat Ted was-arat.”



"Willard was the name of the man, not therat." Sheturned to him, sill smiling. David knew it wasthe
smile of someone who'd had too much to drink; he should have known not to get her afourth martini.
"Areyou sure?'

"Assureas| know you didn't kill Ted. Y ou were dtill inlovewith him."

The smilefaded, Lyssaturned to gaze back out the windshield, uncomfortable with David staring at her
s0. Suddenly, her face turned to horror as she pointed, screaming, "Watch out!”

David turned and saw the flash of black stresk in front of the car. He dammed on the brakes, throwing
the car into a skid aong the dangerous, wet road. The car screamed to a halt.

"Didyou hitit?' Lyssawas dready unfastening her seetbelt, now totaly sober, in light of the surge of
adrendine.

"No, | don't think so. Where are you going?"

"To makesureit'sal right." She threw open the car door, and scurried out into the rain, searching the
roadway and the nearby bush.

"Lyssa, you're going to get soaked!" David yelled after her, as he climbed out. "What the hell wasit,
ayway?'

"l think it wasacat,” Lyssaydled back, as she disappeared down the far embankment, dipping in the
wet grass.

"A ca?' David yelled back. He remembered something Lyssahad said at the wake. " 'David, that cat's
garing at me.'" And wasn't there acomment from her at the funeral. " "David, do you see that black cat
over there, by that headstone? It'sjust Sitting there, in dl thisrain, and it'sstaring at ... me." "

"Lyssa" heyedled at her figure asit disgppeared into the woods. "It's probably long gone by now."
Hefrowned, trying to decideif he should go after her.

Ted had acat-ablack cat, named Eingtein. It had disappeared the day Ted waskilled.

"Lyssal" He called out again, without luck. He got back into the car and parked it off the road, then
started to go after her. He didn't have far to roam; Lyssareappeared, with awet, frightened black cat in
hand.

Her bright face smiled a him. "Look who | found-Eingein!™

David remained dubious. "It'salong-haired black cat, sure, but how can it be Eingtein? Werre miles
away from campus.”

The cat was shivering, its mud-coated fur ruining Lyssas dress, but she didn't seem to notice. "'l just
know, that's al." She marched back to the car. "Come on, let's get back. Einstein needs a good meal and
abath."

David went dong with her, shaking his head, and got them underway again. Lyssa cooed over the cat
like amother hen.

From the corner of hiseye, David watched. "That cat isfilthy. HEs ruining your clothes.”

But Lyssa paid no attention to him, continuing only to stroke the damp fur; the purr from the cat became
loud and clear. The sound complemented the dap-dap of the windshield wipers and the murmur of the
gentlerain on the car roof.

Fir treeswhizzed past, Lyssalay her head back amoment, closing her eyes.

"Areyou okay?' David knew the reaction from the acohol and adrenaline rush was probably making
itself known.

She opened her eyes, her head came forward, as she gazed out at the swiftly passing evergreens. "Who
wasit that asked, 'If atreefalsin aforest, and no oneisaround to hear it fall, doesit make a sound? "
"Socrates?' David shrugged. "I don't know. Philosophy isn't my forte."

"Where do dl those extra socks go when they becomelost inthe dryer?' Lyssawas il studing the
trees, "And have you ever watched acat just stare and stare at nothing, for hours and hours? It's asiif
they know something we don't."

"'Ah! Cats are amysterious kind of folk." Now, that was Sir Walter Scott, that much | do know."
"'ltistheir task to see everything, to hear everything,' " Lyssasaid. "An old medieva saying." She
sroked Eingtein. "Isn't that right, boy?"

They werejust pulling into campus when David said, "Y ou know, that cat isn't going to bring Ted back.”



"If this cat could talk, it might tell uswho murdered Ted."

"| till say thet can't be Eingtein.”

"L ook, I know you saw the cat at the funeral and you saw the cat that was at the wake. And now, this
cat shows up. Do you know what | think?

"Wrong-I didn't seethe cat a the wake, only at the funerd. And so what if they were al black cats, that
ca isnot Eingein.”

"How do you know it'snot? | knew Einstein, you didn't. Besides, you don't like cats."

"l dosolikecats. | likedl animas. | just find cats are-"

"Mydterious cregtures of the night?' Lyssasmiled. "ThisisEingein.”

"Areyou trying to say that dl those cats are the same cat? Einstein, somehow teleported? How did the
cat get from placeto place?"

"Maybe using Tyler'stheory of molecular transference,” she smiled.

David found his gaze being drawn down to the cat, which stared up a him with luminous green eyes, the
same smilethat played on Lyssasface, played on his. Heraised an eyebrow at the animd. "They are lill
cdling it Bson'stheory.”

"Not for long," Lyssasaid, as David pulled in front of the physicslab. She quickly got out and headed for
the building.

"Lyssa, why are you doing this? Y ou should be home." David pleaded with her, as he caught up with her
inthethird floor corridor.

"Why? To mope? To grieve after aman who not only jilted me, but stole my theory aswell?' Lyssa
shook her head. "Oh, no, thetimefor that is past. Now, | have to go into action. To provethat Ted
Belson was afraud. That histheory wasredly my theory.” She unlocked the lab door, as Eingtein
squirmed hisway to the floor, dashing inside the darkness as the door cracked open.

Lyssathrew on the lights, revealing a modest [aboratory, complete with long tables, test tubes, an
assortment of e ectronic equipment, and several computers. She headed toward the back, behind severa
bookcases that were jammed with notebooks, stacks of papers, plus an assortment of books. A peculiar
setup of what appeared to be aminiature jungle-gym, the kind found on children's playgrounds, was
Stting on atable. To the side was an assortment of € ectronic monitoring devices, aong with an array of
laser equipment. Thejungle-gym had ahorizonta point of sorts which was aimed at adistant wall, where
alarge sheet of tranducent plastic stood.

Eingtein was currently nowhere to be seen. David wasn't worried about the cat, however; he was
worried about Lyssa. David sat on anearby stool, as she began turning on the various pieces of
equipment. The silence of the room was soon shattered by a steady hum.

Lyssawas dready studying her notes. Shelooked up long enough to note, ™Y ou could make yoursdlf
useful.”

"I'mtired, it'sbeen along day."

"Wdll, no matter. | need to work. | want to work. Phelps had us on adeadline. That deadlineis next
week. It's either get results or good-bye grant money. So | haveto work.”

David watched her, furioudy scribbling, checking her devices. A soft meow caught his atention, and
Einstein regppeared at hisfeet, indicating want of attention or food. He smiled gently, and patted hislap.
The cat gave out an approving meow, and with agraceful legp, landed negtly in hislap, immediately
settling down. David scratched the dry fur, amazed at how clean the cat was, and how loud his purr.
"Well, fellow, | can't say if you'rethe old Einstein or not, but regardless, welcome to your home, new or
otherwise," hetold the cat gently. The cat's purr got louder, as huge green eyes cracked open enough to
acknowledge the human, then squeezed shut, a smile on itswhiskered lips.

"Dr. Tyler, not only have you broken the rules that the police laid down on this matter, worse, you've
disregarded my rule of not becoming involved further in this matter,” Dr. Perry Phelps, the departmental
chairman, chastised her. No wonder the faculty caled him "windbag" behind his huge back.

"Dr. Pheps, you know this project was mineto begin with, not Ted's. He stole my-"

"Y oung lady, we have been over this athousand times dready. Right now, | don't care whosetheory it s,



the whole thing is academic now anyway. The project isdead. It died the day Ted died.”

"But it doesn't have to bethat way! | am so close. | know | am. Y ou've got to give me moretime.
You'vegot to let meinto my lab."

Perry steepled his hands together on his desk, his usual hangdog expression even more o, as hisfrown
became deeper. "L ook, Lyssa, | know you and Ted were close-"

"Oh, hell, Perry," Lyssashot back, now that theinitia academic bull was over and they were back on a
first namebasis. "Ted and | were loversfor two years, everyone on the staff knows that. Maybe one day
we might have gotten married, if he could have stopped chasing the skirts he was supposedly tutoring.
Yes, | was mad when hefinaly said that portion of our relationship was over, but weve been working on
this project for the last three years. We are so close. We-"

"Wrong, Lyssa Y ou were so close. Now, Ted is done and-"

"And now, you want to cancel the project? Why? Because the theory is-let me see, how did dear old Dr.
Drake put it? farfetched? | know it'sfarfetched, but, Perry, | am so damn close. All | need isthe rest of
the time alotted for this project-just another week-that's all, to get back into my lab, and | will prove that
there are other dimensions out there.”

Perry considered her. "It'sjust that thiswhole thing isso ... controversd. And the mediaisblowing this
wholething out of proportion, with the murder and al. You did ridicule Ted in public & that dinner. And
your accusations toward Julie Anderson-"

"My god, Perry, | had just found out Ted was dead, and she wandered in. | wasin shock."

"Well, | understand thet, but . . ." Hewas squirming in hischair.

"Please, Perry, just another week. That'sal | ask." Perry didn't look comfortable, but he relented.
"Okay, but if in aweek, when the deadlineis up, you have nothing to show, then not only will that be
your last day here, but I'll make sure you'll never do research anywhere ever again.”

"| ask for nothing more," was her only reply, and she headed out the door.

"Thereisatheory that catsaretruly aiensfrom outer space.”

"And whosetheory isthat?' David asked, checking over his clipboard of data.

"Ming" Lyssareplied. She gave Eingtein agentle stroke, and the cat rolled over from its Sitting position
on thetable, to fully stretched out, making accessible along length of furry somach to stroke. Lyssa
obliged the request, and Eingtein's purr rivaled the € ectronic humming.

" 'When | play with my cat, who knowsif | am not a pastime to her more than sheisto me? Montaigne,
1580."

"Interesting theory. I'd dmost buy it, too."

"BUt?'

"But | have amoreinteresting theory."

"Oh, redly? And whet isthat, Mr. Elsner?

"Wadll, Dr. Tyler, it's based on your own theory, actudly,” David expounded in mock tone.

"Tel meyour theory then.”

"| believe catsaretruly ... pan-dimensiond creatures.”

Lyssasmiled. "Pan-dimensond, eh?"

David nodded, asmile on hislips. "Now you wouldn't be mocking my dimensiona theory, would you?
Not after dl thistimeworking on it?'

"Not at al, my dear professor. Indeed, | believe your theory will prove my theory."

Lyssastudied him for amoment, and his eyes smiled at her in the same way Eingtein's did when he stared
at her, dlent cat secrets swirling in hisfeline mind. "And here, dl thistime, | didn't think you liked cats."
David only smiled at her and benesth her hand, Einstein purred louder.

"Two more days and this project isover," Phelps warned her when he stopped by the |ab.

"Two moredaysisal | need," Lyssaanswered, not bothering to acknowledge him further, her pert nose
in her notes.

Phelps glanced around, noting the presence of severa half-eaten hamburgers|eft cold in their cardboard



trays, stacked up in anearby trash can. In the corner, David Eisner, with severa days beard growth,
looked up bleary-eyed from his computer termind. A large black cat sat by hisside. It looked at Phelps
and yawned.

"What isthat anima doing in here? It isagaing regulations-"

"It was Ted'scat,” David announced, asif that was the only explanation needed. Lyssaglanced up, asif
to defend the cat's presence, but David's pronouncement seemed to satisfy Phelps.

"Oh. Wéll, then ...." helooked about uncertainly, noting the cat was now staring at him, alook of disdain
initslarge green eyes. Phelps decided to leave.

"Good boy," David told the cat. Einstein glanced up a him, asif to say, "Of course,” and then settled
back to its own thoughts.

"Now, if your caculations are right, and we've made the necessary adjustments to the matrix correctly,
then..."

"Then when we throw the switch on the laser cannon, and if the matrix is correct, we should . . ." Even
David was afraid to spesk the words.

"Then we should open adoor to another dimension,” Lyssafinished for both of them. "The only problem
is, what dimenson? What type of rift will we cause? What will we find?"

Her eyes glowed as brightly as Einstein's over the lid of her milkshake cup. She sucked on the straw
briefly, then the features of her face became soft. ™Y ou know, David, if it hadn't been for you, putting in
al thiswork, picking up where Ted left off . . . well, | just don't know how to say ... thank you."

David glanced up from where he was feeding Eingtein the last of hishamburger. Y ou know | believein
you, Lysa | dways have. That'swhy | wanted to work with you. | specificaly requested to work for
you."

"You did?' Sheamiled. "I never knew that." Studying hisface, shefound that she liked the beard. It
seemed to suit him.

"That's probably because we never redly talked like we have since ... since Dr. Belson's ... passing.”
Lyssawiped off the excess swesat from her paper cup, licking her lipsdightly. "I guess| was sorta
wrappedin. . ."

"Yeah, | know." Helet out asigh. "The police are no closer to finding hiskiller, either.”

"Lt. McDonald caled again yesterday, and warned me not to leave town. If after tomorrow, the matrix
doesn't work and the project isabust, then I'll be the laughingstock of campus. Dr. Phelps hastold me
that I'm history. Here or anywherese."

"Don't worry. The matrix will be correct. | know it." David told her optimigtically. From the floor, aloud
meow was heard. " See, Eingtein agrees.”

Lyssasmiled. "He does, doeshe?' She bent down and the cat deigned to let her rub its head. "Y ou and
Einstein have gotten close these last few days, I've noticed.”

"He'sbeen helping me," David said. "Actudly, | think it's he who fed me those last figures.”

"Y ou mean the figures the matrix is based on?" Lyssaasked. "Isthis somehow tied in with your
pan-dimensond theory?'

"Maybe. Y ou're the one that got me started though. | till want to know how, if thiscat isredly Ted's
Eingtein, and if it's the same cat that somehow got from thislab, to the grave Site, to the wake and then
out aong that back road, how did it get from place to place?"

Lyssaamiled. "Y our pan-dimensiona theory? Or my molecular transference theory? How do you think |
came up with the theory in thefirst place? My grandmother had a cat which | swore disgppeared into
some other dimension. 1'd go into the bedroom where | saw the cat run, and not find it anywhere. And
then I'd go downgtairs, and there it would be, grooming itslf by thefire. Now, | know | didn't see the cat
pass meon the sairs.”

"Which made you begin to redize that maybe the cat knew something that the rest of usdidn't. | read
your paper, remember?"

"Nobody took that paper serioudy. Except Ted. He's the one that looked me up and said he could get us
grant money if we pursued my theory." Lyssarubbed Eingein'stummy. "Of course, hetook dl the credit,
and | did dl thework. | wasblind, | was o in love with him. He was taking me for afool."



"Careful, the wals have ears. Someone might think you redlly did the old boy in."

Lyssalooked up at him. "Y ou don't believe that, do you?"

"Of course not." He stood over her, and dowly sheroseto her feet, his hands on her smal shoulders. His
eyes, S0 green and gentle, gazed into hers. She found hersdf faling into those mesmerizing pools of
green. Funny, she hadn't ever noticed how green his eyes were. Now, as hisface drew closer to hers,
she found hersdf thinking how very much like acat's his eyeswere.

Hislipstouched her lips, hisstrong arms held her tight, protecting her.

She withdrew, her cheeks felt hot. She turned away. "We ... we have work to do." Her voice was barely
awhisper.

"Of course," he said. He bent down to retrieve the empty cardboard container from Einstein, who now
sat up on the computer table, licking hislips, and slently grooming himself, a self-satisfied look on his
whiskered face.

The caculations were complete; dl the elements of the jungle gym werein place. Thelaser cannon was
ready to befired.

David was making last minute adjusments. Lyssawas donning apair of goggles. Einstein was dozing on
afar counter, wedged between a computer and a microscope.

It was only when Lyssathrew the switch to the laser and a steady hum escaped from the machinery, that
the long-haired black cat decided to wake from his nap. Long limbs stretched into the air, green eyes
squinted, then opened wide at the red light beam that played within the matrix. He let out ayowl.
Lyssadidn't immediately notice, she was busy monitoring the Stuation. " Aim the beam at our intersection
point,” she ordered David, who nodded and made the appropriate adjustments through the computer
termind.

"It'samogt therel" he shouted, over the increasing hum.

The red laser beam danced among the bars of the jungle gym, dowly aming higher, to asmal opening at
the horizontal gpex. It wasamed at the plastic screen, which was beginning to shimmer, and takeon a
lifeof itsown.

Eingtein's eyes grew wide, the cat yowled once more, more loudly than before. It jumped down from the
counter, knocking over an empty test tube rack, which clattered and broke.

The sound drew Lyssa's attention, her eyes went wide asthe cat began to run toward the screen, itsfur
gtanding on end, its gait weaving crazily.

"No, Eingein!" Her wordsfdl, just as David made the last adjustment.

"Lyssa, look!" he shouted, asthelaser fell into place.

The large screen, where the eerie glow had started out small and grown with each passing adjustment,
now became aswirling vortex of luminous effervescent colors. The sight of this undulating masswas
spellbinding; Lyssamomentarily forgot about the strange behavior of the cat, as she became mesmerized.
Theair in the room became heavy and ill.

"Wow!" David said, "Will you look at..." hiswordswere cut off as Eingtein uttered afina yowl which
broke the spell for Lyssa as she watched in horror. The cat dashed for the whirling vortex and suddenly
disappeared ingde the colorful mass.

"Eingtein!" she shouted, and dmost lunged in after the creature, but David was quick to grab her arm.
"No, Lyssal We don't know enough yet to venturein!”

"But Eingtein! Ted's cat!" she shouted.

"It'sgone. Besides, we never really knew if that was Eingtein or not,” David argued.

"It wasEingtein,” Lyssainssted. Sherelaxed her arm, and stared at the vortex. "1 wonder where it goes?
If Eingtein isin some other space, place, or time?”

"We haveto do thisscientificaly,” David indgsted. He began studying the computer data, which wason
automatic printout.

Lyssa continued to stare. "We wanted to prove we could do it. Well, we did it. But now, the question i,
how do we useit?"

"Wrong. The question iswhat isit?' David said. "And these numbers aren't telling me athing.”



Lyssaturned toward the compuiter, but as she did, asudden flash of brilliant light from the vortex sprang
a her. She screamed and fell backward. David sprang forward and caught her as a streak of black
rushed past them both and landed in asmall heap, near abookcase.

The two scientists got to their fet, just asthe vortex shut itself down, dong with the laser equipment. The
lab became engulfed in sudden silence, except for asmdl voice, saying, "My God, talk about your rough
landingd"

Lyssaand David stared, their eyes wide, their mouths agape, at the small black creature which was, for
al intents and purposes, grooming itsalf back into proper appearance. It was definitely feline, pure black,
just like Eingtein, with one noticeable exception: it had wings. Long, tranducent, butterfly type wings.
And it talked.

It looked up at both of them, with cat eyes, summing them up. "Don't gawk. It isn't polite.”

Lyssafound her voicefirgt, dthough it cracked in the middle of the sentence. "Eingtein? Isthat you?"

"Do look like Eingtein?' the cat had a definite mae voice. Itslipswere dightly parted, but it was hard to
tell if the sound they heard was being spoken, or smply thought-transferred. "No, | am not. He smply
saw away home and couldn't resist the temptation.”

"Home? Isthat what we've created?’ Lyssa asked.

"Who or what are you?' David asked.

The cat seemed to amileat him. "l am aPryliwyk."

"You look likeacat withwings," David said.

The Pryliwyk studied him, its eyes bright with secrets, asmile on itswhiskered lips. Then it turned toward
Lyssa. "You're abright woman, Dr. Tyler. However, your caculations were mideading you into a
Stuation where you would have no control. The cat that you refer to as Einstein had to rectify those
critica errors.”

Lyssadtill couldn't believe what she saw or what was happening. 'Y ou know my name?"

"Of course. "It istheir task to see everything, to hear everything,’ that'swhat you told Mr. Eisner inthe
car, didn't you?'

"Well, yes.... but-"

"But Eingein wasin your lgp, remember?’ the Pryliwyk said.

"Yes. WasEingenaPerli ... 7' Lyssaasked. David had found himsdlf astool to sit on.

"Yes. Actudly, just over athird of your cat population are Pryliwyks."

"They are? But they don't have wingd"

The Pryliwyk groomed himsdlf, ashe said, "Take off your glasses.”

"Huh?' Lyssasaid, but removed the protective goggles from her face. Immediately, the Pryllwyk'swings
disgppeared from sight, leaving him looking like anormd black housecat, grooming itsaf, asmug look on
itsface. It looked up at her, and meowed.

"Your wings are gone," she announced. She held the goggles back up. The wings regppeared.

"It'syour glasses. They were polarized by the energy bolt when therift occurred between the two
dimensions. Put them back on and you'll seethewings."

Lyssadowly nodded, in comprehension. "Y es. But why didn't | fed them when | petted Eingtein.”

"The human mind doesn't acknowledge easily what it doesn't see or accept.” This statement came from
David.

The Pryliwyk glanced over a him. "'l supposethat'sasmplistic way of looking at it." He looked back
over a Lyssa. "Y our ingtincts were right-there are dimensions other than your own. Every now and then,
an opening to another world will appear, by one of severa ways. Either man-made or by natura
circumstance. For the most part, we can control the results of those occasiond riftsin space and time and
right theworlds again. That isour job. Pryliwyks are guardians; indeed, their task isto see everything, to
hear everything. Actudly, it was awise wizard named Ambrose who said that origindly,” the Pryliwyk
explained. "But when humans choose to interfere in the natural order of things, then it isour task to set
things straight. Thisiswhat happened to your Dr. Belson. His calculations were leading him straight into
danger. He had to be stopped.”

"Youkilled Ted?'



"No. Actualy, we saved him. The police wereright, his brake line was cut, and his brakes were out. He
wastrying to steer hiscar, so it wouldn't go off that cliff, when one of our agentsran infront of thecar. In
order not to hit the cat, Dr. Belson veered, sending himsdlf over the cliff, exactly aswe planned.”
Lyssaeyes opened wide. "Then you did-"

"No, Dr. Tyler, wedidn't kill him. There was an opening along the route that car took, which we pulled
Dr. Beson through. He survived, the car didn't.”

"Then Ted'saive?' It wastoo much to hopefor. Lyssas eyes grew bright.

"Dr. Tyler, Dr. Belson used you. He stole your theory, hejilted you, and besides, those broken brake
lineswere meant for you, not him. Dr. Belson's favorite student, Julie Anderson, saw to that.”

"What?"

"Think back, Dr. Tyler. Youridiculed Dr. Belson at that dinner party, and did not have very many
pleasant things to say about Miss Anderson. She wanted to get rid of you, so she had the brakelinein
your car cut. She had no way of knowing that Ted would take your car instead of histhat day. She didn't
know about theflat tire"

"With you out of theway," David said, "Ted would become arich man with his discovery. Of course,
Ted had no intention of ever becoming permanently involved with Julie. But she didn't know that. He was
only playing with her."

Lyssalooked over a David. "What do you know about this?'

David smiled and looked over at the Pryliwyk. He got off his stool and crossed over to her, taking off his
glasses. "Here" he said, "Put these on.” Puzzled, she took them from him, and tried them on. "They
weren't polarized,” hetold her gently.

What she saw were wings, wings on the Pryliwyk, and when shelooked at David, her mouth dropped
open. "David, your eyed"

David's eyes were green, acat eye green, but more than that, they were cat eyes. David Eisner had cat
eyes.

"The glasses hide theredlity," he explained.

"l don't understand. Who-what are you?' Lyssa asked.

"A graduate student, who saw that the lady scientist who was going to discover for herself where cats
disgppear to, got himself assigned to her, so he could help her find the way from her world into mine," he
sad, dipping the peculiar red-framed glasses off her nose, and then putting them back on hisown.
Immediately, human eyeslooked back at her, with warmth and gentleness. "But he never reckoned on
fdlinginlovewith her, a the sametime.

Lyssastared up at him, confused and bewildered at al that was happening. "David, | . . ."

"Then don't say aword," he finished for her. "Ted isdive and safe, in another world, where he can chase
al thefemaeshewants. Y ou were right when you said hewas arat. But you were o in love with him,
you were |etting him destroy you."

"But ... who areyou?"'

He smiled down &t her. "My redl nameis Ambrose," hetold her. "And once upon atime, | wasawizard
who opened arift . . ." he garted, and then he kissed her.



? Wart
by Jayge Carr

Wart hunkered down, scarcely breathing, only the cream-colored tail with itsblack tip swishing
impatiently high.

"Wart's stalking something again." Human-tom sounded amused. (Wart wished Human-tom would be
more careful. That big booming grow! of his had scared off more ddlicious prey-)

Human-mommy laughed. "Probably a scrap of printout.”

"Areyou criticizing my housecleaning,” Human-tom teased. Even Wart could hear the amusement
rollicking through the deep human growl.

"Well-" Human-mommy sounded as though she were growling reflexively while concentrating on
something else, the way Wart twitched histall while stalking prey. "Better that than worrying about
picking up pestson that last landfal.”

A smacking sound, as Human-tom did that funny noisy mouth-lick humans seemsto useinstead of
proper tonguing. (Though they did that, too. Wart had seen them severd times. But oddly, only when
they werein the bunk together.)

Then he growled, "'I'm sure you deconned thoroughly, love.”

"Uh-oh," said Human-mommy.

"Picked up another transmisson?' Human-tom was staring & the funny-window.

"Jere-" Human-mommy's voice had that Sgnificant noteinit; Wart swung his head around. " Jere, it was
your turn to deconn last landing.”

Silence. Wart siwung his head around, verrrry dowly stretched out apaw. Almost he had it, dmost, just
another little bit, just anoth-

"Devi!" Human-tom almost shouted. Wart flinched at the noise, and his own mation swirled the dust
bunny away. Wart froze again, as Human-tom went on, "Miri! It was your turn to deconn. | know it
wes."

Silence, except for the click of Human-mommy's claws againg the funny toy she caled "keys."

"It was your turn, Mm." More clicks.

In adifferent tone. "Devi-" (Wart turned and saw Human-tom's gaze fixed on the funny-window.) "Devi,
but I'm sorry, Mirr. | was so sure | didn't even bother to check the roster.”

A dgh. "It'sdl right, Jere, that's what we have the cats for, after al. Last resort against pests.” Breath. "l
just wish the computer would hurry up with the trandation.”

Shrug in thevoice. "In this sector of space-" Wart moved toward the dust-bunny again.

"l know." Worry in Human-mommy's voice. She repeated Human-tom's words, somehow giving them a
completely different meaning, loaded with significance. "In this sector of space. . ." A swalow. "But the
transmission was so strong, athough the sweeps show nothing, and nothing unusud in the scoopswe've
pulled in and dumped into the cargo hold. It-1-1 just have this crawly fedling, Jere. I-1 want to pull inthe
rest of the scoops and lie doggo.”

Sputtering from Human-tom. Wart ignored it. In just onelittle-

"I know, Jere. | know what it'll cost us, in wasted fuel for the scoops, to say nothing of this ship's
stopping and restarting, in time, in everything. But-well be much harder to spot, doggo; and I-1'll fed
safer.”

Human-tom made the bird sound called awhigtle. " And I'm supposed to be the gypsy fortunetdler off the
pair of us, Miri. Well, my gorgio, supposed unespex love, if you fed that strongly about this, let'sdoit.
Now."

"Thank you, Jere."

Human-tom lip-smacked her cheek again, then: "Gottatake care of all three of us. Shall | St copilot.”
"Youdtpilotand doit dl, if you will, Jere. | want my console to concentrate on the trandation.”
"All right." Sounds of large body plumping into seat. Wart ignored it. Snap! Triumph! Chomp. He he he,



neither of them noticed. The last time he had caught a dust bunny, Human-mommy had grabbed at it,
snapping, "Wington Churchill 1V-" which he knew meant shewasredly angry, "-give methat, it's bad for
yw_ll

Wart licked his chopsin contented satisfaction. The mighty hunter had

"Mrrrrr-" demanded another feline voice. Wart shrank into himself.

Magedtic asadways, Grimakin-Grey for shortstalked regdly into the small control room. "Mrrrrrrr-"
"Here, Grey." Human-tom patted hislap. "Don't jump on Miri-"

But Grimalkin knew whose orders she obeyed and whose she didn't; and whose |ap--even in its present
distended state-she preferred.

"Devi-" Human-tom swore, risng out of his seat, but inginctively kegping hishands on his controls.
"It'sdl right, Jere”" Small giggle. "Theres ill room.”

Human-tom muttered something that made Wart shrink himsdlf even smdler.

Then Wart noticed that Grimakin'stail was swinging over the side of the lap, asshetried to
accommodate her full szed Perdan sdlf into adecreasing area of lap.

Swish swish, thetail moved hypnoticaly back and forth. Swish swish. Swish swish. Bushy and
supplely-movingand oh ... so.. . . attractive. Wart crouched again.

Swish. Moved forward a step.

Swish. Another step.

Swigh.

Therewas just the dightest change in the almost subsonic mutter of the ship, that Wart thought of asthe
giant ship-monster bresthing. Wart hesitated.

"I'm going to reverse power on us gradualy, love, and cut power on the scoops but leave them out on a
random drift pattern. Slowing us down that way'll take a couple of hours, but | want to conserve fud as
much as| can. Well restart the scoops and collect them later.”

"Thanks, Jere." Human-mommy shifted dightly, and the tail-Wart had his gaze fixed on that fluffy gray
eminence-picked up itsrhythm dightly.

"Wart!" Human-tom had spotted the stalk. "Don't you dare!" It was a Must-Be-Obeyed tone. Wart
immediately sat up on his haunches, and began industriously cleaning between his. toes, al innocence and
ignorance. Who me? Doing what?

Human-tom choked off alaugh, but Wart could fed the human gaze fixed on him. He spread his paw
luxurioudy and continued to clean.

"Ohmy God'" The sick horror in those tonesfroze dl three of the listeners. Even Grimakin'stail stopped
moving.

"What isit?' Human-tom broke out of his paralysisto fling himsdf out of hischair. "Love? Miri?Isit
time"

He bent down, did hisarms under her knees and shoulders as though to pick her up.

"No, Jere. Look! Fredessers!”

Wart didn't know what fredessers were, but he had heard the humans mention them before severd times,
adwaysin atonethat he himsalf used for snesky stinging scorpions or those little dimy thingsthat burned
your mouth if you bit them, or maybe aswarm of buzz-divers.

"Devi takethem!™ he breathed. "Where do you think they're hiding-"

Sounding sick. "I don't know. I've been scanning dl dong at full range-"

Thump as he landed back in the other chair again. "I'm reprogramming al doggo-"

"Quickly-" Her voicerose on the last syllable.

"Keep yourstrying for afull trandation,” he gritted between histeeth.

"I am. Do you want to switch chores?’

"No. You've better intuit than | do. Y ou keep with the trandating. Engine work is practically automatic
for ether of us. Soon as| finish this, I'll send out an dl-dert.”

"Oh, yes. If theré's afredesser armadain this sector-"

"Aleko protect them!”



"Jerel | have apartid trandation! Ambush! A larger vessel ambushed them!™

"Good! Give the rotten sneaks some of their own back!"

"Wonder why we can't see any of it. With the transmission so strong-"

"Just out of range. Devi! No telling what direction we're getting it from either.”

Wart decided that Human-tom was sufficiently distracted, i.e., attention off IMPORTANT metters, i.e.,
**Wart**, that he could make another try for that marvelous swinging tail ...

"Devi take them," Human-tom was muttering. "'If only we knew wheretheir homeworld is.”

Wart did into hisvery best crouch.

"Or home bases. Or anything.” Human-mommy, despite large cat and equally large protuberance, was
bending over her funny-window, her claws dlicking franticaly againgt the keys. Then shegiggled. "If a
computer generated trandation of anonverba transmission could sound furious, this one does. They been
Grim. "Serves'em right." Wart waited his chance, tail a-twitch.

Another giggle, as Human-mommy shifted dightly, and Grimakin'stail ssopped-and restarted itsow
rhythm. "The other vessal was doggo and then just turned on and tractored them-like a giant scoop
clearingitsfilter and restarting. Suuurp.”

"Giant scoops? Don't be slly, love.”

All business. "'l have the dowdown programmed. I'm recording the dert message, now. I'll send it-" Wart
oozed closer to theflicking, twitching temptation.

"Everywherein this sector.”

"Don't teach grandma how to suck eggs,” he muttered. Somehow, without taking his gaze from hisown
funny-window: "Don't, Wart."

Wart decided that aslong as Grimalkin wasin hereand the humans dert to atail attack-he would do
much better esawhere. Casudly, he got onto all fours and began strolling out.

"MrrrrrRRRR-" Grimalkin sneered at hisretrest.

Wart ignored her, histail high and swishing.

Once out of the control room, he had to decide what he wanted to do. Explore some more, follow a
scent trail, just find along corridor and do some dashing

This new ship was so much smaler than the place he had been akitten on. But he liked Human-mommy
and Human-tom here. There he had been one of many cats, with many humans. Here it was only two
humans and two cats. Loads of smdlls, too, ground-in, years-old faint smells, and newer, fresher ones,
including the fascination of what Human-tom caled his"herbgarden.” So many thingsto like here, likethe
jingle and shinybrights on Human-tom's jacket made when Wart pawed at them or when the human
moved, Human-mommy's warmth-when Grimalkin wasn't hoggingit . . . ‘course, that wasthe stinger ...
Grimakin ...

If only Grimakin wasn't so-so-

What had Human-tom meant when he said something about, " Just be patient, little buddy. When you're
old enough, ingtinct 'l put her right where you want her . . ™

Wart stopped, wondering. Sniffed. Wrinkled his aristocratic nose. What was different? Then he knew.
The rumble had changed-that wasiit. It was much quieter! Much much quieter!

And ... hefdt funny. Almost asif-

A tiny dust fluff floated by. As he had many times before, Wart lunged for it. But thistime, instead of
rising perhaps three or four times his own height, he sailed up and up

WheeeeeeEEEEEE!

Wart landed with alight crouch. When he had been alowed out off-ship once, he had watched the
flutterers going by in the air, jumped for them, wishing he, too, could float up asthey could. Now he wad!
Hetook another jump, and mrrrred in displeasure when he dammed againgt the celling. There was more
to thisfloating bit than he had thought!

Another jJump. Wheeeeee!

Another. He had the knack now. Hejust had to turnin mid legp, and land Up, asif hewerelanding
down, using hislegs and-whooops! He"landed" on the celling, but when hislegs crouched, he found



himsdlf launched off again

"MMRRRRRRR!" From the sound, Grimalkin was close behind him and didn't like the new strangeness
at dl. Wart sniggered to himsdlf. Let'r suffer!

Another launch-now that's the ticket. Don't aim up, aim forward! Look at that legp! Wart! King of the
cats! Stalwart defender

He continued hislegpings, traveling much farther then he usudly did. He didn't even think to worry how
he was going to find hisway back, because he was leaving scent marks much much farther apart than
norma walking, or even legping after aprey.

Something small was flying dowly down the corridor, humming. Wart stared &t it, head cocked. It was
about hisown size, but dark and with the funniest shaped head he had ever seen. Winged, too, like the
flutterers. PFEUGH! It smelled AWFUL. What a stench! He didn't even want to try to identify it!
"Mrrr?' Heissued atentative chalenge.

Pfffut! At the noise, Wart launched himsdf. He had meant to go backward, but with his new lightness, he
went up and sdewaysingtead, bouncing off awal and caroming in another direction again.

BLAM! A section of thewall exploded outward. Wart, in midair again, looked amazed at the pieces of
debrisraining outward from the site of where thewall had been. One of the chunks hit the flying
awful-smell (worse than abuzz-diver it wad! . . . or had the creature hit the wall hard enough to break it?)
and ingtead of flying steadily, it, too, seemed broken, was careering clumslly, randomly about.

Wart cowered back. It was tumbling through the air, hit awall and bounced as he had, and dammed off
again. It came close to him, and he batted automatically. Both he and the awful-smell spun off.

Ha New game. Wart turned, got hisfeet under him, and launched again.

Wham BOUNCE! The SMELL collided with his paws, and hit awall and spun off. Wart twisted and
launched again.

OWWWWW- Something bit his paw. Wart ran, howling. It hurt. Every step hurt. Heran, leaving atrail
of blood behind him.

But if he ever saw that thing again, or anything that smelled like it-

It was along, long time before he found a scent trail that led back to Human-mommy and Human-tom.
Hewastired and hungry and his paw felt dreadful.

He had stopped and cleaned it twice, there was asmall hole on one of his pads, and atear, too.

He didn't even notice when he crossed through an open doorway, and got hisweight back. Though less
than he was used to when the ship's engines were giving close to normd G.

Wart entered deeping quarters complaining at the top of hislungs.

Nobody was there.

He headed for the control room. Y es, there they were.

Grimakin waslicking her chops, too.

Wart ran over to Human-mommy and rubbed againgt her.

She didn't even scratch behind hisears! "MmmRRRRRR!" Wart complained. He could smdll fishon
Grimakin's bresth. She belched morefishin him smugly.

"MMMMMRRRR!" He jumped up onto Human-mommy's | ap.

"Not now, Wart," she said absentmindedly. "I haveto get thistrand ated.

"I'll take care of him." Human-tom stood up. "Y ou keep working." He bent over Human-mommy'slap
and scooped up Wart, heading out of the control room.

Wart purred. He knew he was going to be fed and that now!

"Hereyou go, pd." Human-tom popped him on the shelf that camein and out in the eating room, and put
abowl in front of him. "Jus asec now-" Then he was scooping FISH into the bowl.

Wart dugin.

"Milk for agrowing boy," Human-tom added. "Not that the diagnos says you're going to grow any more,
Wart my runty little man. But we can always hope, can't we."

Wart didn't pay any attention to Human-tom's growl. Hewas EATING.

"Smdll-bred, my foot,” Human-tom continued, agenuine growl inhisvoice. "Runt ismorelikeit. They
saw us coming, Wart my little man. They saw uscoming." A sigh. "l wonder if you'reredly pure bred,



too. Though you look it, right enough. | admit, it seemed aneat cross for when you were grown, Siamese
and Persan. Besides, Mirf thought those two different colored eyes of yourswere adorable” A sigh. "'l
wanted her to have what she wanted, even aslittle athing as akitten with mismatched eyes." A snort.
"But | fixed that fakir when hetried to up the pricefor it, being so unusua. Humph. It isn't. Damn him.
But you're agood kid, aren't you, Wart, you can't help being made out of spare parts, and not all
working right, either-"

His hand rubbed just the right way and Wart stretched under the caress, but didn't missamovement in
hisamost frantic eating.

"Devi, but you egt. | don't understand. We've run you through the diagnos twice, no problems, and you
edt like you were starving, but you don't grow." A sigh. "Y ou know what I'm doing, Wart my little friend,
don't you. I'm talking so | don't have to think about what's going on in the control room, how close we
are to those murderous fredessers-| saw what was left of aworld after they got through with it once,
Wart. It wasacinder. Not aliving thing onif. Y et nobody even knows why, much lesshow they do it."
Another caress. Wart stopped eating long enough for ashort appreciative chirrup.

"The best anybody can come up with, isthat they have a scorched earth policy. Whenever they find
somebody settling on aworld in what they consider their territory, they burn them off. Totally. No mercy,
no survivors. Thetroubleis, nobody knowswhat they consider their territory, so nobody knows where
they'll show up next. Nobody's ever even seen afredesser, just picked up occasional transmissons and
seen the results. They burn worlds, Wart, my man, wholeworlds." An amused chuckle. "More? Where
do you put it, Wart." But he scooped another serving into the dish, and Wart took care of that, too.
"Nobody's ever seen them to survive and tell the tae, no ambassadors we sent with armed convoysor in
unarmed ships came back, no NOTHING. Devi only knows how many indies like uswho have
disappeared, ran into a fredesser. Nobody knows. Though we al know therisks, and there's dangers
enough out herein the boonies without counting on afredesser armada.™ A laugh with no humor init.
"Though we may be smal enough to ignore. If that'swhat's out there, | only hope so!™

Wart burped politely.

"Enough, little man. If we did take on apest or two last landing, | only hope you're till hungry. enough to
take care of it."

Wart wondered where the wounded flying awful-smell cresture was. If hefound it, it wouldn't have a
chanceto bite him again. Thistime, hed be smdling for it. Thistime-

Human-tom turned and strode out of the eating room. Wart debated following, and decided to. Maybe
he could get up on Human-mommy'slap and get alittle petting

"Anything new, Miri?"

"Message from the nearest nava base." Her growl sounded strained. " Acknowledging the dert, warning
usto be careful, asking usto keep them posted-"

"Theusud."

"Except for oneitem. They ran acomputer andysison indiesin this sector. They say that therésan
abnormally high percent of indieswho haven't checked in recently. Of coursg, it's hard to keep track of
indies, | could hear the sneer in that one, but-"

"Devi!"

"I've had a second transmission, too. The trandation's faster, now that we have the base to work from, if
you can call what little we think we have abase. It'sincomplete, of course, like thefirst one, but the
ship'salmost certainly a scout, and there was a second ambush, smaller single vessdl, and they've had to
abandon ship. But they-or maybe it'sasingle survivor-are going to try to take the larger vessels, | can't
tell which one; maybe both of them. It'sarough trandation, of course, with no equivalent of arosetta
stone, dl the trandations are guesses at best.”

"I know." Human-tom was scowling. Wart decided he would be better off exploring again. He trotted
out. Nothing (he sniffed in disdain) interesting anywhere near quarters, though he did find a scrap of
printout and played with it awhile,

Then he decided to explore again.



Sniff sniff. Most of the scent trailswere obvious. His, or Grimakin's, or the humans. Nothing interesting.
Again he crossed an invighble line, and found hisweight going. Wheeee! It was fun bouncing around ...
Sniff? Wasthat the faintest hint of awful-smelling flyer? He stopped his caroling and took a deep breeth.

It was-and it wasn't. Another sniff.

It ran along here

Wasit stronger thisway or that? Wart galloped dong a straight corridor, decided it was getting weaker
thisway, and turned and retraced his path.

Yes. Thisway! It was getting stronger. He did to a crouch, and began moving as stedthily as he knew
how. Unfortunately, with hisweight amost nothing (though mass normal) thiswasn't very stedthy; he il
hadn't adjusted to being able to practicaly throw himsdf on the calling with every step. But if hejust
000000zed aong...Whatever you wanted to call it, when he was above the floor and not touching it most
of thetime,

The amell was getting stronger.

YUCK!

Wart dithered along as best he could. He must be getting close-yes! Something was scuttling along ahead
of him. It had more legs than he and Grimakin and maybe both humans put together. It wasalot smaller
than the other creature, too. Hewasn't sureif he could get the whole thing in his mouth, but he thought he
could if hetorethelegs off firs.

But you had to be careful with scuttlers. Some of them had stings and bites that could be painful.

Wart tried to get alittle closer, bring the thing into focus.

It moved too fast. All he could be sure of wasthat it was asmellsAWFUL many legged scuittler,
heading dongawall.

Maybe it wouldn't even be good to eat. Nonetheless, it wasin HIS territory, and HE was going to show
it itsmistakel

Besdes, it might be fun to play with. Before he ate it--or decided not to. Wart edged forward, as
gedthily as he could. The thing stopped.

Wart froze, only thetip of histail up and swishing impatiently.

Wart could hear hisown heart pounding loudly, the"breathing” of the ship-monster-and nothing else.
Beat beat.

Besat beat.

The scuttler moved on. Wart moved on.

The scuttler crapped on WART'sWall! Wart |egped.

Onedam of his paw sent the scuttler in one direction and its garbage, breaking up into tiny pieces, in
another.

OoocoWWWWWWW-Thistime the bite wasin his shoulder AND the paw he had smashed the crap
with. GrrrrrrrfRRRRRRR! Wart launched and again the scuttler went spinning.

OooWWWWWW- This bite was hisleg, but Wart's feline pride was outraged. No paw-sized scuttler
was going to foul HISterritory and send HIM running off, tail drooping!

Thetrouble was, he wasn't used to this funny flying. Cats hadn't the ability to fly, though they could lesp.
Wart soared and heard afunny buzz. Then he saw. The scuttler had jumped, too.

-and come down-WHERE WAS HE?

Wart sniffed-and started to swing his head around. There was a bright light reflected off thewalls, and it
made him blink. Had he been facing it directly, or with hisgood eye, it would probably have blinded him
momentarily-or long enough. He whirled. There it came. He legped, and thistime his paw connected, but
not a catch as he intended. The scuttler went flying, and landed with an odd crunch.

Wart sared, but it didn't move. He stalked closer, and dmost fell. Between one step and the next,

wei ght-the humans could have told him he had crossed over into the art-grav section-gripped him. Asit
had the scuttler. Hard. The scuttler had fallen from a considerable (to its smalness) height. It wasntt
moving. Wart batted it against awall, as hard as he could.

It bounced and then lay. Still. Very ill.



Wart stalked grandly up, and gaveit asmal bat. Nothing.

A bigger bat. Nothing. No fun.

But maybe-he tugged aleg. Hard outsde. The insde might be good enough, despite the smell. Ugh, it
was tough. Wart struggled and worked, finally he got the trick of it. Y ou gripped one leg between your
teeth, and put your paw on the body and worked and worried until the leg came off. Or partly off.
YWEWWWWW! Theinsde stank even worse than the outside! He spat the end of the leg out of his
mouth, and then spat again, just to get the remembrance of that awful STENCH out of his mouth.
Where theleg was half torn off the body leaked some sort of fluid. DISgusting. Awful. NASTY -stink.
Wart automatically went through bury-it motions, kicking dirt over it.

Trouble was, therewasn't any dirt there. It still stank. Wart didn't even want to put it in the litter box.
After dl, HE had to use that.

But where could he get rid of the awful thing? Wart gave the body akick, and it skittered down the
corridor.

If only it didn't stink so, it might be fun to play with. He gave it another kick. It went farther.

Now his paws stank of it. Ugh. But maybe- He kept batting until he was opposite the deeping room. In
the deeping room was alarge potted plant...

Wart got the dead scuttler up against the pot. Checked in. Y ep. Plenty of dirt there. The humans had
gpanked him enough to keep him from using the plant's dirt for his own toilet needs, but thiswas different.
He leaped up onto the rim of the pot, dug aneat hole, leaped back down, carefully picked up the scuttler
by aleg and made another leap. Dropped it in. Covered it back up. Tramped all around to pound the dirt
back down.

Smelled hisfeet. Tramped some more, until good honest dirt smell replaced the awful stench.

Only when therewas no smell left on hisfeet a al did he condescend to clean them, complaining and
Spitting, as even the memory of that smdll lingered.

He hadn't quite finished cleaning his pawswhen he started fedling sick.

Heran for human-smell, fedling sicker and sicker. He just made it insde the door when the first surge
came.

"What the-" Human-tom turned around.

Wart spewed.

"Wart'sthrowing up,” Human-tom announced the obvious, in tones of acute disgust.

"Y ou overfeed him." Human-mommy was gill concentrated on the funny window.

"He still 1ooks like akitten who needsto eat-I'll clean it up, you keep working on those trandations.”

"I may never haveit any better than | do now." But Human-tom had gotten out of his chair, and was
getting a sheet of paper out from the printer, and using it to clean up the worst of the mess.

Wart wanted to help bury it, but he felt dreadful. Human-tom walked out of the room with the paper full
of Wart's upchuck, came back a minute or two later with a couple of wet disposables and a spray bottle.
Hefinished getting up Wart's spew in the disposables, and then sprayed carefully over the whole area
with the cleanser disinfectant.

Wart appreciated that. Somewhat. He didn't much like the smell Human-tom used, but he liked the sour
smel of hisown upchuck even less.

Then Human-tom put his cleaning equipment on atabletop; and swooped on Wart and started out the
room.

"What, Jere-" Human-mommy asked.

"Y ou keep working on those trandations. I'm going to put our boy through the diagnos again.”

"| told you-" But he was gone.

Wart recognized the door to the diagnos, which he hated.

The less said about the next few minutes, the better. Human-tom was putting antiseptic on his scratches
as he went back into the room where Human-mommy was. Wart stayed out in the corridor and glared.
But he was dill feding too rotten to go too far away.

Grimalkin had come in during the dtercation, and added her own sneersto his misery. Now shewas
back in Human-mommy'slap, but Wart felt too awful to be as much as dightly tempted by the swishing



tal.

"Food-poisoning.” Human-tom flopped into his own chair. "Odd. Maybe we did pick up an dien pest.”
"l think | have dl thetrandations." Human-mommy was paying no attention to Wart's misery or its
possible causes.

"Assoon asthisisover, I'll run adeconn-" Then what Human-mommy had said sunk in, and Human-tom
stood straight up. "Let's have them!”

"WElIl never have the whole thing, but what | have boils down to this. A larger vessel, huge, used some
sneaky new weapon they'd never encountered before, ambushed their ship; the fredesser managed to-|
think camouflage itsdlf. Then another, smaller vessd attacked, only one of the crew was able to abandon
ship. Destroyed it, | think. He intended to plant a small-it comes out as fusion-starter-maybe that's what
they use on planets, too, | don't know-anyway, he was going to plant that, only it was aportable, al he
could carry, and it had to be close to the ship's own reactor to do the job. The last transmission says hed
actudly planted or was about to plant the fuson-gtarter, and heran into the smaller vessdl again. His
weagpons were limited, but he planned to use a broad-beam laser to burn out their visors, and then-I
haven't heard any more."

"And nothing on our screens.” It wasn't aquestion.

"Zip"

Wart decided it was time he made a pathetic little moan.

"WEéIl never know how it came out,” Human-tom sighed.

"Unlesswe run into either the scout or the armadaiit was probably working for or the human (if they are
human) vessals. Or hear about them later when they come in and report.”

"Them'sthe breaks," Human-tom said. "If the fredesser managesto plant hislittle bomb, well never hear,
they'll never makeit."

Wart, hunkered down and miserable, made another, dightly more plaintive (but imperative) moan.

"Poor little man." Human-tom made agesture, but Wart didn't seeit. "Oh, poor kid. | forgot. That's your
blind sde, isn't it. Here-" Human-tom stood up, walked over, and gently picked up Wart, petting him
softly, while grumbling under his breeth, "My own people. Not saying aword about two colored eyes
and what they mean in some breeds. Blind in one eye. My own people. N'mind, Wart, little buddy.

Y ou're home with us now. Well take care of you. And-" grinin hisvoice, "-well et you take care of us."
He sat, Wart on hislap.

"I wish we knew," Human-mommy said softly. Wart purred as Human-tom patted him. He knew he had
saved hisown small universe once again; and the next time a scrap of paper, adust bunny, apest, or
anything else threatened, he would be there.

"How much smpler to be Wart, eh," Human-tom said, with asmall laugh. "Not to have to worry about
berserker killerslike fredessers.”

Human-mommy laughed, too, and gave Grimakin apet. "Oh, | imaginefdinefolk havetheir own
problems” shesaid.

Wart burped, and went to deep. Grimakin, the only other being in the room with agood enough sense of
amél to catch the awful-tang sneered. Neither of the humans could smell something thet faint.

But neither of them could have recognized very diluted fredesser anyway.

Just as Human-tom thought the tiny fragments of the fusion starter were only bits of dirt tracked about by
the cats when he swept it up afew ship-dayslater. (Luckily the only radioactive part was encased in
shieding until it was activated.)

Evil things can sometimes comein amazingly small packages.

But as Wart, patrolling the ship, could have said, good things comein small packages, too.

Even runt-small packages. Even Warts.



? Ydlow Eyes
by MaryloisDunn

Cat entered the castle through the cat door built into the wall near the kitchen. The dogs also used the
door . asdid an assortment of mice, when there were no cats passing through. Scenting the various
passers-through as he entered, Cat thought to himsdlf that it would be better for the entire castle had they
made the opening too small for the great hounds. A few catsin the house would have kept the varmint
population to nothing. With the dogs coming and going, bringing their fleas and their filth and their aging
bones with them, there was no way to control the intruders.

He turned into the kitchen and sat under atable waiting for a handout. The cooks were like the dogs.
They came and went. He did not know why or where and, frankly, did not care. There were usudly one
or two who would toss something under the table for him. Occasionally, he found a cook who would
take timeto discover his preferences, but at the present time, he did well to get a biscuit that was not too
tough to chew.

The dternative was to make hisway to the top turret of the castle where the white cat ruled. She had
cream for dinner every night. She had the best of the meat, liver, kidneys, and sweetbreads, chopped fine
or sometimes lightly braised with butter. Other times, raw. Alwaystasty.

The white cat was fond of him and generous. It rather hurt his pride, though, to make hisway up those
long stairstoo often. He did not like to seem abeggar.

Of course, he could always hunt, but rats and mice were such filthy things. More often than not, those
which lived in the castle lived with or near the dogs and smelled like dogs. When he hunted, he went
outside the walls of the keep where there were rabbits, and fat, sweet field mice.

Today, however, the westher had turned foul; cold and wet and his rabbit hunting had gone sour. He
cameinto the castle grumbling to himself and stopped off in the kitchen to see what might be offered.
While he waited to be noticed, he attended to histoilet. He began at his shoulders and worked his way
down, tonguing carefully until he had dl four paws clean and was nearing thetip of histail. Hedid thisby
turning himsalf amost double and putting one forepaw on histail to hold it in place while he licked.

An armored warrior came clanking into the kitchen, accompanied by four hounds who davered and
shook water al over the floor. They acknowledged Cat's presence but did not attempt to come under the
table where he sat. None of them were fools.

One small femaelay down beside the table, watching Cat with her yellow eyes. Have they fed you? she
asked.

Not yet, Cat replied. How was your hunting?

The hound picked at the burrs between her toeswith her small front teeth. Not very goad, she said.
When the rain began, it was hard to pick up a scent. Some of those stupid maes went off after awee
little bunny. | knew it was usdless, and | had a better trail. For which, | caught alash across my flanks. If
he were not the master, | would think him as stupid asthose males.

What were you hunting?

Deer iswhat he said we were after. We came across some old tracks but nothing fresh. We have hunted
too much too close to the castle. The game moves out. We should aswell.

| would have settled for awee rabbit, Cat said.

Theydlow eyeslooked a him mildly. Come with me sometime. | will chase one your way.

Cat did not answer but thought he would have to be starving to hunt with ahound.

The hound opened her mouth and panted with her tongue curled upward. Cat knew she was laughing at
him.

A scullery maid trotted past, kicked at the hound and said "Ho, there, Cat. Isthat hound pestering you?"
She gave the hound another boot and Cat saw it disappear into the great hall after the others. Strange, he
thought. The hounds usudly do not acknowledge more than my presence. This one seemsamost feline.
She does not ook like the others either. Smaller. Lighter color. Leaner. Yelow eyes. Cat's eyes.
Strange.



Then he did not have time to think about the hound. The scullery maid had brought a saucer of fresh milk
and sometidbits of meat. They were cutting the roasted haunch for the dinner table and she had sneaked
afew scrapsfor Cat's supper.

After he had eaten and washed hiswhiskers, Cat made hisway into the great hal where afire burned
fiercely on the large hearth. The sun was down and there was no light coming through the windows, but
Cat legped up on hisfavorite resting place anyway. Enough hest from the fire came across the room to
keep him comfortable on the window ledge. He enjoyed curling on his pillow, paws tucked under his
chest, watching the proceedingsin the room from ditted eyes. No one noticed him there. Hewas as
much afixture as the window itsdf.

Thewarrior, who ruled under the woman, was speaking. " There is something abroad these nights that |
do not like. Have you not fdt it, Claire?"

"| fed the winter's gpproach. Nothing more."

"Perhagps you should light your herbd fires and consult your crystas. Something isabroad. | fed it. The
houndsfed it. Something unnaturd.”

The woman laughed. "Unnatural ? What seems unnatura to you, Ruger?

"Thegamehasal |eft the vicinity. The dogsfed it. They do not turn their noses after the harts because
thereare noneto find. If | do not take aparty out to find what is creating this disturbance, we may eat
rabbit for therest of the winter. It isnot aprospect | relish.”

"Nor I, my dear. | should have known it was your stomach which was disturbed. The wegther isterrible
right now. Allow meto consult my resources. Rest yourself and your men until the wesather clears, and
perhaps, by then | will be ableto tell you what you are looking for."

Hetook her hand and kissed it lightly.

There were many people in the room; listening to the conversation between the master and mistress had
kept most of them silent. When it was done, the chatter and laughter began again. Knights seeking ladies.
Knights entertaining each other with lies of valorous deeds. Cat wondered what one of them would do if
he actualy saw alive dragon. Hiswhiskersflattened againg his cheeksin amusement.

A moist nose came over thewindow sl and touched his own nose. Cat opened his eyes and sat up
quickly. Oh, he said, seeing the yelow-eyed hound looking up at him. What do you want?

That looks like agood place to watch without being noticed. Is there room enough for me?

Certainly not. The ledgeislittlewider than | am. In fact, Cat craned his neck and studied the hound's
size, | doubt you could fit up here done.

Too bad, the hound sighed and lay down below the window sill. The hounds are over there by thefire
scratching fleas. Eating bones | would not bother to bury. They stink, you know.

| know, Cat murmured not quite sure if the hound meant the bones or the other hounds. After along
slence Cat said, Why are you talking to me? Dogs never talk to me.

Their loss, | expect. | don't know why. Y ou seem like asensiblefellow. In my village dogs and cats were
companions, not enemies. | do missmy home.

| thought you |looked different from the others. Whereisyour home?

The hound sighed again. The village name was Timbaca, but | know that means nothing to you. It wasa
warm, sunny country and the game differed grestly from game here. | came over much water in more
than one boat. It was along journey. The master bought me at afair. He called me aleopard dog and
said | would be agood breeder. So far, | have not taken one of those idiotsto mate. If | have my choice,
| wont, ether. Ever.

Cat, who had never seen more water than the stream which ran through the keep and who did not know
what aboat was, found the hound's story interesting. A leopard hound. He had heard of leopards. They
were giant cats with spots. Legends, redlly, like dragons; but he had heard the legends. No wonder the
beast was different. If she were part leopard and part hound, no wonder she seemed brighter than the
rest.

Sinceyou are not native to our countryside, | don't suppose you noticed anything strange. The master
sad it was"unnaturd." Have you noticed anything unnaturd. "

Y dlow Eyes panted thoughtfully. It ishard to say. Perhaps.



Cat lay back down and tucked his paws.

Y elow Eyessad, I've been here for severa months. I'm familiar with most of the game the master hunts.
While the other hounds were rabbit hunting, | cut atrail | recognized but not from around here. It
reminded me of my home,

A creature like yoursdf? Cat asked.

Ydlow Eyessat up to look into Cat's eyes. Oh, no. We called it "the leaf-ear. " The humans called them
"tembo.” Did | not know there are none here, | would have thought the track | found belongsto a
leaf-ear.

| do not know leaf-ear or tembo. Cat said. Can you est it?

Not inten years, Y ellow Eyes panted, laughing. The leaf-ears are huge. Tall asthe beamsin thisroom.
Tdler than the kegp's gate. It isso tall and wide it could not pass through the Horse Door in the donjon.
Cat's eyeswidened. It was hard to imagine anything so large it could not pass through those tal, massve
double doors. An anima? Cat questioned.

Therewere herds of them in my homeland, like herds of cattle or deer here. It has adigtinctive paw print
and its scent isunmistakable. At first | thought | was only wishing, but the track was clear, pad after pad.
| was beginning to course it when the master called me back and lashed me for not following with the
hounds.

Hedid not see the track?

It was agrassy flat. Humans seem neither to see nor scent aswell aswe do.

No, Cat agreed. They have many weaknesses. Those are two of the obvious ones.

Both of them were absorbed in conversation and did not notice that the woman, Claire, was coming their
way. "Get out. Get away from my cat, you filthy hound.” She struck at the dog and Y ellow Eyes dunk
away and hid hersdf in the pack near the fireplace.

The woman stroked Cat and murmured nonsense words to him, while he preened and purred under her
touch. It was, he thought, asmall priceto pay for comfort. If only the woman considered his ssomach as
thoughtfully as she did that of White Cat. Him, sheleft to hunt for himself. Ah, well. He raised and rubbed
his head againgt her.

"Oh, you aresuch alove," she said.

"Would you fondled me as warmly asyou do that beast," Ruger's voice was brittle and cold. "Come, |
have agift for you."

"Thiscat isafavorite of mine. Do keep your hounds away from him." She gave Cat alast pat and put her
hand on the man'sarm, dlowing him to lead her from the room.

Cat sank back onto the pillow and began to wash. The woman's hands smelled of stale grease and sour
wine. Another failing of humanswas that they seldom washed.

When he was clean enough, Cat legped down, making hisway around the edges of the room to the
hearth near the pack of hounds. They were gnawing at the bones tossed from the table and gave him little
more than aglance and asnarl. Y ellow Eyes came close and Cat asked, Do you know where the tower
roomis?

Where the woman makes her spells? Yes. | know.

Meet metherewhen dl isquiet. | want you to tell someone else about the beast that is larger than the
Horse Doors.

Remember. | did not seeit. What if | was mistaken about the track? | have no reason to believe there are
any leaf-earsin this part of the world.

Thisoneiswisein dl things. Shewill know if it iswishing only, or ared thing. Cat looked around &t the
dogsto see that there were none paying attention to them before he stood and dowly strolled away.

He spent some time in the kitchen where it was warm and full of good smells. Cat allowed the house to
quiet down before he made hisway up to the tower room. The door was open acrack and he dipped in
and looked around.

White Cat watched him from her fur covered bed, which she sometimes shared with the mistress. Ho,
Cat. What brings you up to the tower to see me? What scheme are you hatching now?

He leaped up on the bed and greeted her with alick. Y ou know perfectly well it has not been that long



since | have been up hereto seeyou. It seemsto methat | brought alive field mouse for your
entertainment and a snack. Was that a scheme?

Her whiskersflattened against her cheeks and she gave him alick. You areright, of course. Y ou know |
have a suspicious nature.

They talked of inconsequentia things until Cat heard Y ellow Eyes toenails on the stone steps outside the
room. She stuck her head in the door and White Cat sat up, every hair on end. How dare you comein
here? Be gone!

Cat said, Now, now. Thisisanew friend of mine who has astrange story to tell. The master fedsthere
are unnatural forces working around the castle and this hound may have something to say about them.
Will you ligen?

White Cat sat down, but her fur did not entirely smooth down. Cat, you do make strange friends. Come
inthen, hound. Tell your tae.

Y ellow Eyestold again about the village to the south and about the great herds of |eaf-earsthere. She
told about finding the track where none should have been. Cat said you were wise. Y ou would know
whether thiswas atrue thing or only awish of my mind. She sat down beside the bed and waited for
White Cat to spesk.

| am flattered by Cat's confidence. | cannot know, from what little you tell, whether or not thisisatrue
thing. How would aleaf-ear come here? What do they do? Arethey good for anything? Do menride
them, or plow them or use them for beasts of burden?

On, no. They aretoo fierce for that. | have never seen atame one. They are wild and they break down
the village walls, sometimesthe very houses. Occasionaly, oneiskilled. Themeat isgood to egt. That is
theonly use | know.

It seems unlikely then that anyone would bring one here by boat or by magic. What would be the
purpose?

Could an enemy have brought one here to break down the castle walls? Cat asked.

There are easer ways to make war than with strange animals. It seemsto methat you need more
information. Dog, could you find the track again and, perhaps, follow it?

Y dlow Eyeslicked her front paws thoughtfully. | think so. Thetrack seemed fresh, and the dampness of
the night will make the scent stronger.. If | go now, will the master be angry?

Cat said, If you go now, who will know? Areyou afraid to go aone?

The dog sat up. No. | am fagter than anything in these woods. | have nothing to fear except the master,
and if 1 go now and return before dawn, he will not know.

Y dllow Eyestrotted quickly to the door, looked back over her shoulder at the two cats, and then without
another word, dipped out of their sight.

The White Cat asked, Will sheredly go?

| think so, Cat said. She seems different from most hounds. Braver.

They heard footsteps on the stairs and Cat jumped quickly from the bed and dipped under it to watch
without being seen.

Claire came into the room. She cooed over White Cat for aminute or two and then went to the table
where sheworked her spdlls. She pulled alarge stone bowl to the edge of the table and filled it with
herbs from leather bags and wooden boxes. With a stone and flint, she struck a spark and breathed on it
until asmall flame set the dried weedsto flame. Aromatic smoke filled the room, turning itsair to blue
heze.

Cat watched while she pulled awhite leather pouch from her deeve. From it shetook ared crystal the
sgzeof ahen'segg and hed it to the light, turning it dowly to studly itsfacets,

"Power," shesaid. " fed your power. Where do you come from? What is your story? Such beauty!
Such power! How could anyone trade you for ahorse, even agood horse? They must not have known
what they had."

Thered crystal seemed to glow with inner fire. As sheturned it, flashes of red light, bright as fresh blood,
stabbed the dark corners of the room.

Cat drew back deeper into the darkness under the bed. He knew it was a spell, and he wished White



Cat was under the bed with him so she could explain the process and, perhaps, tell him what has
happening.

Asthefire burned itself out, the woman put the crystal awvay and came over to the bed, which cresked as
shelay down. Cat could hear her talking to White Cat. "How much of what you see do you understand,
my pretty Puss? What could you tell meif you could talk? 1 wish | knew. Thereis so much mystery in
your eyes. | know thereisintelligence there aswell. Could you tell me about the giant | see stalking about
our castle? Perhapsit isadragon. | have never seen one and I'm not eager to see one now, but thereis
something out there. It isfrom the east. The crystastell me that much. Come here by magic so strong, |
do not know if | can counter it. | wish | could talk to my Sistersto the south. They could tell mewhat to
do. We must think, Puss. We musgt think."

The room grew silent. After awhile, Cat dipped out and down the stairsto wait by the door for Yelow
Eyes return.

Thekitchen cameto life early. Fireswerelit. The morning mea was being distributed to the people of the
castle asthey made their way to the great hall. Cat wished someone would put one of those bowls under
the tablefor him.

He was considering his own emptiness when Y ellow Eyes dragged through the cat door, saw him and
dropped down beside him, panting with weariness. Well? Cat said, impatient at her silence.

Y ellow Eyessaid, When | can makethe climb, let's go to the tower. | don't want to tell it twice."

Cat switched histail irritably. After al, it was he, not White Ceat, who had waited the long night in the
cold, drafty hall for Y ellow Eyes return.

Quitedl right, Cat said. | don't careto hear it twice. You'd best find yourself agood hiding placeto rest.
Y ou look terrible. I'll go up now. Follow when you can.

Cat gtaked off, grumbling to himself. He did not even know if she found the track or saw the leaf-ear.
She could have told him that much. He avoided the feet of people coming down the stairs as he made his
way up. People tended to become very angry when they clumsily stepped on an innocent cat moving on
thedairs.

Outside the tower room, Cat waited until the mistress was no longer there before he nosed open the
door.

White Cat was sitting on the work table, lapping at abowl of mush. As Cat legped onto the table, she
moved over and indicated he was to share with her. She sat back and washed while he finished the bowl.
It was better than he usudly had, cream had been added and something to sweeten it. White Cat waited
patiently until he finished eating and had time to groom himself.

Did the hound return? she asked.

She did, muddy and covered with burrs. She must have gone along way because she wastoo tired to
cdimbthedairs

Did shefind the beast?

Shedid not want to tell it twice, Cat said primly.

White Cat licked her paw and washed her ears. She could have told you something. Unfeding. Just likea
dog.

| suppose she can't help that. Did the woman tell you anything about her vision? Cat asked.

Nothing useful. She did seem frightened by the red crysta. White Cat sniffed the white leather bag. |
didn't see anything unusua about it other than the color.

Do you ever seethevisons?

| don't think so. Not the same thing she sees.

Cat looked at the white leather bag. He wished he could see thered crystd for himself; it had made such
frightening flashes of red light in thefirdight. Perhapsit waswiseto leaveit covered.

They heard the dow click of toenails on the stairsand Y elow Eyes dipped into the room. She looked
better. The mud had dried and had been shaken off. Some of the burrs had been picked from her coat
and there was adight bulge in her lean belly which told Cat she had found something to est.

Both cats jumped down from the table and made themsalves comfortable on abraided rug facing Y ellow
Eyes.



Wel? Cat sad again.

Did you find the leaf-ear? White Cat asked.
Y dllow Eyes stretched out on her belly, paws before her neetly, facing the cats. It was not easy. | found
the track, but the rain had washed away more of the scent than | thought it would. She licked her paws
dternately. The leaf-ear makes one step to my ten. | followed up the mountain and down into the next
valey. Inasmall swaewith aheavy canopy of trees, | saw afaint light, afire. When | crept close, | saw
amaster and the beast. Strange, though. It was aleaf-ear dl right. It smelled like aleaf-ear, but it did not
quitelook like the onesfrom my home. It issmdler, its horns are shorter, and itsearsare smdler. Itis
friendly with the human and that is unlike the lesf-ears | know.
White Cat waslessinterested in descriptions than in facts. Could you communicate with it? Where did it
come from?How did it get here? Y ou did ask, didn't you?

Better. The human called to me and invited meto sharetherr fire. It isthe first human | have known to
communicate directly with me. Understand me, that is.
Cat hummed to himself. He remembered one such but did not want to interrupt Y ellow Eyes story so he
Sayed Slent.

Heisfrom afar eastern country sent here to seek ajewd of great price. It was stolen from his homeland
and traded and sold many times before he traced it to this land. He has a green sonewhichisthe
companion to the red one which was stolen. The green stone glowswhen it is hear its companion and he
showed it to me. It isglowing now initslesther sack.
A white leather sack? White Cat asked.
Y ellow Eyeslooked at her in surprise. How did you know?
White Cat looked at Cat and closed her eyes. | have my ways, she said.
Cat looked away to hide hisamile.

Doeshethink itisin the castle? White Cat asked.

He asked if | had seen or heard of such astone. | have not, of course.
Of course, murmured White Cat.
When he learnswhereit is, how will he get it back? Cat asked.
Hedid not tell me, but heisweary of searching, and he has strong magic. | think he could take it by
magic or, perhaps, hewill use the leaf-ear to tear down the gates and comein and get it. It could, you
know. Y ellow Eyes stretched her eyes to make them rounder and nodded her head wisdly. She had seen
the leafearsin action. She believed it could breach the castle walls easily. Certainly, it could crash the
gate.
Suppose he got it back. What would he do to the who have it now? Cat asked. Would he reward them
or punish them?
Hedidn't say. He did tell me that he understood my longing to see my homeland again. He fedsthe same
way and would like to go home. | suspect he would take the stone and go.
How would he go? White Cat asked.

| don't know how he got here. | suspect magic. | suppose he would go home the same way he came.
A sengible answer to a needless question, Cat thought. He said, Friend, be not offended. White Cat and
| need to discuss something outside your hearing. Rest yoursdlf here until we return. He stood up and
nudged White Cat.
Sheglared a him, but after an gppropriate wait she stood and followed him into asmall anteroom where,
gpesking softly, they could not be heard by the hound.
The mistress new crystal isthe red jewel the Easterner seeks, isit not? Cat asked.
| fed sureitis. What will happen if he does not get it back?
Cat nibbled his back toes and looked thoughtful. There is only one man and one leaf-ear. | tend to think
our castle can defend itself. But we have seen powerful magic, you and I. If he works magic against us,
thereis no way to guess how much harm can befdl the castle and dl itsinhabitants, including us.
Y ou are becoming most wise, Cat. | agree with you. Perhaps we should return the jewe to this man.
Firgt, | would want to be sureit wastruly his. How can we know?
Cat spat out aburr. Yelow Eyes seems surethereisared jewd. We only suspect thisisthe same one. |



See no way except to go to the Easterner and talk with him. We could carry the jewe with usbut hide it
before we reach his camp. If we are convinced it is hisand he will leave peacefully if he hasit, we could
giveitto him. I think it asmal priceto pay for peace.

It isn't your stone, White Cat said. And | am not going outside the castle. The way she emphasized thell,
Cat knew she meant it. She had never been outside the castle walls and had no wish to go now.

What will the Mistress say when her new crystal disappears?

Explain that to the Easterner. He may offer a solution. Good thinking. Let'stell Y ellow Eyes and see what
shethinks.

She thought the journey was too far to make again so soon, the stone was probably not the right one, the
master would besat her severdly if he found her gone too long, there was less danger from the Easterner
than from the magter. In dl, Cat got the feding she did not want to go again.

Would it make adifferenceif | go with you? Cat said findly, tired of the arguments.

Y dlow Eyesthought for ahit. It would be agood thing to haveit settled. | cannot believe there is danger
to the cadtle, but if | amwrong... Sheleft the question open. All right. But not before tonight.

The two cats agreed that it would be a good ideato go after the evening meal had been served. The
master was not aslikely to look for his hounds then. They were fortunate he had not |eft the castle this
day.

Cat remained with White Cat mogt of the day, leaving only after he had shared the evening med she was
served.

Y dlow Eyeswas waiting at the cat door. It's about time.

Cat, who had hauled the white pouch with its crystal contents down the stairsin his mouth, stepped under
awidetable and sat down inits shadow. | got thisthing down the stairs, but | cannot carry it through the
foredt. It's hard enough for meto travel by myself such long distances. Can you carry it?

The hound moved under the table with Cat and picked the pouch up in his mouth. It would be awkward.
Look. It haslong strings on it tied with aknot. Could you pull them up over my head if | can get my nose
into the loop?

Good idea. Here, | can hold the knot up while you get your nose through ones ...

Y dlow Eyesworked with Cat until the loop was over her head. Careful. Don't pull my ears off. There.
It'sabit tight, but not uncomfortable. | don't think we can get it off though. Isit noticeable?

Cat agreed that it was, indeed, noticeable. His whiskersflattened againgt his cheeks and his eyes
sparkled. Wait here until you hear acommotion in the great hal. Then dip outside and out of the gate. |
will meet you there shortly.

Y dllow Eyeswatched Cat swagger toward the great hall with histail held high. In moments, he heard a
dog yep. A great uproar of dogs barking, chasing, fighting each other sent the kitchen help rushing to the
hall to see what caused the ruckus. She dipped out the door as Cat had instructed and made her way
through the shadows to the gate and out through the narrow dots at its base.

Cat arrived afew moments later, out of breath and al of hisfur still on end. Y ou know the black mae
who thinks heisking of the pack? | dashed histail end and hid under atable. He jumped the nearest
dog. They fought al around the hal and the humans were running around and trying to quiet things down.
Food spilled. Winewent dl over thefloor. It was afine brawl.

It sounded so. | can't stand that arrogant beast. Come. We'd best be off. It'salong way, but I'll go
dowly.

Quitedl right, Cat said. Go at your own pace. I'll keep up.

After quitealong way at ahard run, Cat had to cal out to Yelow Eyes. Ho. You areright. My legsare
not aslong asyours. Please dow down.

The hound stopped and alowed Cat to catch up and rest. Sorry. Itisalong way.

Y dlow Eyes dowed and alowed Cat to set the pace. It was full dark and the moon was high in the sky
when she said, Shush, now. Just beyond this brook is where they were camped last night. Perhaps they
have remained there because of therain. I'll stay back in the shadows with the crystal while you go into
the camp. | think he will greet you kindly.

Doesthe leaf-ear like cats? Cat asked.



It did not seem to notice me. | doubt it will notice you either.

Good! Cat muttered. I'm not sure | want to meet a creature as large as a castle gate.

They saw thefire asthey came up from the bed of the brook and made their way quietly into the brush
nearby. They could see the man tirring a pot, which hung over thefire.

| wishit wasapot of fat field mice, Cat said.

| EAT NO MEAT. The man had caught Cat's remark, and he looked at the brush where they hid. |
WILL SHARE WHAT | HAVE WITH YOU. COME TO ME.

Cat stepped out into the firelight with histail held upright in afriendly gesture. He walked over to the man
and sat down facing him. How isit you understand me and can spesk directly to my mind? Few humans
can do that.

IN MY CULTURE THERE ARE MANY WHO HAVE THE ABILITY TO COMMUNICATE
WITH OUR FELLOW CREATURES.

The man held out abowl, which he had filled from the pot over thefire. Light curls of seam rose from the
gew and itsfragrance was inviting.

Cat amdled it politdy and fet his mouth water. Thank you. Let it cool abit. Whereisthis miraculous
place where humans have some respect for us?

DO YOU KNOW THE OCEANS?

What are "oceans?' Arethey the great waters my friend the hound crossed to cometo this place? Did
you come on a"boat?"

IF YOU DO NOT KNOW THE OCEANS, IT ISHARD TO DESCRIBE WHERE MY COUNTRY
IS. DOESIT HELPTO SAY IT ISBEYOND WHERE THE SUN ARISES?

Cat curled histail around hisfront paws. Thefirefet very good on hisback. That tellsmethat it liesto
the East and isvery far away. Can the leaf-ear ride on aboat?

MY COMPANION AND | CAME SOMETIMESBY BOAT AND SOMETIMESBY MORE
MIRACULOUS MEANS. THE DOG TELLSME THAT THEREISMUCH MAGIC IN THIS
LAND. COULD SHE NOT COME BACK?

His eyesfixed on the copse of brush where Y ellow Eyeslay as he spoke and Cat suspected that he
knew shewasthere. Y es. Sheled me here. She will comein later. A Wise One hastold meto ask you
about the jewd you seek.

| TOLD THE HOUND. IT ISA STONE OF POWER. SISTER TO THIS ONE. He took awhite
pouch from his pocket exactly likethe one Y ellow Eyes carried, spilling the green soneinto hishand. It
began a onceto glow asif it had firewithin. THEY CAME FROM A TEMPLE, A PLACE OF
WORSHIP, IN MY HOMELAND. THE PRIESTSUSED THEM TO CONTROL THE WEATHER
CONDITIONS THERE. WITHOUT BOTH STONES, THEIR MAGIC ISEMPTY. OUR CROPS
DIE FROM LACK OF RAIN. THE PEOPLE GO HUNGRY. | WAS SENT TO SEEK THE LOST
STONE AND RETURN IT TO ITSPROPER PLACE. CAN YOU HELP?

At what cost?

COST?

Y ou are not here to punish those who took the stone?

| HAVE ALREADY DONE THAT. BUT THE STONE HAD BEEN PASSED INTO HANDS
INNOCENT OF ITSTHEFT. | FOLLOW TO TAKE IT BACK AND RESTORE IT.

| sensethat you do magic.

YOU ARE PERCEPTIVE.

Cat lifted hisright paw and licked the pads. Of course. Why did you not take the stone by magic?

IF YOU KNOW MAGIC, YOU KNOW THAT YOU CANNOT USE MAGIC AGAINST A
STONE OF POWER WITHOUT DANGER OF LOSING ITSPOWER ENTIRELY. | CANNOT
RISK THAT. | MUST TAKE THE STONE BY HUMAN MEANS. TRADE, PERHAPS.

Y ou mean no harm to the castle or itsinhabitants?

NONE.

| believe you, Cat said. We brought the stone. We have heard that our master traded ahorsefor it at the
fair. Our mistress has much magic. Shetook the stone out last night and it flashed light like blood around



the room. She knowsit isapower stone but does not know the use of it yet. Sheisgoing to be very
angry when shefindsitismissing. If wegiveit to you, wewill displease our mistress.

MAY | SUGGEST A SOLUTION?

Please do. We would be glad to hear it. Cat caled to Y ellow Eyeswho came out of the brush, tongue
hanging, tail wagging. They sat down Sde by sde. The man made no move to take the stone though the
pouch hungin plain Sght.

He reached back and pulled alarge bag forward, rummaged in its contents and brought out a pouch that
looked much like the other two except that it was brocaded in silver. He poured its contentsinto his
hand, another large red stone. Thisone lay glistening in the reflected firdight, but no flashes of crimson
light lashed the area about them.

THIS STONE HAS POWER OF ITSOWN, BUT IT ISNOT A SISTER STONE TO THE
EMERALD. IT ISCUT MUCH LIKE THE OTHER AND WEIGHTSALMOST ASMUCH. DO
YOU THINK SHE WOULD NOTICE THE DIFFERENCE?

The two animaslooked at each other. Cat widened his eyes dightly. Looks the same to me. She has
only seen it acouple of times. | think it could pass. How about you? Helooked at Y €llow Eyes.

| think so, too. I'm willing to trade. She stood and alowed him to take the pouch from around her neck.
He patted her kindly. | AM NOT HERE TO PUNISH, BUT | WILL REWARD MOST
GENEROUSLY.

Hetook the stone from its pouch and the green and red fires from both stones made both Cat and

Y dlow Eyeslie down and cover their eyes. He put the stones back in pouches, but he put his stone into
the brocaded pouch and the stone he was going to give them into the pouch the dog had carried. Before
he dipped it back over her neck, he lengthened the strings so she could pull back out of them easily when
they arrived home.

| HOPE THISWILL BEALL RIGHT. | WOULD NOT LIKE FOR YOU TO SUFFER ON MY
ACCOUNT. HOW MAY | REWARD YOU?

Cat switched histail. A cat needs nothing but agood meal every day, adry placeto deep and alittle
respect. | have al of these aready. Y ou could reward me with aride back to the castle on your besst. It
isalongwalk.

A SIMPLE REQUEST WHICH WILL BE GRANTED. HOUND, WHAT MAY | DO FOR YOU?
Yelow Eyeslooked at Cat sadly. | hate to leave you, Cat. Y ou are agood friend and | think we would
have good times together, but | miss my home. | would like to go home more than any other thing.
Theman smiled. | KNOW THE FEELING. CAT, IFI TAKE BOTH OF YOU ON THE BACK OF
MY BEAST AND RIDE YOU TO THE CASTLE, CAN YOU CARRY THE STONE BACK TO
WHERE IT BELONGS?

Of course, Cat said.

THEN LET USGO. | AM ASANXIOUSTO BEHOME ASTHE HOUND IS. SO ISMY BEAST.
REST HERE. EAT. | WILL PACK AND MAKE READY.

Cat would never forget the journey back through the woods to the castle. Small trees crashed down
before them and every oncein awhile the great beast lifted her long nose and blew atrumpet cal that
threatened to shatter hiseardrums. They rodein alittle house trimmed in fine silks and cushoned in
golden brocades. The beast moved in aswaying mation, making Cat dig in his clawsto hold his place.
Theman held Y dlow Eyes before him to keep her from faling. Cat was beginning to wish he had not
helped the dog finish the bowl of stew the man had given him asthey reached the edge of thewoodsin
sght of the castle.

Thereis something | would like to ask for, but | don't know if it ispossible, Cat said asthey stopped
within the woods.

ASK, theman said.

The master has said the gameis gone from our forest. Is there something you could do to bring it back so
we do not go hungry?

| DONOT EAT MEAT, the man repeated, BUT , IF THAT ISWHAT YOU WISH, IT ISDONE. |
HAVE TIED THE POUCH AROUND YOUR NECK. CAN YOU MAKE YOURWAY FROM



HERE?

Eadly, Cat said. Helegped and landed on al four paws. He looked around to say good-bye and saw
only the forest. Cat felt achill go through him and his hair scood on end. He could see plainly the tracks of
the leaf-ear, but there was no trace of the beast anywhere. Rat's Eyes, he said to himsdlf, | have never
seen magic likethat.

The dawn was beginning to show on the eastern horizon as he dipped through the gate and into the cat
door. The kitchen was busy, but on the stairs, few feet stirred. He made his way unseen to the tower
room. The door stood partly open asit usually did. The mistress was walking about as she dressed,
looking in drawers and under things, muttering to hersdlf.

"I know | l€eft it on the table. Now, where hasit gone?"

Cat waited until her back was turned before he raced silently for the safety of the bed. White Cat saw
him and, when she could, jumped off the bed and came under. Did you do it? Wasit hisstone? Ishe
going to harm the castle?

Wefound him. It was his stone. Heisakind man, who will harm no one. Heisgone. Is shelooking for
the stone?

Y es, sncelast night. Where did he go?

| don't know. Vanished. He said he had magic so | suppose he took Y ellow Eyesto her home and then
went on to hishomeland in the esst.

Y dlow Eyesisgone, too?

Poof. Gone. As soon as | jumped down from the leaf-ear, they al vanished.

Cat, you are so clever. Y ou have saved the castle, sent the danger away and come back safdly. If only
we could find some way to satisfy her. Thereisno way to tell her what happened.

And no need to. The man thought of that. Here, pull this bag off my neck and push it over to the edge of
the bed whereit just shows under the coverlet. Shewill find it sooner or later and be happy. Itisastone
much like the other but not the same. He had a green sister stone to the red. Together they make fire that
makes you hide your eyes. | wasglad to seeit go. Thisisamuch camer jewd.

White Cat moved closeto him, purring, and licked his ears. Cat, you aretruly amarvel.

He had never been so deepy in hislife and this seemed as good a place as any to take anap. | know, he
said and closed his eyes. Tomorrow would take care of itself. He had had his adventure for today.



? It Must Be Some Place
by DonnaFarley

At aquarter of midnight, | sat with my tail curled around my paws, perched on adryer in the deserted
laundromat-deserted, that is, except for mysalf and the wizard's apprentice.

All around us, severd dryers and the one unbroken washer hummed and clattered like a herd of
mechanica cows chewing on some particularly indigestible cud. What they were actualy chewing on was
the laundry Jack had been saving up for the last three weeks while his uncle and master Hugh was away
at awizards convention.

"Thereyou go, cat," said Jack, tipping an anchovy quite delicately into my mouth. The boy had enough
sense not to try to get me to stand up and dance on my hind paws like acircus dog, asmy "owner,” Miss
Parke, sometimes does. | licked in the sdlty tidbit and bolted it down with my tongue-spines, then fixed
my eyes expectantly on hisface ashehit into hispizza

Hewas adightly pudgy teenager, who, if hed been a cat, would have been called "Ginger" because of
hishair color. Smilarly, my "owner" had-named me "Butterfly" because of my attractive coat, orange,
cream and black in color, a pattern cat fanciers cal tortoiseshell. However, I'm not an ordinary
tortoiseshell cat; I'm atortoiseshd | tom. Which means|'m impossible.

Oh, very well, I'm exaggerating. Cats do that habitually. However, | am arare animd, to say the least.

Y ou seg, in the scheme of thingsfeline, tricolor coats arefor ladies only. Thereisno such thing asa
tortoiseshel tom. But once in ablue moon (such asthe one | was born under) the impossible happens.
Tortoiseshell tomsare magical.

Y ou think I'm exaggerating again. Well, you needn't believe my story or even ligentoiit; it doesn't singe
my whiskers. Cats, especidly tortoiseshell toms, are not interested in human opinions about felinity,
except for agood laugh now and then. Back fence clubs often have ahowl or two over the quaint and
bizarre ideas humans hold about cats. Oh, Eliot did see something through aglassdarkly-"jellicle" isa
genuine Feline word, though where he managed to find it isareal mystery. But other than Elict, the only
human to ever come up with ared cat tale was Lewis Carroll. What he and hisillugtrators never redized
was that the so-called Cheshire cat wasredlly atortoiseshel | tom.

Wizards know, and therefore we tortoiseshell toms avoid wizards like the plague. 1, however, had had
the bad luck to have one movein upgairs.

Master Hugh wasfat, balding, and beetle-browed, and very bad-tempered, even for the wizard. If, for
instance, Jack wereto tiptoe up the dairsalittle too loudly on hisreturn from school, waking his master
perhaps ten minutes earlier than he preferred, it would not be unthinkable that Hugh would turn the boy
temporarily into amouse for hisfamiliar, Samantha, to practice on. Fortunately for Jack, Hugh's
repertoire did not include any spells much more deadly than this one. But if any doubt remainsasto
Hugh's character, let me merdly remark what | have observed with my own eye (the blue one, which
perceives psychic phenomena): his aurawas the gpproximate color of ancient motor oil in acommuter
car, with tinges of Chinese restaurant grease that only gets changed every six months, and afew
overtones of red the shade of a bargain basement hooker's lipstick.

They say that familiars reflect the persondities of their masters. Samantha, Hugh's black cat, wasaform
of lifelower than akicked dog's ego. She was aso quite untaented magicaly, and | had no difficulty
placing alock-spell on her mouth when Hugh and Jack first moved into Miss Parke's upstairs, so that the
wizard remained unaware of my true nature. After that, | stayed far from both his path and Samantha's
(some black catsredlly are bad luck) but Jack was another matter. It was amistake, of course, but |
have aweaknessfor anchovies.

Jack saw me watching him eat and smiled-he has a grin like the Cheshire cat's himsdlf-and tossed me
another anchovy.

"How'd you liketo be my familiar, cat, when | finish my gpprenticeship?’

| nearly choked, and he patted me on the back. | looked at him suspicioudy, curling my tail tighter
around my toes.



Hetook another bite of pizza. "Uncle Hugh says cats gotta be black to be smart enough to be familiars.
Persondly, | think if they'redl like Samantha, thenit'stheir low morasand not their brainsthey got in
common.” He tendered me another anchovy, and | took it, purring approval. He was avery good judge
of character, however naive he wasin other respects. And unlike his master, he had an interspecies
rapport gift; in other words, animasliked him, even Samantha. Naturdly it had no effect ona
tortoiseshell tom; | was only there for the anchovies and the warm clothes dryer under my backside.
"Lemme show you something, pa," Jack said, and pulled out apair of baby-blue sockswith black
embroidery from the gamy basket that was till waiting itsturn for the washer. He took off his own shoes
and socks and put the blue ones on, then stood up with aflourish. "Ta-dal Whatayathink of that, cat?"

| blinked. Hisfigure had faded to a pae ghost of itsdf. Obvioudy they were magic socks which madethe
wearer invisble. |, of course, was il ableto see him faintly, but | was betting he was completely
invisble to humans, and probably to most other animalsaswell.

| decided to play dong, because it gave me an opportunity for free anchovies. As he sood therein
slence with folded arms, | roseto al fours and pretended to be puzzled, searching the room for him.
Then | made aquick spring to the bench where the pizza box sat, and camly helped myself.

"Hey!" He snatched the box away, and | leaped back to the dryer, keeping my eyes glued to the food
while he pulled off the socks and tossed them in the basket again.

When hisform regained its solidity, | looked expectantly from him to the pizza box and back. Herolled
his eyes, then gave methe dice of pizzal had stuck my paw into.

"l guessthe magter'sinvisible socks don't impress you much, huh?'

| ignored him, carefully working away at picking the anchovies out of the mozzarella. Of course | wasn't
impressed-I can turn invisible without the aid of any idiotic socks.

Jack sighed and picked up the basket, taking it to the washer asit shuddered to astop. He pulled out the
wet clothes and dumped them on top of the dryer beside me, then emptied the basket into the washer,
adding the detergent and setting the machine.

| picked away happily at my pizzawhile he put the machines through their cycles, until at last he had the
fina batch loaded into the oversized, heavy-duty dryer beneath me. | smacked my lipsand curled up,
savoring the warm vibrations of the machine. Now the clock read midnight.

Jack leaned on the machine with one elbow and scratched me in the perfect spot behind the left ear. "I |
didn't know better, Butterfly, I'd say you were amagic cat,” he said.

| kept coal, but | didn't like the sound of it. Sooner or later, Jack was going to find me out. When that
happened, his uncle would want me. | would have to stay on my toes, or | would end up like that
snakebd lied Samantha. | sniffed indignantly at the thought. 1'd run away from home before | |et them
catch mel

"Y ou know, Butterfly, I'm thinking of running away from home," Jack said.

| couldn't help flashing my eyes open. Did he have telepathy, too? If S0, he seemed no more aware of it
than of histaent with animas. But a second later something else set my sixth sensejangling like an
emergency phone. | legped up on my paws, twitching my whiskers and ears, and made adow radar
sweep with my tail.

"Hey, what's up, cat?'

The dryer rumbled to astop and | legped to the bench, landing beside the empty pizza box, and turned to
face the dryer door.

"Oh, the laundry'sdone," he said, asif that explained my behavior, and proceeded to unload it into the
basket.

| watched intently as he pulled out star-spangled underwear (Hugh's) and Wool co swesters (his own)
and socksin large clumps, tossing them into the basket without regard. Last out of the dryer wasalone
baby-blue sock. Jack frowned and started rummaging through the basket.

Y ou've got to understand that |aundromeats are some of the few places on earth where you'l find
randomly appearing interdimensiona doors these days. Go ahead, laugh. Even the wizards don't believe
it. They're too pregjudiced againgt modern technology to consider the evidence. But just try to
demondtrate scientifically the whereabouts of all the lost socks.



Jack's expression was getting frantic. "Uh-oh,” he said, and stuck hishead in the dryer for alook. Then
he tried the washer. Then the other machines. And behind the machines. | twitched my tail impatiently.
"Will you do something!" heimplored me.

"Likewhat?" Ooops.

He stared at me (and they call cats saucer-eyed!) then suddenly his face was transformed by that
Cheshire cat grin, hisgreen eyes glowing. | don't know-maybe he had been a cat, in some other life.
"Ahal | knew you wereamagic cat."

| proceeded to wash my face.

"Buitterfly, old buddy, old girl, you have got to help mefind that sock! Please, girl? C'mon, I'll buy you an
extralarge anchovy pizza"

| yawned at him. I'm not surewhy | had spoken to him, but now that | thought of it if | wanted to keep
the wizard's claws off of me, enlisting his gpprentice as an dly might not be abad idea.

"Butterfly, baby, girl-"

"l annot agirl,” | said tartly, and stood up and made a pirouette with my tail high, so he could seefor
himsdlf.

"Geez-| thought dl cdlico catswerefemde-"

"Tortoiseshell,” | retorted. What abysmal ignoranceand from aboy of his particular talent! Obvioudy
Hugh was not only nasty, he was a hopelesdy incompetent teacher.

"Tortoiseshell catsare dl femae. Except that once in ablue moon, you'll get amale like me. Were
megicd.”

"Right." He straddled the bench and leaned down so that hisface waslevel with mine, which | continued
to wash. After aminute he burst out, "Will you quit with the primping dready-Uncle Hugh will have my
earsif | don't find that sock!"

| riveted my blue eye on him, observing the bright true blue and nature green of his psychic aura; and
said, "'l doubt he'd have any use for your ears. Y our heart, maybe, or your entrails, but not your ears.”
He grimaced, shuddering, and the auratook on ayellowish tinge about the blue and green. Of coursethe
ideaof Hugh actudly extracting his own nephew's entrailswas just abit of feline exaggeration. | think.

"I may be ableto hdpyou,” | said, "for aprice."

"A price! Hey, | thought we were buddies!"

| gave him adisdainful look. "Cats-especialy tortoiseshell toms-do not have “buddies!" "

Jack moaned and ran hisfingersthrough his gingery hair. "Okay. What do you want?"

"To make sure your uncle never finds out that I'm atortoiseshell tom.”

"But how can | do that? | wouldn't ever tell him of course, but-"

"But my “owner' might let it dip, or Samanthamay find away to break the silence spdll I've put on her."
"I don't see how we can prevent any of that. Why do you stay around? Y ou'd be safer if you just ran
away from home-heck, so would I," he added glumly.

| twitched my whiskers. Why Jack was considering leaving was not my concern, but if hedid go | would
losemy dly. "I was herefirgt, before that wizard moved in. | don't intend to desert my territory without a
fight."

Jack nodded dowly. "I don't blame you. But how can | help?’

"Well, for now you can warn meif there's any sign that he's beginning to be suspicious of me. I'll come up
with aplan soon.”

"Great. And now that that's settled, what the heck happened to that sock?"

"It'sgone down the rabbit hole" | said, stretching alittle.

"Where?'

"Well, through the dryer, actually, but it's ended up the same place it would if it went down the rabbit
hole"

"Uh-huh. How does-"

"Look. If youwant it back, you'll haveto follow it. It'sthat smple.”

"Y ou want meto get in there?' He jerked athumb at the dryer.

| turned acritical eye on him. Although he was alittle flabby, he wasn't big, as adolescent humans go, and



the dryer was alarge-capacity one. "We should just makeit."

"I suppose you know what you're doing," he said doubtfully.

"That'smorethan | can say for you," | growled. "Imaginetossing apair of magic socks straight through a
dimensiona doorway!"

"| ill have one of them," he said defengively; holding up the remaining blue sock.

| sniffed a him. "What good isit being haf invisble?'

"Oh, youwin," he said glumly, and stuffed the sock in the pocket of hisjeans. He opened the dryer door
and took a deep bresth. "Geez. Uncle Hugh has had me doing some pretty weird magical stuff; but this
takesthe cake. Do | haveto start at?"

"Just get in. My own magic will get usmoving." He crawled in, and when he got settled he looked about
as comfortable as a Great Dane in a Chihuahua cage. | pounced in and found a spot in the nook made by
his contorted body.

"Ow! Watch where you put those clawd!™

"Herewego!" | sad, and with awave of my tail, | started us spinning.

I'm afraid Jack found it abumpy ride, though | was quite comfortable, curled up in hislap. He made a
good shock absorber.

Theinterdimensiond trangtion was great fun, like being insde aka e doscope going five hundred milesan
hour. We landed very gently, however, under apink sky amid avas, rolling plain of woolly texture and
infinitely varied hue. It was so comfortable | was tempted to lie down and have a catnap, but instead |
watched Jack, who was hunched over asif he were chucking up afurball.

Helifted hisface, which wasrather green. "Never," he advised me, "eat anchovy pizzabeforetaking a
rideinadryer.”

He sat up and gazed around, and for aminute | thought he was fedling better, but then | saw hisjaw
dropping, asdowly and surely asahydraulic lift. His eyes swelled dmost out of their sockets as he
turned his head from side to sSide, surveying the scenery. He lowered his eyes again to the ground benesth
him and suddenly fdll on his knees, clutching a the multicolored tubes of yarn, coming up with two
handfuls

"AUGH! There must beamillion socksin thisplace!” He tossed them in the air and stood up, Snkmg to
his kneesin the myriad variety of style, Sze and color of the little human foot-warmers.

| had found amore solidly packed pile, which | proceeded to knead with my clawsinto the most
comfortable contours, before settling down with my tail curled up. "Billions, | would say."

"Ohmy God," he said and dropped to the ground again, hishead in hishands. "Maybe I'll just give up
wizarding atogether and join acircus somewhere." He groaned and looked around again. "What isthis
place?'

"The Valey of Lost Socks," | wasamost purring because it was so cozy. "Y ou won't find asingle
matched pair among them, ether.”

"A wholeworld full of nothing but lost socks?!

"Oh, no. That's just this section of it. Elsawhere you'l find the Beaches of Lost Buttons, the Forest of
Lost Ways, the Marshes of Lost Marbles, and the Caverns of Lost Voices, to name afew.”

"Lost Voices? Comeon!”

"They tend to come and go,” | admitted, "more than the more solid items that end up in thisdimension.”
"Which iswhere? Uncle Hugh never told me anything about this place!™

"Oh, I'msure hedid," | purred, redlly feding comfortable now. "Hasn't he ever said to you, when you've
lost something, "Well, Jack, it must be someplace? Thisis Some Place"”

He stared a me. "Oh, gimme a break!"

But | merely waitched him through ditted eyes. | thought | saw something, moving in the mountain of
argyles and ski socks behind him.

Suddenly | went on an al-six-senses alert, and a shiver of pure excitement ran along my spine. Heaven!
My nose twitched at the unmistakable scent, and | eased dowly to my feet and began to stalk toward the
argyle socks, noting at the sametimethat al angles of my vison showed tiny rustlingsall around us. Jack,
meanwhile, was as still asahuman can make himsdlf, watching me silently.



| gpproached within a cat-length of the movement, waiting for it to betray itsalf again. Suddenly agreen
checked sock did from the top of the pile, and | sprang, diving into the hegp with every nerve and muscle
intent on the prey. My jaws clamped on afurry morsdl, and | legped triumphantly up with my prize, ready
to display it to Jack.

"Ooh-eek! Let mego! I'm the queen of the mice, and you'll be sorry!" squeaked the little rodent.
"Butterfly!" Jack leaped over and grabbed for the mouse. "Leggo! It talks™

| held on, fuming.

"Shriek!" cried the mouse. "Oh, mighty master of animas, | implore you, save me from the jaws of your
familiar!”

| spit her out, right into Jack's hands, which closed protectively about the little brown body. "I am not his
familiar,” | said indignantly, and then gave Jack's forearm a swipe of my clawsfor good measure. | had
lost my temper-l suppose it had flown to some other quarter of Some Place.

"Ouch!" said Jack, but didn't et go of the mouse. "Hey, Butterfly, look-she's got alittle gold crown on!
Sheredlly isthe queen of the micel™

| eyed the creature coldly, licking the mouse hairsfrom my lips. "It's some woman's lost wedding ring;" |
sad, with dl the contempt | could muster.

"Oh, mogt gracious, wonderful, merciful master of animald™ said the disgugting little beast, fawvning all
over Jack's hand, caressing hisfingerswith her little bitty paws and kissing his pam over and over. Jack
put on his Cheshire cat grin. It positively made my fur stand on end.

"What apretty littlething!" said Jack, stroking her fur with one finger.

"Oh, blessed wizard and beastlord! My people are your grateful and loving daves forever!”

"Uh, thank you very much,” said Jack, "but don't you think they might object to that?'

"Oh, no," the mouse queen squeaked, straightening her ring-crown. "Not when they've seen you! They!ll
know what you arel"

"Mice have avery low magic-resistance threshold,” | pointed out.

"What do you mean, Butterfly? I'm not using any spells-heck, | hardly know any yet:"

"Oh, beautiful king of al that moves! What need has one like you for spells?" said the mouse, bowing and
scraping on Jack's pam again; then she scuttled quickly up hisarm and perched on his shoulder, nuzzling
hisear.

"What?' Jack laughed.

| coughed. "Y ou're an empath, dolt.”

"I'mwhat? | thought | was awizard's apprentice and part-time high-school student.”

"Y ou have anatural magic talent that surpasses any of the spells your uncle could teach you. Y ou evoke
sympathy, affection, even obediencein animas.”

"Holy cow!" he said, then winced, scrunching his shoulder; the mouse-queen wastickling hisear. "You
mean dl | haveto doit say jump and they'll ask how high?"

"It'shardly that Smple,” | said, twitching one ear. "Obvioudy, thelessintelligent the animal, the more
profound the effect.” | fixed my pupils on the Smpering mouse, who was, of course, unaware that she
had been insulted. "Why don't you see if she can be any usein finding the sock?"

"Hey! Great ideg," said Jack. He pulled the one blue sock out of his pocket and held it up. "Queenie! |
have to find the mate to this sock! First, well start by having al your people carry al the blue socks here
and make abig pile, then you can dl help me go through them until we find the right one. Whaddaya
7"

He plucked her from his shoulder and held her in his hands allowing her to sniff over the sock. She
looked mighty puzzled, and | knew why. For afelow who was an anima empath, Jack knew appallingly
little about hisfield.

"What aclever idea, Jack," | purred sarcagticdly, "but mice are color blind."

"Uh-oh." He scooped up the mouse and put her back on his shoulder and gazed despairingly around at
thewide Vdley of Lost Socks. He stuffed the magic sock back in hisjeans, sat down again, and then
suddenly put hisfiststo hishead. "Think, Butterfly-is there anyone e se here in your weird Some Place
who could help us? Some anima in huge numbers, like the mice, but with color vison?!



| blinked. The boy did have ahead on his shoulders after dl. " Songbirds,”" | said. "On the Mountain of
Lost Notes." | licked my lips. Winged prey was more chalenging than the four-footed kind.

"Great! Let'sgo. And don't forget, Butterfly, when we get there, don't chase the birds!”

| glared a him, but he didn't notice, and | wondered again just what were the limits of histalent.
"Chirpy-birds placeisthat way," the mouse chittered. "1 will show you, dear magter!" She nudged Jack's
chin and peered at me saucily from her perch on hiscollar. | bared my fangs at her, and she disappeared
behind his neck.

"Listen!" Jack said as he puffed dong. Wading through several miles of knee-deep sock pileswastaxing
for one dightly out-of-shape wizard's gpprentice, and boring for atortoiseshell tom.

"I've heard them for quiteawhile," | said with my nosein the ar. Unpleasant, thin chirping noisesanyone
who cdls bird sounds music has never heard arealy good caterwaul chorus.

Before usloomed aforbidding gray mountain, like agreat mound of concrete formed in the shape of
scoop on scoop of date-gray ice cream. Poking up from its surface like hedgehog spines were numerous
tall, black poles, between which were strung five black lines that snaked their way from poleto pole like
telegraph wires al the way to the mountain top. The birdsin their profusion of colors, scarlet, blue and
yellow, flitted from lineto line, pecking off the musical notesthat hung there like ripe black cherries. As
we gpproached the mountain, | watched a small sapphirecolored bird pluck and swallow four notesin
success on, then open his mouth and give forth with the opening notes of Beethoven's Fifth. Well, who
can expect origindity from abirdbrain?

Mindful, in my benevolence, of Jack's pleanot to chase the birds, | decided to amuse myself otherwise. |
leaped to the top of the nearest pole and launched mysalf out onto the top line like atightrope artist, then
with one paw began knocking the notes to the ground with aflourish, ddighting in the jazzy soundsthat
resulted asthey hit the rocky surface of the mountain. This was better than a back fence jam session!
"Butterfly!" Jack shouted, and my reflexestook over, landing me a hisfeet. He gave me aredly insolent
look-asif he were acat himsdlf and my equal!-and turned his attention to the sgpphire blue bird. Sticking
two fingersin hismouth, he gave ashrill whistle and cried, "Here, birdie!™

The bird flew at once to his shoulder, and he raised afinger to giveif aperch. "Fantastic! Butterfly, how
come | never got thiskind of response before? | mean, animals have dways liked me, even old
Samanthabut thig!"

My eyeswere glued to the bird, who was repesting the Beethoven again. | dowly switched my tail.
"Some Placeisamagica realm. | think you'll have to work very hard to develop your talent to the point
where you'l get such resultsin the mundane world.”

The bird exhibited only dightly more dignity than the mouse had done. It flew in ddighted circles about
Jack's head, serenading him with the annoying Beethoven repetition. Fortunately thiswas only a prelude
to the business for which we had come; to Jack'sinquiriesit replied excitedly that it and itsfellowswould
bethrilled to aid usin our search. Only moments later the entire flock lifted into the pink air and headed
for the valey, where, the blue bird assured us, the job would be virtualy completed by thetimewe
walked back.

The creature kept itsword, amazingly enough (you can never tdl with birds; their little mindsfly ina
thousand directions at once.) Long before we reached it, we saw a baby-blue mountain looming in the
center of thevalley. | flicked awhisker and looked at Jack for his reaction, but he seemed undaunted,
tramping cheerfully along through the socks and whistling Beethoven. When we came to the base of the
battlecruiser-sized pile of blue socks, Jack waved happily to the cloud of birds clustered above, and
caled out confidently asthe last few blue socks were added to the summiit.

"Thanks, fellad" he said, and they flew off to their mountain again, with the exception of thelittle blue
bird, who swooped to a perch on one of Jack's shoulders, the other till being occupied by the mouse, to
whom he now displayed the magic sock again. He pointed out the sigils of invisbility woven into the Sde.
"Takeit from the bottom up, Queenie-you and the rest of the mice."

The mountain of socks began to vibrate asthe hosts of mice swarmed round its base, pulling out socks
one by one, examining them quickly and scampering away to lay themin rgect pilesdl around. My
whiskers began to twitch as | watched their activity; it was so unbearably boring to merely watch and not



chase. Jack sat down and stroked my back as we waited.

The pile grew smdler, and Jack grew less confident. "Mrrrff," | growled, annoyed because hisdistraction
had made him less attentive about stroking my fur. He scratched under my chin.

At last the ground lay bare, the socks redistributed to form something resembling the rim of ababy blue
moon crater. As Jack dowly stood up, the blue bird whistled arather hafhearted rendition of the
Beethoven.

"Oh, magter!" the mouse queen said tearfully, "What poor servants my people have been to you! Oh,
great beadtlord, pray forgive usl"

Jack spewed out along series of curses, such as " Bed zebub's belly blubber!™ which, having been learned
from hiswizard uncle, would be considered quite picturesque by human standards, but which were
unimpressve to the feline ear. The mouse wept, and the bird sang his dirgdlike phrase again.

Revolted by thelot of them, | turned my bored gaze outward to the horizon, and was sartled to see an
approaching clamor of birds, who seemed to be harrying some earthbound creature toward us through
the foot-deep layer of socks. | focused al six senses on the approaching thing, and soon reached an
unpleasant conclusion.

"Oh, Bastet save ud! It'sadog,” | said disgustedly. Still pursued by the birds, the ugly canine sumbled
aong asbest it could through the socks, pitching forward frequently onto itsnose, and fdling at last ma
dirty-yelow heap at Jack's feet. In its mouth was a blue sock.

"Isthat it?" Jack cried, his hopeful expression suddenly rekindled..

The dog dropped the sock and legped up barking, "Y essir! Nosir! Threebagsfullsir!” and hurled himsdlf
with joyous dobbering at Jack's face.

The mouse shrieked, and the bird gave out shrill, quick repetitions of the Beethoven phrase, making it
sound like a stuck phonograph.

"Geddown!" Jack yelled, and scooped up the sock. The dog fell back whimpering, and Jack patted its
ugly head as he examined the sock. "Good boy."

"Butterfly!" he cried, "thisisit but just ook at it!"

| peered at the sock, and it wasimmediately apparent what had happened; the dumb mutt had chewed
onittill theinvighility sgils had become amost unrecognizable.

Jack pulled off one shoe and sock and tried the magical one; there was no doubt. The spell on the sock
was ruined.

"Well, that doesit," said Jack. "Know any good circuses| can run away and join, Butterfly?!

"How easily you humans are discouraged,” | said. "The sock haslost its magical properties, hasit not?!
"Y eah, exactly, and I'm gonnalose my head when Uncle Hugh finds out!™

"Thepointis," | sad patiently, "everything that islost eventudly ends up Some Place. If welook long
enough, were bound to find the invisible power which the sgils had previoudy bound to the sock.”
"Butterfly," Jack said dowly, "are you telling me that we haveto look for invisbility?

"l believe| said that,” | sniffed.

"Butterfly, how can you possibly find something invishle? Invighility itsdf?'

"Look here" | said, "if you're ever going to be more than the amateur wizard that your uncleis, then
you'd better learn to free yoursalf from the habit of rigid thinking. After al, he didn't even tell you about
the existence of Some Place, did he?’

"Y eah, well, I've been thinking of looking for anew master-and that's not the only reason.”

| twitched my tail in annoyance. "Onething a atime.”

Jack sighed and said, "Okay, I'll bite. How do we look for what we can't see?”

"Firg, let's seethe Sigils on the other sock,” | suggested.

Helad the pair out together so we could look at the line of mystic characters running from cuff to ankle.
"They were both the same?”

He nodded. "He commissioned them. Socks were cheaper than a cloak, though | hear they wear out
fagter.”

| sniffed. One can only pity those who have neither their own magic nor their own fur and must
manufacture subgtitutes for both.



"So you know nothing of the spell for their making, | takeit. Well, theré's dways more than one way to
skinamouse," | said, and glanced at the little rodent perched on Jack's collar. She ducked quickly inside
hisshirt. "First weve got to repair the fabric of the sgils; then well see about recapturing the invisibility
spdl itsdf.”

We waded through the socks again, but thistime in the opposite direction, toward the Plain of Lost
Civilizations. We had reached the outskirts of the marbled splendor of the Ancient Greek quarter, where
| planned to lead the party (alas, the dog, bird and mouse were il with us) into the Rdligion and
Mythology section, when Jack sat down for arest.

"Butterfly,” he said with ayawn, "I don't think werre going to makeit back intimeto put al that laundry
away before Uncle Hugh getshomein the morning.”

"Don't beabsurd,” | said. "What do you think it isthat people lose more of than anything else?!

"I dunno-socks, from the look of the valley."

"Time, you rodent-brain," | said. "There's enough lost time floating around in the clouds up thereto last
you alifetime. Well smply recover some on our way home.”

"Wow!" his green eyeswent wide. "However, | suggest we move on now."

"Okay," hesad, "Hedl, Ydler," he added to the ugly yellow mutt, which it did, just asif Jack had trained
it from apup. | shuddered. Thetdent manifest in my naive young human neighbor was of greater
proportionsthan | had imagined.

| managed to drag Jack through the streets of Lost Greek Civilization without stopping to talk with every
Tom, Dick and Herodotus, for, as Jack had discovered to his delight, language barriers do not exist in
Some Place, the air being saturated with the lost preBabel universal mutual comprehension. Eventualy
we arrived a our destination, amodest house in the Origins street of the Mythological section, wherel
instructed Jack to knock and enter.

"Don't go blundering ahead before your eyes adjugt,” | advised him. My own more versdtile vision
revealed amazdike array of shimmering webbing draped about the interior, and the walls hung with
unbdievably lifelike tapestries. Amid dl the gossamer stood alarge and dusty loom, and asimilarly
disused spinning whedl.

"Oh, now who isit?" acreaky voice complained. "Don't you wizard tourists ever get tired of gawking at
poor unfortunate people who happen to have incurred the wrath of the gods?’

"How do you do, Miss Arachne?’ | purred, and aline descended quickly from the ceiling, suspending a
large black spider at Jack'seye levdl.

"Well, what have we here?'Y ou're agood-looking young fellow."

"Uh, thanks," Jack gulped.

"I suppose you think I'm ugly just because I'm aspider,” she sad bitterly.

"Oh, hey, I-"

"Wll, you'reright," sobbed the spider. "Y ou have no ideawhat a pretty girl | was before Athenadid this
tome!"

"If you don't recall the sory, Jack,” | said, " Arachne here chalenged the goddess Athenato aweaving
contest. It seems Athenaisa sore loser.”

"Gosh, I'm sorry, Arachne," he said, and stuck out his palm. The spider just hung there for amoment.
"People don't usudly like spidersto crawl on them,” she said suspicioudly.

"But Arachne, you're not redly aspider,” he said.

"Well," she said, opening and closing her mandibles, "that's true. But what about that bird?"

"Huh? Oh, Blue Boy won't hurt you. Don't touch the spider, birdie, she'salady.”

"Tweet tweet tweet tweeeee!" said the bird, and the spider crawled cautioudy onto Jack's thumb.

"We have a problem only your skills can solve, Arachne,” | said. " Show her the sock, Jack."

The spider scuttled around and peered down at me from Jack's thumb. "Well, look at that-a tortoiseshell
tom! Isheyour familiar, Wizard Jack?'

| opened my mouth for ahiss, but Jack quickly said, "He'sjust afriend. And I'm afraid I'm just an
apprentice.” He pulled out the socks and explained the Situation.

"Oh, that'seasy,” said Arachne. "'l can haveit donein two shakes of acat'stail." My whiskerstwitched,



but | said nothing. "But drat it-1 was hoping you were awizard and could help me get back my true
form."

"From Athena?' | said skeptically. "Not even a master magician can compete with a goddess.”

"Wdll, she'sonly aretired goddess nowadays-| thought there might be achance," Arachne pouted.

"Of coursewell help you-won't we, Butterfly?' said Jack.

| stared at him, my pupils dilating in astonishment, but for some reason | couldn't think of an appropriately
catty reply. Before | knew it, the spider was working away at the sock, and we were back in the Street.
"Which way to Athena's place?" asked Jack, gawking about in dl directions, until he caught sight of the
Acropalis. All thelogt glory of the Parthenon sparkled from its heights-the ruinsthat exist inthe
here-and-now mundane world are less than amere shadow of it.

My tail was swishing asfurioudy asafly swaiter. "All right, Jack,” | said. "Thisiswhat well haveto do.
In haf an hour we walk back into Arachne's, reclaim the sock, and tell her al she hasto dois get hersdlf
up to the Parthenon and shelll be disenchanted. Then we snag oursalves abit of lost time and best it."
"Buitterfly! | winced at the outrage in hisvoice. "Now, what's our best bet? Do we try to strike some
kind of bargain with Athena, or do wetry to trick her into turning Arachne back?'

"Our best bet isto cut our lossesand run,” | said dryly.

"Oh, come on, Butterfly, she can't be all that bad. It seemsto methat | remember Athenawas one of the
better Olympians.”

"That's not saying much,” | snorted, then put on my radar. If any local deities had heard me, we would
redlly be up to our earsin damp kitty litter.

"But we owe Arachne something for fixing the sock," Jack said.

"Y our trouble, Jack, isthat you haven't learned to think like acat. Try it-you'll see, thingswork out much
better when you look out for number one.”

He gaped a me, then got angry, if you canimagine. It's astounding how such inggnificant creatures as
humans (and such a poor specimen of the race as a pudgy teenage sorcerer's gpprentice!) can muster
such amazing delusions about their own mora Sature.

"Y ou know, Buiterfly, for dl that you're atortoiseshell tom, you redly aren't any better than Samanthal ™
"l beg your pardon?" | sat up straight. "What could amouse-brained biped like you possibly know about
the comparative worth of felines?'

"Oh, wdll, | suppose | can't expect morality from you, can 1?7 But | did think you had as much pride as an
ordinary alley cat. | didn't think you would back down from a challenge-much less be scared of amere
goddess.”

My tail went lashing around like helicopter blades. "If you think, just because you're an anima empath, a
tortoiseshell tom will let you get away with achegp trick like insulting his pride, then think again! So long,
Jack!" | spat, and disappeared-not from the plane of Some Place, but from Jack's view. It was only with
difficulty that | suppressed the satisfied grin which, like the Cheshire cat's, could betray the presence of
my otherwiseinvigbleform.

"Butterfly!" Jack looked about franticaly. "Come back here, you louse of acat!" He heaped a number of
curses on my name, but of course asit was only my ordinary, everyday name and not my secret name,
the curses were entirely ineffectud. " Shoot! How do | get home now?" he asked the dog.

"Track!" the beast responded, and demongtrated by sticking his nose to the ground and starting to follow
our trail back toward Arachne's place. | levitated and sat hovering inthe air several feet above his head,
and suddenly he started running in a.confused circle. Even Jack couldn't help being disgusted at this
display of idiocy.

"Oh, bother," he said. "All right, gang, thefirst thing isto try and help Arachne. Maybe she can tell me
how to get home afterward. | guess without Butterfly well have to try the direct approach-well go beg
for Athenasmercy.”

And with that the wholeidiotic group set off for the Parthenon. | could scarcely believe my eyes.

| followed them closdly, Hill invisble-not, you understand thet | had given up on the Feline First Law of
Sdf-Preservation; it wasjust that | wasindulging in another common mode of cat behavior: curiosity.
Don't say it-1 know. It kills cats with darming frequency.



"Hello?" Jack called into the empty temple-empty save for the goddess gigantic ivory and gilt statue.
"Athena? Areyou here?'

"Of coursel am,” said agently reproachful feminine voice. "But who eseis?’

Jack's eyes swiveled from side to side in hisfrozen head. | could see his Adam's gpple bobbing up and
down in histhroat like mercury in athermometer, and thought maybe he didn't have any cat in him after
al. "UHHHH-um,, your magjesty? Uh, your divinity, | mean?' he said, sweeping an awkward bow. "My
name's Jack. Hope | haven't disturbed you." He was still looking around for the source of the voice.
"Look at the statue, twerp,” | hissed, before | remembered that | wanted to let Jack worry abit longer.
Oh, well.

"Butterfly!" he said, looking about hopefully, but | kept my invisibility anyway.

"Did you come here to speak to me, mortd, or to the air?!

"Uh--oh, excuse me, to you of course, maam,” said Jack, findly redizing that the voice did indeed come
from the neverthelessimmobile lips of the statue, which, with his dow-adjusting (definitely nonfeline) eyes
he was now regarding with wonder. "Wow! Isthe statue redly you?"

"Merdly the paest shadow of my true divine glory, which vison | am sure you could not withstand,
mortal," she assured him.

Suddenly there was atremendous swooping and fluttering, and Jack gulped as afifteen-foot owl dighted
infront of him and hunched its head toward him with dinner-plate szed eyes. The mouse queen (as usud)
gave ashriek and dove into his clothing, while the Beethoven-chirping bird clung tightly to his collar and
the dog yammered.

"Shut up, you guys," he said, and they did.

"From the Prime Materiad Plane, aren't you, young man?' said the owl, swiveling its head asit scrutinized
Jack'sfeatures. "'l think | like you, though | don't know why."

"It'sasort of talent | have," Jack admitted, and | could have clawed hislegs off. It certainly proved he
had no cat in him after dl. Imagine laying your cards down like that before the game's begun!

" 'Zat 307" said the owl, who il appeared well disposed toward Jack. "Honest, too, hmmmm?'

Jack blushed. "Uh, | guess so. | might aswell tell you I'm here on behalf of afriend.™

"Come back, Poopsie, dear!" the goddess called, and the owl winced, trying to clear histhroat.

"But, milady-"

"Now, darling. | want to talk to the little fellow mysdlf.”

"Yesm," said the owl, and flew dejectedly back to some shadowy nichein the top of the temple.
"Poopsielikesyou," the goddess observed.

"Yes, mdam. | wasjust saying | have atdent with animas.”

"Ddightful,” said Athena, "Python wantsto meet you, too."

"Python? Ulp!" said Jack, as an immense golden snake dithered out of the shadow of the statue's Gorgon
shield and curled itsdlf amiably around Jack.

"Keep coal, team," he said to his nervous menagerie. The creature's girth was amost equa to the boy's
height.

Python's tongue flicked out and in again, and he said in asizzling voice, " SSShe likesss me to fffrighten
biassssphemersss, but you are not afffraid of me, areyou?”

"N-not much," Jack gulped.

"Enough, Python dear,” the goddess said sweetly, and the serpent dunk back beside the shield.

"Snakes and owls are the wisest creaturesin the world, you know, and being the goddess of wisdom
myself-evenif | amretired-I vauetheir opinions. | can't remember either of them taking to amorta so.
Sowhat can | do for you?"

"Well, maam, it'sto do with Arachne."

"Arachne. Oh, that's so sad,” said the goddess.

" 'Scuse me?’ said Jack.

"Yes. Shewasredly quite afavorite of mine, or | would never have made her such asuccessful artistin
thefirst place. But sheredlly couldn't bear to admit | was better at the loom than she was. She was so



mortified a her failure after that silly contest she turned hersdf into aspider.”

"What? That's not how | heard the story-"

Athenasighed. "Wdll, if there's anything you mortaslose more easily than time, it'sthetruth. The
metamorphosswas the direct result of Arachne's own humiliation. I've smply let her stlew in her own
juices.

"Then you could turn her back?' Jack said hopefully.

"I'm afraid that wouldn't be good for her. She hasn't learned humility yet, you see.”

Jack'sfacefdl. "But | promised her," he said, and proceeded to explain his agreement with Arachne.
"Couldn't we work something out? Maybe she's never going to learn humility as a spider-maybe what she
needsisto get back to being hersaf before she can learn anything. Maybe if she had to learnto do
something else she wasn't so talented &...... " Jack's brow was puckered with his effort to find a solution.
The goddess laughed softly. "Y oung man, if | hadn't retired, | think | would want to be your patron, even
if wizards are more properly under Artemis protection. Suppose | put Arachne in your hands, and let
you teach her humility?"

"Me? But how? I'm only an apprentice.”

Again the golden laugh. "Well, to begin with, you'd be agood example. But I'll tell you. Take Arachne
back to the Prime Materid Plane with you, where | will alow her to recover her human form in the
daytime, while she revertsto aspider at night. When and if she attains humility, you will bring her back
here to report to me and apologize for her previous behavior. Then | will lift the rest of the curse. Now,
isn't that awise plan from the goddess of wisdom?"

"Uh, yes, it sureis. But your goddess-ship, could you please tell me how | can find the magic sock'slost
invishility before| leave?'

"Oh, that's easy. Y ou want the Sea of Lost Spells, beyond the Beaches of Lost Buttons, on the other
side of the Valley of Lost Socks. Poopsie dear, take Jack to pick up Arachne and then drop him and his
critters at the Sea, would you? | think you can carry the dog in your claws, but do be careful. Oh, and be
niceto Jack'slittleinvigble feline familiar, however tempting hislittle fat body looks."

"l am not hisfamiliar!" | flashed into indignant vigibility. | should have known agoddesswould be ableto
seeme. "And | am not fat-just abit longhaired.”

"Spareme," shesaid coldly. "If you're lucky, I'll put in agood word for you with Bastet at the Retired
Goddesses Club meeting this afternoon. Ta-ta, Jack!" she said, and the owl swooped down and
escorted us outside.

" “Poopsie.' Cute namefor an owl," | meowed as we made our way down the Acropolis.

"Popliosto you, cat!" the big bird squawked.

Jack said, "Cut it out, and let's get to Arachne's," which we did quite quickly, the denizens of Lost
Greece clearing the streets as Athena's owl approached. When we arrived, we found the spider had
indeed finished her work.

"Humility!" Arachne shrieked when Jack told her the goddess plan. "' Athenawouldn't know humility if it
bit her!”

"She's not supposed to. She'sagoddess,” Jack said reasonably. "Come on, Arachne, isn't it better to be
human half the time than not & al?"

Arachne reluctantly acquiesced, and crawled to aperch in Jack's hair.

Outside, Jack got himself mounted on the owl's back, and | jumped up in front of him, settling my claws
into Poplios back like grappling hooks. The owl reared up and flapped itswingslike ahawk bating.
"Watch it, Popliog" cried Jack, clutching at the feathers.

"Sorry, Master Jack," said the owl, as he swiveled his head around one hundred and eighty degreesto
glarea me.

"Wait, | can make sure we don't fal off," said Arachne, and quickly spun aseatbelt. When al was secure
for takeoff, Poplios beat hiswings and launched into the air, making one quick circle before diving to
snatch up the dog, who yelped in terror (of which he dropped atoken or two on the heads of some
unfortunate Greek citizens as they observed our departure.)

The Valley of Lost Socks passed quickly below us, and soon we had landed on the beach. It stretched



along into the distance in two directions, as vast acollection of buttons as the valley had been of socks.
Near the water they were wdl | packed down, but still dippery to walk on, and the dog went racing about
among thelittle plastic chips and mushroom shapes with al the grace of a Clydesdalein agrave pit.
When wed untangled Arachne's threads and alighted, | began to scratch at the beach; buttons weren't
kitty litter, but they would have to do.

Jack was staring out at the Sea of Lost Spellsasit rolled in. As each wave broke, instead of seafoam, a
host of transparent scrolls was deposited on the shore and lay on top of the gleaming buttons, just waiting
to be picked up.

"Those are the spdlls,” said Poplios.

Jack stared at the incredible wedth of magic that lay at hisfeet, then reached for one of the scrolls.
"Buitterfly! How come dl the wizardsin the world aren't here trying to pick up these free scrolls?

"Well," | said, grooming my chest fur, "I supposeit's because-"

There was the sound of an immense rush of water as the sea serpent lifted its head from the waves, and |
was caught in the splash on the beach, and shot about ten feet straight into the air with ayowl. (I didn't
mind the seamongter, of course-it was just the getting wet.)

The dog broke and ran yelping away from the water, while the owl stood frozen, without even giving a
hoot. The mouse was aready in hiding, and the blue bird's refrain was (for once) silenced. Arachne
screamed and crawled into Jack's ear.

"Get outtathere,” he said in an annoyed tone, as he focused on the sea serpent.

Its head was about the size of an agpartment building, and each eye looked like a fluorescent purple
domed stadium. Raised nogtrils like twin subway tunnels were set on apink scay snout, and the creature
opened an awful maw full of Volkswagen-sized teeth to spesk.

"Thay, withard, thoth're my therallth, tho handth off!"

"Uh-sure" said Jack, dropping the scroll.

"Thankth. Tho long," said the serpent, and began to sink back into the ocean.

"Wait!" Jack cdled.

"Yeth?' said the beast, with abat of one purple eyelash.

"Uh, I just camefor one spell, onethat | lost. Couldn't you spare just one? | mean, what do you do with
them, anyway?*

The monster's head lurched forward, and its chin landed on the beach with a chinking of buttons against
scaes, directly in front of Jack.

"| eat them," said the sea serpent. "1 dtho eat withardth who try to thteal them from me. It'th nothing
perthonal,” it added apologeticaly, "but if | didn't, pretty thoon thered be hundredth of withardth here
thteing my thcrollth, and then I'd thtarve."

"Oh, I understand,” Jack said sympatheticaly.

"You do?' said the mongter, alight initsgreet violet eye. "Thay! Y ou're pretty nithe, for awithard.”

"I'm only an apprentice,” Jack said modestly. "Gosh, look at the Size of you!" he added, with pure
admiration. | heard alittle gurgle of horror in the owl's throat as we watched Jack reach out and scratch
the monster's purple-bearded chin. Arachne crawled back to the crown of Jack's head to get a better
view.

"Thay! That'th fantathtic!" said the ssamongter, and closed hiseyelidswith asigh like ajet enginewinding
down.

"Tdl youwhat," it said, opening one eye again, "for you, I'll make an ekthepthion.”

"Redly?' Jack beamed. "Hey, thanks!"

"Hmm," | said, as| went on washing my paws, not redly watching the monster any more, except out of
thetiniest corner of one eye, "Now dl we haveto doisfind the right spell.”

"We need the spell that makesthisa sock of invigbility,” said Jack, holding up the newly-mended sock to
the mongter.

"Pardon me, sir, may | be of assistance, Sr?' said asmall voice a. Jack'sfeet. My ears perked up, and |
dunk nonchadantly over to investigate. The voice wasthat of afiddler crab, who saluted Jack smartly with
hislarge pincer.



"Cap'n Crusty of the beach patrol at your service, sir. Noticed your aurawhen you arrived. Volunteering
for any ad wecan giveyou, Sr."

My whiskers quivered. All those exciting moving parts. "Don't even think about it, Butterfly,” Jack
warned me. | glared at him and licked my lips, curling my tail up as| sat down.

The crab and numerous other denizens of the beach made short work of the search. Within minutes, Jack
held the necessary scroll in hishand. It was trangparent as plastic, and nothing could be seen upon it-not
by human eyes.

"Openit," | told Jack, and ashe did so | fixed my |eft eye-the amber one, which can seeinto the infrared
spectrum-on the document. “The sgils on the sock will answer to the voca component of the spell, and
merdly putting the sock on serves as the somatic. The materid components must be woven into the sock
to complete the spdll.”

"What are they?'

"An eydash, and some gum arabic.”

"Uh-oh," said Jack. "Uncle Hugh's al out of gum arabic a home. He was planning on picking some up at
the wizards convention. Where does gum arabic come from, anyway?"'

One of my whiskers quirked. Hugh was obvioudy usdless as an instructor for Jack; | would have to do
something about it when we got home. But first thingsfirdt. "It comesfrom adesert tree, the acacia.”

"I suppose theres adesert here in Some Place?”

"Oh, yes." | switched my tail, watching the sea monster, who was still gazing moonily at Jack. The boy's
talent was beginning to darm me.

Suddenly thefiddler crab, who had joined the zoo on Jack’s shoulders, pinched the mouse'stail, and this
led to amad chase in and out of Jack's shirt.

"Okay, that'sit!" Jack ydlled. "Listen up, gang. From here onin, any animal on or around my personis
under truce asregards al other such animals-indefinitely!"

| went on washing my face, and gave the dog adirty look, but Jack didn't take up the challenge.

"All aboard Popliosfor the desert, folks," he said.

"With | could go," sighed the sea serpent.

"The Desert of Logt What?' Jack said, as Poplios camein for alanding.

"Lost Minds," | said, legping lightly down to the hard, dry ground. To one Sdewas adliff, populated by
ye low-blossoming trees, while to the other was the pleasant rush of aseasond river. "Don't worry, there
arent many of them."

"Y ou should fit right in with lost minds, cat," said the owl.

| bared my fangs at him, then turned to the cliff, where the fifteen-foot acacias grew from cleftsin the
rock.

"Now, we're going to need amonth to collect the gum,” | purred.

"A month!" Jack yelled. "What are we going to do al that time? Now that | think of it, it's been quite a
while since that anchovy pizza. And what-"

"Oh, don't go shedding your fur," | said in annoyance. "Wewon't have to do anything. Poplios here can
just fly up to the clouds and collect amonth's worth of lost time-which will put him amonth into the pagt,
you see, at which time hewill make anice, negt incison in one of these treeswith one talon, and then,
voilal Well be ableto collect one month's exudate of gum arabic from it herein the present.” | licked my
lips, satisfied with my plan.

"Do you redly want me to do that, Master Jack?" asked the owl.

"Uh-I'd redlly appreciateit, Poplios," Jack said, with aquite sincerely winsome |ook.

"Right. I'm off, then. Been nice meeting you!" Jack waved the giant owl off, and | started for the nearest
tree.

"We shouldn't have to wait any longer than it takes him to reach the clouds,” | said.

Jack sat down at the foot of the tree and started pulling at the dog's ears. | legped into hislap; truce or no
truce, | wanted it made clear just who wastop cat around here. Jack shoved the dog gently aside with a
Sigh, and | gave the mutt my best ditted-eye look of triumph, but he was too dumb to understand and sat
watching with histongue lalling as Jack stroked my fur.



"Butterfly, how does Poplios get back to the present?!

"Thehardway," | sad, as| settled mysdlf. "He waitsamonth.”

Jack frowned. "But can't he get some more time and-"

"It only works backward, Jack. Don't bother your head about it-time travel is an advanced subject,
hardly of aleve for an gpprentice a your stage.”

"Y eah? Look, Butterfly, I've been thinking. Since Uncle Hugh seemsto have neglected to teach me such
alot, how about if | become your apprentice instead?"

| had to start washing my face in order to think of an appropriate reply for such an absurd suggestion. |
was interrupted, however, by Arachne, who cried out, "Jack! Thetreg!"

Sure enough, agreat gash had opened in the bark, and dong its edges were anumber of pae ydlowish,
wanut-szed lumps.

"Thereyou go,” | said. "Now, pluck out an eyelash, roll it in the gum, and have Arachne weave it into the
sock."

There was atense moment when Arachne, having completed her task, seemed to be stuck to theinside
of the sock, but Jack pulled her free without harming ahair on her little spidery head, and reinstalled her
behind hisear.

"Okay, thisisit," he said, as he pulled on the first sock, the undamaged one. Even the blue bird held its
breath as he rolled up the second sock, the newly repaired one, and dipped it over histoes.
"ltworksitworks itworks works worf!" barked the dog, and the rest of Jack's menagerie-concealed on
his person and so0 sharing hisinvighbility-joined in with their various cheers.

Jack took off the magic socks and stowed them safdy in hisshirt. "Well, gang, | guessthat findly wraps-"
| felt thetingling of my sixth sensetoo late. Jack pitched forward asif struck by ahard blow and landed
flat on the ground, sending his menagerie scatering in darm.

| squinted my amber eye closed, so | could watch with my blue one. There was atremendous upset in
Jack's aura, blue and green light flashing about and then suddenly dissipating and being replaced by an
unhedlthy glow rather like radioactive gangrenein color. By the time he was on hisfeet again even his
face had adifferent look about it.

| began to wash my paws with studied nonchaance. | needed time to figure out the details. What had
happened, of course, was that Jack had been possessed by one of the Lost Minds that wandered about
in the desert; the question was, whose mind? And what exactly did he or sheintend to do? And was
Jack il in his body, dominated by the invader to the point where his aurawas no longer recognizable, or
had he been ousted to the desert?

| cursed many menta Feline curses-| won't shock you with them just now. | should never have brought
him here-as the incompetent Hugh's gpprentice, he had never learned any psychic saf-defense. The
whole wild-goose chase through Some Place had gone much too easily up to now, but thiswasa
Stuation where Jack's anima talent was usdless. It was up to meto right things now.

"Jack"" was dusting himsdlf off, but his miniature zoo showed no inclination to return to their perches upon
his person, and the dog whined, obvioudy uneasy but not understanding it al. "Jack™ did not seemto
notice.

"Well," | said, pretending not to have noticed any thing, "if you're through being clumsy, Jack, what do
we do next?'

"I want to go to the Sea of Lost Spdlls.”

He was eyeing me carefully, obvioudy uncertain. He could not know we had just come from the Sea, but
whoever he was, he knew of the Sea's existence, and wanted the power and wealth of the scrolls. That
fit with the unpleasant overtones | observed in his muddy aura. That aura bothered me; not only wasiit
hogtile, but it seemed familiar.

"But, Jack," | purred, "weve just come from there."

"Well, | decided | want to go back. I'm not leaving here without some of those scrolls.”

| twitched my whiskers, and felt an itch behind my ear.

"Don't scratch me off!" Arachne whispered. Jack's other animals, no longer attracted by hisunique
charisma, had wandered off in various directions.



"W, unless Poplios the owl happensto come back, well have arather long walk there" | said to

"Oh, Bedlzebub's belly blubber!" he cursed.

My eyes dilated repeatedly. No wonder the aura seemed familiar-it belonged to Jack's uncle! But how
had he lost hismind? Then | remembered; of course, he had gone to awizards convention, and most
likely was drunk out of hismind a a party. Eventualy, his mind would haveto leave Jack's body in order
to return to his own, when it sobered up, at which time anything he might remember about Some Place
would seem to be an acoholic delusion.

"I know who you are," | said, now that | knew al | had to do waswait him out.

"You do, eh? And | know who you are-my landlady's supposed pet. Blast that Jack-some apprenticel
While I'm away, he steals my socks and takes up with atortoiseshell tom! Well, the joke's on the two of
you, because I'm not going back to my body. Jack'sisagood deal younger than mine, and | can usea
long life to study the scrolls1'm going to take from that legendary sea. And don't think of deserting
me-I'm holding Jack's body hostage. | can tossit off acliff and go back to my own body and hell be
stuck in this desert indefinitely, while | won't be any worse off than when | started.”

| froze. Even my tail stopped twitching. Could heredly doit?"All right,” | said, "youwin. Butit'ssill a
long way to the sea. Well haveto walk adong the river bank."

Thewizard grumbled, but off we went, and aswewent | tried to think of aplan. | turned on my
telepathic radar, and, as | had hoped, | detected a presence hovering behind us as we walked and knew
it must be Jack's mind. He wasfollowing us, but | knew he didn't have the telepathic training or
experience to reenter hisbody and kick hisuncle out. By the time the wizard was ready to sit down and
rest | had a plan worked out.

"Don' try anything," he said, watching me suspicioudy as he settled back after adrink from the stream.
"Me?1'mfor acatnap,” | said, and folded my paws under me, closing my eyes. | had aready told
Arachnein whispersjust what | intended; she would wait for my signa. Now came the hard part.

| began purring my cat mantra, quickly dropping into the meditative Sate of consciousnesswhichis
preparatory to feline "paranorma” activity. All cats can do at least alittlein thisline, but tortoiseshell toms
are experts. | reached outward with my mind, carefully so as not to attract the wizard's attention. But the
psychic wal he had built to prevent Jack reentering hisbody had aso effectively "blinded" him
telepathically and he didn't even notice when | reached past him to net Jack's mind and draw it into my
own.

-Ligten carefully, Jack- | told him, aswe sat in the safe refuge of my brain. -1'm going to breach thewall
he's built around your body and pull you in on my tail, so to speak. But once we get in, it'll be up to you
to overpower him and toss him out.

Just say when- Jack said grimly.

| sneezed, which was Arachne's signa. She hopped off my shoulder and | watched through ditted eyes
as she scuttled across the ground and around behind the wizard. For amoment al was quiet, and then |
saw her, climbing up "Jack's" shoulder to her former perch above hisear. She flexed her mandibles
-Thisisit, Jack

-and | twitched awhisker at her. Arachne bit the ear.

"Yow!" Thewizard jumped up, and brushed at his ear, sending the spider flying, and while he was
distracted | drove my menta force straight between his eyeslike a battering ram. The psychic walls
shattered, and | dung Jack's consciousness in where it belonged.

-Hit him while he's down, Jack!- | said, and retreated to my own body, in case Hugh tried to flee there
when Jack gected him.

| watched the rather bizarre spectacle of abody being fought over by two separate minds. He kept trying
to get up, moaning in pain, holding his head in his hands. More spectacular was the flickering clash of
auras, twined in combat around the body. There was nothing more | could do, now. It was strictly a
contest of wills between Jack and hisuncle. | was placing my bets on that (admittedly hypothetical) feline
spark in Jack's nature, and when suddenly the struggle subsided and the aura shone emerald and
sapphire around his body, | knew | was (as usud) right. | legped at onceto hisside, scanning around in a



wide circle, and detected a mere bedraggled wisp of amind retreating aong the stream.

"Sweet Bagtet!" | hissed. "What inacat'sninelivesdid you do to him, Jack?'

"| turned him insde out. HE'shad it coming for along time!" he said fiercely.

| looked at him in astonishment. Seeing this sentimental animal-lover trounce his own unclewith sucha
very feline viciousness gave me awhole new opinion of him.

| licked my lips. "Wel. | don't think you'll need much more psychic training to protect yoursdf from him
inthefuture."

"He won't get another chance. He was stealing my power for hisown use. If | had not found thisway to
break free, | would soon have been completely endaved by his sorcery.”

Though she did not know what we were talking about, Arachne was concerned for Jack.

"Areyou dl right now, Jack?" she asked timidly as she crawled up hisdeeve, marveloudy uninjured from
her "flight."

"Thanksfor heping, Arachne" he said. "'I'm fine now except my mind-tastes foul."

"It should pass,” | said. "Meanwhile, your unclé's mind will soon return to his body on the mundane plane.
| suspect he got here viathe bar at the convention. Which meansin fact that he's il there, so we won't
even have to stop on the way back for somelogt time."

Jack blanched. "I haveto face him again when he gets home?”

"Not exactly,” | said. "People who lose their minds through chemica means don't usudly remember
having been here when they sober up. Now let's get going-you owe me an anchovy pizza."

We materidized in the laundromat, just before sunup, where, miraculoudly, no one had stolen Jack's three
weeks worth of laundry. Jack was moaning as he contemplated the job of putting it away, when ashriek
of ddight came from behind him.

"Jack! Look! I'm human again!”

| am no judge of human beauty; | can only observe that Jack's jaw hit his chest when he caught sight of
the new Arachne, who looked about his age and height. | rather didiked her deek black hair mysdlf, but
then humans are not cats, so | am sure it was nonsignificant. Her body, Jack informed me later, was
"built," and apparently (so he thought) showed to advantage under the ancient Grecian-style costume she
wore,

Arachne wanted amirror, but the best thing available was the glass door of alaundry machine. "I'm more
beautiful than ever!" she squedled.

| sniffed, and Jack nudged me. "Uh, Butterfly, what's she saying?"

| realized then that of course she was speaking Greek, which | knew, but Jack did not. It was one of the
many things Hugh should have taught him but did not. It was a so apparent, from the way Jack's eyes
followed Arachne, that he wasn't going to be much use at teaching her anything about humility. | Sghed;
with one thing and another, there was nothing for it. As soon aswe could work it out, Jack would have
to become my apprentice. (Y ou may think | decided this because | happened to like the boy, or because
his empathic talent wasinfluencing me; to which | will reply that, on the contrary, it was merely a case of
ordinary finewhim.)

"Let's get Arachne some better clothes,” | suggested, "and get this laundry put away."

The problem of what to do about Jack's uncle, aswell as Arachne's disenchantment still loomed before
us. But for now everything was organized. Arachne had been introduced to Miss Parke as arecent
immigrant from Greece, looking for domestic work, and the ided tenant for Miss Parke's spare room on
the ground floor, where Arachne was now safdly ingtalled. The socks of invisbility, aong with the rest of
thelaundry, were safely put away. And the scent of anchovy pizzalingered in the empty box on the front
stepsin the morning sun. | leaped to a perch on Jack's knees and checked for the most comfortable spot.
Jack yawned, then scratched the back of my right ear. " Say, Butterfly, old buddy, do you like meat al?
Jugt alittle bit?"

| gave him an appropriately aloof feline stare, then started kneading my clawson hislap; findly finding the
perfect postionto curl upin.

"What a perfectly ridiculous question,” | said.



? The Dreaming Kind

by C. S. Friedmart

?1
There was atime between sunset and evening when the wall between the worlds grew thin; when, if one
was watching-if one knew how to watch-the dark little crestures of the dreamworld could be seen
dithering through.
The one called Hunter-In-Darkness knew how to watch.
The timewould come just before true darkness fell, in that moment when Night and Day were most
precarioudy balanced. It would last for just afew seconds (but they were long enough) and then the way
would be closed again, and the things which had come from there to here must now remain hereforever.
He never hunted until after it was over. Never failed to watch it happen, once he had learned how. The
shadowy dream-creatures fascinated him, asdid their presence in hisworld. He had seen such thingsin
the dreamlands, of course, and had hunted them there; to do so was a cat-custom as old as the worlds
themselves. But here they seemed ... wrong, somehow. Asif passage between the worlds had weakened
them. Their inner light was dim, often flickering, and their edges dissolved as the wind brushed against
them, trailing off into thin wisps of fog. They camein athousand shapes, no two dike: from tapering
worms of amber-gray mist to the deep carmine crabs that scuttled over unseen pebbles and stonesin
their path to an invisble sea. And al seemed wrong to him.

He had hunted them once, in hiskittenhood, but had quickly learned the futility of such action. Inthe
world of dreams these creatures had substance and might be hunted, dain, and eaten, but in the waking
lands they were wraithlike and could not be grasped, either by claws or in the teeth. One was | eft with
only afoul tasting residue wherever contact had supposedly been made, abitter reminder that something
had not been caught. It was better to leave such things to one's shadow-sdlf, and devote one's waking
hours to the capture of more solid prey.
Tonight he would hunt in the manlands. The moonless night was perfect for it, the darkness so thick that
he could fed it brush againgt his coat, black against black in the chill autumn wind. There wasthefenceto
deal with, of course, but that was no real obstacle. Like aneuter's spray it lacked any scent of authority;
his people had scratched their way under it or climbed across the branches that crossed over it so often
that it looked-and smelled-like athoroughfare. He found a channel that cut under the wirework and
crawled through it easily, into the home turf of the same twofooted creatures who had once tried to kill
him.
And there he found prey. He saw it first, apoint of light against the ebony darkness. Mouse? Hewas
aready downwind, and began a careful approach. Soon the scent came to him, cool and promising:
Mouse. He put one paw forward onto the carpet of dying leaves, shifted hisweight dowly to follow.
Careful. No noise. It couldn't smell him, couldn't possibly see him; only the sound of his presence might
warnitintime

It pricked up itstiny ears, wary. He froze. Time passed. Thewind shifted, but didn't fully reverseitsdf; it
would no longer serve him, but nor would it warn his prey. Be dtill. Be dill. The field mouse looked
about, moved two steps closer to a patch of ivy. Be till, Hunter. And then it relaxed at last, and began
nosing down among the fallen leaves for food. He dared adow step forward, then another one. The
scent was unclear, but the mouse wasin plain view, and the wisps of bodylight that clung to its coat
played foolishly across the brown fur, heedless of danger.

It would hear him when he legped, he knew, and would probably dart for cover. He guessed that it
would run off in that direction, prepared himsaf to compensate....
And: flight. Strong hind legs propelled him into the air, Straight as an arrow shot toward hisprey. It ran, in
just the manner he had anticipated ... and he had it, his claws dug firmly into its shoulder, histeeth closing
joyoudy about the tiny neck. Its bodylight played into his nostrils as he subdued it, and-when hetired of
itsstruggles-killed it. He knew from experience that such light took time to fade, that not until dawn
would thelast of it drift off. He ate the mouse where he had caught it and then left the scraps, faintly
glowing, upon apile of gold-edged leaves. A good medl. To be followed by agood washing, after which



It was then that he became aware that something was watching him.

Heturned quickly. Earsflattened, claws unsheathed, he was ready for whatever battle the intrusion
required. But al he saw was a dream-cresture, its form glowing brightly against the contrasting darkness.
An unwholesome shape, haf fish and haf dug, with agaping, toothless mouth at the forward end.
Hejumped out of itsway, no longer certain that such things were harmless. Hisfur was on end, and
athough he made atoken effort to smooth abit of it with histongue, his soul was on edge aswell; the
ugly thing hed frightened him.

But it had no interest in feline company. It floated past him, againgt the breeze, until it cameto the place
of hisrecent medl. And then it paused, . asthough thinking. He fdt himsdf growl, mloathing and m fear.
Though the thing had no scent, its aurawas decidedly threatening; it took al his saf-control not to turn
and run, nor to attack it outright.

It hovered over the mouse carcass for along while, itsfoggy flesh pulsing. And then it settled itsdlf upon
the body, leechlike, its round mouth fastened to what was | eft of the head.

Horrified, Hunter-In-Darkness watched -it feed. No flesh passed into the dream creature, but the light
contained within the carrion dowly began to fade. Flickers of radiance shivered above the flesh, then
extinguished; within ashort time there was only the light of the leech-thing-and Hunter himself-to see by.
Fear outweighed curiogity at last, and Hunter-in-Darkness turned and ran.

?2

The house, Miles noted, was just as he had expected it to be, no more and no less. A small farmhouse
which had withstood the force of the northern wintersfor nearly two centuries, which hisfriend and old
college roommate had decided to renovate; it stood as amonument to Wedey McGillis unique
persondity. Half renovated, and it would probably remain that way forever; Wes had atendency to grow
bored with any project once he had mastered the skills necessary to completeit, and this house was no
exception. A pity, Milesthought. The building had promise. Maybe Wes daughter, who had recently
moved in with him, would mativate him to finish the project.

He bounced down adirt road with thick grass growing down its center, into ayard long overgrown with
weeds. Wed ey was waiting on the porch-and damn him, he hadn't changed a day since last they met!
Nearly ten years now, Miles realized. He had changed, that was certain.

"How do you likeit?" his old roommate asked, with a gesture that encompassed the house, the grounds,
and even the gleaming white citadd of Bell & Hammond's primary research facility, somemilesin the
distance. "Nice, eh?'

"Cold." He had left his coat in the trunk in Maryland, and he quickly retrieved it and put it on before
pulling out his suitcase. "Give methe southlands, any day."

"Here, I'll takethat." Wesreached for the suitcase, finaly had to takeit forcibly out of hishand. "You're
sounding like them, you know that?"

"Southerners. Never thought you would." He led him up the stairs of weatherworn porch, to a screen
door that was obvioudy new. "Elsa sends her love, wishes she could be here. Some business down at
NMHI, I'll tell you al about it when you're settled in. Odd stuff, really." Opening the door, he waved
Milesthrough. "Watch the cats," he warned.

Asif on cue, agray tabby bolted for the door. With practiced grace Wes blocked itsway, pushing Miles
into the primitive kitchen as he pulled the screen door shut behind them. The cat yowled once-atoken
effort-and then disappeared into a nearby shadow.

Adjoining the kitchen was acommon room, in which a centra fireplace managed to drive back the worst
of the chill. Wedley indicated a calico-covered rocker and then nodded toward the stairs at the far end of
the room. "Make yoursdlf comfortable while | put this away. There's hot water on for coffee or tea, your
choice. Beback inaminute.

Miles had just had time to notice that the legs of the rocker were scarred, and its cover fringed by the
repeated application of animal claws, when acry of "Downgairs, damn you!" resonated down the
daircase, and asmal ball of fur followed. Black from head to tail with white socks on three of itsfedt, the



small cat legped to the center of the room and then stopped there, suddenly, asif consdering its actions.
Hestantly Miles extended one finger toward it; he was adog man himsdf, awkward around felines, but if
the cat was Wes pet he would at least make an attempt to be friendly.

The cat turned suddenly, facing him, and its eyes grew wide. Hissing, it drew back: Itslong, thick fur was
standing on end, an effect that was at once ludicrous and frightening. Thetiny throat seemed to spasm,
and aroaring sound issued from the tiny cat's mouth that was certain proof of itskinship to lions.

Shaken, Mileswithdrew hishand. Any sound or quick movement seemed to irritate the beast even more,
s0 he made himsdlf very quiet-and very, very still-and waited for Westo return and save him. From the
top of the sairs came the sound of footsteps, then the rhythm of aman descending. "I've given you the
front room; it's somewhat smal, but the most restored. | think . . ."

He stopped as his head cleared the landing and took in the tableau-cat vs. professor of philosophy-in one
measured glance. "Cam down, Miles." Histone betrayed his amusement. "He isn't going to attack you.
Heisn't eveninterested in you."

"But when | moved toward-it "

"Yes, but take alook. At hiseyes, | mean. Heisn't even looking at you."

He looked at the cat again, more closdly thistime, and reslized that Weswas right. Its eyeswerefixed on
some point dightly to the left of him, closer to the center of the room. " Then what the hell isits problem?”
Wes sighed. "Not an easy question to answer. | suppose | should tell you about Elsa’s project-since
you're going to be living with the results of it for awhile. We haven't got it al worked out just yet, but
that's why she's goneto talk to the people at Mental Hedlth.

"Because of acat?'

"Four cats. And twa' litters before that, which were destroyed soon after birth. These are thefirst weve
allowed to grow-and I'm not sure we should have. Coffeg?”’

"Please”

"With cream?'

"Black." Concern for his hedlth had weaned him from such additives; he had atendency to put on weight.
AsWeseft to make the coffee, he asked nervoudly, "It's not dangerous, isit?"

"What, the coffee?’ Helaughed. "No, they're too smal to do us any damage. | imagine micefed
differently, though."

The cat was till on edge, though its roar had quieted somewhat. | didn't know they could make noises
likethat. "What'sit looking at? What'sit afraid of ?*

To him it seemed that there was nothing else in the room, yet the cat was obvioudly tracking something.
By watching it closely he could tell where the something was, but he had no clue asto its nature.

Wes returned with two cups of steaming coffee, and was about to speak when the cat suddenly leaped
graight up into the air. Asthough it had been clawed by something, Milesthought. Or burned. It bolted
for the dark space under an easy chair and doveinto it, its whole body shivering with terror. A moment
later its eyeswere visible, two amber pointsin shadow, and they scanned the room anxioudly.

"l guess I'd better explain,” Wes offered, and Miles nodded. It was an understatement.

Soan-Kettering's research department had been working with cats for some time now (Wes explained)
in connection with their studies of vison development in premature infants. When genetic recombination
became areliable science, they imported anumber of specidigsin that field to produce feline specimens
with specific visud handicaps. Elsahad joined them in the mid-nineties. One of her projectsinvolved
gplicing alitter for improved chromatic sengtivity-aroutine operation, which should have had routine
results. Instead it produced aset of four kittens which, from the moment they opened their eyes,
exhibited al the symptoms of human schizophrenia.

"They were put to deep,” Westold him. "And shetried again. Same results. By then she had checked
and double-checked every genetic factor, and had an autopsy run on every corpse. To no avail. Both
theory and autopsy ingsted that al she had done was improve the sensitivity of the cat's visua apparatus
with regard to color; there was no indication of any change in the brain itsdf, or in the chemical balance
of the body, to explain such drastic behavior."

"Sothey let theladt litter live”



Wes nodded. "And you see the results. She had them gterilized so they could live to adulthood, but not
until the last possible minute. She wanted to seeif the change in hormone baance would affect their
madness. It didn't. That was after she talked me into letting them live here, so they could have somekind
of 'normd’ upbringing.”

"It didn't hdp?"

"Seefor yoursdf." A black-tailed tabby was dinking into the room, stalking something that none of them
could see. A moment later it hissed and ran out again. "Not that some cats don't have imaginary
playmates ... but not to this extent, and rarely do they inspire such fear. So Elsagot in touch with the
people at the Menta Hedlth ingtitute and discussed the problem, and they asked her to come see them.
To discuss possible human andlogs for their condition, and uses they could be put to. Meanwhile. . . ."
He shrugged toward the small black cat, which was only just now extricating itself from its shadowy
fortress. "I've got three of these to contend with, and that's no bargain.” "Three? | thought you said-"
"There werefour," he said quickly. "But one got out of the house before we'd had them neutered, and ...
We had no choice, Miles. We couldn't lure it back, and the FDGA isfanatically strict when it comesto
gene-spliced specimens. If he hadn't been fertile, we could have let him go.”

"Asit was?'

"We hunted him down." He sipped his coffee pensively. "A friend of Elsasdid it, actudly. Shot him right
in the head. The poor thing had only been out for two days and nights, so the odds that he had found a
mate were minimal. Hewas till redlly akitten ... so we didn't report it. Didn't want to risk Elsa'slicense,
you understand? So it's alitter of three, now, asfar asthe records are concerned. Always has been."”
The smdl black cat walked with leisurely grace to the nearest chair, climbed into it, and proceeded to
wash. Asif nothing had happened. Just like ared cat, Milesthought. Only it wasn't. Science had atered
it. Non-cat. Anti-cat. He had never approved of splicing the larger animals, and now he knew why. Too
much DNA, and far too little knowledge. Of course, you could probably splice dogs safely. Dogs were
predictable. Comprehensible. Catswere ...

Helooked at the small black feine and shivered. ... dien.

?3

They were gathering in the manlands. Dozens of them, moon-bright againgt the evening sky. Not the
dreamerlies he had hunted as akitten, his small paws passing through their flesh asthey fluttered through
the walls of the manhouse, unresponsive to his efforts. These were large ones, grotesgue ones. Likethe
dreamcreature which had claimed his prey, they stank of wrongness, of decay; they frightened him, and
only as he watched them gather about the gleaming white manhouse did he findly admit that there were
more of them every night, and that they seemed to be gathering for some purpose.

That the nights were growing colder didn't help matters. He was heavily armed againgt the winter's chill
with acoat of fur that grew thicker each night, but his paws were unaccustomed to treading frozen
ground and the scar which cut across hisface, marking the place where abullet had once struck him,
ached painfully when the temperature dropped too low. Both played havoc with histemper. When the
dreamcrestures approached he often swung at them, claws extended, even though he knew in the back
of hismind that no waking creature could hurt them. He tried anyway, giving vent t® hisirritation and
discomfort, and only snarled in frustration when his paw passed through them. He had hunted them in the
dreamlands and never understood why here, in the waking world, they were intangible; now the Situation
was becoming intolerable, asthey followed him during his hunt and claimed hiskill and he was powerless
to drive them away.

The answer wasin the manlands, and he was determined to find it. But out there, in the empty fields,
where man'swill had cropped the grass to indecent shortness and torn free every last bit of cover, he
would have to be wary. He knew the power of man al too well, and was not anxiousto test it. Once, in
his kittenhood, he had come across stream bed and brush root in response to afamiliar voice ... and it
had answered him with thunder and a searing pain that blinded him, until his head struck rock and the
shadowlands claimed him. No, he was not one to seek out man's company, but the manlands must be



braved.

The dreamerlies were there. And they must be driven away. That was Smplefact.

Carefully he did between the grasses, his body low to the ground, inching hisway dowly forward. The
tall white manhouse was his destination, and carefully he approached it. Like the smaller manhouse it had
afence surrounding it, and its gppearance seemed to be much the same. There were no treeshere to
offer aconvenient overhang, nor any visible pathway scratched beneath. He decided to climb the fence
itsdlf, and took arunning legp to gain as much height as possible-and his paws were burned as they
struck thewire, a searing pain that sent waves of hot terror through his entire body, that made hislegs
gpasm so that helogt his hold and went crashing down to the distant ground, with no sense of balance left
to save himsdlf. He yowled as he hit the frozen earth and lay there, stunned, his paws on fire, his body
parayzed from shock.

Not like the other fence, no. This one had man's magic init, and like the voice of thunder which had
struck him down before, it was hisenemy, armed to kill. If he had clung to it, he redlized, he might have
died; only hisfdl had saved him.

Humbled, he pulled himsdlf onto hisfeet. His paws were numb and his legs weak and trembling, but he
made them carry him westward, to the nearest patch of brush. There, with the treesfor shelter, he could
examine and cleanse hiswounds. Not here, where man could find him.

He passed a scent-mark but ignored it; he lacked the strength to return to his own territory, and so must
risk the sin of trespass. Not until the brush was deep about him did he pause and look for cover;
incapable of dlimbing, fighting new pain with every step, he findly collgpsed into aclump of ivy, hoping
that whatever cat had marked this place was someplace far away, patrolling some other border of its
territory. He had no strength to fight.

Hewas dipping into dreaming when the rustling noise awvoke him. The shadowlands faded away like
smoke and he found himself standing knee-deep in ivy, with pain shooting up through al his paws but
ready for battle-yes he was!-and woe betide the cat that picked afight with him, even when hewas
wounded.

Then the rustling grew louder, and a head peeked out from between two branches. A tiny head, all eyes
and whiskers. Then asecond, equaly small. Thewind brought him kitten-scent, and itswarning: keep
your distance.

And then the third face appeared, and heforgot al elsein hiswonder. For the green flame that burned in
itseyeswas like his own bodylight, and he knew by theway it picked its path through the brush that it
could seein the darkness aswell as he. Green fire played aong its black fur asit sauntered up to him,
playful and curious. He was about to try to take its scent when a dream-creature came into view; with a
yelp thetiny kitten leaped after it, crashing into dying branches asit fdll to the ground again and againin
itsattempts. It could see them in the waking world! Hunter-in-Darkness was sunned. In dl histimein the
woods, he had never met another cat who hunted the dream-cregatures as he did.

He was preparing to follow the youngster when another scent came to him, this one adult-and hogtile. He
turned, and found himself facing an enraged female. A paw swipe mere inches from hisface drove him
back a step; he found himsdlf loath to do battle with an angry mother, and stepped back yet again as she
lunged a him. Findly, with no thought for pain or dignity, he turned and ran. There was no other choice.
And thefire burned in his paws until a last he could run no longer, and he dared to stop and turn and
look behind him. She was no longer there. Off collecting her kittens, no doubt. Thankful for her materna
ingtinct, hefdl to the ground and started licking hiswounds anew.

That kitten ... and its mother. What was it that seemed so familiar about her? Not her scent, he thought.
Not quite. He had known another female once, in the time of warmth and rain, but that scent had been
different. More welcoming. Hadn't it?

Warmed by the memory of his consort in season, he dragged himsalf into a comfortable position--or a
reasonable semblance of one-and let the shadowlands carry him away, so that his body could do its

healing in peace.
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Mileslooked up at the gleaming white building, the cold blue light of morning playing acrossits upper
ramparts, and nodded. "So thisisIt?"

"Thisislt," Wes agreed. "Home of my pet project. And thank God for Bell & Hammond because |
couldn't have covered the cost of this through the standard grants. Not with an estimated decade or two
before any promised results.”

"Youtried?'

He showed his passes to the guards, clear plastic strips that they passed through areader and then
returned to him. They clipped something to Miles lape that looked like a credit card.

"Of coursel tried. But | couldn't get the guarantees | needed, and o ... private sector, last bastion of
scientific curiogity. Thisway," he said, using his security card to open awindowless door.

The corridors of the Bell & Hammond facility were as clean and sterile asthe outside. Miles wondered
how hisfriend, who tended toward a cluttered lifestyle, could stand the place. That he managed it at dll
was ameasure of this project'simportance to him.

At lagt the final door, and a separate key card to open it. "Welcome to Eden,” Wes announced, throwing
open the door with aflourish.

For paradise, it was remarkably unimpressive. True, there were computers everywhere, along al four
walls and ashoulder-high idand in the room's center-but they had the same deek facade which marked
the entire complex. There was no way of telling why they were here, or what they were doing. He
waited.

"The Eden project, that is. My brainchild, sart to finish. Well? What do you think?

"You havealot of hardware," he dlowed. "More than that will wait on an explanation.”

"Of course. But wheredo | gart?' Helooked proudly about the room; it was his brainchild, al right, in
every sense of theword. "About five billion years ago the first life appeared on Earth. Here, in thisroom,
| mean to repesat the process. How'sthat?!

"A littlemore detail might help,” Miles offered. Then what he had just said sank in. "Are you serious? In
thisroom?'

"Just so. Think about it. We know that some set of conditionsinitiated abiologica processwe cdl life,
about that time. Maybe never more than once. Maybe the conditions were only right for it one single
time, or the odds so astronomically small that they were never repested ... we never have understood it,
for dl that we've come close. We've made our own viruses, fashioned bacteria, played God with some of
the higher animds ... but waystherés a seed of life that we start with, some bit of aliving thing that we
useto get it dl going. | propose sarting from scratch. Isthat crazy enough for you, Miles? Will you write
it al off asanother eccentricity of mine-God knows, | have enough-or do you want the detail s?*

It did sound crazy, but . . . "If you can convince acompany like Bell & Hammond that you're not insane,
| can certainly listen. Do go on.”

He placed aloving hand on the central idand, and static crackled as he touched the screen. "Heres my
reasoning. We know, approximately, the period in which lifefirst appeared. Give or take abillion years.
We know the condition of the Earth during that time, from its composition to its surface temperature, and
canwork out al the other relevant details, such as gravity, orbit, magnetism, etcetera. Somewherein all
that dataisthe set of conditionsthat permitted a combination of amino acids to become
sdf-replicatingwhich isthe bottom-line definition of life, as| seeit. Now: wevetried to find someformula
that will reveal these conditionsto us, and failed. Wevetried to logic our way backward to it Sx ways
from Sunday and had no success whatsoever. All | proposeis letting computers do what they do best: go
through the data bit by bit until they find something promising, and thentest it in dl its permutations. These
machines," and he indicated the wall-to-wall computer banks with a sweep of one hand, "mathematicaly
reproduce the conditions of the Earth during that period. Every possible factor isalowed for. Sunspots,
volcanic activity, meteoricimpact ... you think the project immense? 1t is. That's why only machines can
handleit. And why it may take decades before we have any kind of an answer.”

"I'm not surprised you had trouble financing it." "1'm surprised B& H agreed to do so," he admitted, "but
not sorry. The answer could come in decades-or tomorrow. It's a structured trial-and-error system with



an amogt infinite data base. | tried not to prejudice it with any human expectations, since the human
sysems havefailed. In here" and he patted the centrd idand lovingly, "the practicd testswill berun. As
soon asit comes up with a Stuation that makes the right chemica binding possible, the system will initiate
atesting program that will reproduce those exact conditions. First mathematicaly, of course. That part is
automatic." Hiseyeswere gleaming, hisvoice morefull of life than Miles ever remembered it. "1 dream of
coming in here and discovering that the testing sequence has dready started. The odds are againgt it, of
course.”

It wasjust beginning to sink in as Mileslooked around the room in amazement. " So one might say-ina
mathematical sense-that the process of creeting life has aready begun.”

"I liketo think that."

He shook his head in amazement, trying to absorb it al. "It'sagood thing you're not areligious man,
Wes. Or a philosopher.”

"Why? Do you think | would have done things differently, in that case?"

"If thereissuch athing asasoul, and if al living creatures havethem . . ." He came up to the centra
idand, and touched ahand to its surface. Cold. It surprised him, though it shouldn't have. Had he
unconscioudy equated life with warmth?"Where will your new soul come from, when you createthis
living thing? Do you cregte that, too? Or isthere some kind of consciousness, not yet dive, that would
bond with your creation? Move in and take up housekeeping, asit were? A religious man might worry
about that-and about its possible source.”

"Y ou're getting morbid in your old age, Miles. Theworld isfilled with souls, old and new. Or so say our
high priests”

"But once it wasn't. And your machines are reproducing those very conditions.” He shrugged. "It'sfood
for thought, anyway."

"You'refreeto write apaper onit." "Bealong time before | could publish.”

"Will it?" He hesitated, and his voice grew lower. Almost whispering, he said "I can fed it happening,
sometimes. | stand in hereand | fed like | can sense the process, like something is amost-but not
quiteright. Likeit will start any minute now, maybe while I'm standing right here ... am | crazy, Miles?!
"Always have been."

"Canyoufed it, | mean. Theincipient ... theincipience of it. If, asyou say, the process has aready
begun-"

"All | fed istired. And abit of aheadache." He touched hisforehead with a chilled hand, wondered at
the weakness which had suddenly come over him. "'I'm afraid you've quite overwhelmed me, Wes. |
need sometimeto absorb it al, before | can glory inwild speculation.”

"Youdl right?' he asked, concerned.

"Jugt tired, | think. It wasalong drive. And thisredlly is quite overwhelming." He rubbed hisforehead,
where the worst of the tiredness seemed to be centered. "The philosophica implicationsredly are
saggering. Give metime, Wes. And breskfagt.”

His ex-roomate smiled as he led the way out. "Then ashort nap, eh? 'Y ou never were amorning man.”
"Took you thirty yearsto notice. . ."

Hunter-in-Darkness watched from the forest's edge as the two men came back, keeping to the shadows
s0 that they wouldn't see him. The sunlight was blinding, but not so much so that he failed to notice the
crablike shape which sat atop the shorter man's head. A dreamerly, dark fog against the morning sunlight;
it had tentacles pressed to the man's upper face, and now and then the man swatted at it as though he
could senseits presence. But his hand passed right through.

Chilled despite the morning's warmth, Hunter-inDarkness crept back to the shadows.

He needed to think.
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Dear Dad
Well, I'll be staying longer than | originaly planned, but didn't we think that might happen? Thereé's so



much to tell you that | hardly know where to gart; sufficeit to say that we've come up with some
interesting hypotheses to explain thoselittle mongters behavior.

So far, the most promising theories involve some manner of dream disturbance. Dr. Langsdon pulled a
tape for me of cats who had been treated so that while they dreamed their motor activity was not
inhibited, asit usudly isduring deep. Theresult was that they acted out their dreams, and-you guessed
it-the resulting behavior was very smilar to that of our little houseguests. Moreinthat line... but | redly
should wait until 1 get home, totell you in person. It'sdl so very exciting!

The upshot of dl thisisthat 1 won't beleaving until next Sunday at the earliest. Doesthismean | miss
seeing Miles? Tdl him to stop off in Maryland if he drives home earlier than thet, 1'll take him to lunch. Or
dinner.

Pet the monstersfor me, Elsa

The shadowlands were unusudly dark this deeptime, which made the glitterlings even more dramatic than
usua. And therefore more distracting. Hunter-in-Darkness stopped for amoment in the dreamland
forest, watching the tiny firesprites burst into life and dart across the | eafless branches, trying to sense
their rhythm so that he might anticipate them. Sometimesit was possible. Overhead, the cold, dead trees
of the shadowlands wove a spiderweb canopy of jagged black branches, and the brilliant glitterlings
played like squirrels between them: darting down the length of one branch, doubling back to szzlethe
bark of another, leaping across open space-and then suddenly, inevitably, disappearing into darkness.
There were many of them tonight, and asthey played across the skyscape their light danced into the
shadows, making the darkness shiver. Not agood deeptime for hunting, he decided. Even the trees
seemed blacker than usual, and their branches, like cracksin the sky, made ominous patterns overhead.
And therewasasmdl in the air that was not of the shadowlands, nor of the waking world: ahint of
foulness that the wind carried to him, that made hislips draw back from his teeth and brought a hiss of
disgust to histhroat. He turned around to escapeit, to find his prey e sewhere.

And remembered ...

?6

What?

He shook his head, confused. The smell urged him to go away, to run away, to be anywhere but where
he was at that moment ... but something he didn't quite remember urged him to stay, and itscal was
dightly stronger. Something from the (he struggled to placeit) waking world?

Suddenly he was aware, and memory came to him so suddenly that it nearly knocked him off hisfet.
True, he had been trying to remember-for how many deegps now?-but each time he passed into dreaming
and walked the shadowlands anew, al memory of hiswaking intentions had left him. Not so thistime. A
trickle fill remained, and he held onto it with dl four paws, trying to grasp what it was bardy within his
nature to understand.

Likedl cats, he dreamed. Like al cats, he hunted in the perpetua twilight of the shadowlands, perfecting
hisskillsin aworld that demanded the utmost in timing and concentration. And like al cats-until this
night-he had passed from one world to the other without thought, rising from the shadowlands to avaken
and smooth hisfur and then passing back into the dreamworld once more, in and out again in arhythm as
ancient and as natural as deep itsalf.

But tonight was different. Tonight he knew-he understood-that while he hunted in this place, beneath
these jagged trees, he was also adeep in aleafcushioned hollow. For thefirg timein hislife, without
words or experience to guide him, he struggled to comprehend the nature of dreaming. And understood
at last why this double awareness had come, the reason why he had gone to deep with a special image
fixed in his conscious mind.

He turned toward the source of the foul wind. No longer wasits fear-message dominant in hismind. He
took timeto savor it, to measure its taste upon histongue. Images of dreamerlies came to him, clumps of
fog that |eft just such afoulnessin one's mouth; it was the stink of danger, and he growled deeply ashe



recognized it.

Under norma circumstances he would have fled, but he was more than mere shadowself now and was
twice asangry as he was afraid. Prompted by memories of misshapen dreamerlies, he turned toward the
source of the odor. Outside of the dreamworld he was powerless to hunt such creatures, but here, inthe
land of their birth . . . he hissed hisfear as he began to move, and hisfur pricked upright, but there was
no question of turning back. Those things had fouled histerritory, ignored his spray, and despoiled his
kill; either hiswaking saf must abandon itsterrain, or he must dedl with these enemies on their own home
ground.

With the stedlth of a hunter who has marked his prey he crept dowly toward the source of the odor,
placing each paw asthough hislife depended on silence. All about him new glitterlings burst to life,
danced in fiery zigzags, and were consumed by darkness; by their light he picked hisway acrossthe
lifdessroots, letting his sense of smdl guide him. Gradualy the smdll grew stronger, and its message more
clear. Turn away. Go back. Thisplaceisnot for you. He had to fight his surviva ingtinct to ignoreiit, but
memory drove him on.

How long it was before he heard the cry he couldn't say; he was consumed by his greater purpose, and
was not wholly cognizant of the world which surrounded him. But it broke through hisawareness at last,
aplaintive mewing that stopped him dead in histracks. A kitten-cry, rich with pain and terror.

He knew the voice. But it belonged to the waking world.

How was that possible?

For amoment he stood till, frozen by indecision. Then the cry came again, aterrible yowling of pain and
need that made going on impossible. He began to trot-to run-toward the source of itsdistress. In his
mind's eye atiny black kitten beckoned, its greenfire eyes sparkling like glitterlings in the shadowlands
twilight. What wasit doing-here, this cat from the waking world? Didn't each hunter cometo the
shadowlands alone?

He ran. Over twisted roots, between glitterlings and dreamerlies and floating pods of luminous seeds that
settled to earth in hiswake. The sound was growing fainter by the minute, he had to reach it beforeit was
extinguished, must hurry if hewasto

He came upon the clearing suddenly, had to use dl his clawsto brake to a stop.

It was there. The kitten. The same one he had met in the waking lands, whose fiery gaze had so
impressed him.

So were they. The dreamerlies. The foul ones, with the teeth and the bloated bodies and the
unwholesome odor, who had followed him to hiskill and then claimediit.

They had downed it, and were feeding. Suckers and teeth were affixed to its trembling body, and
strangely shaped forms glowed brightly asthey fed. Their light was bright enough that
Hunter-in-Darkness could see the kitten's blood where it had soaked the ground, and the carmine glitter
of wounds acrossitsjet black fur.

Rage consumed him. He abandoned thought, became a creature of blind action. One legp and he was
upon the nearest, afishlike thing with clawsfor finsand a spiked tail half hislength. Here such creatures
had substance, and he tore into this one with relish. So quickly did he dispatch it that the others were just
beginning to react as he chose hisnext victim. Thiswas not hunting but killing, plain and smple, and he
took no pleasureinit. A snakelike dreamerly with silver spines drew itself up to fight; he clawed at its
face before it got a chanceto position itself effectively, was rewarded with agush of hot blood across his
paw and chest. Teeth bit into hishind leg, but he kicked out savagely and they were gone. There were
more dreamerlies than he could count, but he was awhirlwind of teeth and claws and at lagt, hissing their
displeasure, those that had survived hisinitid atack withdrew from the scene of battle.

Hetook no timeto lick hiswounds, but looked for the injured kitten; it had crawled off during the battle,
leaving athintrail of blood behind it. So dim wasits bodylight that he nearly lost the little creature, but he
let hissense of smdl guide him and finally found the shivering infant, atiny wet bal of fur that hissed
weakly as he gpproached it. It was badly injured, and clearly terrified. And no wonder! One of the
advantages of hunting dreamerlies wasthat they didn't fight back; one could stalk them-or the glitterlings
or the floating pods-with no fear of injury, practicing one's skillsin safety against the day when the waking



world would require them. That they would do thiswas ... unthinkable. That they could do it was
terrifying.

Gently he nuzzled the youngster, and began to lick itswounds clean of blood and dirt. At first it didn't
respond, and he thought it might be past saving. But then, after atime, atiny tremor of sound beganinits
throat, which rose and fdll with the rhythm of his cleaning.

He did what he could for the purring youngster, marveling at its recuperative powers. At last he sat back,
content that it would survive, and tended to his own wounds. In the wake of hisindignant rage his greater
purpose was caling to him again, and he knew he would have to move on. The kitten could take care of
itself, he decided. It would haveto.

Heturned to leave, took three steps-and stopped. And looked behind him. The kitten was onitsfeet,
standing right behind him. Reedy to follow. He growled awarning, but the sound lacked sincerity-and
like mogt kittens, this one ignored adult hotility. Twisting his head back to watch the small cat,
Hunter-inDarkness moved forward again ... and watched in amazement asit trotted along behind him, a
brief chirp indicating that itslegs did hurt but, yes, it was coming aong, it would manage to keep up with
him somehow.

With asnort of disbelief he began to trot toward his destination. Wondering why he was pleased that the
tiny thing-too young to be prudent, too damaged to be hel pful-was still dongside him.

It wasthere, in the distance. Faint, dmost ghostly, its outline uncertain in the shadowland darkness ... but
clearly there, despite the fact that it shouldn't be. The white manhouse.

He crept to the edge of the forest, head low, suspicious. Thewall between the worlds must be thin
indeed, if such things could crossit. For some reason the thought made him cold insde, and he looked
back at the kitten to seeif it was still beside him. It was. And strangely, that comforted him.

All about the building were dreamerlies. Mutant dreamerlies, even more unwholesome than the ones
which had attacked the kitten. As before, they seemed to be waiting for something ... but what?

The kitten was the first to move. Too young to be inhibited by fear, he dipped between two heavy roots,
out into the open. Againg the dark grass his smal black body dithered like a shadow, itsinner light
amost dim enough to passfor reflected glitterglow. Cautioudy, Hunter-in-Darkness followed. Hewas a
larger cat and abrighter one, and the lack of cover made him uneasy; neverthel ess he followed, and not
until they got to the fence did the two cats stop to consider their Stuation.

Cautioudly, prepared for the worst, Hunter-inDarkness eased one paw forward, and quickly touched it
to the wires. Man's- magic. had guarded this place before, but that- wasin the waking lands; here, where
no man existed, the fence might be passable. And indeed, his paw passed through the wires as though
through an illusion; the manfence had no solidity m thisworld, and no power to harm.

He went through the fence; the kitten followed. A few dreamerlies passed overhead, and perhaps they
saw them. If so, they showed no interest. Like any hunting cat they preferred the small and the week for
prey; perhaps they were wary of Hunter-in-Darkness size, and would avoid the kitten because of it.

It was when they were halfway to the building that the Change began.

At firg hefalled to recognizeit. The shimmer inthe air, the distortion of dl outlinesbeyond it, the feding
of bodily tension which accompanied its appearance ... at first these things were unfamiliar, and he sank
down into the grassin wary silence. But then he redlized what it was, and what he could accomplishif he
got toit intime-and in an ingtant he was on his feet and running, heedless of the dreamerlies and the kitten
and any other shadowland concern, trying to reach the wall between the worlds before it hedled itsdf and
became impassable once more.

Crossing it was like diving into a snowbank. For an ingtant there was cold, so chilling that he could hardly
move his body, so dl-pervading that helost dl memory of ever having been warm. And darkness. For a
moment he feared being trapped within the barrier, sandwiched between the worlds without accessto
either. Then the fear-and the cold-were left behind him, and he stumbled out onto aman-made floor,
skidding to an undignified halt as he dammed into the base of awall that had become, al too suddenly,
solid.

He wasinsde the man-structure-inside! -and back in the waking world. He had crossed the same way
the dreamerlies crossed, and if his reasoning was correct.... He leaped up and clawed at an overhead



dreamerly, and felt histalons tear flesh before hefdl back to the floor. Y es! He could hunt them now, in
his own world. On his own terms. Hunter-in-Darkness, who had passed through the shadowlands and
beyond!

A thudding sound reminded him of hiskitten aly, and he turned to find the smal cat bundled tail over
head at the base of the same wall. He pushed it back onto itsfeet, noting that the impact had reopened a
gash dong its shoulder. A faint carmine smear marked the spot where it had struck the wall, and it left
red footprints asit came to Hunter's side. The larger cat shrugged; there was nothing more he could do
forit.

But he wasrelieved that it had managed the crossing, and licked its flank once to welcomeit.

Then alow humming sound caught his attention, and his skin crawled asheredized just what it was. The
sound of dreamerlies.

The kitten had gtiffened, its ears pricked upright; it heard it also, then, and knew it for what it was. No
matter that they had never heard a dream-creature make the dightest noise before; the sound wasfixed in
their ingtinct, and identification was ingtant. Something about this place, or the opening between the
worlds, had given these creatures avoice. And they hungered. That was clear in the tone of their cdl, and
tear surged through Hunter's heart when he heard it. For amoment instinct got the better of him, and he
nearly turned to flee. But then he remembered: he was Hunter-in-Darkness, Crosser-Between-Worlds;
the identity gave him courage.

Legs stiff, fur erect, he looked about for away to reach the source of the sound. There was no direct
route available, but an open door in a corner of the room offered accessto that general direction. He
could circle back later. Clinging to shadows as.he went, he skirted beams of moonlight thet fell acrossthe
manfloor from smdll, barred windows set high in one of the walls. Not much light, but he needed none;
his bodylight was bright with anticipation, and the kitten beside him was regaining luminescence with
every passing minute. With care he dipped between the door and its frame, a space hardly wide enough
to admit him.

Beyond it lay aman.

Hisfirg reaction wasto back away. Men had hurt him badly, once; he had no intention of waiting here
whilethey tried to do it again. But then he picked up the man's scent, and tasted its wrongness. And
touched his nose to the cooling flesh, wondering a how such a powerful creature could have been struck
down without any wound. There was no scent of blood or fear or illnessto point to a cause of death,
merely the fact of tillness and agrowing darkness of its flesh to witnessthat yes, it had died.

If the dreamerlies could bring down one such asthis. . . How could he, asingle cat, hope to fight them?
Asif in answer, the kitten chirped beside him. Two cats, then. It would have to do; they weren't pack
animas by nature, and had no way of summoning more clawsto their ad.

He stepped over the body, leaving footprints of bodyfire in its newly dead flesh, and followed the sound
of the dreamerly-call into the depths of the building. Now that they were in the waking world the walls
were solid to their touch, and it took time for them to find enough shafts and windows and haf-open
doorsto get them to the place where the dreamerlies were gathering. But at |ast they came a place where
the dreamerly-call was s0 loud, and its followers so numerous, that Hunter-in-Darkness was certain they
had reached their destination. One last door ... They could hear the sound clearly now, could fed it
resonating in their bones, alow hum that reminded Hunter of manthings, that brought back memories of
his kittenhood with sudden, unwel come clarity. How small the dreamerlies had been, then, how harmless
and playful! Without a doubt, they had been been changing ... and this place, this thing beyond the door,
was responsible.

With sudden courage he pushed against the fina door, forcing it to swing asde. The kitten was beside
him, nose to nose as they braced themsalves for attack. But there was none. Slowly the hinged panel
moved out of their way, and they had a clear view into the heart of the dreamerly rebellion.

There were hundreds of them. Thousands! Stable dream-creatures, whose shapeswere like those
Hunterin-Darkness had sported with in his youth; massive, distorted forms, which flickered in and out of
exigence as though some vitd force was not yet fully stabilized; dreamerlies which were unlike any the
cat had ever seen, bits of black fog which would brush againgt others, leave behind dark splotches of



midnight fungusthat grew and grew and &t last fully consumed their victims. There was amanshape lying
inthefar corner, newly expired; adozen of the most distorted dreamerlies were clinging to itsbody like
leeches, feeding on thelast of its bodylight. Perhapsthey had killed it, asthey would have killed the
kitten.

And in the center of theroom ... there was the manthing that had summoned them all, that sang of feeding
and hunger and death in alow humming sound which made al the dreamerlies quiver with excitement. It
was made of cold, deek metd, and the light of athousand glitterlings was fixed upon its forward face.
From itsrear end trailed thick black cords, manroots to anchor it. Upon its face of mirrored glass green
glitterlings danced in measured patterns, tracing words and phrases which no cat or dreamerly could
read.
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Hunter-in-Darkness hated it. He had never hated before, not in thisway. But then, he had never before
killed for any reason other than hunger or the pleasure of the hunt. Now the kitten was beside him, and
the killing rage that its plight had awakened in him began to resurface. If such deformed creatures were
allowed to keep growing, to feed-to breed-the shadowlands would soon become filled with them. Then
how long would it be before the dreamerlies attacked older cats, skilled hunters who were deft with tooth
and claw but who couldn't hope fo stand up to a pack of dozens of parasites-or of hundreds? How long
before cats dared not dream at dl, and therefore dared not deep? Then these creatures, which had
managed to enter the waking world, would take advantage of their weakness, and dispatch them as
eadly asthey had done with the two men. No, they must be killed here and now, and
Hunter-in-Darkness must do it.

But how?

He kept to the walls, began dowly circling the room. Watching them. They hardly seemed to notice him,
but focused al their attention on the manthing and its song. Good. The kitten was till with him, and he
was pleased to see that it, hadn't givenintoitsfear. It would make afine hunter someday, he thought. If
it survived this confrontation.

Thefeeding oneswereleaving ther kill, now, to float about the manthing with their fellows. Periodicaly
one of them would butt into it. Trying to hurt it, or moveit? Or trying to get insde? What could beinsde
the man-made shell? A ripe female, perhaps? The mother of these creatures? Some dreamerly equivaent
of catnip?

Onething was certain: he had to kill the manthing, and soon. More and more dreamerlies were arriving
every minute, and they pulsed in rhythm with the others as they settled in beside them, circling. Whatever
the dreamerlies were waiting for was about to happen-and when it did, the full power of the manthing
would be loosed. The power to bridge worlds; the power to kill cats. He had to do something, fast.
Memories from kittenhood: playing with hisbrothers and sstersin the great wooden manhouse, stalking
dish towels and rolling pencils and the ultimate Great Enemy, the black cords which were man's most
precious possession. They coiled about the base of every magica manthing, and stretched acrossthe
floor likeriversof ink. Dish towdsthe cats might shred to bits, furniture they might destroy, pencils might
be hunted and subdued, but no cat ever dared to touch the black cords. That was absolutely forbidden,
and the catsin the manhouse quickly learned it. The black roots were beloved of man, and vita to his
magic.

Hardly daring to move, Hunter-in-Darkness crouched down against the cold manfloor, preparing to
goring. A flick of histall kept the tension from freezing his hindquarters as he gauged his distance,
considered his chances ... and legped. Into the midst of them, the clawed ones and the flickering ones
and even the black foggy ones. They were solid to him now, and he dashed out to thrust them asde as
they came between him and his objective. Dreamerly gore clogged his claws and spattered hisfur ashe



fell to the ground some feet short of where he needed to be; he had done considerable damagein his
flight, but not nearly enough.

They turned on him now, in numberstoo vast to count. A thousand foul clawing creaturesthat stank of
wrongness, a'med with tooth and stinger and a pawful of wegpons that Hunter-in-Darkness had never
seen before. He fought them bravely, gaining ground inch by inch as he did so; but the numbers againgt
him were too overwhelming, and the enemy too well armed.

A paralyzing sting disabled one hind leg, forcing himto drag it. A spiked tail swung directly at hiseyes,
forcing him backward a step. Then two. He waslosing. He would never reach the mancords now, would
never cut short their magic. The shadowlands would be overrun, and the waking lands would soon
follow. Hetried to legp forward, desperately trying to gain some ground, but he struck aclump of
dreamerhes head-on and fell to the manfloor, stunned. One of the smaller ones sank itstwisted fangsinto
his good hind leg, and he dared not turn to claw at it. He waslosing blood, could not last much longer.

A screech split the air, like the cry of an enraged mother cat-only much, much harsher. Something which
was not adreamerly bumped into Hunter's hind leg. And then, suddenly, the fangs which had been
fastened about hisleg broke loose; dreamerly blood joined his own on the floor. The kitten had caught
up with him, and it nudged him once in the flank, urging him with slent insstence: Go on! Go on! Another
drearnerly attacked Hunter-in-Darkness, and was struck from behind; the tiny cat was wreaking havoc
from adirection none of the creatures had thought to guard. Go on! The older cat dragged himself
forward, digging hisfront clawsinto the manfloor as the kitten danced about his head, protecting him
from harm. His hind-quarters were nearly useless, but soon that wouldn't matter; he was a catdength
away from the black cords, now, and closing. Only inches. . .

Histeeth closed about the nearest one, and he pulled. Y anked. Tore with his claws at the soft, yielding
surface, knowing he must bresk through quickly or die. The air wasfull of dreamerlies, and his eyeswere
filled with blood; he could hardly see, was maneuvering by fed through athicket of black manthing roots.
Tearing a them, wildly. One of them fought back, and burned him. But the pain only served to increase
his determination. He had been right; the magic was here.

Now more and more of the cordstried to defend themsalves, and even the dreamerlies backed away. In
the back of his mind he noticed that the song had stopped, and he sensed that the dream-creatures were
directionlessin consequence. Good; the kitten might be safe. He dashed at a cord and searing pain
lanced through his paw, but the cord seemed to die in consequence and was safe to touch thereafter.
There were very few of them |eft to hurt him now, most had lost the strength to defend themselves.
Besides, there were so few places on him left to be burned....

Hedid into the shadowlands, but never knew when. Fdll into something that was not quite deep, but
deeper; not quite adream, but just as compelling.

Hislast thoughts were of the kitten:

Thecdl cameat 10:30. By 10:32 he was out of the house, and by 10:46-Miles firmly in tow-he had
arived a thefacility, awhirlwind of anxiousinquiry.

"What the hell's going on here? What did Davis mean, a power failure? Eden hasits own generator ...
Who are dl these people, and what are they doing here?' There were at least a dozen unknown faces
gathered about the main entrance to the building, some uniformed and others not. One, awoman, wasin
tears. Haskd'swife? What the hell

"Thisway, ar." A security guard-not one he knewtook him firmly by the arm and led him into the depths
of the building. Not hisusua route. That was blocked, by acrowd of guards and medics and the
xPrawling, lifeless body of atechnica assstant from li~e night shift. Jerry Haskell?

"What happened?' he demanded: "Heart falure, as| understand it." But he wasirc perfect hedth ...

He amost stopped, to ask more questions. But whatever had happened to Haskell, it was over and done
with; there was nothing he could do now to save him. The Eden project, on the other hand, might still be
sdvaged.

He broke into arun, with no concern for whether his two companions could keep up with him; when he
rcached the proper sector he burst through the door of the project with aquestion on hislips and fear,
likeanicy serpent, in hisheart.



"What--oh my God. . ."

Blood had been spattered across one section of the floor, and up and down two whole sides of the
central idand. Human blood ... or animal? Wasthat a cat down there, tangled in the smoldering wires?
"What on earth-Davis, what's going on?"

His assstant left the small group of guards that had converged at the far side of the room. Was that
Casey'sbody &t their feet?"We don't know," he said bluntly. "Power was interrupted at approximeately
8:15. | cameto investigate and found ... this." He indicated the room, the blood, the body. "I would have
cdled you earlier, but they wanted the policein herefirgt,”

"That is Casey, isn't it? How did he die?' He nodded toward the body, but his eyes were fixed upon the
idand. Damn that cat! What on earth had caused n to get tangled in the power cables?

"Cardiac arrest; they say."

"Which meansthey don't know. All right, well haveto wait for an autopsy.” He hesitated, afraid to ask
the question that most concerned him.

At lagt he dared it. "How much was logt?!

"Nearly an hour of program time, and some supporting data. A lot depends on whether the power went
off cleanly, or there was erratic activity preceding total loss. We could be clearing out glitchesfor days.
Richard ison line now, trying to save the series, but some datawill be irrecoverable. She saysweve lost
thistest sequencefor sure.”

Damn! But it could have been worse. The program would eventually pick up whereit left off ... and what
were the odds, redigtically speaking, that the one set of conditions they were searching for was being run
through the program at the exact time that the system crashed?

Hewalked over to where the cat's body lay, and squatted by its Side. Y es, no question about it, thiswas
what had done the damage. Damn the anima! Just like those nuisances a home, who never knew when
to leavethingsaone

And then he saw the mark acrossits forehead, and the single white toe on one forward paw, and he
knew.

"Dr. McGillis?'

"Go help the medics," hetold Davis. He was pleased that hisvoice was il steady. "Seeif they need
anything."

When he was gone, he whispered, "L ook, Miles. Do you recognize it?'

"Y ou mean, does it look like one of your cats? Yes."

He pulled out apencil and used the point to turn the animd's head aside. The scar from abullet wound
was clearly apparent, surrounded by charred flesh and bits of torn fur.

"It'sthe fourth of that litter. But how did it survive? My God, theimplications. . ." He reached out ahand
to steady himsdlf againgt the idand console; hisknuckles, Miles noted, were white. "Fertile, geneticaly
atered ... and free in the woods for months now. If the FDGA ever getshold of this. . . Elsawill lose her
license, that'sfor agtart, and asfor thisproject . . ." He shut hiseyes. "It'll set applied genetics back a
decadeif the fundamentalists get hold of it; dl the old fearswill come out again. Christ!”

"Do they haveto know?" hisold friend asked quietly. Weslooked up at him, aflicker of hopein hiseyes.
"No. Of course not." Hisgrip on the console eased, and dowly he stood. "They'll have enough problems
figuring out how it got herein thefirst place. No one will think to ask about its background.”

And hiseyes, red-rimmed, said it dl: Destroy the cat as soon as possible. Salvage the program. Dedl
with therest asit comes.

Hewalked dowly back toward the group of guards surrounding the body, fielding questions as he
approached. No, hed heard nothing of the incident until amere haf hour ago. No, there was nothing
connected with the project that could cause such adisaster. Nothing at dl. It was al quite beyond him....
Mileslooked down at the floor again-and then quickly away. And decided to say nothing about what he
saw. Let Westhink, for now, that it was over. He had enough to deal with asit was.

Thered be time enough later, when things had camed down abit, to tell his friend about the kitten tracks.






TROUBLE
by P. M. Griffin

Trouble purred loudly to tell Dory that he was content and to |et her know that she was doing well.

She deserved the praise. She also needed it. These humans were sad creatures. They seemed to have so
little innate belief in themselves, most of them, even those of high inner quaity and redl, strong talent like
thiskitten of their kind.

Wi, that could hardly be counted afault in his Dory. Those around her had either actively striven to strip
her of confidence and stunt her rightful development or e se had lacked the courage to do anything very
positivein her cause. Her strength of soul had sustained her thus far, keeping her spirit unbroken and her
basic finenessintact, but even that would not suffice forever.

The purring stopped. He had redlized for some time that this abuse must cease. It wasfortunate al this
had occurred, disruptive asit was. She had been forced to act at once, without the agonizing and
indecision which would have preceded a planned move. That was another areaiin which humans differed
from felines. They did not seem to know their own minds, and even when the correct, the only
reasonable, course was plain before them, they had great difficulty in acting upon it if it involved any
degree of sgnificant change whatsoever.

Trouble began to purr again, more loudly thistime as affection swelled within him. That was not fair to
Dory. No kitten left hishome readily, however wretched it was. Cat and human dike, al youngsters
needed the care and ingtruction provided by the adults of their species.

For an ingtant so flegting as dmost not to have een, he growled. It waslittle of ether that she had njoyed
in her life! Even her body wasignored, and ie neglect of such amind, such agift, wasworse than iat
which kept her so wan and thin.

The wind whipped up, and the big cat allowed Dory to press him closer to her. He did not require the
dditiona warmth she was striving to give him. It was he who was cold in her threadbare jacket; histhick
oat gave no passage at al to the brisk autumn breeze. |o matter. She was offering love and care, which
were ot to be rgected, and, in truth, it felt good to have er arms around him in the midst of dl the
uncertainty nd confusion surrounding their livesat present.

Shouts, the bellowing of many voices sounding toether, shattered the early morning stillness.

Trouble yawned and, wriggling free of the girl's old, stretched himself. Stupid human herd! Did they
nagine she would come to them when they sumioned and threatened in the same breath?

Thegirl, however, wasterrified. She leaped to her eet. "Oh, Trouble! They're sureto find usl They'rein
the street, and there's no other way out of thisaley!"

The fence, foolish one. That iswhy | brought you to leep herein thefirst place.

She could not hear him, of course. That would not ome for another few months, not until the attainment
of her physical womanhood opened her inner ears nd voice, but for the moment, that wasjust aswell.
iumansweretrying, al of them, and he sometimes ound it difficult to restrain his sarcasm when dedling
vith them. She did not need that right now, poor :itten.

Dory looked about her in despair. Three-story buildngs towered on either side, and afifteen-foot brick
ence walling off some comfortably fixed man's courtrard wasin front of her. Behind wasthe only exit,
and hat was blocked by the presence of Jocko and his cronies.

She had to do something! The communa voice of the mob was getting ditinctly louder, and those
comprising it were indeed searching every possible hiding placefor her.

Thefence had to beit. Trouble was aready Sitting upon it, patiently waiting for her.

It wastoo high for her to reach its top unaided, but there was plenty of debris scattered about including a
number of big wooden crates, empty, fortunately, but sturdy enough to support her not terribly crushing
weight.

With fear to drive her, she soon had the biggest of them, that in which she had dept, dragged over to the
fence and a second, smdler one placed on that. By standing on them and stretching hersdlf to thefull, she



was able to get her hands over the top.

Voices! Those hunting her would be on her in amoment! She half scrambled, half hauled hersdlf up the
rough-set bricks and hoisted herself over the narrow top. Without pausing even to look, she dropped
down the other side, firgt lowering hersaf on her arms asfar as she could to make the actud fdl as short
asposshble.

Dory sat up. Her hand flew to her mouth in horror. She had escaped onefirepot, temporarily at least, but
it was only to leap headfirgt into a second. She had landed in agarden, in abed of aternating yellow and
white flowering shrubs, and the gardener was standing not twenty feet from her.

Trouble was sitting regally at the edge of the flower bed, watching her in that silent amusement which only
acat can experience or display. Before his charge could either ruin everything by screaming or trying to
flee, he got up and casudly walked over to the man, rubbed against hisleg, and raised his heed,
demanding to have it scratched.

The human complied, but his amazement at having a scrawny girl-child and a superb black-and-white
tomcat suddenly and quite literally drop into his sanctuary did not lessen.

It was a measure of the man that he saw with very nearly thefirgt glance that the child was terrified and,
submerging his astonishment, gave her afriendly, naturd smile.

"Areyou dl right?" he asked with unmistakably red concern.

"I-1 think s0," she Sammered.

"Stay whereyou are, then, and I'll lift you out. Y ou've created enough havoc with your surroundings.”

"l am sorry about that, sir,” Dory told him earnestly.

"Doubtless. Y ou don't ook particularly madicious. Actudly you were quite consderatein your choice of a
landing place. Mums are hardy enough to take some abuse. Now, my roses over there would bein alot
sorrier sate had you come down on them even though they're done flowering." He smiled again. "So
would you. | seem to prefer varieties blessed with strong and plentiful thorns to match the quantity and
color of their blooms.™

Hetook onelong, carefully placed step into the bed. 1t brought him close enough to reach his unexpected
vigtor whom he picked up without apparent effort and carried out onto the walk where he set her on her
feet once more.

"There, that's better. Now | believe an explanation israther in order.”

Over amed, donkey tail. Sheishungry. So am |. That was ademand. Trouble knew from Jasmine that
thisman'sinner ears and voice were both fully open. That fact and the tabby's other reports had induced
him to bring Dory herein her need. He should have done it sooner, but, of course, he was avery young
cat himsdf....

In good time. Kindness coming too fast can frighten as much as brutdity, the human answered in kind,
giving no outward indication that anything had passed between them.

Heheld out hishand to the girl. "I'm Martin."

Shetook it gingerly. "Dory." Bending, she brushed her friend's head with her fingers. "Thisis Trouble."
Martin'sgray eyes sparkled asthey rested on the cat. That | can well believe.

Trouble did not reply. It was beneath his dignity to do so. Besides, it was amerited revenge after his
donkey tail remark of afew moments before.

"Andishe?' the man asked smoothly.

"Oh, no! No cat could be more wonderful! It'sjust that hewasin alot of it when we first met.”

All thewhile, Martin had been studying Dory. Her age was hard to judge. She was painfully thin, and she
had avery young looking little face, now remarkably smudged, but he imagined she would be about
twelve. She was pae complexioned, too pae at the moment, with stringy light auburn hair which would
have been attractive had it been styled &t al. Her eyesweretruly lovely, blue-green, large, and fringed
with long, thick lashesthe same color as her hair.

Her clothes were unremarkable: well-faded blue trousers, checked shirt, also faded, and ajacket that
was nearing the end of its useful life. The nearly universal brogs of the region covered what gppeared to
be quite small feet.

She looked to be what he expected she was, abadly used little spprentice or servant. The like were



common enough, too common, even in this none-tooaffluent neighborhood. He normaly paid smal heed
to any of them, but this one he did know, if only by sght.
"I've seen you before," he remarked. "Y ou're dways talking to Jasmine when she's out in the foregarden.”
As he spoke, he pointed to addicately boned tabby who had glided into the yard and was sniffing
curioudy and without fear a Trouble, who was not dow to return her attentions.
"Whenever | see her. She'ssuch afriendly little thing. I think she's prettier than any flower therel” The girl
stopped hersdlf, embarrassed.

Martin sghed. She had probably learned early in her life not to revea too much enthusiasm for anything.
"It'sgood to meet another full-blown cat lover,” he said casudly, then inclined his head toward the big
house forming the opposite boundary of the well-planted courtyard. "Why don't we go ingde? It'sjust
about timefor breakfast. Y ou can tell me about yoursel ves while we're attending to that.” There was no
mistaking her look of interest. Trouble was right; the child was hungry. "Good. I'll make aquick runinto
arrange everything and then come back to show you the way."

Hewould arrange things, al right, Trouble thought. A lot of people would be astonished at the means by
which the promised meal was produced, but he did not object. Cats are practical beings, not
narrow-minded fools. The food would be good to taste, wholesome, and quite real. What more could
one ask?

Excellent thought. Do not take too long.

| won't, Sir Trouble. Asmy little lady has probably aready told you, | don't mistreat my guests.
As promised, Martin returned quickly, and soon al four of them, humans and felines dike, were Sitting
comfortably inasmall, sunlit eating room.
Therewas no talk during the meal. Dory's attention was fully centered on her plate. Her host watched in
good-natured amazement at the speed with which she put its contents away. She might not have eaten for
amonth theway shewasgoing &t it.
A day! That islong enough.
Too long. Someone should have abit of atalk with her master.

Morethan that. Y ou will hear.
The girl handled her cutlery well for al her eagerness, and when she at last finished eating, she set the
ware asdein the correct manner and politely thanked him.
Trouble, too, did full justiceto hismedl. After clearing hiswell-filled dish, he carefully washed himself and
rubbed againgt Martin's leg, purring loudly. Manners were not demeaning, and good service such asthis
deserved areward.
"Well, Dory," the man said as he settled back in his chair, "tell me about yoursdlf.”
"What would you like to know, Sr?"
"Everything. Where you live would be agood start, | suppose.”
"I don't live anywhere now," she responded frankly. "1 used to stay at Jocko the Farrier's, three squares
north of here. Imelde, hiswife, ismy mother's cousin. That makes her mine, too, | suppose.”
"Y our parents?'
"They died when | wasthree. Quick plague. It missed me somehow."
"And that wasthe last kindness you knew," he muttered.
"I don't know," shereplied serioudy. "Imelde made afuss over Trouble and claimed sheloved him even
though sheredly didn't, just s0 | could keep him. That was akindness, wasn't it?"
"ltwas," he agreed dowly.
"Also," Dory added, trying to be fair-and not wanting to entirely blacken her kin before this stranger, "I
may not be fat, but | get enough to eat that I'm never sick. And I've always had agood dress for church
even though 'l do haveto work like this."
Worked hard, he thought, to judge by the state of her hands. That was not right for a child.
Trouble sighed. These humans! They seemed to have no ingtinct whatsoever for digging out astory
properly. Now Martin was going to ask why sheleft, and by the time she answered and went back to
explain how the situation had come about in thefirst place, they would have spent triple the time needed
totdl agmpletae.



Ask how she met me, heingtructed patiently. That isthe beginning of it.

Very wdl, Sir Trouble. Thank you for the hint. " At least you were able to bring Trouble away with you
when you did go," he remarked. "When did you two get together?"

"About ayear ago." She smiled and again began to caress the cat. "He's the best thing that's ever
happened to me."

Her expression clouded. "Thereésawdl in back of Jocko's house. Hewon't cover it even though there
are some big familiesin our square. Saysit's up to the parentsto watch their brats, and he doesn't want
any of them on his place anyway. He doesn't worry about garbage faling in snceit'smy job to fishit out.
It wasmy job, that is. HEIl haveto do it himself now.”

"A condderate neighbor aswell askindly kin, | see," he muttered dryly. ™Y our mother's cousin showed
poor taste in her choice of ahusband, girl, or her father chose badly for her. But please continue: Trouble
managed to get into the wdl | ?*

She nodded. "Hedid. | don't know where he came from since he was too tiny to have been away from
his mother for long, but there are alot of dogs around. One of them must've scared him into bolting down
there.

"Anyway, | was going for water when | heard him crying. | couldn't see anything &t first when | looked in,
but then | spotted the white stripe on his nose. He was clinging to this ledge that goes most of the way
around the well down amost asfar asthe water. It used to snag the bucket on meif | wasn't careful. |
couldn't think of any other way to get him up, so | took the bucket off and tied the rope around myself.”
Martin frowned. "Y ou lowered yoursdlf down that hole?"

She hardly flew! Do you doubt that my kitten has spirit?

Y our kitten should have had help, he said sharply. That was an adult's job.

Dory's eyes darkened. She took his seeming silence for disapproval, and her chin lifted. "What else could
| have done? | couldn't very well have left him down there.”

"No, not and remained human yourself. | was just wishing someone like me had been thereto giveyou a
bit of ahand, that'sall.”

"Oh, | mostly have to do everything mysdlf. I'm used to that.”

Martin sighed. "1 know. Y ou'reto be admired, but | can't say | liketheideaall the same.”

Dory saw the speculative look her host was bending on her, and her eyesfell. She had doneit again, she
thought miserably, but she redlly could not help that she sometimes sounded more forty than twelve as
Imelde put it, and like a schooled forty at that. She certainly could not help her thoughts.

She had learned to read before that accursed plague had taken her parents, and she had continued to
read, everything she could lay her hands on that was worth the effort, thereby rendering her life at least
bearable. Unfortunately, she had somehow modeled her speech more after those forma writings than
after the example of those around her. Jocko hated that-how he hated it!-and hisfriends hated it, and she
had learned to say very little around any of them, but her tale was long, and aready, even beforeit had
rightly begun, she had given hersdf away.

The, hard, sick knot of fear and unhappiness loosened in her ssomach when sheraised her eyesagain.
Martin was a different man entirely. She saw no resentment, no regjection in him, only mild surprise,
guarded interest, and, she thought, excitement.

The man's pulse had quickened, though reason insisted that he check his hope for the moment. A highly
inteligent, sengtive child like this could be expected to lose her lonelinessin books, assuming she
possessed the basic skill to read them, and it certainly was not unknown for somein that Situation to
develop an astonishingly mature manner of thought and the vocabulary to expressit. Dory could be no
more than an example of that.

It was a0 just possible that she was many times more. Verba and mental precocity amost inevitably
accompanied strong taent, and he thrilled with anticipation at the thought of watching and helping such a
gift develop again. It had been so long since he had last been privileged to share in that blossoming.

For the moment, he put that dream out of histhoughts. This storm-tossed pebble might indeed be atrue
diamond, but they did not have the leisure to explore that possibility now. Besides, he believed she had
detected his awareness and was frightened, anatural enough reaction in face of the upbringing she had



received. Bullieslike this Jocko the Farrier rarely cared for any sign of superiority in the weak little things
they terrorized.

He smiled encouragingly. "Go on, child. | want to hear therest of thistale. Did you have any problem
getting him out?"

"Not from Trouble. He let me pick him up and just snuggled closeto me, like | wasthe only safety indl
theworld.”

Anger flashed suddenly into her eyes, making her appear both older and stronger. " That was when the
rope dropped. Jocko was above and had |oosed it. He shouted that he'd lower another but that he
wasn't going to lift two loads and that I'd have to leave the cat behind.”

"Hewhat?' Martin hissed.

Both the girl and Trouble looked swiftly a him, startled by the cold, controlled fury in this seemingly mild
man.

"It wasafdsethreat,” shetold him quickly, not wanting to provoke an outburst of anger, even one not
directed at her. She wastrying to escape such storms. "It'sabusy square like | said, and someone
would've hauled us out in no time. Jocko knew that, too, and anyway, he didn't want me dead. | did too
much work for him. He just thought 1'd panic and not figure dl that out.”

Her hands clenched. "I wasn't scared. | wasfurious. I'd never been angry like that beforein my whole
life. He actudly tried to make me leave that poor, terrified, trusting little creature to die alone and cold
and wet, to make me chooseto do it.”

She gripped hersdf before she could either fly into arage herself or burst into tears.

"I don't know what came over me, except that | was so mad and couldn't do anything else, but | glared
at the rope, which was il sort of floating in the water below us, and | shouted at it to go back up, tie
itself again, and pull usout." She swalowed hard. "It did. It did just that."

Y he man drew along, sharp bresth. He glanced at the cat, who was purring softly, seemingly unmoved
by hishuman's emation, then his eyesreturned to the girl.

"Had anything like that ever happened to you before?’

"No, of coursenot! | didn't even know such things were possible except in books.”

Trouble, wasit you?

It was not, the cat replied haf contemptuoudly. It was the kitten. Listen to her.

"A great many things stranger than that are possible, child," he said softly. "What was Jocko's reaction?”
"Oh, | believe that he was mad, but that came later. Right then, he was raw scared that someone might
have seen what had happened.”

"Did anyone?'

She shook her head. "Not asfar as| know. He was lucky there. HEd have been in big trouble if they
had. He'sin the Antimagic League, you see. President of theloca cdll, infact . . ."

"That bunch! Wéll, from the sound of it, hefitsright in with the rest of them.”

"They're hard cases mogt of them,” she agreed. "Anyway, he dragged me into the house and started
whaling me. | think held have hdf killed me, but Imelde told him to let me be, that I'd had afright enough
and that I'd brought her the kitten, which she was going to keep." Her voice softened. " Sheld seen, from
the way | had been holding him, | suppose, that | loved him. She was sorry for him, too. She said later
that we were both orphans and should stick together, but we'd have to keep him out of Jocko's way,
which we did between us.

"After that, things sort of went back to normal, except that Jocko started asking me questions. | was
aways good at guessing things like what the weather would be or that someone would be coming to the
house and maybe even why. Now Jocko wanted to know who'd win arace or fight or something like
that, and he'd bet on the name I'd pick. Never much, mind you-1'd often be wrong-but there'd be peace
nound the house when he did win. I'd get aknock when he logt, of course, but not too hard as such go.
Hedid know | couldn't control that part of it."

She rubbed her ear, and her eyes brightened momentarily. "He might even have done me some good.
don't make nearly as many mistakesnow as| did at firs."

"The practice did you good. Knocks do nothing, or hinder. Talent can't be forced by abuse.”



"Tdent?It's not much of one, ar."

He amiled. "Big things often start out small,” Martin's expression darkened again. "Y ou didn't haveided
living conditions, but it was nothing worse than you'd always known. What caused the bregk?'

"Imelde, | guess, though she didn't mean to,” the girl answered promptly. "Y ou see, she's the one with the
money. Her father thought he had done well binding her to atradesman, but when he saw what hed
redlly gotten for ason-in-law, fair enough to him, he moved to protect her since she didn't want to leave
Jocko."

"Some people don't, no matter how bad their partersare,”" he explained in response to the lack of
comprehension in her tone. "What did he do for her?"

"He set up something called atrust. She gets money out of it every three months, but no one can touch
the wholelot aslong as she's dive. Jocko's the laziest man you could meet, Sir. Hesafarrier likel said,
but hed much rather sit in theloca and talk bull with hisfriendsthan work at it. That'swhy she'sdways
been able to keep some control over what goes on in the house, provided she doesn't try to push him too
far. He knows full well that she can manage very nicely without him and that held lose acomfortable
lifeway if she upped and l€ft.

"He'saways had hisfancy ladies, though,”" she ontinued contemptuoudy, "ether supid little things he can
brag to until they see through him, or €'se those who put up with him for pay, but his latest's something
different. She'syoung and pretty and too smart not to know she could do alot better than Jocko. He
knowsthat aswell, and he does want to hold onto her. HE's not so young anymore, and he's not going to
attract anything like her again. Sure, he never could before.

"Wadl, Imelde's no fool either. She saw what was going on-the whole square did-and she belted off to
her father. Imelde told him her story and said that she didn't want to be worth more dead than diveto
anyone. By thetime she got back two dayslater, she had it arranged that the money would al go back to
her father if she died without ababe, as seemslikely now, or be handled by him or her older brother if
she went after having achild. Jocko'd have no part of it at al without her.."

She shivered. "I thought he'd gone stark mad when he heard. That's how bad his rage was. He shouted
and cursed and dammed hisfist against thewall so hard that | hoped he had busted his knuckles, but
Imelde didn't blanch or blink. I've never seen her face him better. She just let him rave on, aways
keeping out of reach, of course. When held tired himsalf out with yelling, before he could start with his
fists, she camly told him that they could either go on asin the past, or she could return to her father. The
choicewashis. If he kept on cheating, that was her answer right there. She was till packed and would
just turn around and leave again, and thistime, she would not be coming back." Dory grinned. "He just
shut hismouth like it was atrap, and out he went. That was the night before last.”

She shuddered, and her whole body tensed asif in anticipation of a death blow.

Troubleleft off grooming Jasmine and legped onto the girl's Iap. He licked her hand and looked up into
her face. As he had known she would, she smiled tremuloudy at the rasping caress and almost
unconscioudy began stroking him.

"He didn't come back until morning,” she continued in asmall voice. "He was drunk. Jocko aways gets
mean when he drinks, and this was about the worst he ever was.

"| potted him coming in, and you can lay money down that | stayed up in the attic where | deep until |
thought he'd either gone to bed or dropped off in the kitchen.” Her hand trembled on the black fur. "I
guessed wrong. He was waiting for me."

Jasmine picked up her horror and responded with a soft, inquisitive meow, but the male cat only gave a
loud, rumbling purr.

Go on, Kitten, he encouraged adthough she could not hear him. Y ou are doing well.

Martin, too, read her terror. He reached over and covered her bony hand with his. His grasp was firm,
reassuring. Only Trouble, whose back the long fingers aso touched, was aware of the strength in them, a
power surprising in ascholar who spent hislife anongst books, as this human represented himself to be.
That could even be true-his mind was that of a seekerbut it was obvious he respected his body aswell
and knew enough to keep it sound.

"It'sdl right, Little One" the man said gently. "Take your time and tdll it in your own way."



Hefdt sck indgde. Was this Jocko the Farrier monster enough to brutdize her sexualy aswell aswith his
hands?

No. Soon perhaps, but not yet.

Hishead bowed in relief. Praisethe Most High for that.

Dory had used the brief silenceto collect her thoughts. "He wanted revenge, but he's a coward. He didn't
daretakeit directly. He thought Imelde loved Trouble, and he'd often heard her say how beautiful and
dignified heis, so he ordered meto put apair of donkey'searson him. | told him | couldn't, that | didn't
know what had happened with the rope and that | didn't know how to do such things, but he wouldn't
listen. He said that if | refused, held beat me until | did do it or until | wasapulp, and he meant it, Sr. He
meant every word of it."

"Imdde..."

She shook her head. " She knows better than to come near Jocko when he's drunk. So does everyone
else, and it'swell known that he's never done permanent hurt before. By the time anyoned redlize this
was different and could interfere, it would've been too late for me.”

"Onething | don't understand. If he believed you could do that to Trouble, where did he get the nerve to
tangle with you himsdlf? Y ou've said the man'sacoward.”

"I don't know. Maybe he was too potted to think of it. "

Trouble growled low in histhroat and yawned. Humans! Who cared what moved the beast, anyway?
Bullies never think that what they dish out can happen to them.

That'sjust aswdl inthis case. HEd have killed her after that rope businessif he felt threatened in any
way. Once more, he squeezed the girl's hand. "No matter now. What did you do? Run or stall?"

"| couldn't do much of ether. | didn't have time. The door was shut, and he was between me and the
window, so escape was out unless | could get him to move, or forget how fast | could run. | planned to
say I'd try and then start jumping around and saying strange things and maybe distracting him enough for
me to be able to make adash for the window, but straight away | knew it wouldn't work. Trouble was
till somewhereingde, you see, and | couldn't leave him. Jocko'd be sureto kill him outright or do
something even worseif | did.

"| was scared, shaking scared, but | was angry, too, when | thought of him. Look at Trouble, Sr. HEsa
prince, more a prince than any human man wearing a crown, and he/d never done Jocko or anyone else
harm. All he did waslove me and trust me, and | was supposed to do something like that to himin
return!”

"Hed il have been aprince, Dory," Martin told her. "Nothing can take that from him."

"I know, but | wasn't going to hurt him. | wouldn't even pretend to agree to hurt him. 1-I just hoped it
wouldn't hurt for too long, that 1'd pass out or something."

Tears sprang to her eyes but she blinked them back. Her voice changed as confusion melded with her
former fear and anger.

"All of asudden, | started thinking about those ears, big, hairy, floppy ears. | could redly see them there
inmy mind. | could almost reach out and scratch them. The next thing | knew ..." She began to sob for a
fact, and thistime, she was powerlessto check hersdlf.

Even before the cat could do anything, Martin had her in hisarms.

"Easy, child. Takeit easy; Dory. It wasonly anillusion. Talent can't be forced to work against the redl
will of itswidlder. Look at Trouble. HEsfine, and he certainly puts no blame on you."

Thetomcat's green eyesfixed him. The earswereredl. She did not set them on me.

Martin'slips parted They curved into the beginnings of asmile. Hereleased the girl.

"Dory, just where did you put those ears?' he asked, dready knowing what she would say but waiting
with ddlicious pleasure to hear her confirmiit.

"On-on Jocko," she whispered.

The man laughed. He laughed until hefell back in his chair and his cheeks were wet with tears. When he
finaly regained control over himself again, he caught her hand and kissed it in ddlight.

"Wl done, Little Sorceress! That was the finest and most fitting bit of magic I've heard about in along,
long time!”



So you will help her?

A frown touched the human's thoughts.

I'd have helped her without this. Y ou knew that, or you wouldn't have brought her here.

Cam down! Sheislaughing. Do not spail it. Martin's merriment was contagious, and Dory did laugh as
memory of that moment of redization returned to her.

"They aren't proper donkey ears. They'refloppy, just like | pictured them." She giggled. "They bent
down over hiseyes. Y ou shouldve seen hisface when he saw them hanging there. He gave them a tug,
then another, red hard one. What ayowl helet out! He sure as anything knew they werered after that!"
Her host shared her laughter, but then they both sobered.

"That was when you made your break?' he asked.

"Seconds later. Trouble gppeared at that point. It was like he was watching the whole thing and knew
just when to show up. He jumped onto Jocko's back and redlly gave him reason to scream. He caught
hold of those ears and went to work on them with his claws. Trouble kept at it, whatever Jocko did to
try to catch hold of him. Even sober, he's not as good as my cat. Drunk, and with Trouble on his
shoulders, he had no chance et al!

"Only when | madeit through the window did Trouble et go. He sprang out after me, and the two of us
took to our hedls.

"We knew wed be done if we went back, so we just kept going." She sighed. "I waslucky I'd been
going out for water, or | wouldn't even havethisjacket.”

"Youdidnt get far.”

"I-1 needed time to think, to figure out somewhere to go, or even just adirection, and | was hoping to
pick up alittle food after the market today. Therere usudly alot of leavings when the farmers go home if
one's not too fussy.

"l camethisfar to put some distance between me and my old haunts, figuring Jocko'd probably know
those and search them out after he bound up his ears. He had to do that first; they were dropping blood
al over the place.

"It took time to get here. Everyone knows us, and we didn't want to be seen, so we had to sneak from
spot to spot. Then it was threatening to rain, and | wastired. | wanted to find a place to hole up. Trouble
led meto your dley. Therewasthisnice, dry box just big enough for both of us, and we spent the night in
it. See, not adrop touched us, though it poured the whole time.”

Shehit her lip. "Everything was fine, gpart from being hungry, until we heard the mob alittle while ago
and knew we were trapped. We had no choice then but to go over the fence. We wouldn't have doneit
otherwise, gr."

"Forget that, child. It wasfate and the will of the Most High that sent you to me." And Troubl€e's plotting,
he added mentally, to the cat's satisfaction. When credit or partial credit was due him, Troubleliked, and
expected, to receiveit.

The girl'sfingerstwisted together. "I thought we had thetime. | truly didn't believe held cal in the League,
not . .." her voicetrailed off.

"He has no choice but to hunt you down and try to force you to undo your magic. Failing that, hell a
least want the satisfaction of killing you.”

"Hell kill me anyway now,” she said dully. "Probably. If he takesyou. Cheer up, Little Sorceress. That's
not going to happen, and you've had some payment for al he's put you through. Helll be alaughingstock
from now on, whether he regains hisold form or not."

"That'll just makeit theworsefor us," she said glumly.

Dory took adeep breath. Thiswas the hardest thing she had ever been forced to do, but she could not
fal Trouble

"You likecats, sir. Please keep Trouble with you. I-I'll be happy just knowing he's safe and well fed.”
Martin stared at her. Most High, but she had courage! That tomcat was her only friend, the only onewho
had loved her since the day her parents had died, and yet she was willing to part with himin order to
spare him the perils and hardships she knew she faced. But, then, her entire tale was testimony to that
grength.



Of course the Kitten has courage.
The man looked at him. A prince Dory had called him, and a prince he was, afitting companion for such
aqueen. "Do not worry on that score, Dory,” he said with frigid certainty. "No onein that mob will do a
thing to any of usor to my property that | do not chooseto permit.”

Her head cocked to one side. "There are so many of them. How. . ."

Martin raised his hand to silence her. "How old do you think | am?" he asked.

She shook her head. She was till young enough that al adults seemed old to her, but she knew enough
and was sengitive enough of others fedings not to say that.
Trouble, too, looked a him curioudy. His body's appearance and smell were that of aman in hisprime
years, but hisinner scent did not reflect that, and Jasmine could give him no information or explanation.
Shewas ayoung cat hersdf, only alittle older than him, and she wastimid by nature. She had not learned
as much as she might have about her companion, as much as he, Trouble, would assuredly have
uncovered. "l don't know, sir," Dory responded.

"l was dready old, ancient even, when the Antimagic League wasfirst formed.”

Shelooked at him asif he were mad. "That was over five hundred years ago!"

"There are some benefitsin possessing talent and knowing how to useit," hereplied mildly, hisgray eyes
turning dmost dlver with amusement.

"Thenyouae..."

"A sorcerer? Oh, yes. I'm head of our Great Circle, asamatter of fact. Have been since my youth.”

"So the League didn't get you dl likethey claim,” shemused. "I'm so glad!" She had little sympathy with
any of the organization's ams, consdering what she knew of its members.

Martin laughed without humor. " Thaose curs couldn't get their great-grandmothersif the old ladies set their
backs againgt them! They diminated alot of charlatans, true, and they made life pretty miserable for
minor, unschooled talents until we quietly stepped in and took the pressure off them, but face down a
sorcerer of thefirst water? Hardly! Look what happened when one of them clashed with you, and you've
had notraining at dl.
"We eliminated our own evil members. The League did accomplish that much good. It forced usto police
ourselves. Before that, we were lax, lazy and cowardly both, | suppose. An adept can always recognize
aperson who walks the dark path, and so we were never threatened. As aresult, we contented
oursalves with keeping an eye on those of our number who did turn sour, making sure none of them
made a grab for too much control over the untalented and did not go too far in other ways, but that was
al. Theformation of the League pushed usinto action. It was avigilante organization, and we dearly
wanted to keep it that, to removeits cause beforeit could have rea laws pushed through against us. We
reasoned, rightly asit turned out, that if we did, the movement would soon stagnate into a socid
organization for bullyboys. We succeeded so well that most of its members don't even believe that magic
redly exigsnow." He smiled faintly. "Except your friend Jocko, of course.”

He was sllent amoment as his thoughts drifted back through time. "1t was not an easy fight we waged. A
number of usdied, and some of us il bear scars. Painful scars . . ." The sorcerer recalled himsdlf to the
present. "That's neither here nor there a the moment.”

Dory shook her head. "I'm glad you all survived." She paused. " There must be hundreds, thousands of
youif you dl livefor centuries.
"On the contrary. We are very few. Mgor taent israre and many a century passes without giving us
even asnglerecruit. Of those who are born with the gift, somefdl victim to accident or illness or
violence, and there are dways the few who turn to the dark and so arelost to us:™
The gray eyes met hers. "That'swhy you're so precious, Dory, and also so dangerous.”

She stared at him a moment, uncomprehending, then her eyeswidened. ™Y ou think | have taent?' she
gasped half in protest.
"l believe you are amajor talent, possibly one of the strongest | have ever encountered,” he replied
serioudy.
"And I'm ... dangerous?'

He nodded. "Y es, unfortunately. Y our power isjust stirring in you now. It will awaken fully when your



body settles down to assumeits biological adult role. Y ou will not be able to, suppress its manifestations
entirely unlessyou are properly trained to handleit, and the outcome may not dways be beneficid to
yoursdlf or those around you. What has happened aready is proof enough of that."

"Where can | get that training?' she demanded. "Who can teach such things? | can't stay here with you,
even if you'd want me. I'm too well known in this area. Someoned be sure to see me, and Jocko'd get
methrownin jail or something, and maybe you with me."

Heleaned forward. "I'd be proud to have such an apprentice, and | can protect you so that no one
would recognize you, but the price of working with mewould be very high. I'll fully understand if you
choose not to pay it and will arrange to send you to another very nearly as knowledgeable as| who will
be equdly ddighted to have both you and Trouble."

Dory stiffened. Price? Imelde had warned her that some men ... And there were the old stories, too,
those about the payment anyone trafficking in sorcery was supposed to have to pay.

Martin read both thoughts easily enough without recourse to any specid abilities of hiscaling.

"Y our virtue's safe enough, girl. | like women aswell as any man, but they do have to be adults and
neither victims nor purchases. Y our soul's equaly secure. That can be won or lost only by your own
choices, not by amere commercid transaction.”

"What, then?' she asked, puzzled. Surdly he realized she had no fortune, nothing valuableto give. If nat,
shedid not want him for ateacher anyway!

Petience, Kitten, Trouble thought wearily. Why must her species always legp to ridiculous conclusions,
and in matters of such importance, too? It would be atragedy if she reared up and ruined her chances
with the sorcerer before they had even begun to work together.

Martin sighed. "Y our youth, Little One. What's | eft of your childhood and your adolescence. No one will
take agrown woman for atwelve-year-old girl."

Dory started to ask if he could really do that but bit the question back in time. If he was what he said and
proposed this, then he could accomplishiit.

"My childhood hasn't been very happy,” she said after severa minutes deep thought.

"No, but the rest would be. Consider this carefully. | would teach you well and treat you well, but the
step'sirrevocable once taken. Y ou will appreciate the loss as an adult, Dory, and regret, it. That'swhy
I'm not pressuring you now, much as| want to have you with me."

"What about Trouble?' she asked dowly after amoment. ™Y ou can't make him old, too."

"No. Hell have to spend the next two or three years as an dl black cat. After that, well be moving
anyway. Those of uswho don't age must change our bases periodically to avoid arousing comment.
Oncewedo, it'll be safefor him to resume his natural coat again. I, for one, will welcome that. He's
beautifully marked. Do you agree to that course, Trouble?' he concluded in both verba and inner
gpeech.

The cat dowly inclined hishead. | prefer my true coloring, but thisis necessary.

Dory'seyeswidened. "It'slike he redly understood and answered you!"

"For shame, child! These animals comprehend agreat deal. Y ou'll soon realize how much, whether you
accept my offer or not."

His offer. Her mouth felt dry. She had to give Martin his answer and give it soon. As matters now stood,
shewas adanger to al of them. One way or another, she had to escape her enemies and learn how to
manage this unwanted but gpparently unavoidable power of hers.

Indecision tore her. Stay, and she must trust herself to this stranger's magic. Flee ... Shewould haveto
trust him till, him and some other aswel, maybe someone who would use her as hard as Jocko had or
harder.

Thegirl looked frantically to Trouble, but the cat sat motionless and unblinking on her lap, morewarm
statue than living being for al the response he gave her. Never had he been so cold to her need ...
"Hewon't tel you what to do," the sorcerer said gently. "He can't. He knows that only you can make a
decison thisimportant to you."

There was no contradiction or comment from the cat, just understanding, respect, and the hope that his
comrade would choosewell.



Thank you, friend, Martin whispered.

Dory's head raised. Both courses seemed equd in their potentid for good and for ill. Her heart and
ingtinct had to be the deciding factors.

"I've never had any chance at red schooling,” she said. "'If I'm going to start now, it might aswell be with
the best. That ssemsto beyou."

"Areyou certain, child?' he asked with astrangely sharp pang of regret. He would not be caling her that
agan.

"l am," she responded with surprisingly mature firmness. Now that her decision was made, shefound she
had no qualm about standing by it..

Trouble gave ahdf purr, half meow of delight. He rasped his tongue once aong her cheek to emphasize
his happiness and approval.

Shehdd him closeto her.

"I'm not wrong about this. Trouble wantsit, too, and helikesyou. That'sall | need to tell meit'sright,
redly right for dl of us"



? XKitty
by Mercedes Lackey

‘Nagty,: SKitty complained in Dick's head. She wrappec hersdf alittle closer around his shoulders and
lickec drops of oily fog from her fur with afaint mew o distagte. :Smelly..:

Dick White had to agree. The portside district o Lacu'un was pretty unsavory; the dismal, foggy weeathe
made it look even worse. Shabby, cheap, and ill-used

Every building here-dl twenty of them!-wa offworid design; shoddy prefab, mostly painted in shade of
peeling gray and industrial green, with garish neon bright holosigns that were (thank the Spirits of Space!
mostly tuned down to faintly colored ghosts in ths daytime. There were six bars, two gambling joints one
chapd run by the neo-Jesuits, one flophouse rm by the Reformed Sdvation Army, five governmen
buildings, four stores, and once place better left un named. They had all sprung up, like 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 reminded himsdlf you have to get permits signed by everybody and
hisdog

:Cat,: corrected SKitty.

Okay, okay, he thought back with wry amusement Everybody and his cat. Except they don't have cat,
here, except on the ships.

Kitty sniffed disdainfully. :Fools;: she replied smoothing down an errant bit of damp fur with her tongue,
thus dismissing an entire culture that currently had most of the Companies on their collective knee;
begging for trading concessons.
Wll, we've seen about everything thereisto see, Dick thought back at SKitty, reaching up to scratch
her ears as she purred in contentment. Are you quite satisfied?

:Hunt now?: she countered hopefully.

No, you can't hunt. Y ou know that very well. Thisisa Class Four world; you have to have permisson
from thelocal saplentsto hunt, and they haven't given us permission to even sneeze outsde the Fence.
And inside the Fence you are val uable merchandise subject to catnapping, asyou very well know. |
played shining knight for you once, furball, and | don't want to repest the experience.

XKitty sniffed again. :Not love me.:

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

SKitty turned up the volume on her purr, and rearranged her coil on Dick's shoulders until she resembled
alumpy black fur collar on hisgray shipsuit. When sheleft the ship-and often when shewasin the
ship-that was SKitty's perch of choice. Dick had findly prevailed on the purser to put shoulderpads on dl
his shipsuits-sometimes SKitty got alittle cardlesswith her claws.
When man had gone to space, cats had followed; they were quickly proven to be anecessity. For not
only did man's old pests, rats and mice, accompany his trade-there seemed to be equivaent pests on
every new world. But the shipscats were considerably different from their Earth-bound ancestors. The
cold redlity was that a spacer couldn't afford a pet that had to be cared for-he needed something closer
to apartner.

Hence SKitty and her kind; gene-tailored into something more than animals. SKitty was BioTech Type
F-021; forepaws like that of araccoon, more like stubby little hands than paws. Smooth, short hair with
no undercoat to shed and clog up air filters. Hunter second to none. Middle-ear tuning so that she not
only was not bothered by hyperspace shifts and free-fal, she actualy enjoyed them. And last, but by no
means least, the enlarged head showing the boogting of her intelligence.

BioTech released the shipscats for adoption when they reached about Sx months old; when they'd not
only been weaned, but trained. Training included maneuvering in free-fal, use of the same sanitary
facilities asthe crew, and emergency procedures. SKitty had her vacuum suit, just like any other crew
member; atrangparent hard plex ball rather like atiny lifeship, with asmple pane of controlsinsdeto



sed and pressurizeit. She was positively paranoid about having it with her; sheldd haul it dong on its
tether, if need be, so that it was dwaysin the same compartment that she was. Dick respected her
paranoia; any good spacer would.

Officidly shewas"Lady Sundancer of Greenfidds'; Greenfields being BioTech Station NA-73. In
actuaity, she was SKitty to the entire crew, and only Dick remembered her redl name.

Dick had signed on to the CatsEye Company ship Brightwing just after they'd retired their |ast shipscat to
spend hisfinal dayswith other creaky retirees from the spacetrade in the Tau Epsilon Old Spacers
Station. Asjunior officer, Dick had been sent off to pick up the replacement. SOP wasfor aBioTech
technician to give you two or three candidates to choose among-in actudity, Dick hadn't had any choice.
"Lady Sundancer” had taken onelook at him and launched hersdf like alittle black rocket from the arms
of thetech straight for him; she'd landed on his shoulders, purring at the top of her lungs. When they
couldn't pry her off, not without injuring her, the "choice" became moot. And Dick was elevated to the
position of Designated Handler.

For thefirst few days she was "Dick Whites Kitty" -the rest of hisfellow crewmembers being vastly
amused that she had so thoroughly attached hersdlf to him. After atime that was shortened first to "Dick's
Kitty" and then to " SKitty," which namefindly stuck.

Since telepathy , was not one of the traits BioTech was supposedly breeding and gene-splicing for, Dick
had been more than alittle startled when sheld started speaking to him. And since none of the others ever
mentioned hearing her, he had long ago come to the conclusion that he was the only one who could. He
kept that a secret; at the least, should BioTech cometo hear of it, it would mean losing her. BioTech
would want to know where that particular mutation came from, for fair.

"Pretty gamy,” hetold EricaMakumba, Lega and Security Officer, who wasthe current on-watch at the
air lock. The dusky woman lounged in her jumpseat with deceptive casuaness, both hands behind her
curly head-but there was a stun-bracel et on one wrist, and Ericajust happened to be the Brightwing's
current karate champ.

"Eyeah," shereplied with agrimace. "had alook out there last night. Talk about your low-classdives! I'm
not real surprised the Lacu'un threw the Fence up around it. Damned if I'd want that for neighbors! Hey,
we may be getting a break, though; invitation's gone out to about three cap'ns to come make tradetalk.
Seemsthe Lacu'un got themselves alawyer-"

"So much for the 'unsophisticated primitives, "Dick laughed. "I thought TriStar wasriding for afal, taking
thet line

Ericagrinned; aformer TriStar employee, she had no greet love for her previous employer. "Eyeah. So,
lawyer goes and cals up the records on every Company making bids, goes over ‘em with afine-tooth.
Seems only three of us came up clean; us, SolarQuest, and UVN. We got invites, rest got bye-byes. Be
hearing abuncha ships clearing for space in the next few hours.”

"My heart bleeds," Dick replied. "Any chancethey canfight it?'

"Hal Didn't tdl you who they got for their mouthpiece? Lan Ventris."

Dick whistled. " Somebody's been looking out for them!”

"Terran Consul; she was the scout that made first contact. They wouldn't have anybody else, adopted her
into the ruling sept, keep her at the palace. Nice lady, shared a beer or three with her. Shelikesthese
people, obvioudy, takes their welfare real, persond. Now-you want the quick lowdown on the invites?'
Dick leaned up against the bulkhead, arms folded, taking care not to disturb SKitty. "Say on."

"One-" she hed up asolemn finger. "Venathat's the Consul-says that these folk have along martia
tradition; they're warriors, and admire warriors-but they admire honor and honesty even more. The
trappings of primitivism are there, but it's aveneer for considerable sophistication. So whoever goes
needs to walk aline between pride and honorable behavior that will be alot like the old Japanese courts
of Terra. Two, they are very serious about reigion-they give usa certain amount of leeway for being
ignorant outlanders, but if you transgresstoo far, Venas not sure what the pendties may be. So you want
to watch for sgnals, body language from the priest-caste; that could warn you that you're on dangerous
ground. Threeand thisiswhat may give us an edge over the other two-they are very big on their totem
animalss, the sept totems are actualy an important part of sept pride and the religion. So the Cap'n intends



to make you -and Her Highness there part of the delegation. Vena saysthat the Lacu'un intend to issue
three contracts, so we're dl gonnaget one, but the folks that impress them the most will be getting first
choice

If Dick hadn't been leaning against the metal of the bulkhead, he might well have staggered. As most
junior on the crew, the likelihood that he was going to even go beyond the Fence had been staggeringly
lowbut that he would be included in the first trade delegation was mind-mdting!

SKitty caroled her own excitement dl the way back to his cabin, launching herself from his shoulder to
land in her own little shock-bunk, bolted to the wall above his.

Dick began digging through his catch-dl bin for hisdress-insignia; the half-lidded topaz eye for CatsEye
Company, the gold wings of the ship'singgniathat went beneeth it, the three tiny stars sgnifying the three
missonshe'd beenon sofar....

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

Nesting! Oh, no!

He spun around to meet her wide yellow eyes, to see her treading out her shock-bunk.

Skitty, he pleaded, please don't tell me you're pregnarnt....

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

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

She gave the equivdent of amenta shrug. :1 lie.:

He sat heavily down on his own bunk, &l his earlier excitement evaporated. BioTech shipscats were
supposed to be sterile-about onein ahundred weren't. And you had to sign an agreement with Biotech
that you wouldn't neuter yoursif it proved out fertile; they wanted the kittens, wanted the results that
came from outbreeding. Or you could sdll the kittens to other ships yoursdlf, or keep them; provided a
BioTech station wasn't within your ship's current itinerary. But, of course, only BioTech would take them
before they were six months old and trained....

That was the rub. Dick sighed. SKitty had aready had one litter on him-only two, but it had seemed like
twenty-two. There was this problem with kittens in a spaceship; there was a period of time between
when they were mobile and when they were about four months old that they had exactly two neuronsin
those cute, fluffy little heads. One neuron to keep the body moving at warp speed, and one neuron to
pick out the Situation guaranteed to cauise the most trouble.

Everyonein the crew was willing to play with thembut no one was willing to keep them out of trouble,
And since SKitty was Dick's responsihility, it was Dick who got to clean up the messes, and Dick who
got to fish the little fluftbrains out of the bridge console, and Dick who got to have the anachronigtic litter
pan in his cabin until Witty got her babies properly toilet trained.

Securing alitter pan for free-fal was not something he had wanted to have to do again. Ever.

"How could you do thisto me?" 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 seethe carvings adorn every flat surface," Vena Ferducci, the smdl, dark-haired
woman who was the Terran Consul, said, waving her hand gracefully at thewalls. Dick wanted to stand
and gawk; thiswasincredible!

The Fence was actudly an opague forcefield, and only one of the reasons the Companies wanted to
trade with the Lacu'un. Though they did not have spaceflight, there were certain applications of forcefield
technologiesthey did have that seemed to be beyond the Terrans abilities. On the other side of the
Fence waslliteraly another world.

These people built to last, in limestone, dabaster, and marble, in the wealthy district, and in cast stonein
the outer city. The streets were carefully poured sections of concrete, cleverly given stress-jointsto avoid
temperature-cracking, and kept clean enough to eat from by asmall army of street sweepers. No animals
were alowed on the streets themsalves, except for housetrained pets. The only vehicles permitted were
single or double-being eectric carts, that could move no fagter than a man could walk. The Lacu'un
dressed ether in filmy, silken robes, or in more practica, shorter versions of the same garments. They



were a handsome race, upright bipeds, skin tonesin varying shades of browns and dark golds, faces
vagudy avian, with afrill like an iguanas running from the base of the neck to a point between and just
abovetheeyes.

AsVenahad pointed out, every wall within sight was heavily carved, the carvingsal having to do with
the Lacu'un religion.

Most of the carvings were depictions of various processions or ceremonies, and no two were exactly
dike. "That'sthe Harvest-Gladness," Venasaid, pointing, asthey walked, to one elaborate wall that ran
for yards. "It's particularly appropriate for Kladera; he made al hismoney in agriculture. Most Lacu'un
try to have something carved that reflects on their gratitude for ‘favors granted.' "

"I think | can guessthat one," the Captain, Regindd Singh, said with asmile that showed gtartlingly white
teeth in his dark face. The carving he nodded to was aseries of pandls; first acelebration involving a
veritable kindergarten full of children, then those children-now sex-differentiated and seen to be dll
female-worshiping at the dtar of avery fecund-looking Lacuun femae, and findly the now-maidens
looking - sweet and demure, each holding various religious objects.

Venalaughed, her brown eyes sparkling with amusement, “No, that oneisn't hard. Therésasaying, ‘as
fertile as Gdl'vaderas wife.' Every child was afemale, too, that made it even better. Between the
bride-price he got for the ones that wanted to wed, and the officer's price he got for the ones that went
into the armed services, Gdl'vaderawas arich man. His First Daughter owns the house now."

"Ah-that brings up aquestion,” Captain Singh replied. "Would you explain exactly who, and what well
be meeting? | read the briefing, but | sill don't quite understand who fitsin where with the government.”
"It will helpif you think of it asakind of unholy matiag of the British Parlimentary system and the
medieval Japanese Shogunates,” Venareplied. Y ou'll be meeting with the “king'- that's the Lacu'ara-his
consort, who has equal powers and represents the priesthood-that's the Lacu'teveras-and histhree
advisers, who are elected. The advisers represent the mililary, the bureaucracy, and the economic sector.
Themilitary adviser isdwaysfemde; al officersin the military are femae, because the Lacu'un believe
that femaeswill not seek glory for themsalves, and so will not issue reckless orders. The other two can
be either sex. 'Adviser’ isnot altogether an accurate term to use for them; the Lacu'araand Lacu'teveras
rarely act counter to their advice."

Dick was paying scant attention to this monologue; held already picked al this up from the faxes hed
caled out of thelocd library after held read the briefing. He was more interested in the carvings, for there
was something about them that puzzled him.

All of them featured strange little Six-legged creatures scampering about under the feet of the carved
Lacu'un. They were about the size of alarge mouse, and seemed to Dick to be wearing very smug
expressons ... though, of course, he was surdly 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 lizardlike things are.”

"Kreshta," shesaid, "I would call them pests; you don't see them out on the streets much, but they are the
reason the streets are kept so clean. Y ou'll see them soon enough once we get inside. They're like mice,
only worse, fast aslightning-they'll stedl food right off your plate. The Lacu'un either can't or won't get rid
of them, I can't tell you which. When | asked about them once, my host just rolled his eyes heavenward
and said what trandatesto ‘it'sthe will of the gods." "

"Insh'dlah?' Captain Singh asked.

"Very likethat, yes. | can't tell if they tolerate the pests because it isthe gods will that they mugt, or if
they tolerate them because the gods favor the little monsters. Inside the Fence we have to close the
government buildings down once amonth, sed them up, and fumigate. We're just lucky they don't breed
vey fag."

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

No! Dick replied hastily. Just 1ook, don't hunt!

The cat was gaining startled-and Dick thought, appreciative-looks from passersby.

"Just what isthe status value of atotemic anima?' Ericaasked curioudy.

"It'sthefact that the animal can be tamed at al. Aside from ahandful of domegtic herbivores, most animal



life on Lacu'un has never been tamed. To be able to take a carnivore and train it to the hand implies that
the gods arewith you in avery powerful way." Venadimpled. "I'll let you in on abig secret; frankly, Lan
and | preferred the record of the Brightwing over the other two ships; you seemed to be more
sympeathetic to the Lacu'un. That'swhy we told you about the totemic animas, and why we left you until
lest."

"It wouldn't have worked without Dick," Captain Singh told her. " SKitty hasredly bonded to himina
remarkable way; | don't think this presentation would come off half so impressively if he had to keep her
onalead."

"It wouldn't,” Venareplied, directing them around acorner. At the end of ashort Street was afifteen foot
wall-carved, of course-pierced by an arching entranceway.

"The pdace," she sad, rather unnecessarily.

Venahad been right. The kreshtawere everywhere. Dick could fed SKitty trembling with the eagerness
to hunt, but she was managing to keep hersalf under control. Only the lashing of her tail betrayed her
agitation.

Hewaited at parade rest, trying not to give in to the temptation to stare, as the Captain and the
Negotiator, Grace Vixen, were presented to the five rulers of the Lacu'un in an elaborate ceremony that
resembled astatdly dance. Behind the low platform holding the five dignitariesin their iridescent robes
werefive soberly clad retainers, each with one of the "totemic animals." Dick could see now what Vena
had meant; the handlers had their creatures under control, but only barely. There was something like a
bird; something resembling asmdl crocodile; something like asnake, but with Six very tiny legs, a
creature vaguely catlike, but with afeathery coat; and a beast resembling ateddy bear with scales. None
of the handlerswas actually holding his beest, except the bird-handler. All of the animalswere on short
chains, and dl of them punctuated the ceremony with soft growls and hisses. So SKitty, perched fredy
on Dick's shoulders, had drawn no few murmurs of awe from the crowd of Lacu'un in the Audience Hall.
The presentation glided to a conclusion, and the Lacu'teveras whispered something to Venabehind her
fan.

"With your permission, Captain, the Lacu'teveras would like to know if your totemic beast is actudly as
tame as she appears?’

"Sheis," the Captain replied, speaking directly to the consort, and bowing, exhibiting a charm that had
crossed species barriers many times before this.

It worked its magic again. The Lacu'teverasfluttered her fan and trilled something else at Vena. The
audience of courtiers gasped.

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

SKitty? Dick asked quickly, knowing that she was getting the sense of what was going on from his
thoughts.

:Nice,: the cat replied, her attention momentarily distracted from the scurrying hints of movement that
were all that could be seen of the kreshta. :Nice lady. Feesgood in head, like Dick.:

Fedls good in head? he thought, Sartled.

"I don't think that there will be any problem, Captain,” Dick murmured to Singh, deciding that he could
worry about it later. " SKitty seemsto like the Lacu'un. Maybe they smdll right.”

SKitty flowed down off his shoulder and into his arms 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 long
talons sported by al Lacu'un were admirably suited to the job of cat-scratching.
The Lacu'teveras reached forward with one lilac tipped finger, and hesitantly followed Dick's example.
The Audience Hall was utterly slent as she did S0, asif the entire assemblage was holding its breeth,
waiting for disaster to strike. The courtiers gasped at her temerity when the cat stretched out her
neck-then gasped again, thistime with ddight, as SKitty's rumbling purr became audible.
SKitty's eyes were dmost completely closed in sensud ddight; Dick glanced up to seethat the
Lacuteveras amber, dit-pupiled eyes were widened with what he judged was an equa ddight. Shelet
her other gix fingersjoin the fird, tentative one beneath the cat's chin.
"Such soft-" she said shyly, in musicaly-accented Standard. "'-such nicel”



"Thank you, High Lady," Dick replied with asmile. "Wethink so."

- Verrrry nice,: SKitty seconded. :Not head-talk like Dick, but feel good in head, like Dick. Nice lady
have kitten soon, too.:

The Lacu'teverastook her hand away with some reluctance, and signed that Dick should return to his
place. SKitty did back up onto his shoulders and started to settle herself.

It was then that everything fell apart.

The next stage in the ceremony caled for the rulersto take their seatsin their five thrones, and the
Captain, Vena, and Grace to assume theirs on stools before the thrones so that each party could present
what it wanted out of a possible relationship.

But the Lacu'teveras, her eyes till wigtfully on SKitty, was not looking where she placed her hand. And
on the armrest of the throne was a kreshta, frozen into an atypical immobility.

The Lacu'teveras put her hand-with al of her weight on it-right on top of the kreshta. The evil-looking
thing squedled, squirmed, and bit her as hard asit could.

The Lacu'teveras cried out in pain-the courtiers gasped, the Advisers made warding gestures-and SKitty,
roused to sudden and protective rage at this attack by vermin on the nice lady who was with
kitten-lesped.

The kreshta saw her coming, and blurred with speed-but it was not fast enough to evade SKitty,
gene-tailored product of one of BioTech'sfinest |abs. Before it could cover even haf of the distance
between it and safety, SKitty had it. There was a crunch audible al over the Audience Chamber, and the
ugly little thing was hanging limp from SKitty'sjaws.

Tall high, inaslencethat could have been cut up into bricks and used to build awall, she carried her
prizeto the feet of theinjured Lacu'un and laid it there.

:Fix him!: Dick heard in hismind. :Not hurt niceone-with-kitten!:

The Lacu'ara stepped forward, facerigid, every muscle tense.

Spirits of Space! Dick thought, stedling himself for the worgt, 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 kreshtaasif it were afinejewd.

Then he brandished it over his head while the entire assemblage of Lacu'un burst into cheers-and the
Terranslooked at one another in bewilderment.

SKitty preened, accepting the caresses of every Lacu'un that could reach her with the air of oneto whom
adulation islong due. Whenever an unfortunate kreshta happened to attempt to skitter by, shewould turn
into abalt of black lightning, reenacting her kill to the redoubled applause of the Lacu'un.
Venawastrandating asfast as she could, with the three Advisers dl speaking at once. The Lacuarawas
tenderly bandaging the hand of his consort, but occasiondly one or the other of them would putina
word, too.

"Apparently they've never been able to exterminate the kreshta; the natural predators on them can't be
domesticated and generdly take pieces out of anyone trying, traps and poisoned baits don't work
because the kreshtawon't take them. The only thing they've ever been able to do iswhat we were doing
behind the Fence, close up the building and fumigate periodicaly. And even that has problems-the
Lacu'teveras, for ingdance, isviolently alergic to the resdue left when the fumigation isdone.”
Venapaused for breath.

"| take it they'd like to have Skitty around on a permanent basis?' the Captain said, with heavy irony.
"Spirits of Space, Captain-they think SKitty isasign from the gods, incarnate! I'm not sure they'll et her
leavel”

Dick heard that with darm-in alot of ways, SKitty wasthe best friend he had. To leave her-the thought
wasn't bearable!

SKitty whipped about with aarm when she picked up what he was thinking. With an anguished yowl, she
scampered across the dippery stone floor and flung herself through the air to land on Dick's shoulders.
There she clung, howling her objections at the idea of being separated at top of her lungs.

"What in-" Captain Singh exclaimed, turning to see what could be screaming like adamned soul.

" She doesn't want to leave me, Captain," Dick said defiantly. "And | don't think you're going to be able



to get her off my shoulder without breaking her legs or tranking her."

Captain Singh looked stormy. "Damn it then, get atrank-"

"I'm afraid I'll haveto veto that one, Captain,” Ericainterrupted apologeticaly. "The contract with
BioTech clearly states that only the designated handler-and that's Dick--or a BioTech representative can
treat ashipscat. And furthermore,” she continued, hating the Captain before he could interrupt, "it aso
datesthat to leave ashipscat without its designated handler will force BioTech to refuse any more
shipscats to Brightwing for aslong as you are the Captain. Now | don't want to sound like a
troublemaker, Captain, but I, for one, will flatly retuse to serve on a ship with no cat. Periodic vacuum
purgesto kill the vermin do not appea to me."

"Wadl then, I'll order the boy to-"

"Sir, | amthe Brightwing'slegd adviser-1 hate to say this, but to order Dick to ground isaclear violation
of hiscontract. He hasn't got enough hours spacing yet to qudify him for aground position.”

The Lacu'teveras had taken Venaasde, Dick saw, and was chattering at her at top speed, waving her
bandaged hand inthe air.

"Captain Singh," she said, turning away from the Lacu'un and tugging at hisdeeve, "The Lacu'teverashas
figured out that something you said or did is upsetting the cat, and she's not very happy with that-"
Captain Singh looked just about ready to swallow a bucket of heated nails. " Spacer, will you get that
feline cdmed down before they throw mein the locd brig?’

"I'll-try, Sr-"

Come on, old girl--they won't take you away. Ericaand the nice lady won't let them, he coaxed. You're
making the nice lady unhappy, and that might hurt her kitten

SKitty subsided, dowly, but continued to cling to Dick’s shoulder asif he was the only rock in aflood.
‘Not teke Dick.:

Ericawon' let them.

‘NiceFErica:

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. :From wean? Three heats,: she said finally.

About ayear, then, from birth to full hunter. "Captain, | may have asolution for you-"

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

"SKitty's pregnant again-I'm sorry, gir, | just found out today and | didn't have timeto report it-but, Sir,
thisisgoing to beto our advantage! If the Lacu'un ingsted, we could handle the whole trade dedl,
couldn't we, Erica? And it should take something like ayear to get everything negotiated and set up,
shouldnt it?'

"Upto ayear and ahalf, sandard, yes," she confirmed. "And basicdly, whatever the Lacu'un want, they
Oet, so far asthe Company is concerned.”

"Oncethekittens are ayear old, they'll be huntersjust as good as SKitty is-so if you could see your
way clear to doing al the setup-and sort of wait around for usto get done rearing the kittens-"

Captain Singh burst into laughter. "Boy, do you have any notion just how many credits handling the entire
trade negotiations would put in Brightwing's account? Do you have any ideawhat that would do for my
datus?'

"No, Sr," he admitted.

"Sufficeit to say | could retireif | chose. And-Spirits of Space-kittens? Kittenswe could legally sdll to
the Lacu'un? | don't suppose you have any notion of how many kittens we can expect thistime?”

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

"Four! And they were offering uswhat for just her?' the Captain asked Vena

"A more-than-considerable amount,” she said dryly. "Exclusive contract on the forcefield gpplications.”
"How would they fed about bargaining for four to be turned over in about ayear?'

Venaturned to the rulers and trand ated. The excited answer she got left no doubts in anyone's mind that
the Lacu'un were overjoyed at the prospect.

"Badcdly, Captain, you'vejust convinced the Lacu'un that you hung the moon.”



"Well-why don't we settle down to alittle serious negotiation, hmm?' the Captain said, nobly refraining
from rubbing his hands together with glee. "I think that al our problemsfor the future are about to be
solved in onefell swoop! Get over here, spacer. Y ou and that cat have just received a promotion to
Junior Negotiator."

:Okay?. SKitty asked anxioudy.

Yes, love, Dick replied, taking Ericas place on anegotiator's stool. Very okay!



? Th E Game Of Cat And Rabbit
by Patricia Shaw Mathews

Thereisawrong smell by the ship. We are docked at Luna City Spaceport; the mass-driver Lady Day,
her captain, and her crew. That's me, Smitty, Human Morae Officer and Pest Control Officer. Tail high,
| prowl the pressurized backstage area, and sniff suspicioudy about the ships and dockers, machines and
cargo. | stop to renew my acquaintance with the old tom who runs the spaceport; a sad case. He washed
out because he couldn't handle zero-gee. Not every cat can. But he and | have akitten aboard the
Outward Bound; enough to make anyone purr.

Herself comes and scoops me up into aduffel bag, saying " Sorry, Smitty, old girl” as shelopes aong the
ramp. Noseto the vents, | yowl my outrage. Doesn't she remember how | hate the cat-bag? She puts the
bag in itsholder on the crash couch and fastens it down. | know what happens when she does that! Our
auxiliary rocket boosters shake and make aloud noise that makes my teeth and bones ache. | fedl
crushed asif Hersdf had rolled over me. Then the noise and the heavy feding stops dowly, Hersdlf zips
open thebag, and | sail out into our cabin, aslight and fluffy as akitten in one-tenth gee. That'sfun.
Hersdlf comesto pick me up, as brazenly asif she had never made aloud noise and locked mein aduffel
bag and made mefed crushed. Wdll, one moretime. | show her my claws.

"Poor Smitty," she agrees. "Liftoff isawfully hard on alittle cat, isn't it?"

That's better. With a haughty sniff to let her know | have my pride, | let her tickle me under the chin and
along the jawbone where it feels so good.

Hersdf istalking again, moreto hersdf thantome. " “Lunato Ceresin an economy orbit, chegp on fuel,
risky on microrneteorites and radiation, what can possibly go wrong, Miss Weaver? Captain Weaver to
those landlubbing idiot groundhogs! Well, three circuit failuresin eight hoursiswhat!" If shewere acat,
her back would be arched and the fur standing up onit.

| start thinking of the litter box. Liftoff aways makes me do that. | wiggle out of her arms and over to the
place on the back bulkhead. Something smellswrong, very badly wrong. Hersdlf is <till bouncing off first
one bulkhead and then the other, very careful not to hit any of the many fine hiding places and exploring
places stacked dong them. " Another hiss-spit-yowl-meow short circuit!" Herself yowlsagain. "And not a
Gresat Cat Blasted trace that shows up on any of my instruments.”

Thisis human business. My businessiswith the wrong smell that hops around the Lady Day from hereto
there but never makesitsalf known.

My litter box isnot real sand. It'sa sort of plastic that gives under your paws but doesn't scatter when
youdigin. | useit and leave; alittle door under the box starts humming and sucksthe thing away. It'stoo
smdll for acat to explore, and Not A Cat Place anyway. Herself stops to scratch my ears. " Good
Smitty," she says. Thewrong smell is hopping around under her very own chair, and | haveto sopiit.
Narroweyed, | watch for awhile, catching the faintest of movements out of the corner of my eyes: | raise
my hindquarters and wind them up, then_let spring. | am right on top of the wrong smell, but oddly
enough, | miss. Oh, well, it happens. Vectors are hard to judge when you change gravities so much.
Daintily | push off one bulkhead, hook a claw into a hammock's webbing, and settle down for agood
wash. Pest Control Officer on avacuum-hopper like the Lady Day isasoft berth. There were no pests
imported to either Luna, the Habitats, or the Belt, only pets, and any varmints that snesk aboard are
eadly dealt with. We space the rats. Without pressure suits. And now | am apest control cat. A-hunting
wewill go! Tdly ho!

Hersdf isannoyed, and spits and yowls some more. She's been poking into the control and instrument
boards that line the bulkheads with some odd human detachable claws, and muttering under her bresth
like an upset cat. | wish | could bring her anicefat fresh mouse to make her fed better. Whatever she's
trying to catch, | can't smell it. Unless she'saso trying to catch the wrong smell? But anyone with anose
can tell it's nowhere around where sheis now.

She picks me up by the midsection and dumps me hafway across the cabin. "Not now, Smitty. Go play
somewhere dsel" she snarls, and mutters " preferably in the depressurized hold.”



That placeisnot for cats either, unlessthe blinking light by the air lock is on and the humans are coming
and going without pressure suits. Herself isonly inatight coat of artificid fur that coversdl but her paws:
(Sheisholding people-things. in her back paws and is playing with the instrumentation and the control
board with her front paws. She can change her claws and her fur, but she doesn't have any of her own,
nor any tail. But the things she changes are alot of fun to watch.)

Sheisups. It ishuman business. My businessisfinding thewrong smell, and | wouldntbeacat if | let a
littlething like Hersdlf's moods get in my way. | sniff and prowl until Hersdlf straightens up, givesone
more growl, and says, "All right, Smitty, al right! I'll feed you!"

Well, hunting means food and food means hunting to my ancestors. With another sniff, | follow her to the
food bag. The wrong smell isvery strong around there, but it is not abad-food smell. It isastrange-prey
smdll. The food bag has been chewed. Hersalf looks angry a me, but | do not chew the bag. Plastic
tastes nagty.

Thefood isamost too sticky to eat, and it getsin my whiskers, but it istotaly delicious. Strange things
happen to your sense of smell in no-weight, but humans--clever beings!-mix food with sharp-smelling
things called spicesto makeit smdl right. | go for another wash, and then | seea Thing out of the corner
of my eye, over by my food bowl. The Thing smellslikewhat | an smelling dl day! Once again, |
pounce.

Then Hersdf gartsto laugh. "Oh, Smitty," she says, picking me up, "'I'm sorry | snapped at you. You're
just having fun, aren't you? | wish | werealittle cat and could take things as easily asyou do.” And while
sheis cuddling me, the bad-smell-thing finishes my cat food, goes over to the control board and Sarts
nibbling a thelong strings between the lights.

Itiscoldinthe ship. Thelightsare nice and dim, but they flicker and get strange and flicker again. Theair
is stuffy and the water tastes nasty. Herself is very worried. She kegps poking at al the buzzing and
flickering things, taking off large sections of bulkhead and looking &t thelong strings behind them. She
makes no more snarls and growls; she sits on the back bulkhead and howls, with water on her face the
way humansdo.

| love her and want to help; but the wrong-smell thing isbeing very busy. It isadways at the long things. |
try to catchiit, but it is very fast. Sometimesit does not move at al, and then | cannot seeit. When | do, it
runs away.

Itiseating al my food. | cry to Hersdlf. She picks me up and wrinkles her face. "' don't know where dl
that cat food isgoing, Smitty. Y ou must be growing anew coat of fur,” she says, sounding very confused.
Thebag isnot very full. She shakes her head. "Looks like half rationsfor you until we hit Ceres" she
says. "If we ever get therel” She pours out avery smal amount, gives me alittle from her own squeeze
bag, then gets back to work. | eat, catnap, then go back to work mysdif.

The bad-smell thing is poking around the place where she has the bulkhead open. Taking careful am, |
spring. | am between Hersdlf and the string the bad thing has. | land. A hit! | have amouthful of soft fur
and loose skin, and my clawsfed thetip of along, long ear. | sniff deep.

In Luna City there are rabbits. Humans keep them for meat, fur, and lesther. Thisisnot arabbit smell.
But it isarabbit fed under my paws. O-KAY! Now I've got you, you son of arodent! Gleefully | stalk
thislong-eared varmint, following it everywhere. | know whereit isbeing beforeit is being there, and go
therefird. | head it off at the bulkhead and | head it off at the food bowl. Hersalf wipes her face with a
long piece of artificial fur and closes up the bulkhead. The rabbit-thing isin there. | pounce!

"Smitty!" she screams. "L ook out!”

| hear asizzle, asnap, acrackle, and apop! It goesright through my fur and into my body, making it
sngp and sizzle, too. | jerk two or three times while the smell of singed fur reeksin my nose. | am hurt!
But soisthething. | seeit crawl feebly into the main cabin and over to Hersdlf's pressure suit. It starts
chewing again. | never know why it chews everything so much, but | see adim glow around the string it
chews. | seethisglow when | am hurt. | hurt too much to chase the thing now. | lie on the bulkhead and
mew. Herself brings me abulb of water and squirtsit into my mouth. In space you drink from the bulb
like akitten with its mother. Hersdlf is my mother in space, | think; and | try to purr. She smiles, whichis
ahuman purr, and pets me. Then she sSighs and sets me on the crash couch and gets up again.



Sheisgoing to the pressure suit! The bad-smell thing isthere. The string it chewed hasthat glow that
meansit will hurt. With onelast effort | spring for the suit and St oniit. | growl. Hersdf sghsagain and
triesto pick me up. She must not touch this suit! It will hurt her, and the bad thing will get away! | show
her my claws.

She says, "Oh, stop this nonsense, Smitty; thisisan emergency.” Shetriesto st me aside.

Now | spring at her! All my clawsare out, and | bite her, too. She stares at me and startsto howl. Water
comes from her face. " Smitty, that'stoo much! | hate to do thisto you, but | have to lock you up. Y ou've
gone space-nuts from the strain. And the bad water and the bad air and the fear and the cold. . . ." she
shakes. "They'll make me put you to deep, Smitty. Y ou don't want that!"

She means "kill." Humans are prissy about that. | do not want her to kill me. But | have ajob to do, too.

| growl and show her my claws again and Sit on the suit. | do not let her near it. She draws a stun-gun. |
gare at her. Shewill not touch thissuit! 1t is Not For Humans until | take care of the bad rabbit-thing! |
dare and stare. She looks at me, puzzled, and says, "1 think you're trying to tell me something, Smitty. |
aways heard cats were alittle bit psychic, but to tell you thetruth, | don't have the least ideawhat's going
on here”

Then the rabbit thing movesand | seeit again. | pounce. Thistime | haveit! | shakeit back and forth until
it squedslike arabhit in thejaws of acat. Hersdf is staring a me, gun dangling from one paw. "Maybe
I've gone space-nuts?' she asks me. But | know better.

| shakeit and shakeit and play with it until | see drops of blood come out of it and fly across the cabin.
Severd hit the bulkhead. Hersdlf drops the gun, breathes deeply, and straightens up. "All right, Smitty, Il
takeit from here," she says. Shetakesthething in her hands and her eyes get very big. She goesover to
the cat-bag and zipsit in. It will eat the bag. | hope it does! But that will be abig job even for that chewy
rabbit.

She picks up the blood in alittle squeeze-dropper and hurries over to her lab bench. She putsit in one of
the machines and stares and stares. Then she gartsto laugh.

"A rabbit! | do not beievethisl" She goesover to the cat bag again and very carefully fedsinsde. She
yelps. | could tell her thething bites. Shefedlsinside again. She getsaflashlight and looksinside. "I don't
seehim,” she says, puzzled. "But | fed him." She zips up the cat bag again and goes back to the lab. | am
on the crash couch having agood wash.

Then she makes avery loud and happy noise. She jumps and twirls around, making loud human happy
sounds. | understand some of it. Sheissinging, 'Y ou caught me awabbit, caught me awabbit, caught me
awabbit, awabbit you caught!" | hear those sounds when she listensto the Luna City Opera, but it is not
about rabhits. | like her song better. She picks me up and hugs meto her. "And, Smitty, you'realittle
feline hero, you know that? And the scientists are going to love you to bits and pieces. | wonder what
that critter's secret is?'

Then she goesto her own food and brings out anicefat juicy fish steak and gives me haf, and cuddles
me until | get tired of it and jump down. Mefor agood nap!

The people a Ceres never do find out what the bunny's secret is. They think heisa L una City rabbit that
got away, garted living in the spaceport, and changed color fur to match whatever he was near at the
time. | think he goesinto the Otherworld but not the one cats look at. | am sure there is an Otherworld
for rabbits aswell as one for cats. Even humans have one, though they don't look at it much.

| say we go back to Luna City will catch afew and find out. Taly-ho! A-hunting | will go!



? From The Diary Of Hermione
by Ardath Mayhar

It iswith great Hesitancy that | take Pen in Paw to recount thislatest Incident. Indeed, | find it most
difficult to criticize my Human in any way, and particularly when it involves, asdoesthis, his seeming

I neptitude at working within his own Field of Endeavor.

However, if thisisto be an accurate Account of thelifel led in the House of Harlow Biddington,
Sorcerer and Adept, | mugt, | fear, neglect my finer Fedingsin theinterest of Truthfulness. | do not,
however, dlude to anything of this Nature when speaking to my Kits, asthey must be trained from
Infancy in Respect and Admiration for nose who arein our Charge.

As| am a Graduate of the Coven of Familiars, it is, of course, my Responghility to oversee and to
Correct any Error of Judgment or of Practice that | note in the usages of my Associate. This has never,
until now, posed a Problem for me, for Harlow Biddington, with al his Faults, and even considering that
he is merely a Human, has been amost skilled and devoted Practitioner of the arcane Arts. His Studies
have continued over the Span of many Y ears, and his Efforts have, more than once, been crowned with
Success.

The dish from which my Kits drank their Milk was proof of this. His short Foray into Alchemy resulted in
the transmutation of every metalic Object in the House. While the Result was a bit ostentatious for my
Taste, it was neverthelessimpressive when one considers the Many who have labored for Y ears without
achieving any smilar Effect.

His Explorationsinto the Nature of the Universe resulted in aVVolume of great thickness and complexity,
filled with Mathematical Formulae of most esoteric Nature. This Work rebounded both to his Credit
among Men and to Minein my. own somewhat more subtle Field. It isgeneraly considered that the
Atmosphere created by a Familiar can do Much to Stimulate the crestive Processes of thoseinvolvedin
the Occult Sciences, and | pride mysdlf that | am not lacking in that Area.

With such aformidable Array of Matters accomplished, it would seem that my Sorcerer should be one
who would be content to rest upon his Achievements, except for minor Attemptsto refine hisformer
Work. Biddington, however, had never known Contentment in al hisLife.

After his Triumph over both Mathematics and Nature, he determined that he must summon up a Demon.
Although | found mysdf most Doubtful of this Project, | lent my smdl Skillsand Effortsto his Objective.
Any who has ever experienced such aPhenomenon will understand why | do not describe the Fulfillment
of his Efforts. Some things are not suitable for the Perusa of decent Beings, and | will draw aveil over
That. However, he did succeed, which set him Afireto attain Further Achievements.

At thisTime | remonstrated gently with him, pointing out to the Man that he had gone more Deeply into
Forbidden Matters than most are ever privileged to Go. "Be happy with what you have done!” |
conveyed to him, through my most seductive Purrings and Twinings about his Ankles.

He understood my Message. Of that | am certain, for he was no Fool or Dullard, no matter how Simple
he might sometimes appear. He reached down to pat my Head, stroking my Fur backward, whichis
aways most Disconcerting. | placed my Paw firmly upon his besocked Ankle and let him fed my Claws,
but he did not desist from his Researches.

At this Point, many of my Confreres might well have felt their Duty to be satisfied. However, | am made
of sterner Stuff. | leaped into his Lap and put my Head on the edge of the Table, my Eyesbeing level
with alarge Book, at which he was saring asif Mesmerized.

Imagine my Horror when | read theilluminated Wordswrit in red Ink upon those musty Pages!
Theincautious Man was studying a Spell for changing the Shape. | recognized the Ritud asbeing smilar
to one studied at my AlmaMater, and | dmost Gasped with Astonishment and Fear. Of dl Spellsused
by Sorcerers and Witches and their Sort, thisis the most often subject to Error, to Misuse, and to most
uncomfortable Accident.

| turned about in his Lap and thrust my Head beneath his Chin, mewing in my most pitiful and moving
Voice. He scratched my Ears (which, though undignified in the extreme, isyet most Gratifying asa



Sensation), and turned another Page.

Sufficeit to say that he wasin no way deterred from his Intention, no matter how | pleaded with him. At
last | gaveit up and went to suckle my Kits, musing sadly al the while upon the strongheadedness of
Mankind.

When | returned to the Study, the Sorcerer was assembling the various Elements necessary to the Spdll. |
watched with growing Unease as he mixed the Chemicals, added the ... organic Parts ... and spoke those
terrible Wordsthat | had never before heard uttered by human Lips.

At the end of the chant, helifted the Via and sipped its unsavory Contents. There was a hissing Sound,
and thefirein the Grate burned blue for along Moment. The Shape of the Sorcerer who wasin my
Charge seemed to shiver about the Edges. Biddington groaned deeply, hisV oice becoming lighter,
higher, more like a Squeaking every Moment.

He shrank rapidly, his Clothing failing into untidy Heaps on the Carpet. For amoment | wondered if he
had succeeded in totally Obliterating himself. Y et there was Motion among the displaced Garments. Asl
watched, Something moved in the Clutter, wriggling its Way out into the Firdight.

It tood on four frail Legs, looking about the Room from its suddenly atered Altitude. The Whiskers
twitched frantically, and thelong, dender Tall jerked in aspasm.

| could fed Pity for the unhappy Sorcerer. He had, according to the Spell he used, been trying to assume
the Shape of aBear, and what he had achieved was the tiny Body of aMouse.

| could seein those beads of Eyesthe desperate Pleafor Help that he turned toward me. | sighed and
washed my paws, which usualy can soothe my Spirits while my Mind wrestles with heavy Problems.
The Situation was a difficult one. He had sent away his Housekeeper for a Fortnight Holiday, so asto be
aonewhen his Plan went into Effect. There was no Human Aid to be had for many days. He did not
associate with Others of hisKind, for thereis none so jedoudy Solitary as a Sorcerer.

| washed again, Tail to Nose, for thiswas a Difficulty greater than Any | had encountered before. At last
the only Coursethat | could determine was one involving much Risk and not alittle Danger.

| must seek out Tabitha, with whom | had attended my training Ingtitution. Her own Sorcerer lived on a
nearby Edtate, and though he was an Archriva of my own dear Biddington, | felt some Hope that he
might cometo the Aid of afellow Human, whatever his persona Prejudices. Before leaving upon such a
doubtful and desperate Mission, however, | must suckle my Kitsagain, for they must not be allowed to
suffer through the Inattention of their Mother.

And there| made afatd Error of Judgment.

TheKits had grown hungry while waiting for meto finish my Plan. All three, now moving quite well upon
their strong little Legs, sought me out in the Study, asthey had done before. Unfortunately, in former
Vigtsthey had found mein the Company of aHuman Being of large Size and forbidding Aspect.

| was now attending upon aMouse.

Aswith other beings of sensible Nature, my Kin does not censure the Y oung for their Ignorance and
Enthusiasm. | had taught those Kits from their Birth that one of their mgjor Rolesin Lifewould bethe
Catching and Digpatching of Mice, whenever and wherever found.

My Peers, upon Consideration, agreed that Horatio, my only Son of this Litter, was not at Fault for
following the teachings of hisMather. | must admit, however, that in my Heart | fedl that it was very harsh
Treatment for my erstwhile Sorcerer, no matter how Wrong-headed his Behavior might have been.

We have, of course, moved away from the Site of the Disaster. A Situation became available upon the
untimely Degth of another of my fellow Graduates when Hortense ran afoul of aHansom Cab. We have
been placed with her Charge, amost pleasant Gentleman who isinterested solely in the Motions of the
Stars and Planets.

Though | think often of Harlow Biddington, | fed that the Atmosphere hereisfar more Hedthful for my
Litter, who now have arrived at the playful Age, during which al too many of our Kind cometo Grief.
TheArriva of those of demonic Naturein the Homeisnever, | fed, aussful Matter when oneisrearing
Y oung.

So | must begin afresh Diary, setting aside this Account of the years of my Y outh and my first Sorcerer.
Y et before | lift Paw from Pen, | will affirm anew Vow, freshly madein case of Accident.



Never again will | teach my Kitsto catch aMouse and et it immediately. First, they must show their
Prey to Me, so that | may determinethat it is not Someone | may know.

sgned: Hermione, The Grange, Oxbridge

1882



? It'sA Bird, It's A Plane,
It's.... Supercat!

by Ann Miller and

Karen Elizabeth Rigley

Locals spotted agiant bird.

Simultaneoudy, UFO sightings started up again. Okay, fine. Thistime | planned to totdly ignorethe
wholething. If aflying saucer landed in my yard or an dien fell out of atree on me, then maybel'd
mention it. Other than that, forget it.

Do you know how much credibility ascience fiction writer- especialy afemale science fiction writer-who
claimsto spot UFOsreceives? Zip. Zero. | saw one once, yet dl | got were sage nods and knowing
amirks. "Oh, sure," they dl said. "Crazy Jackie Carlson istrying out anew plot, haha"

| was not amused.

I'd moved down hereto the Rio Grande Valey from Houston when my writing findly started buying the
beans, and bought asmall cottage on several acres at the edge of town. Perfect for writing. It apparently
came with acat who appeared the morning after | moved in; alarge cat, light gray with dark gray
markings. His pale green-gold eyes, encircled by dark lines, gave him the appearance of wearing
gpectacles. That, dong with hisneutrd coloring and timid persondity, inspired meto cal him Clark Kent.
He came to me now, settling in my lap with acontented purr while | sat staring at ablank piece of paper,
wondering where my muse had flown. | heaved asigh and leaned back in my chair. My new story
refused to cometto life. No matter what | tried to do with it, it just lay there, aflat old ... tater. A day-old
french fry. Soggy.

Stroking Clark's silky coat, | looked out the window. Light from awaxing moon filtered down through
leaves of the orange tree that stood just beside the house, casting lacy patterns as a breeze tirred the
branches. Odd, how the light flickered, almost changed colors....

OH, NO!

| scrambled from the chair, dumping a surprised Clark, and rushed to the window to peer through the
foliage of the orange tree, every cdl in my body denying what | saw. A glowing saucer-shaped object
hovered afew feet off the ground at the edge of my backyard. Two bands of changing colors, movingin
opposite directions, flowed around the midsection of the craft. It hung there immobile while | gaped at it
for saverd minutes until it dawned on me proof hovered just outside my window!

Springing for my camera, | quickly sunk out the back door and dashed from tree to tree, trying to get as
close as possible to the UFO without being seen. | didn't relish the idea of becoming an abductee.
Theresalimit to what I'll do for astory-especialy one that nobody would believe. | took severd shots,
then grew aware of an increasing hum that hurt my ears, but felt good at the sametime. Therotating color
bands sped up and the saucer shot upward. Just like that. Poof. | gazed at the spot where it disappeared,
wondering if my pictureswould turn out or if they got zapped by anti-picture rays.

That'swhat old Jm Trammell said happened to the photos he took during the previous rash of sightings
that showed an empty meadow instead of the flying saucer he claimed had been there. Im didn't carry
any more credibility than | did, maybe less, due to the pickling process he had subjected his brain to for
al those years. Except old Jm quit drinking after that night, even started going to church. UFOs have a
way of changing your life, dl right.

| hurried back inside to my darkroom, Clark sticking close beside me, determined not to be left outside
doneat night.

Some brave cat.

Wéll, sure enough, my photos showed everything but the saucer. | could see astrange "pull” where the
saucer had been, and figured they had a cloaking device. So much for proof of my sanity.

"Why can't you talk?' | asked Clark. "Act as my witness?"

"Meow," hereplied ddicately.

| put my writing away for the night, my muse having packed up and probably hitched aride on that



saucer. The next morning | drove into West Grove to the newspaper office and spent several hours
writing up local stories about weddings and charity cake sdes. | didn't mention my little excitement of the
night before. Ed would have wanted me to write it up and | didn't intend to. My dear boss didn't mind me
making afool of mysdlf on the front page of the West Grove Newsif it brought him publicity and more
readers, thusincreasing his advertisers. After that first flurry of UFO and big bird sghtings, even people
over in Harlingen and McAllen were buying our little weekly paper just to seewhat I'd say next. Ed
Watson, esteemed publisher and editor of the News, cackled al the way to the bank. He didn't careiif |
was writing Chapter Seven or dabbling in controlled substances, aslong asmy articlesincressed
circulaion.

Perhaps later, if others reported Sghtings, 1'd write up their stories, but not mine. And if Ed didn't know,
then he couldn't badger me about it.

When | got home that afternoon, | walked out into the backyard to ook around where I'd seen the
saucer hovering the night before. Clark trotted at my heds, making little trilling sounds, probably advisng
caution. Thebig sissy. | didn't see amark anywhere on the ground undernesth the saucer, so | went back
over to thetreeI'd hid under the night before and leaned againgt it, thinking. | was carrying my camera,
hoping 1'd find something-some, sign-1 could photograph. Nothing.

Clark stretched and sharpened his claws on the tree, then started climbing it. He disappeared into the
foliage. Presently, | heard rustling above me and peered up through the branches, trying to see what
Clark was doing. At that moment something large--giant-flapped monstrous black wings and flew away.
| heard amuffled cry, then Clark and something else fdll out of the tree on me, knocking me down with a
whump. Trying to protect my camera, | managed to avoid getting crushed, but in the process | tumbled
acrossthefdlen object.

Clark, atop the victim, let out asquall and scrambled behind me. | gazed at the prone form and thought,
what'sthiskid doing here? Then | redlized the wizened cregture | lay upon was no kid. | moved off it and
looked it over. It had agrayish complexion, narrow, four-digited hands, and ahairless, dightly oversized
head. Large, haf-closed eyesreveded dark irisesthat nearly filled the entire sockets. The nose was only
asmal bump and the mouth adlit, amost invisible when closed. It wore agarment that looked like a
faintly iridescent bodystocking and abumpy belt around its middle,

Still dive, it made a hissy-moany sound and | wondered how much I'd hurt it. 1t wasn't big, only about
the size of a skinny ten-year-old.

Now what?

Clark crept forward to sniff at one dender gray hand and the huge sparkling eyes opened, the lids diding
up dmost like adoll's eyes.

"Areyou hurt?' | asked, not expecting areply.

"Oooh, ooooh," it moaned, like crying, drawing away from Clark'sinquisitive nose.

"Takeit easy," | soothed. "Hewon't hurt you." My mind hit overdrive trying to believe dl this. Obvioudy,
thelittle creature was an dien. Extraterrestrid. 1t came from outer space. | glanced off in the direction the
big bird had disappeared, then looked back at the dien. It was gazing wistfully in the same direction.
"Doesthat bird belong to you?' | asked sympatheticaly, wishing we could actualy communicate.
"Shess" it Sghed, sartling me,

"Did you understand me?" | asked increduloudly.

"A liddlebit. Hef you talk to me, | hunnerstand you bedder.”

Stll looking et it | said, "My nameis Jackie. | write sciencefiction storiesand aso articlesfor a
newspaper. Some people think they're one and the same. Thisanima ismy pet cat, Clark Kent. Ah,
severd peoplein the area have seen the giant bird and even some flying saucers. | saw one, but nobody
wants to believe ascience fiction writer. | took pictures of acraft that hovered herelast night, but they
didn't turn out. Did you arriveinit?"

"Shess. | em come hereto bring back the bak'rah.”

"The bak'rah-isthat the giant bird?* The alien nodded and | asked, "What's your name?"

"Worl."

"Worl," | repested, not quite getting the sound right.



"Enyou, Shockie, you are not afred when you see the craft?!

| shook my head. "I told you I'm ascience fiction writer. | write stories about those things. That's
acceptable. But when | started writing true articles about them | got some skeptical looksto say the least.
Areyou understanding this?"

"Much bedder. Pliss continue spicking. Does Clairk Kendt also spick?"

"Meow," Clark replied, giving Worl another curious sniff.

"l do not hunnerstand his spicking."

"Catsdon't redly talk, Worl. They're animas. Doesthe bak'rah talk?"

"No. Hit es stupid. But much trouble. And much expensive. | must get the bak'rah back.” He put ahand
to his head and winced and | noticed he had a good-sized bump.

"Let'sgo into the house," | suggested. "We can get something to drink. The sunshineis growing warm."
Worl agreed to comeinsdewith me. | believe hefdt rather befuddled from the fall and conk on the head
or hewouldn't have been so cooperdtive. | rested my hand on histhin shoulder, steering him toward the
house and he walked beside me, one hand on the bump on his head. Inside, he gazed around at
everything as| guided him to the kitchen table. Clark legped into his own chair and stared acrossthe
table at Worl. I'd never seen old sissy act so friendly and open before with a stranger. And you couldn't
get much stranger than Worl.

"Cola? | ced tea? What would you like?' | asked.

"l don' know. | not hef thissthings before.”

| dropped ice cubes into two glasses and poured out some Coca-Cola. "Welcometo Earth,” | said,
setting down the drink.

He grasped the glassin one long-fingered hand and raised it to his mouth, watching me to make sure he
was doing theright thing.

"Woo!" hesaid, blinking rapidly at the fizzy bubblestickling hisflat little nose. Not put off, he drank
again. "Hit test preddy good. Thiss esa pleasure drink?"

"Y es, but nonacohalic. It won't make you drunk. At least, it doesn't make humans drunk. | don't know
about you. What are you? Where do you come from?"

"I comefrom Pra. | am Pradl. And | amin alot of trouble." He morosely dropped hishead into his
hands.

"What kind of trouble? And how come you spesk English sowdl|?*

"I will explen," he said, uncovering hisface and reaching for hisdrink again. "The Pragl hef ataent for
learning languages. We hef adevice to enhance thisstalent. | used it before coming hereto find the ba
k'rah. | was to observe and monitor your e ectronic entertainment to bedder learn your language.
However, | hef not had time. Thus you spicking to me servesthiss purpose.”

"That's nice. But what's your trouble?’

He had to search for the right words, but adequately explained he served as manifest officer aboard a
starship that collected animals across the galaxy for zoos. These animaswere ordered and half paid for
in advance. A starship transporting animals needs water. They'd just come from aworld called Igroon
and the Pradl didn't care for Igroonian water, so they stopped by Earth to take some on. A young
assistant decided the ba k'rah needed exercise and the ba k'rah flew the coop.

"You mean," | prompted when Worl fdl slent, "your assstant let the bak'rah out of the ship?"

"No, no. But the bak'rah es very large. If not confined, hit goes where hit wishes. We cannot harm thiss
expengve animal. With our mistakes linked together, the ba k'rah escaped the ship.”

| suddenly had avision of abunch of frantic little gray diens chasing after the giant bird with anet. "Hit es
my responsibility. My assistant failed in his duty. The purchasers of the ba k'rah want their specimen. The
ship will ddliver remaining animals, then return here. My commander |eaf me behind to capture the ba
K'rah." He Sighed, staring into hisglass asif hoping to read answersin the mdting ice cubes. "More
trouble. Now | hef spoke to you. Many violations of laws. And the bak'rah flew away; perhapsfar,
when Clairk Kendt frightened hit." He turned an accusing gaze on Clark who calmly continued washing
hisface, not at dl contrite.

"Let meget thisstraight,” | said, studying thelittle dien. ™Y ou must recapture the bird and keep your



identity asecret.” | punctuated the last words with awistful sigh-here was solid proof to show the
world....

Worl blinked innocently a me. ™Y ou hdp?'

"Yes" | let my dream fade and squared my shoulders. "Of course, I'll help. Do you have any ideawhere
the bird might go?'

"Eat." He shook his head sadly, his manner so pathetic, it made me want to comfort him. "Bak'rah find
foodfirg."

"What kind of food?" | asked, hoping humans weren't on the menu.

"Here on your plangt, citrus. Moretrouble.”

Clark perked hisears up asif listening intently and | noticed Worl spoke both to me and the cat. | smiled,
redlizing thelittle dlien assumed Clark could understand the conversation. Clark meowed at me asif he
could read my thoughts. Startled, | concentrated on Worl who began talking again and rubbing the bump
on hishead at the sametime.

"I hef to find the bak'rah. Must go now." He stood and swayed.

| caught him. Hefdt very cold in my aams and certainly didn't weigh much. ™Y ou're not going anywhere
yet," | said, compasson for the poor unfortunate cresture welling insgde me. Maybe abit of guilt, too.
After al, | fell onthelittle guy. "It's nearly dark and you're injured. Rest for awhile and then we can
decide how to catch the ba k'rah. Okay?"

Hedidn't agree or disagree. He just collgpsed in my arms. | carried him into my bedroom and laid him
down on my bed. Helooked strange; yet so vulnerable lying there with those luminous eyes closed. He
moaned softly. Clark leaped upon the bed to put his nose against the bump on Worl's head. In some way
it must have hel ped, because Worl quieted and turned sideways, snuggling against my cat. Clark purred
in ahypnotic rhythm that nearly lured me down beside them. | shook off drowsiness and forced mysdlf
into the kitchen, where | tossed a salad to chill in the fridge. If Worl got hungry, natural foods might be
kinder to hisdien digestive track.

A sudden knock echoed through the house. Don't panic, my mind screamed. | ran to the bedroom where
Worl and Clark lay deeping and shut the door, then rushed into the living room to reach the front door
before my unexpected visitor began ringing the doorbell.

Opening the door a crack, my breath caught as | recognized Mike Harris, the blond hunky deputy sheriff
whom I'd been hoping to meet snce | moved here. But not now. Was harboring an aien acrime?
"Helo," | said, attempting to keep, my voice from squeaking.

"Howdy. Sorry to disturb you, maam, but we've had reports of strange activitiesin thisarea. Could |
comein for afew minutes?'

Helooked great in hisuniform and filled it out exactly like awoman wantsaman to. | never dreamed |
could resg inviting him into my home, but | heard myself whisper, "Thisredly isnt agood time, officer.”
He placed one suntanned hand againgt the doorframe, his gaze hardening and his voice degpening. "I
think you ought to let meinsde, maam.”

| nodded, swung open the door and decided to take my chances rather than rile the deputy sheriff. He
relaxed and grinned as he entered my living room. What agrin! It made my heart dance, until |
remembered my "other” guest.

"I'm Mike Harris" he said, taking my hand into hisfirm, warm grasp.

"Please gt down, Mike," | responded with my best smile, wishing I'd combed my hair after the tumble
with Clark and Worl. He stared briefly at my auburn curls and | hoped no leaves or grass clung there.
"I'm Jackie Carlson.”

"I know." He grinned again, flashing pearly teeth. "Thewriter lady.” He sat on my sofa, hislong legs
dretched out in front of him, quite at ease. "Miss Carlson, last night our switchboard lit up with calsfrom
acrossthe Valley, people reporting everything from flying saucers to mongter birds. Most of the sightings
came from thisway. Y ou see anything?'

Now, | don't make a habit of lying to lawmen, but when he cocked his handsome head, those keen blue
eyesof hisassessang my credibility asawitness before | even opened my mouth, al | could do was
mutely shake my head no.



Part of me wanted to grab his hand and drag him into the bedroom to show him my little dien friend;
most of meresisted.

Scratch, scratch. The bedroom door. | had to let Clark out before he woke Worl. "Excuse me,” | said
before dashing off to carefully open the bedroom door. Clark stresked by me, straight into the living
room. | peeked at Worl, deeping peacefully, and closed the door softly.

Clark stopped severd feet from the sofa, staring warily through those green-gold eyes at Mike. Mike
bent down, wiggled afinger and cooed softly, "Here, kitty, kitty."

"Clark's pretty shy," | said, seating mysdlf in my recliner. Clark circled around, then jumped into my lap.
"Clark? Crazy namefor acat,” Mike said, appearing abit embarrassed that my pet had snubbed him.
"Clark Kent, actudly," | replied, stroking the cat's Silky fur obediently. Clark had trained mein avery
ghort time.

Mike started to laugh. A nice deep laugh. "I see why-he looks like he wears glasses, right?”

Clark stuck hispink nose up disdainfully. "One of the reasons,”" | answered. "Do you have any more
questionsfor me?If not, | do have adeadline on my ory......"

Mike got the hint and stood. "No, guessthat'sit. Unless you heard something last night?* he added
hopefully.

"Sorry." | picked Clark up, then walked Mike to the door. Reluctant to completely blow my first meeting
with this gppedling man, | smiled and said, "It was a pleasure meeting you and | hope we see each other
again soon." Just not too soon, | finished to mysdlf.

Mike's blue eyestargeted mine. "I'd like that, Miss Carlson.” He grinned and | felt tempted to ask him to
gay. Clark sprang from my arms, reminding me of our Stuation.

"Please call me Jackie," | said, consoling mysdlf with that much. Again, Mike shook my hand and even
held it abit longer than necessary before bidding me good night and departing.

Clark shot out the door as Mike left. Out of character for that cat. He rarely ventured out at night alone,
but I let him go, confident held return shortly. Very shortly.

| grabbed abowl of sdlad and settled down on the sofato watch the late news. | clicked on the remote
just as anewscaster announced last night's UFO sighting had been classified asbdl lightning. "Oh, sure”
| grumbled. Next came the big bird story, explained away as arunaway kite, snceits huge size ruled out
hawks, falcons or even- eagles.

Clark scratched at the door, so | let him inside and together we watched a newswoman interview old
Sheriff Tuffy of West Grove.

"Warren Baily claims one of his competitors stripped his orange groves. Do you have any evidence?'
"Nope," Sheriff Tuffy replied, puffing out his plump cheeks and staring directly into the camera.

"What?' the reporter asked, looking surprised. "No tire tracks, footprints, witnesses?"

"Nope," Tuffy responded, teetering toe to hedl, hed to toein his cowboy boots, his hands stuffed in his
pockets as he till stared into the camera.

"Y ou're saying that Baily's Better Oranges|ost awhole crop of nearly ripefruit, two hundred trees
stripped bare, and no one even left aclue?

"Yep," said the sheriff, scowling at the camera.

"Uh, thank you, Sheriff," said the flustered reporter. "Back to you, Bob." | turned off the televison and
stroked Clark, who was acting strangely quiet since arriving back home.

"Citrus? Wdl, Clark, we better drive out to Baily's groves with Worl in the morning.”

"Meow, meoow," Clark replied. | took it to mean he agreed.

| must have dozed off, because the next thing | knew | woke up to see thelittle gray dien holding Clark
and both of them staring down a me while sunshine filtered through the front window.

"Shockie, you wake now. Help find the ba k'rah,” Worl said. Clark wiggled free and jumped down.

| rubbed the deep from my eyes as memories of yesterday crashed over my mind, waves of areceding
dream. Clark poked hisfurry head under my free hand and | absently patted him.

"Okay, I'm getting up, but before we leave the house we need to disguise you, Worl. Even| can't run
around the Vdley with alittle gray spaceman.”

"Meow, meeoow," Clark chimed in, then darted off into the bedroom. | followed quite willingly, though



my head felt woozy and my mouth full of cotton. | detoured into the bath to freshen up. When | came
back out, Clark was dtting upon abig box wrapped in bright birthday paper. He waved histail and
Stretched.

"Get down, Clark. You'l ruin the bow on Sue's present,” | scolded, scooping the cat off his perch. He
kneaded my arm with his claws, not enough to hurt, but enough to halt my action. "Oh, yed" | cried, as
Wort stepped inside the room. "The boots and jeans | bought my niece might work-Sueis just about
Worl'ssize" | hugged Clark tightly. He squirmed in protest, so | let him go as | whispered, "Clark, you're
the smartest cat on Earth!”

| changed my own clothes, then helped Wort into Sue's birthday blue jeans and tooled |eather boots. Not
too bad. | found an old blue workshirt of mine and Wort put it on. Werolled the deeves up and it ill
looked big, but that's the fashion for kids, anyway. Worl'slarge head fit finein aworn Stetson hat I'd
stashed in acorner of my closet. | added apair of sunglasses and stepped back to view the dien,

"You'l do from adistance. Wejust can't let anyone see you up close. Okay?"

"Okay, Shockie,” Wort replied, playing with his hat, tipping the brim up and down in front of the dresser
mirror. Clark brushed against my legs and meowed at us. "Yes, Clairk Kendt," Wort added. "We go find
the bak'rah now."

Worl, Clark, and | piled into my car. | showed Worl how to fasten his seatbelt and he held Clark on his
lap. Usudly Clark preferred to cringe on the floorboard while riding, but this morning he acted eager to
st up and look out. Worl had ingsted on wearing his bulky belt under the shirt | loaned him. Now he
shifted Clark off hislap so he could reach a cone-shaped metallic object and pull it out from hisbelt. He
pressed the top of the cone and it started bleeping softly, glowing red to pink.

"What'sthat?' | asked, starting the car.

"Finder. Hit will tell uswhereto seek the bak'rah." Clark pressed his nose againgt the finder, then jerked
back asif burned. "Naughty, Clairk Kendt," Worl said, shaking his head, looking rather comical in his
Stetson and sunglasses. The dien spun hisconein acircle, pointing north, and cried, "That-away,
Shockiel" The finder throbbed lavender. | hit the gas pedd as we turned north on the highway. We sped
past citrus groves and mesquite scrub and | noticed the finder deepen in color, the lavender now closer
to purple. Suddenly it Started screaming.

| wanted to cover my ears but kept my hands on the whed while | pulled the car off to the sde of the
road. Wort bounced excitedly, hisfree hand dancing over the seatbelt until it clicked open to release him.
"Turn that finder off," | cried. He obeyed. | think even Clark looked relieved. | hope | never hear sucha
noise agan.

"There, there!” Worl squedled, pointing to an orange grove on our right. "The bak'rah! Flying! See?' A
giant bird, shimmering black except for abloodred curved beak, hovered above the trees.

"Look at that wingspan,” | gasped, wondering if 1'd been transported into some Japanese horror movie.
"Itsamonger.” | gazed down &t little Worl. "How can you capture that huge creature?”

He patted hisbdt. "My tanglefidd. | hef hitingde here" He tugged one large bump and off came afabric
cylinder. "Jest let me out of you ship and | use hit.”

| leaned over and opened his door for him. He hopped out, Clark following. | got out my side and rushed
around to them.

Wort muttered something, grasped the tanglefield in hisright hand, rotating hisentirearm until I heard a
bzz-bzz-bzzing. A padelavender energy fied balooned up before collgpsing back into its source.

"Big trouble, big trouble!" Worl yelled, banging the tanglefield againgt his other hand. Another try brought
the same result. With dire dien mutterings, Worl removed atool pack from hisbelt and set to work on
the mafunctioning tanglefield. Just then Clark began meowing loudly and in the distance | noticed the
gleam of an approaching vehicle. An engine roared closer asapatrol car zoomed into Sight.

"Quick, Worl, get into the car. Stay down and don't speak. WEII try to pass you off asmy nephew." The
little dien, till fumbling with his equipment, climbed back into my car and bent intently over histask.
Clark stayed by me, weaving between my legs asif he, too, felt nervous.

The patrol car dowed and my heart gave asudden leap as | recognized Mike Harris, the blond depuity.
"Howdy, Miss Carlson.” He climbed out and scanned the roadside. My gaze followed his. With mixed



emotions| noticed the bird was no longer in Sght. "Trouble, maam?"

"No," | said, shaking my head. "Mike, please cadl me Jackie."

He grinned. | smiled back but he soon turned toward my car. "What're you doing out here, Jackie?"
"Just taking my nephew for adrive. He's, ah, visiting from Houston." Mike walked over to my car and |
managed to squeeze between him and the window. "Er, Willy isred shy. Maybe you'd better talk to him
another time-after he's been around here longer. Okay, Mike?"

Mike stared at me funny, but at least he moved away from my car and back toward his own vehicle. |
walked dong with him. He stopped and turned to me, his blue gaze raking over me, asif Szingup a
robbery suspect. | could fed ablush burning my cheeks, but returned his stare the best | could.

"Jackie, I've got to talk to somebody and you ought to understand. | mean, writing sciencefiction stories
and dl ..." He hushed and gazed helplesdy a me.

"What isit, Mike?" | asked, aware of Clark standing guard duty beside my car and hoping Worl would
Say quiet.

"l saw something last night. | can't say anything-1 might lose my job. Nobody would believe me. They'd
think | was drunk. But after | met you last night, | started thinking that maybe you'd understand. Y ou'd
believemeif | said | saw aflying saucer, wouldn't you?" he pleaded.

| blinked up a himin surprise, "Why didn't you tell methislast night?"

He shrugged his broad shoulders. "Do you bdlieve | saw aUFO, Jackie?'

"Yes. Of course.” Clark meowed and | hagtily added, "Mike, I've got thingsto do. Can wetak later?"
Just then Worl let out ayelp, Clark growled and ahuge dark shadow glided over us. | glanced up to see
the bak'rah swoop above the orchard, orange-laden branches clutched in gigantic talons.

Worl scrambled out of the car, Mike drew his gun and took aim at the ba k'rah as Clark leaped up into
theair, latching claws againg Mike's upraised arm just as he fired. The shot went wild, hitting atree trunk
to the right of uswith asharp crack.

Mike swore. Clark landed with athunk, meowing asif struck, and Worl hopped around chattering in his
dien language until his hat bounced off. Mike paled, his mouth dropping open, as he gaped a Worl's
gray dien head. Then thetdl, strong deputy sheriff of West Grove swayed back to lean againgt his patrol
car in aswoon.

"Worl, put your hat on!" | ordered, haf-crazed mysdlf. "The bird's getting awvay. Now what do we do?’
Clark jumped into my car and meowed at Worl. Worl climbed through the open door beside my cat,
saying, "Shockie, Clairk Kendt isright, we must go in you ship after the bak'rah.”

"What about the deputy?' | asked, certain Mike was in shock.

The cat meowed and Worl said, "Clark thinks your lawman es hokay, but we hef to go before the ba
k'rah makesanest."

"Nest?' | repested, wondering wherein this part of Texas could abird that big build anest. "But | can't
leave Mikelikethis"

"Go now!" Worl pressed hislipless mouth shut so tightly it disappeared. Then he added, "A bak'rah
alone desiresto procreate. No need for amate. Hurry!"

| drove about half amile before | saw Mike's patrol car in the rearview mirror, lights flashing. Wdll, a
least he wasn't ill frozen in shock, | decided, ignoring him as we swerved off the highway onto adirt
track leading to awater tower. It stood, graffitti-scrawled silver, looking like aflying saucer perched
upon spindly tal legs. Settled magnificently atop the tower loomed the giant, shiny black bird.

| braked the car and we spilled out, Mike's patrol car skidding to ahat beside us. "Y ou didn't call for
reinforcements, | hope?' | snapped at him.

"Heck, no," he drawled. "What would | say? Come help me chase down agirl, her cat, and a spaceman
dressed like Roy Rogers?”

"All | want isto get that bird back for Worl," | said, trying to calm my breathing. "1t escaped his ship and
he must recaptureit.”

"Shessl" Worl cried, bobbing hislarge gray head. "Hef to capture the bak'rah before eggs hatch. Then
big trouble. Lots of baby bak'rah eat dl the citrus."

"Eggs?’ | gazed up at the huge flapping mongter. "Why, they'd wipe out al the grovesin the Rio Grande



Vdley."

"On Earth,” Worl added serioudy. "What to do? My tanglefield not extend high enough. Not working
right. Big troublel”

Clark meowed, brushed against my legs, then darted off toward the tower. "Clairk Kendt," Worl called,
trotting after the cat. He stooped, resting one thin hand on Clark's back, murmured afew moments, then
trotted back to us.

"What, does the spaceman talk to your cat?' Mike asked me.

"l guess s0. At firgt | thought it was silly, but look!" | pointed to the tower asmy cat scaed it, climbing
steadily higher, using the rungs and bracings to work hisway around to the rear of the tower ashe
climbed. Just asif held been ingtructed. " Clark must be planning something,” | said.

"Catsdon't plan things," Mike scoffed.

"Not usualy,” | retorted. "But diensdon't usualy fal out of trees on me and UFOs don't usudly land in
my yad, either.”

"What's the cat going to do?" Mike asked Worl, abit of awvein his deep voice as he spoketo thelittle
dien.

"Try to get the bak'rah down low, so | can snareit in my tanglefield. Must fly amost to ground. Clairk
cando hit."

Mikewiped hisforehead. "Nobody's ever gonna bdievethis.”

"Sowewont tell. Right?' | wouldn't mind sharing a secret with the handsome deputy. Besides, thiscould
write up into agreat plot for my next nove.

My heart in my throat, | watched Clark climb the rungsleading to the top of the tower. If heféll.... Clark
wailed a harsh meow, giant wings flapped like thunder, then the bird dived off the tower asif devilswere
chasing it. There on the bird's back with claws dug into glistening black feathers, perched Clark Kent,
supercat himsdlf, driving the ba k'rah within range of Worl's damaged field. Worl aimed just as Clark
leaped free, letting the field capture the huge bird. Clark landed on hisfeet in apile of weeds and grass
with asoft thump.

| ran to my cat, scooping him into my arms, cooing into hisear and stroking hissilky fur. "You didit," |
whispered, filled with awed pride.

"What acat!" rumbled Mike, rushing to my side. "Who'd have thought it?"

Worl squirted a spray into the bird's face and it staggered forward, then fell still. "Thissmek bak'rah
deep.”

"How will we get the ba k'rah back to my place?' | asked in dismay, realizing we couldn't take at
anywherein my small hatchback.

"Hit stay here. | stay dso. The ship come here after dark to take us, the nest, and eggs. Clairk Kendt
says many eggs are up there.” Worl gestured at the top of the water tower. "Will sall eggs. Make lots of
credit. No trouble.

Clark purred, adjusting hishead so | could scratch hisears. "Do you realy communicate with Clark?' |
asked Worl.

"Shess." Worl took off the dark sunglasses to expose hisbig luminious eyes. "'l want to take Clairk home
with meto Pra"

Mike just stood staring at Worl, studying the newly revealed eyes. Clark stopped purring. | felt very sad,
abandoned, and thought about how empty my house would be without him. "It's-it's Clark's decision,” |
sammered.

Worl took Clark from my arms and spoke to himin clicks, hisses, and what sounded like meows instead
of words. Clark meowed severd times asif responding. | wished | understood cat language.

"Clairk Kendt will stay with you, Shockie,” Worl replied, handing my cat back to me.

Clark pressed his nose againgt my chin and suddenly | began to laugh to hide arush of tearsfilling my
eyes. "Maybe| should change my. nameto LoisLane?' | giggledinto Clark'sfur.

Mike leaned his head back and roared with laughter. We laughed until we both had tears spilling down
our cheeks and the alien shook his head in wonderment at us.

"Youmust go," hesaid. "If the ship comes, my commander will see | hef bresk many rules. Big trouble.



Go home now, and make Worl happy, too."

| kissed my little dlien friend good-bye and Clark let Worl pet him. Then Clark and | got into my car,
Mike got in his and we drove home caravan style.
That night, Mike sat on my back porch next to me and Clark curled up on my lap. Together we watched
the sky. Spinning bands of colored light hovered in the distance above the water tower, then zoomed off
into space, disappearing among the stars, leaving us with memories and a secret to share forevermore.
"Meow meow," said Clark.
"Youreright, wewill missWorl," | replied in agreement.

Clark closed his dark-ringed green-gold eyes and purred with throaty contentment.
"What asuper cat!" Mike said with pride.

Hedid an arm around my shoulder, pulling me close, as| kept stroking my cat and felt like purring

mysdf.



? Noble Warrior
by Andre Norton

Emmy squinted at the stitch she had just put in the handkerchief. Ivy had curtained dmost half of the
window, to leave the room in greenish gloom. Too long, she would haveto pick it out. On such agrayish
day shewanted acandle. Only even to think of that must be asin. Miss Wyker was very quick to sniff
outsins. Emmy squinted harder. It was awfully easy to sin when one was around Miss Wyker.

Not for the first or not even the hundredth time she puzzled asto why Great-Aunt Amelie had asked
Miss Wyker to Hob's Green. Who could be ill without feeling worse to see about that long narrow face
with the closed buttonhole of amouth, and mean little eyes on either sde of along, long nose. Elephant
nose! Emmy's hands were still while she thought of elephants, big as Jasper's cottage. Father said that
they had great seats large enough to hold several men strapped on their backs and one rode them so to
gotiger hunting.

She rubbed her hand across her aching forehead as she thought of father. If he were here, he would send
old Wyker packing.

Emmy ran atonguetip over her lips. She was thirsty-but to leave her task to even get adrink of water
might get her into trouble. She gave an impatient jerk and her thread broke. Before she could worry
about that, sounds from the graveled drive which ran beyond the window brought her up on her kneesto
look out. Hardly anyone now used the front entrance drive. Thiswas the trgp from the inn, with Jeb.
Besde him sat astranger, asmal man with abushy brown beard.

Thetrap cameto ahalt and the small man climbed down from the seat. Jeb handed down abig basket to
the man who gave him a short nod before disappearing under the overhang of the doorway. Emmy
dropped her sewing on the window seet to run across the room as the knocker sounded. She was
cautious about edging open the door of the Sitting room to give hersdlf just a crack to see through.

The knocker sounded three times before Jennie the housemaid hurried by, patting down her cap ribbons
and looking al a-twitter. It had been so long since anyone had been so bold asto use the knocker.
Nobody but Dr. Riggs ever came that way any more, and he only in the morning.

Emmy heard a deep voice, but she could not quite make out the words. Then, asquick asif it were
meant as an answer, there sounded a strange cry. Emmy jumped, the door opened a good bit wider than
waswise.

At least she could see Jennie show the visitor to the library where Dr. Riggs was aways escorted by
Miss Wyker to have aceremonia glass of claret when hisvist to his patient was over. The stranger had
taken the covered basket with him.

Jennie went hurrying up the stairs to get Miss Wyker. To speed her long sounded another of those
walling cries.

Emmy pulled the door nearer shut, but her curiosity was fully aroused. Who had come visiting and why?
And whatever could bein that basket?

She heard the determined tread of Miss Wyker and saw a stiff back covered with the ugliest of gray
dresses also disgppear into the parlor. Should shetry to crossthe hal in hope of seeing more of the
visitor? Shewas so tired of one day being like another-all as gray as Miss Wyker's dress-that thiswas dl
very exciting. Before she had quite made up her mind, Jennie came in ahurry, probably caled by the bell.
She stood just within the library door, then backed out to head for the morning room where Emmy had
been isolated for numberless dull hours of the day since Great-Aunt had takenill.

"You-Miss Emmy," Jennie was breathless as she usualy was when Miss Wyker gave orders. "They want
to see you-right now- over there-" she jerked athumb toward the library.

Emmy was across the hall and into the room before Jennie had disappeared back down the hall. As she
camein, there sounded once more that startling cry. It had come from the big covered basket which was
rocking alittle back and forth whereit sood on the floor.

"Thisisthe child-" MissWyker's sharp voice was plainly disapproving.

The brown-bearded man looked down at Emmy. A big grin split that beard in the middle.



"So-you be th' Cap'n'slittle maid, be you? Must have grown asight since hewas last a-seein’ you. Tol' it
as how you was amite younger."

The Cap'n-that was father. For amoment, forgetting Miss Wyker, Emmy burst out with aquestion of her
own.

"Whereishe? Please, did his ship comein? Truly?' There was so much Emmy wanted to say that the
words stuck in her throat unable to push out clearly.

"Emmiline-thisis Mr. Sabridge-manners, |F you please!™

Emmy swallowed and made abob of a curtsey, one eye on Miss Wyker, knowing that she would bein
for ascold when thisvigitor | eft.

"Very pleased to make your acquaintance, Sr," she parroted the phrase which had been drilled into her.
Mr. Salbridge bowed in return. "Wel, now, Miss Emmy, seemslike we should be no strangers. Aint |
heard th' Cap'n talk of you by th' hour? Y our servant, Miss Emmy. It does a man good to see as how
youisdoin well, dl shipshape an' tight dlong the portholes asit were. Y ou probably ain't heard o' me-but
| hasbeen a-sailin’ with th' Cap'n for aright many years now-would be there on board th' Mgjestic yet,
only | had meabit o' redl luck, which gave me a snug purse, an' was minded to come home dong of that
there windfal. They's none o' us as young as we once was an' me, | got someone as has been a-waiting
for meto come homealongishtime.

"Th' Cap'n, he gave me aright hearty good-bye but not afore he asked somethin' o' me an' I'm right
proud that he did that. | wasto see hislittle maid an' bring 'er somethin' aswas give to him by a princess
as heard he had allittle daughter to home. He~ was mighty helpful to her paw an' she was grateful to him
in return, give him somethin' th' which nobody here at home has seen-somethin’ as haslived in apaace
right along of her. Look you here, Miss Emmy, what do you think o' this?"

He knelt awkwardly on one knee to open the basket. For a minute nothing happened. Then there jumped
out of that carrier the oddest animal Emmy had ever seen. It looked like acat, only it was not gray
striped. Rather itsface, legs, and the lower part of its dender back were of abrown asdark as Mr.
Sdbridge's beard, while the rest of it was near the color of the thick cream Mrs. Goode skimmed off the
milk. And its eyes-its eyeswere abright blue!

It stood by the side of the basket, its head dowly moving asit Stared at each of them inturn, Mr.
Sabridge, Miss Wyker, who had drawn back a pace or two and was frowning darkly, and the longest at
Emmy.

"Miss Emmy, this here's Thragun Neklop, that there means Noble Warrior. He's straight out o' th' king's
own paace. They thinksamighty lot o' those like him thereabouts. No one asis common getsto have
these here cats alivin' in their houses. The Cap'n now, he was favored when they said this one might go
to be with hislittle missy back in hisown country. Y es, thishereisavery specid cat-"

The cat opened its mouth and gave a short, sharp cry which was certainly not like the meow which
Emmy expected. Then its head turned so that it looked directly and unblinkingly at Miss Wyker and it
hissed, its earsflattening alittle. Miss Wyker's frown now knotted al her long face together.

Emmy squatted down so that she was nearly face to face with the furred newcomer.

"Thragun Neklop." Shetried to say the strange words carefully. The cat turned its head again, to Sare
boldly & her. Therewasno hissing thistime.

"That there isapower name, Miss Emmy. His paw was guard o' th' king. Them aslivesthere, they do
not take kindly to dogs-that'stheir religion like. But cats, them they train to be their guards. An" mighty
good they be at that, too, if dl th' storiesthey tdl istrue.”

The cat arose and came to Emmy. She put out her hand, not quite daring to lay afinger on that deek
brown head. The cat sniffed her fingers and then bumped his head against her hand.

"Wdll, now, that do beat al. Never saw him do that ‘ceptin’ to the princess when she said good-bye,"
commented Mr. Salbridge. "Maybe he thinks as how you're the princess now. Good that'll be.
Now-servant, Migtress, servant, Miss Emmy." He made ashort bow. "I needs must be gitting along.
Haveto catch th' York stage.”

"Oh," Emmy was on her feet, "please-thank you! And father-is he coming home, too?"

Mr. Salbridge shook his head. "He's got the voyage to make and the Mg estic warn't due to rai se anchor



for maybe two monthswhen | left him. Hell be coming through, jus as soon as he can-"

"It'ssuch along time to wait-" Emmy said. "But, oh, please, Mr. Sdbridge, | do thank you for bringing
Thragun Neklop."

"My pleasure, Miss-" The rest of what he might have said was drowned out by another of those strange
walils. Emmy hurried behind Mr. Salbridge who strode for the door. Miss Wyker made no attempt to see
him away, as she did the doctor when he came caling. Emmy followed with more eager questionswhich
he answered chearfully. Y es, the Cap'n was feding well and doin’ well for hisself, too. An" hewould be
home again before long. Hewasjus glad to be of service.

While he climbed back into therig and drove off down the driveway, Emmy waved vigoroudy. Shewas
sartled by avery harsh piercing cry and sheran back to thelibrary.

Miss Wyker, poker in hand, that deep scowl still on her face, was advancing on Thragun. The cat stood
his ground; now that scream dropped to awarning growl. Hislong dender tail was puffed out to twiceits
usuad sze and his ears were flattened to his skull.

"Dirty animd!" MissWyker'svoice was as angry as Thragun'swar cry. "Get in there, you filthy beest!"
She poked with the iron and Thragun went into a crouch.

"Thragun!" Emmy ran forward, standing between the war ready cat and Miss Wyker.

"Get that foul thing into the basket-at once, do you hear me?"

Emmy had witnessed Miss Wyker's anger a good many times, but never had she made such ascene as
thisbefore.

"Don't hit him!" Emmy caught at the cat. A paw flashed out and drew ared stripe across her hand. But in
Spite of that thelittle girl grabbed him up and put him into the basket. "He wasn't doing any harm!™ she
cried out, braver as she spoke up for Thragun than she had ever been for herself.

In answer Miss Wyker used the poker to flip the lid down on the basket.

"Fagten it!" she ordered, dready heading toward the bell pull on the wall.

Emmy's hands shook. She had aways been afraid of loud angry voices, and lately she jumped at every
sound, especialy when she was never sure when Miss Wyker was going to come up behind her with
some punishment aready in mind. She had done so many thingswrong ever since Great-Aunt Amelie
had taken ill. Emmy never even saw her any more. Nobody seemed to see much of Lady Ashely now.
Miss Wyker was dways there at the bedroom door, to take the trays cook sent up with the specia beef
jdly or anew egg doneto the way Great-Aunt Amelie dways liked them.

Even a night Jennie was not cdled to sit with her. Miss Wyker had atrundle bed moved into the room
and spent her own night hours there. When Jennie or Meggy cameto clean, she was always standing
there watching them. Meggy said, " 'as'ow they was goin' to 'urt th' old lady-as iffen anybody ever
would!"

"Yes, mMm?" Jennie now stood in the half open door.

"Takethis beast out to the stable at once! | do not want to see it about again!”

"No!" Courage which she not been able to summon for herself brought words to Emmy. "Father sent him
to me. He's Thragun Neklop an' aprince! The man said so!™ She caught the handle of the big basket in
both hands and held it astightly as she could.

Miss Wyker, her long face very red, laid the poker across the segt of the nearest chair before taking long
stridesto stand directly over Emmy. Her hand swept up, to come down across Emmy's cheek, the blow
S0 sudden and stinging that the child staggered backward, involuntarily losing her hold on the basket.
Miss Wyker had scolded her many times since the first hour when she had arrived and doffed her helmet
of abonnet to take over rulership of Hob's Green. But until this moment she had never touched Emmy.
"Takethat beast out to the stable," Miss Wyker repested, "and be quick about it. Animas arefilthy, they
have no placein awell-run household. And you," she rounded on Emmy who was standing staring &t her,
one hand pressed to her cheek where those long fingers had left visible marking, "go to your room
ingtantly, you impudent girl! Y ou are wholly sdifish, unbiddable, lazy and ahandful! Poor Lady Ashely
may have been hastened to her bed of illness by your thoughtless impudence! Poor lady, she hashad a
great dedl to burden her these past years but there will be agood many changes made shortly-and your
conduct, Miss, will not be the least of those! Go!"



So sharp and loud was that command that it seemed to sweep Emmy out of the room. She hesitated for
one moment on the foot of the stairsto watch Jennie's gpron strings and the tail of her skirt vanish toward
the end of the hall. The maid had taken the basket. What was going to happen to Thragun Neklop?
Emmy’'stears spilled over the fingers which till nursed the cheek which was beginning to ache as she
went up the stairsdowly, one reluctant foot at atime.

There was astrong smell of horses, but there were other scents which were new. Thragun stretched
himsalf belly down in the basket to look through a spread in the wicker weave which had served him for
some time now as awindow on avery strange and everchanging world. He saw an expanse of stone
paved yard and there was a flutter of pigeons about atrough out of which water was being dopped by a
young man whose shirt deeves wererolled clear to the shoulder. Thragun sniffed-water-never before had
he been kept shut up to receive food and water only at the pleasure of another. However, if thismust be
so for some reason he had not yet discovered, then let those who were to minister to him, aswas
correct, be brought to attention of their duty.

He voiced acdl-cry which in his proper home would have brought at least two maids and perhaps a
serving dave of thefirst rank to answer and make proper gpologetic submission, letting him out of this
strange litter and treating him as Thragun Neklop should be. Was he not second senior of the Princess
Suphorn's own househol d?

The young man turned his head toward the basket. However, he made no attempt to come and act in the
proper fashion. Thistime Thragun gave atruly angry cry to inform this odd looking servant that his
superior wanted full attention to his desires. The young man had filled two buckets with water which
doshed back and forth, wetting the yard stones, as he came. Thragun waited, but the dave made no
attempt to approach. Instead, inside this place smelling of horses, he was starting to pass Thragun's cage
when there was a voice from the general gloom behind.

"Asa, you lunkhead, you messin' with th' Knight agin?* The voice was drowned out then by the shrill
sgued of an aroused tdlion. Then there were whinneys and the sound of horses moving restlessly.
Asamoved out of the cat's Sight even though Thragun turned in the basket and tried to see through
another small opening in the wicker. That was too narrow, even though he had been working on it with
explorative clawsfor severd days.

He heard two voices making odd noises, some of which he recognized. So did the grooms soothe and
tend their chargesin theroya stable. Apparently even in this strange land horses were properly cared for.
If that much was known, why were cats not properly attended?

Heavy footsteps came toward the basket. Thragun waited. There was more than just hunger and thirst to
mark the change in hislife now-there was a strange unpleasant feding. The hair dong his spine and histail
lifted alittle, his earsflattened.

He was Thragun Neklop-Noble Warrior, acknowledged guardian of aprincess. It had been his duty and
his pleasure to patrol palace gardens at night's coming, to make sure that nothing dark or threatening
dared venture there. Had he not in hisfirst year killed one of the serpent ones who had been about to set
fang in the princess hand when she had reached around the rocks to recover her bracelet? Perhaps he
had not sprung on athief to rip open histhroat as had Thai Shan, the mightiest of them all, trusted warrior
for theking. But he knew what must be

"So this'ere'sth’ beastie? That there Wyker's got awicked tongue an' aworse eye, that one! Jennie says
that thiswas brot 'ere specia-for Miss Emmy-present from 'er paw. So do we do what that long-nosed
witch wants, then what do we say when th' Cap'n comes home an' sayswhereiswhat ‘e sent? An' who,
I'm askin', made 'er th' Lady 'ere? M' wageis paid by th' Lady Ashely as'asbeen sincel wassix an'
cameallepin' for m' paw. | takes'er Ladyship'sorders, an' that'sth' tight an' right o' it!"

"She'sgot ‘er athing 'bout cats. Th' moggy to th' kitchen disappeared. 1t showed claw to that onefirst
timeit saw 'er when she came down givin' ordersright an' left to Cook 'erself. Then come two days past
and moggy was gone. Saw 'er a-talkin' to Rog out in th' garden-'im "as no feeling for beasties. But he'ad
‘Im asixpence down to the Armsthat week. An' sixpences don't just grow in that there garden he's
supposed to be a-planting of .



There wasamoment of quiet. Thragun's eyes were hardly more than dits, and with hisears so flat he
looked almost like one of the big carved stone garden snakes on which he used to sun himself inthe old
dayswhen dl waswel with hisworld.

Something deep in him stirred. Once before he had fdlt itslike and that was when he was shedding the
last of hiskitten fur to take on the browning of his mask, tail, and four feet. His mother had gathered up
her family just at twilight one night-there were the three of them, Rannar, his brother, and Su Li, hissigter.
They had followed their mother into afar part of the largest garden. There, trees and vines and full
formed shrubs had grown so closely together there they had formed awall and such aone as only the
most supple of cats could get through. There was something in the heart of that miniature jungle-agray
stone place fashioned asif two of the Naga Serpents had faced one another before awall, with another
piece of wall above which they supported on their heads. They were very old; there was the green of
small growth on their westhered scales.

Mother had sested herself before them, her kittens alittle behind her. Then she had called. The sound she
made was the sort to stiffen one's back fur, made claws ache to be unsheathed. Something appeared
between the serpents, under the roof they supported. Mother had sat in silence. Only they were not
aone, cat and, kittens. Something had surveyed them with cold eyes, and colder thoughts-yet they
remained very gill and did not run even though they al smelled the fear which was a part of this meeting.
That which had come, and which they had never seen clearly, went. With mother, the kittens scrambled
into the freedom of the real garden again. However, from that moment Thragun knew the stench of fear,
and that wrongnesswhich isapart of evil to be ever after sensed by those who had met it. Also, he had
learned the warning which came before battle to those born to be fighters and protectors.

These two who stood over his basket now did not radiate that smell. But that female in the house did.
Thragun knew that it was of her that they spoke now. He had come to this place because his princess
had asked him to do so. She had explained to him that there was a great debt lying on her because the
man from the far country had saved her father. She had learned that this man had a daughter, and now
she wished Thragun to be to that daughter even as he wasto her, anoblewarrior to be ever her shield
and her defense. Knowing that al debts must be paid, Thragun had come, though there were times when
he wished only to St and wail hislondlinessto the world.

The man who had taken him by the princess orders had aways sought him out, if he was near, when
those times came upon Thragun. He had talked to him, stroked him, spoken of his daughter and the old
house where she lived with akinswvoman, waiting for the day when the man's duty would be fully done
and he might return himself to be with them. And Thragun understood-to the man, his daughter was a
treasure precious above anything in the king's paace.

Now what hefelt was that need to be aert before danger, and behind it there was the faint, bitter smell of
evil, dy and cunning evil, which could and did dip through the world like one of the
serpents-which-werenot-Nagas. He was awarrior and this was the enemy's country through which he
must go as slently aswind, as aware as that which hungers greatly. Now he must seem to be as one who
had no daggers on the feet, teeth waiting in hisjaws. With hismouth he shaped acry such asalogt kitten
might give

"Likeasth' beasti€shungry, Raf-"

"No onéstdlin' mewot isan' tisn't right!"

There was a sudden movement and the basket lid siwung up. Thragun sat up, histail top curled properly
over hisfront toes, his unblinking blue eyes regarding the two of them.

The man beside Asawas short and thin and smelled strongly of horse sweat. With hisblack hair and
dark skin helooked amost like one of the stable daves back in the land where things were done
properly. There was none of the evil odor clinging to him, nor to the boy either.

Therewas along drawn noise from the man which was not aword, but plainly an exclamation of
surprises. He squatted down on hishedls, hisface not far above Thragun's own.

"Blue eyes," that wasthe boy. " 'E don't look like any moggy as| ever saw-"

"Sssssisss” Theman held out hishand and dowly, asif he were dedling with one of his horse charges.



"Y ou sure be adifferent one.”

Thragun sniffed at the knuckles of the hand offered him. There were smdlsin plenty, but none were cold
or threstening. He ventured asmall sound deep in histhroat.

"You be agrand one, ben't you! Asa, get yourself over an' speak up to Missus Cobb. She's dready got
ahankerin' for moggysan' shell give you somethin' for thisfine fellow.”

The boy disappeared. Thragun decided to take achance. Moving warily, with an eye continualy on the
man, he jumped out of the basket, il facing the smal man.

"Yis" that dmost was ahissagain. "Y ou ain't no common moggy." His eyebrows drew together ina
frown. "'l thinks as 'ow th' Cap'n, he mustta thought as ‘ow you was right for Miss Emmy-shelikin'
beasties so well. An' th' Cgp'n sureain't goin' to take it cam if you go amissan’. ™

Standing up, the man rubbed his bristly chin. "Troubleis, that ole she-devil up to th' house, she'sdoin' all
th' talkin' these days. We don't git to see our Lady a-tdl-jus tell us, they do-that fine gentlemun o' a
doctor, an' Mr. Crisp, th' agent-that our lady can't be bothered by anythin' now sheis so bad took. An'
Miss Emmy, sheain't got no chancet' say nothin'. Th' Cap'n so far away an' nobody knows when he's
coming back agin. It ain't got agood smell 'bout dl this, that it ain't. So," he leaned back against the wall
of astal, aproud horse head raised over his shoulder to regard Thragun also.

"So0-" the man repeated, one hand raised to scratch between the large bright eyes of the horse, "we ‘as
usathin' as needsthinkin' on. Now wasyou," Thragun congratulated himself that he had indeed found a
very sensible man here, "to git otta that there basket an' disappear-'ow are you goin' to be found-with
these 'ere stables asfull of holesand 'idey placesasabit o' cheese. An' out there-" he waved one hand
toward the open door, "there's agarden an' beyond that, woods-Our lady, she don't dlow no huntin' an’
them two what wants to answer fur her-they ain't changed that-yet. So supposin’, Rog, ‘e comes 'long for
t' seet' you an' he finds that there basket busted open an' you gone--might be 'ed just put somethin'in his
pocket and say as'ow 'edid as'e wastold-"

"Now," the man raised his voice and caught up abroom. He aimed ablow at Thragun-well off target and
yelled, "Git you out, you many critter, we don't want th' likes of you ahangin' 'round, no wayswe don't."
Thragun legped effortlessly to the top of astal partition, but he made no effort to go farther for a
moment. Then he walked leisurely dong that narrow path to a place from which he could jump again, this
timeto across bean. At the same moment Asareturned, asmal bundlein his hand.

"Ralf, what you be about-"

The man rounded on him. "Me? "as been a-chasin’ abeast what 'as no place 'ere. An' don't you forget
thet, lad."

Asalaughed, then darted into the stall where Thragun had made himself comfortable. Flipping open the
handkerchief, Asaturned out achunk of grayish mest, fill dripping from the boiling pan, and awedge of
cheese. He hacked the mest into severa large chunkswith aknife he took from his pocket and crumbled
the cheese, leaving the bounty spread out on the napkin well within reach of Thragun. The cat was
aready licking the meat inquiringly when Asareturned with a cracked cup in which there was weter.
"Couldn’ get milk," he said as he set the cup down. "Missus Cobb, she's mad as a cow wot's lost 'er calf.
Old Pickle-Faceisagiving orders agin. No teafor Miss Emmy 'cause she's been a-askin' for th' cat.
When Pickle-Face tol' her that ‘e was gone for good, she stiffed up an' hit the old besom, then said as
‘'ow her paw would ‘ave th' law on Pickle-Face for gettin' rid o' th' cat. She would not ask pardon, so
she's not to 'ave no vittles 'cept dry bread and water 'til she gits down on her two kneesan' asksfor it."
"I'll be a-thinkin' thet little Missisnagoin' to 'ave so ‘ard of it," Ralf said. Thragun snarled. He had
somehow got another whiff of that evil smell. Though the words these two stable daves used to each
other weretotally foreign, he could pick out thoughtslike little flashes of pictures. Not al the temple and
pal ace fourfooted guards could do that. But to Thragun it had become increasingly easy over the years.
Asakicked at a handful of bedding straw and reached for the broom.

"Meggy, she says as 'ow she 'as heard 'im two nights now-"

Raf stopped, hishand on the latch of the gall, but not yet opening it. His face was suddenly blank. There
was along moment of sllence before he spoke. Thragun raised his head from tearing a alump of mest.
Back in the dusky stdl his eyes shone, not blue, but faintly reddish.



"Missus Cobb, she put out amilk bowl last night,” Asacontinued, his eyes on the floor he was
mechanicaly sweeping.

"Sooo-" Raf swung the latch of the stall up. " She's one as can sometimes see moren' most. M’ granny
waslikethat."

"There'sthem what saysas'E ain't 'ere nor never was."

"Look to th' name o' this place, boy. 'Twas 'issen they say a-fore any folks came 'ere. They also say as
‘'ow 'E bringsluck or fetchesit away. Lord Jeffery, 'im aswos master ‘erein m' granny'stime, ‘e got on
th' wrong side 0' 'im an' never took no good of life after that. Died young o' a broken neck when 'ismare
stepped in arabbit 'ole. But ‘islady, she was from right believin' folks an' they say as how she came
down by candldight an' went to 'isown stonewi' a plate of sugar cakes an' acup o' true cream. Begged
pardon, she did. After that, all wot 'ad been goin' wrong became right agin.”

"That werealong time ago-" said Asa

"Somethingsthereis, boy, wot'll never change. Y ou get arightful part o', th' land an' do your duty, to it
an' them wot knew it afor you, will do right by you. But iffen 'E wasto come, aye, it would be o' atime
likenthis"

Heled the horse into the stable yard and Asafell to cleaning out the stall. Thragun swalowed the last of
thefood. Not that it was what should be served to Thragun Neklop, but these two had done their best.
He washed his whiskers and prepared to explore the stable.

There was agood ded to be examined, sniffed, and stored in memory. Asaand Ralf werein and out on
various tasks for the comfort of three horses.

It was very |late afternoon before aman camein, Asawith him. He was grinning, wiping hishandson his
stained and patched breeches. Thragun'slip curled, but he made no noise. Thiswas evil again-though not
as cold and deadly asthat he had met when he had confronted that black Khon in the house.

The basket in which he had arrived still sat there, but Asahad dealt with it earlier. Therewas abreak in
the bamboo frame door leaving jagged ends pointing outward. Thragun was critica of thework. If he
had done that, he would have made a neater job of it.

"Us came back," Asawas saying, "an' thar' it was. Th' beast 'e made his own way out.”

The other young man spat. "Think you'd better ‘ave a better story when th' Missus asks.”

Asashrugged. "We ain't been 'ired, me an' Ralf, to take care o' anythin' 'cept th' 'osses. An' Ralf, 'eain't
really got anythin' to watch 'cept Black Knight. She can't come a-botherin’ a us nohow. Why tdll ‘er? Th'
beast'sgone, ain't it?"

"An' wot iffen'e comes back?' demanded the other.

"Then you gits'im, don't you. Ain't | seen you throw that there sticker 0" yourn quicker than Ned Parzon
can shoot-take th' 'ead offen a'en that way ?"

"Maybe s0." The other kicked the basket, sending it against thewall. ™Y ou keep your own mouth shut,
doyou 'ear?'

"| 'ear, Rog, you amakin' noise enough to fright m' 'osses.” Ralf srodein. "You ain't got noright in ‘ere
an' you knowsit. Now git!"

The younger man scowled and tramped out of the stable. Asaand Raf stood looking after him.

"That's another who don't ‘ave no place 'ere. Were th' Lady 'ersdlf, sheld seethat in aflick o' a'ossestail
an' 'ave'im out on th' road with afleain ‘isear, shewould. Asa," helooked straight at the boy, "I ain't
alikin' wot's goin' on over there-" he nodded toward the house. " She an' that lardy doctor ‘ave been
puttin' ‘eads together again. Jennie says as'ow she wastdlin' the doctor something about Miss Emmy
being 'ard to manage 'cause she ain't thinkin' sraight. They don't know as Jenniewasin the little room
offen th' hall when they wastakin' together. Little Miss-that ain't no one aswould take her part wasthey
tryin' to get 'er shut up or somethin’. The old crow she's dways smarmy and soft tongued when any of the
Lady'sfriends come askin'. Oh," heraised hisvoice into high squeaking note, "Lady Ashely, shesno
better, poor dear. | fear we 'ont see her long. Miss Emmy, oh, th' little dear is so sad fedin’. Sheistoo
sad for achild. We cannot get her comforted- Now that there | ‘eard when Mrs. Bateman came
acdling. Told Mrs. Bateman as how Miss Emmy couldn't go to no picnic ‘cause she was so worrit about
her aunt. Miss Emmy was up in 'er room were Pickle-Face 'ad sent her to be ashamed of herself because



shetried to dip in an' see her aunt that very morning.”

"Seems asiffen someone should know-" Asasaid.

"Who? Supposin' even Missus Cobb were to get hersalf over to th' Bateman place an' try to tell
themwhat ‘as sheredly got to tell? An' Pickle-Face would say as'ow sheisalyin-makeit stick, too.
Therean't any way as| can see that we can help.”

"Tantright!" exploded Asa

"Boy, therésagood lot what ain't right in this 'ere world an' not much as can be doneto clean it up
neither. Come on, we've got to seeto that tack.”

Thragun'swdll cultivated guard sense might have been confused by the Strange language that these daves
used, but he thought he could fit part of it dl together. Thelittle princess to whom HI'S princess had sent
him on his honorable task of protection was under threst from that Khon of full evil. She was now a
prisoner somewhere in the house. With aknowledgeable eye he measured the shadowsin the stable
yard. Therewas atime of dark fast on itsway and dark aided both the evildoer and the guard. Hiskind,
for many lives, had patroled palaces, searched gardens, and knew their own ways of taking care. This
was anew place and he knew very little about it. The time was ready not only for him to learn but to be
about what was perhaps more important, defending his princess. Thragun's jaws opened upon a
soundless snarl and his curved and very sharp claws came momentarily out of the fur screening on his
toes.

Emmy huddled behind the curtain., both hands pressed againgt the smal panes of the window as she
looked down to the terrace. Rog went clumping by, and she scrunched hersdlf into as smal aspace as
possible. Of course, hewas not looking in this direction, and, anyway, he waswell below her, but she
awaysfdt afraid of Rog. Twice he had come out suddenly from dark placesin the garden and stood
grinning and laughing at her. Also MissWyker liked him. He did errands for her. Emmy had seen him
take notes and go out the other way-not passing where anyone could see him unless that one was
specidly watching. He padded heavy-footed a ong now and it was near dark. Maybe he was just going
back to the hut where he lived-a nasty, evil-smelling place. But the worst of it was those nails hammered
into the wal on which hung little bodies, some furred and some feathered-birds and aweasd, and-Emmy
rubbed both her wet eyes with her hands.

Her eyes hurt because she had been crying. Shetried to see even the edge of the drive to the stable.
What had happened out there to Thragun Neklop? Somehow now she thought al alie, he must be
somewhere. She had her own plan, but it might be hours and hours yet before it would be dark enough
for her to put it to the test. With her tear-sticky hands she tried again with al her strength to push out one
sde of the divided panes of the window. Tendrils of ivy waved in the breeze back and forth, but there
was no wind enough to make a difference, Emmy thought. Thiswas an idea she had had for sametime
and she now had avery good reason to try it.

A door away down the hall Jennie tapped, her other hand supporting atray with aporringer onit. The
nutmeg smell wasfaint, but she could smell it even though the lid was on the smal slver bowl to keepits
contents warm. Cook had made this specia-a smooth, light custard that she said even a newborn babe
could take without any hurt. Jennie gave adight start and |ooked back over her shoulder. Old houses
had many strange noisesin the night time. But this evening--She drew a deep breath. HIM- That patter
sound dl theway up the stairs behind her-like to scare her into faling or take her death from it. She
knocked again and with more force.

The door opened so suddenly that she might have skidded right in had she not caught hersdif.

"What do you mean? All this clamor when sheisadeep! Y ou stupid, clumsy girl!" MissWyker'svoice
was like the hiss of a snake and Jennie cringed. Somehow she got the tray and the porringer between
them.

"Please, Cook did think as'ow the poor lady might find thistasty. She used to be quite fond of it-jus
good milk, and eggs from the brown ‘en as "as the best and biggest ever-"

With asnap Miss Wyker had the tray out of her hands and was thrusting before her asif to push Jennie
out of theroom.



"Cook isimpertinent,” Miss Wyker scowled, enough, as Jennie said later, to make the flesh fair cregp on
your boneslike. "Lady Ashdy'sfood must be carefully selected to match the diet Dr. Riggs has planned.
Get back to the kitchen and don't let me see you above the backstairs again or it will be the worse for
you." Jennie had backed well into the hall. Now the door was dammed and she quite clearly heard the
sound of akey turning in the lock.

For amoment she just stood there and then she gave aquick turn of the head-facing down the hal. Her
own face puckered and she put the knuckles of one hand up to cover her mouth as she turned and
ran-ran asfar and asfast as she could, to get away from that thin high shriek which seemed somehow to
echo in her head morethanin her ears.

Him! With him loose what could abody expect but trouble? Bad trouble. Sheld give notice, that she
would! There was no one who was going to make her stay here. Her heavy shoes clattered on the
uncarpeted backstairs as she sought the kitchen three stories below.

Emmy got to her feet. She had been down on hea knees trying to see through the keyhole. These past
weeks she had used every method she could to learn things. How long had it been since she had actualy
seen Great-Aunt Amelie? Three-maybe four weeks., and then she had only gotten a short peek at her
through the door before Miss Wyker had come up and pulled her away, her fingers pinching Emmy
sharply to propd the girl toward her bedroom where she had aso been locked in. That was another night
Emmy might not have had any supper, but Jennie had crept up after dark to bring her some of Cook's
sugary roll, and asmdl plum tart. Emmy had discovered some nights ago thet, whether she was being
openly punished or not, she was dways locked in at night. That was when shefirst began to explore
outside the window. She had awakened from avery queer dream.

Emmy had never remembered any other dream so well. This one was different. It made her go all
shivery, and yet not so fearful that she was afraid to try what she had done in her dream. Of course, then
there had been someone with her-though she never redly saw who it was-just knew that the-unseen had
watched her with gpprova and that had made her fed better.

Now she stood in the middle of the room and unfastened the buttons of her dress, shrugging it off, so that
itsfull skirt lay in acircle around her. Next came her two petticoats. Gathering up al these, she threw
them in an untidy bundle on the bed. Then, stopping to think, she gathered them up to roll into athick
armload which she shoved under the covers, pulling the pillow around so it just might look like a deeper
spent from crying.

Emmy hersdlf was through crying. She went to the bottom drawer of the bureau and opened it. There
was her mother's beautiful shawl which she brought home from Indiawhen she had come with Emmy to
Great-Aunt Amelie's. There were other things mother brought, too, and Emmy jerked out a package
from the very bottom, struggling to pull it open. Then shewaslooking a what had belonged to her
brother she had never seen-to remember. He had died in India, that was why mother brought her here as
the bad seasons did make so many die.

For only amoment she hesitated. Mother had kept this suit as one of her treasures. What would she
think of Emmy wearing it? No, she would understand! It was important, Emmy did not know how she
was sure of that, no one had told her-unless it was the person in her dream whom she had never seen.
She pulled on the trousers, and pushed her chemise into the top of them. They were alittle too big and
ghe had to tie them on with a hair ribbon.

So readied, she returned to the window. It was dark enough now, of that she was sure. She climbed on
the sill and dipped through, her feet finding the ledge which ran aong thewall just below the windows.
Taking the best grip she could on the ivy, Emmy began to edge adong that narrow footway.

Thragun dipped like a shadow from one bit of cover to the next. There were lightsin some windows and
now and then he heard voices. The daves were gathered in the largest room aong thewall. He heard
their coarse, rough voices. But he was more intent upon the fact that the walls before him appeared to be
covered with agrowth of vines. Of course, they were not the thick, properly stemmed oneswhich
provided such excellent highways in the palace and temple gardens. However, he would test just what



good footholds they had to offer. There were strange smdllsin plenty, but he was not to be turned away
from hisfirm purpose now.

Cook stood with both red hands planted firm upon the much scrubbed table, looking across the board at
Jennie. Her face was as red as her hands and she made it quite plain just what she was thinking.

"M’ lady egtin' only what that puffed pigeon of adoctor tells'er, isthat it?1 say it loud and clear, that
wry-faced Madam who thinksto cut 'ersalf asnug place ‘ereisgoin' to find out that she ain't the mistress.
No sheant!"

"An' just ‘ow, Missus, isyou goin' to git 'er to listen to you?' Ralf emptied his beer mug and thudded it
down on thetable.

For along moment there was no answer. Suddenly Mrs. Cobb straightened up, her weight making her
look someone to be taken serioudy. She reached out her hand and drew closer abasin of thick brown
crockery. Then she turned, without answering the question, and hefted ajug of the same heavy
earthenware. From that she poured a stream of milk into the bowl. The milk was so rich and thick one
could amost seeflakes of butter svimminginit, striving to be free.

The bowl shefilled carefully within aninch of the top, then she put down the jug, and, from under the vast
sweep of her gpron, she brought out a bunch of jingling keys.

Raf'seyebrowsdid up. "Th' keys?'Ow ever did that Madam let 'em git outta'er ‘ands, now?"
Cook'slips curled but in a sneer not asmile. "Oh, she got our lady's bunch to rattle alittle song with, may
that which waits at water medder git ‘er for that! But m'lady, she saw long ago as'ow it was not ‘andy for
meto go runnin’ to ask for this store and that when | was a-cookin'. Nor was she ever one as begrudged
mewhat | 'ad to 'ave. So I've had m' own keys these five years now."

"An' what are you goin' to do wi' that?" Ralf pointed to the bowl.

"Ralf Sommers, you ain't asbig of aninny that you ,asto ask that now, are you? This'ere,”" shelooked
around her, "be Hob's Green. An' it didn't get that name for nothin'."

Rdf frowned. "'IM?Youisgoin' to ded with 'im?’

Mrs. Cobb looked down &t the bowl asif for amoment uncertain, and then, her mouth firmed, her chin
sguared. "l be a-doin' nothin' that ain't been done before under this 'ere roof and on this land!™

She walked past Ralf out of the kitchen and down the passage which led to those very dark descending
darsto the vast network of cdlarswhich no one, evenin the daytime, willingly visited or if one must go,
it would be hurried, lantern in hand and looking dl whichways asonedid it.

At the top of the airs there was another door in the wall, opening into the kitchen garden though no one
now used that. Mrs. Cobb placed the bowl carefully on the floor. Selecting akey, sheforced it into the
doorlock and shoved it open a hand's breadth.

She drew back. The way was dark, so much so that she could hardly see the bowl. She cleared her
throat and then she recited, as one who draws every word out of some deep closet of memory:

"Hob's Hole-Hob's own.

From th' roasting to th' bone.

Them as sees, shall not 1ook.

Them'sishblind, they'll be shook.

Sweep it up an’ sweep it down

Hob shdl dlear it dl around.

So motethisbe."

Mrs. Cobb turned with surprising speed for such a heavy woman and swept with awhirl of her wide
skirts down the passage until she could bang the kitchen door behind her.

Thragun stayed where he was crouched, watching through the dit of the door she had opened. He sniffed
delicately. That which wasin the bowl attracted him. Squeezing through the narrow door opening, the cat
looked up and down the narrow stone paved way. He sniffed in each direction and listened. Now he was
insde the house again and no one had seen him. He smelled the contents of the bowl, ventured alap or
two, and then settled down to drink hisfill.

He jumped, squaled, and turned dl in dmost one movement. The painful thud on his haunch was not to



be forgiven. Thragun crouched, reading himsdlf for aspring.

Crouching dmost aslow, and certainly as angrily as he himself was, a gray-brown creature humped right
insde the door. Thragun snarled, and then growled. In spite of the heavy gloom of the passage his night
sght was clear enough to show him exactly what had so impudently attacked him by driving a pointed
foot into his back.

Thragun growled again. Hisright front paw moved lightning quick to pay for that blow with rakeing
claws. But the paw passed through the creature's arm and shoulder. Its body certainly looked thick and
real enough but what he struck at might only be a shadow.

He straightening up. Thewada! So this new place had such shadow walkers and mischief makersas he
had been warned about since kittenhood-though he had certainly never seen one himself before.
"A-gtedin' o' Hob's own bowl, be ye?' The creature straightened up aso. It looked like aman but it was
very smdl, hardly taller than Thragun. Its body wasfat and round, but the legs and arms were nearly stick
thin, and it was covered completely with graybrown wrappings. Only awizened face, with ugly squarish
mouth and small green eyes like pinheads on either side of along sharp pointed nose (like the beak of
some rapacious bird) were uncovered. However, the skin was so dark it might have been part of that
tight dothing.

"Thisbe Hob's place!™ Thewords bit a Thragun. "Fergit that, you night walker, and Hob'll seeyou into a
toad, so hewill!" He ssamped one long thin foot on the floor, followed by the other in an angry dance.
Now he pointed histwo forefingers at the cat and began to mouth strange words which Thragun could
not understand.

Thewada could be mischievous and irritating, Thragun had heard, but for the most part they were lacking
in power to do any serious harm. He yawned to show that he was not in the least impressed by the
other's show of temper.

"l be Hob!" the dancer screeched. "Thisbe my place, thisl" Once more he was stamping hard enough to
st hisbal body bouncing.

"I am Thragun Neklop-guard of the princess," returned Thragun with quiet dignity. "Y ou are athewada
and you have no place near the princess-"

Hob's face was no longer brown-gray like his clothes, rather it had turned a dusky color, and if hetried
to mouth words they were swallowed up by avoice which wanted more to screech.

"The bowl isyours,” Thragun continued. "l ask pardon for samplingit. It isagood drink," he continued as
if they were on the best of politeterms. "What isit called?"

His attitude seemed to bewilder Hob. The creature halted his jumping dance and thrust his head forward
asif toad hissmdl eyesin examining thisfurred one who was not afraid of him asdl proper inhabitants
of this house should be.

"It be cream-cream for Hob!" He shuffled alittle to one side so he was now between Thragun and the
bowl. "Cream they giveswhen they cals. An' truly it istime for Hob to come-there be black evil inthis
housa!"

Thragun stood up, hislash of atall moved from side to sde and his earsflattened alittle.

"Thewada, you are speaking true. Evil have | smélled, ever since | have comeinto thisplace. And I-I am
the guard for the princess—-What do you know of thisevil and where doesit lie?'

Hob had grabbed up the bowl in histwo hands and thrown back his head so far on his shouldersthat it
seemed to beliketo roll off. He opened a mouth which seemed aswide as haf hisface and was pouring
the cream steadily into that opening.

"Where," asked the cat again, impatient, "isthat evil? | must see it does not come near to thelittle onel
have been sent to guard.”

Hob swallowed for the last time, smeared the back of his hand across his mouth and smacked histhin
lips. Then he pointed to the celling over their heads.

"Aloft now, so it be. She has a black heart, she has, and a heavy hand, that one. What she wants," his
scowl began growing heavier as he spoke, "isHob's house. An' sorewill that one be iffen she getsit! |
say that, and | be Hob, Hob!" Once more he stamped on the stone.

"If this placeisyours, why do you let that one take it?' Thragun asked. He was staring up at the celling,



busy'thinking how he might get out of here and up aoft asthethewada sadit.

"Sheworks black evil," Hob said dowly. "But the law iswith her-"

"What isLaw?" asked Thragunin return. "It isthewill of theking. Ishe oneto sharethisevil?'

Hob shook his head. "Mighty queer have you got it in your head. The Law isof uswho have the old
magic. Only it will do no harm to that one because she does not believe. There, are them who lived here
long ago and now walk the hallsand sirive to set fear in her. But until she believes we can no' drive her
out. Tisthe law-"

"Itisnot my Law-l have only one duty and that isto guard. And guard | will!" Without another look at
Hob, Thragun went into action, flashing awvay down the hall.

Emmy'sfingers were pinched and scraped from the holds she kept on the ivy and she dared not look
down, nor back, only to the wall before her as she crept foot width by foot width aong the ledge.

She shrank againgt the wall and hardly dared draw a breath. There was a sound from the next window.
The casements banged back against the wall. Then she heard Miss Wyker's voice:

"MissEmmy, my lady? Alas, | fear that you must be sadly disgppointed in her. Sheisimpudent and
unfeeling. Why, she has never asked to see you nor how you did.”

Emmy began to fed hot in spite of the very cool breeze which rustled the vines around her. Miss Wyker
wastelling lies about her to Great-Aunt!

"Now, my lady, do you rest abit and | shall be back presently with the night draught Dr. Riggs has
prescribed.”

There came an answer, so weak and thin, Emmy could hardly hesr it.

"Not tonight, Miss Wyker. | awayswake so weak and with an aching head. | felt much better before |
began to take that-"

"Now, now, m'lady. The doctor knows best what to gve you. Y ou'll be yoursdlf again shortly. | shall be
back assoon as | can.”

There came the sound of adoor closing and Emmy moved, daring to edge faster. Then shewas at the
open casement to claw and pull her way into the room. There were two candles burning m asmdl table
near the door, but the rest of the room was very gloomy.

"Who-who isthere?' Great-Aunt's voice, sounding thin and shivery, came out of al the shadows around
the big curtained bed.

"Please," Emmy crossed the end of the room to pick up one of the candles. Going closer to the bed she
held it out so she could see Great-Aunt resting back on some pillows, dl her pretty white hair hidden
away under anight cap, so just thin white face was showing.

The anger which had brought Emmy so swiftly into the room broke free now. "Please, Miss Wyker told
you alie. | did want to see you and | asked and asked, but she said you did not want to be
disturbed-that | wastoo noisy and cardless- But it wasalie!™

"Emmy, child, | have wanted to see you, too. Very much- But how did you get here? Surely you did not
come through the window."

"I had to," Emmy confessed. "She locked me in my room. And she locks your door, too. See," she
crossed the room and tried to open the hall door, but, as she expected, she could not. Turning back to
the bed, her eyes caught sight of the tray Jennie had brought with Cook's custard oniit.

"Didn't you want this?" Shetook the tray in one hand and the candle in the other. "Cook make it
specia-out of the best cream and eggs. She said you dways liked it when you were not feeling well
before.”

"Cugtard? But, of course, | like Cook's custard. Let me haveit, Emmy. Then you st down and tell me
about dl thislocking of doors and my not wanting to see you."

Lady Ashdly ate the custard hungrily, while Emmy's wards came pouring out about al the things that had
been happening in Hob's Green which she could not understand, ending with the story of how Thragun
Neklop had come that very day and how Miss Wyker had acted.

"And father sent him to me-heisagift from aprincess, ared princess. Jennietook him away and | don't
know what has happened to him!!" One tear and then another cut into the dust of the vineswhich had



settled on Emmy's round face.

"Emmy, child, can you hep mewith these pillows, | want to sit up-"

Emmy hurried to pull the pillows together and make aback rest for Great-Aunt.

"Emmy, has Mr. Adkins been herelately?' Emmy was disappointed that Lady Ashely had not mentioned
Thragun, but she answered quickly. "He has come three times. But always Miss Wyker said you were
adeep, or it wasaday you were feding poorly, and he went away again.”

Mr. Adkinswas the vicar and Emmy was somewhat shy of him, hewas so tdl, and he did not smile very
much.

"S0." Great-Aunt's voice sounded alot stronger. Emmy, without being told, took the empty bowl oniits
tray and set it on the chest under the window. "1 do not understand, but we must begin to learn-"

"But,” Emmy dared to interrupt, "what about Thragun? Jennie said Rog took Cook's kitty away and it
never came back."

"Y es, we shal most certainly find out about Thragun and agreat many other things, Emmy. Go to my
desk over there and find my |etter case and pen and inkbring them here.”

However, when Lady Ashely tried to write, her hand trembled and shook and she had to go very dowly.
Once she looked up at Emmy and said, " Child, see that brown bottle over on the mantelpiece? | want
you to take that and hide it-perhaps in the big bandbox in the cupboard at the back.”

It was when Emmy was returning from that errand that they heard the key turnin the lock. Lady Ashdy
forced her hand to hold steady for two more words. Then she folded it and wrote Mr. Adkins name on
thefold. Without being told, Emmy seized the | etter case with its paper and two pens, one now dribbling
ink across the edge of apillow, and thrust it under the bed, stoppering the small inkwell and sending it
after it. Lady Ashdly pushed the note toward Emmy and the girl snatched it to tuck into the front of the
dusty and torn breeches.

The door opened and Miss Wyker stood there, alighted candle in her hand. She held that high so that
the light reached the bed.

"M'lady," she hissed, "what have you been about? What-"

Thelight now caught Emmy, and Miss Wyker stopped short. Her face was very white and her eyeswere
hard and glittered.

"You crud child! What are you doing here! Shameful, shameful!" Her voice ragped as she put down the
candle to bear down on Emmy. She caught one straggling lock of the child's hair and jerked her toward
the door. "Be sure you will suffer for thigl”

"| think not, Miss Wyker." Lady Ashely did not speek very loudly, but somehow the words cut through.
Miss Wyker, in the process of dragging Emmy to the door, looked around, but her expression did not
change.

"M'lady, you are takeniill again. Thiscrue child has upset you. Be sure she will be punished for it-"
"Andif | say no?'

"But, mlady, dl know that you are very ill and that you sometimes wander in your wits. Dr. Riggs himsdlf
has commented upon how mazed you are a times. Y ou will take his medicine and go peacefully to deep,
and when you wake thiswill al beadream. Y es, m'lady, you will be very well looked after, | assure
you."

Emmy tried to hold onto a bedpost and then to the back of a chair, but pain from the tugging at her hair
made her let go. Great-Aunt was looking at Miss Wyker asif some horrid monster were there. She
pressed her fingersto her mouth and Emmy could see that she was frightened, redlly frightened.

The door to the bedroom was thrown open with acrash and Emmy jerked out into the hall.

"You," Miss Wyker shook her, transferring her hold on Emmy's hair, to bury her fingersintheflesh on
the child's shoulders, shaking her back and forth, until Emmy went limp and helplessin her hands. "Down
inthe cdlar for you, my girl. The beetlesand ratswill give you something elseto think about! Come!™
Now her fingers sank into the nape of Emmy's neck and she was urged forward at arunning pace.

They reached the top of the narrow back staircase the servants used. Up that shot a streak of dark and
light fur. It flashed past Emmy. MissWyker let go of the child and tried vainly to pull loose from what
seemed to be aclutch on her back skirts. Unable to free herself, shetried to turn farther about to see



what held her s0. Something small and dark crouched there.

Then came a battle scream, answered by acry of fear from Miss Wyker. Now her hands best the air,
trying to reach the demon who clung with punishing clawsto her back. She screamed in terror and
torment as a paw reached around from behind her head and used claws on awhite face which speedily
spouted red.

Miss Wyker whedled about again, fighting to get her hands on the cat. Then she tottered as that shadow
hunched before her now at her feet struck out in turn. The woman plunged sidewise with alast cry.
Thragun flew through the air in the opposite direction, landing on the hdl floor not far from Emmy who
had crowded back against thewall, unable even to make the smallest sound.

The cat padded toward her, uttering smdl cries asif he weretalking. That candle which had falen from
Miss Wyker's hand rolled, still dight, down to the stair landing below. Miss Wyker lay there very ill.
But there was something e se, too, something dancing by the side of her body and uttering ahigh thin
whistling sound. Only for aminute had Emmy seen that and then it was gone. Thragun was rubbing back
and forth againgt her legs, purring loudly. Emmy stooped and caught him tight.

Though thiswas hardly adignified thank you, Noble Warrior alowed it. After dl, was he not aguard and
onewho had done his duty nobly and well, even if askirt-jerking thewada had had something to do with
it? HIS princess was safe and that was what counted.



? Bagtet'SBlessng
by Elizabeth Ann Scarborough

In memory of Shuitle,
trusty companion,
professond hunter,
dedicated sunbather and
excavator of cat boxes.

His coat was the tan of desert dunes, ornamented with bands shaded from pale amber to gold around his
legsand tail and outlining his great peridot eyeswith atiger's mask. When he moved, it was asif the
gphinx had risen to its massve pawsto stalk the paths of men. Thelength of histail and the height of his
ears bespoke more than common lineage.

When he roared, unfortunately, it tended to come out as arasping maoao noise, in keeping with hissize,
but one had to be pragmatic. Probably he would never have been able to find good help if heroared
when he wanted in, roared when he wanted out, roared when he wished a change in his menu or wanted
hisbox changed.

And truthfully, roaring would have misrepresented him, for he was agentle, scholarly creature, of quiet
dignity and poise. Or so he believed, and so hetold Dr. Mercer the morning he made her acquaintance.
She found him in reduced circumstances, incarcerated in awire pen.

"Poor cat," she said, knedling so that her eyeswere on aleve with his. Whether it was because her eyes
wereintelligent and kindly that he decided she would be suitable, or because she had the good senseto
knedl in his presence, he was unsure. But he rose to a seated position, hisfront half erect while his back
half supported it. Hisunusudly long tail flicked up and down dightly to indicate that he required her
atention. "Madam, please disregard my present habitation. | was evicted from my former lodgings
because of xenophobic tendencies toward my species on the part of Miss Rosamund's new patron. Do
not distress yoursdf on my behdf, however. The arrangement was never truly to my liking. Miss
Rosamund, in addition to housing my mother and siblings, kept five others of my speciesand | ana
creature who prefers adegree of privacy and solitude.”

Heforbore to mention that he dso liked digging, which waswhy he done of dl of Miss Rosamund's
boarders had been ignominioudly evicted on the patent legther toe of the patron's shoe.

Dr. Mercer did not pry. Shejingled afew coinsin asmal purse and selected onefor thejailer. "I'm
taking thiscat.”

Thejailer did not argue. The vivisectionists did not pay aswell. And Dr. Mercer carried hersdf with
authority.

Her confidence did not come from being an immacul ate housekeeper. She was the despair of her
twice-weekly cleaning woman. The gppointments were nice enough. The rugswere old, rich with exotic
patterning and ruddy color. Deep-leather-uphol stered chairs squatted around the flat in sufficient
profusion that they should have provided adequate seating for a Sunday tea. A carved cherry desk with
clawed feet took up haf the parlor. The bedroom was dominated by the velvet canopied bed but also
held afainting couch, dressing table, and wardrobe. The dining table was afine old piece, too, inherited,
liketherest, from Dr. Mercer'sfather's estate. The vast wanut bookshelves that lined the walls with
heavy old volumesin cloth and leather covers had belonged to the estate, too. If the books had stayed on
those shelves, the cleaning woman would have been happy. But they dripped acrossthe dressing table,
spilled onto the sofa, flowed onto the fainting couch, cascaded onto the chairs, burdened the bed, and al
but drowned the dining table. Piled among the pillars of books were reams of papers, dissertations,
notes, graphs, illustrations, and bits of other detritus, pieces of pots and scraps of ancient cloth. The
decor, the cat decided upon inspection, suited him nicely.

When Dr. Mercer brought him home, shefirgt filled an old clay dish with water and another with canned
fish and placed it on the floor for his approva. For some reason, she put an old pillow near the dishes,



beside the coal cookstove. Then she scooted a year'sworth of research literature to one side and sat on
the couch, watching and waiting for the cat's verdict. He sniffed the fish, sniffed the water, sniffed the
pillow, then paced the perimeters of his new domain.

Papers did under his paws, the musty smell of old ink and atinge of green mold filled hisnogtrils, and his
clawsflicked across the linoleum and across the hardwood, until he padded onto carpet and clicked
back again, back and forth from the parlor to the bedroom to the kitchen. Then he legped lightly onto the
desk, the bed, the sofa, and the chairs, feding knowledge, wisdom, information, and also vast amounts of
ignorance and misunderstanding push againgt his pads.

Dr. Mercer observed his survey with amused tolerance, the samefedling her flat aroused in him. "Y ou're
quite the pacer, aren't you? To and fro, to and fro, like aweaver's shuttlecock. Very well, then, Shuttleit
Is"

Perched high atop atrembling tower of tomes on ancient Egyptian archaeology, the cat regarded her
thoughtfully for amoment, then blinked his gpproval.

Miss Rosamund had never caled him anything except "cat." His other name had been long forgotten,
even by him. " Shuttl€" would do.

In ashort time Shuttle and Dr. Mercer devel oped a congenid relationship, based on mutual respect and
interests.

During the wet, windy dayswhen Dr. Mercer ventured into the gray world beyond their snug flat to reach
her classes and practice her profession, Shuttle drowsed on the books, soaking up images of
sun-warmed sand, tall fronded trees, and the heavy green Nile snaking through the dusty tombs of kings
and queens, the ancient buria grounds where mummies|lay dry as autumn leaves, withered in their
wrappings and desiccated until their own cats would not have known their smell.

Helearned of the classification of pottery shards by period and design, theintricacies of hieroglyphics,
the blueprints of tombs, the interesting things canopic jars held, and about the ka or soul.

Dr. Mercer was cooperative in broadening his education. About the time he had napped on the top book
of every pilein the house, she would come home with some new problem and awhole new layer of
knowledge would be shuffled to the top.

Thus Shuttle's educeation as an Egyptologist, ranging over a period of months, was thorough and
comprehengveif not especidly chronologica.

Not al their time was spent in study. On occasion, colleagues or students would stop by, and long
discussions and arguments would ensue while they drank sherry and catnip tea. Shuttleliked to liedong
the top of the couch, basking under the reading light, pretending it was the hot sun of Thebes. He
stretched so the warmth could penetrate hisfur, until his body extended the length of the cushion, histall
tickling Dr. Mercer's neck. He added occasional comments, but even human beingsintelligent enough to
read heiroglyphics wereignorant of hislanguage, though Dr. Mercer, being his persona protegee,
understood more than most.

Hefdt asif he had known her since he was a kitten, and longer, so well suited were they and so
comfortable together.

At any rate, he grew very attached to her, and when she first came home, he would seat himsdlf on her
lap and dlow her to warm her handsin hisfur and at night he would first curl next to her head to lull her
to deep with his purr, then liefor mutua warmth near her feet. She was very considerate and moved
carefully, even in her deep, never thrashing about as Miss Rosamund had done. Once she was quite
adeep, he would often proceed with his own research, mapping out excavationsin the sand in his
commaode, or lying on the booksin the windowsilI, to gaze across the rooftops at the thrashing seaand
watch the wind scatter clouds across the moon's wan eye.

Dr. Mercer, even while degp in her studies, would rub hisears or tweak histail affectionately ashe
passed her chair. Sometimes when he lay near her book, she would seek out his fur with her fingers or
read him passages and then argue with him asif she expected him to concur with her opinion. He usudly
did. Shewas unusudly bright.

And then spring, aseason he dways anticipated with relish, betrayed him. Dr. Mercer pulled odd
smelling receptacles from the closat and began packing heavy, functiona clothing he had never seen



before, thingsin desert colors, and ahat. She never wore hats. He sat on the cases and watched with
avid interest for awhile. He thought the cases smelled something like the books. Like Egypt. The dust
was old dust, sand and mummies, heimagined.

One day she snapped the clasps shut and bent down and picked him up, so that hisface was so closeto
hers his breath clouded her spectacles. " Sorry, old dear, but duty calls. Monica Thomas will be hereto
seetoyou. You'll remember Monica. | believe you liked her." Nonsense. He barely knew the girl
athough hewas, of course, politeto al of their guests. "I'll missyou, but if | took you dong you'd haveto
undergo quarantine back here, dl that sort of thing, and you'd hate that. | will think of you often. I'll be
digging outside Bubastis. Y ou'd approve of Bubastis. Sensible people. Thought cats were divine.”

And then she was gone and M onica Thomas came. Monica Thomas did not redly carefor cats as much
as she cared for the professor'slovely flat far from the dormitory, where she could study Shuttle'sand
Dr. Mercer'sbooks at her leisure and, more often, entertain in private. She put al the books back on the
shelves and screeched at Shuttle when he sat on the tables or touched his claws, even in thoughtful
kneading, to the upholstery. She shut him out of the bedroom many nights, away from the window.
Sometimes she would condescend to pat him, but she didiked getting hishairs on her clothing. Shelet his
food get stale or, worse, sometimes forgot to set it out.

At first hewas patient, for what istime to abeing with nine lives? But by the second round of the moon,
he felt Egypt through the pattern in the rug, through the polished hardwood; he fdt it through his claws
and bones and in thefighting hairs of hisback and tail and in the sengitive places where hiswhiskers
touched the world around him. And he knew. All was not well in Egypt.

Monicadid not agree. She camein brandishing aletter from Dr. Mercer, chirping to Shuttle that his
mommy had said hi. When she went to bed that night, Shuttle hopped upon the desk and sniffed the
letter. Her scent was on the paper, sdlty and faint but distinctive. Helay upon it, warming his somach
with it and absorbing the message. If he were human, he would have been reassured. "We have made a
find. Of coursg, it'stoo early to know quite how important it will be, but aready we have located the
entrance to the tomb and the shrine. Unfortunately, work has dowed down as our fellahin have deserted
us. Some complaints about odd noises a night. Negotiations are in progress, however."

What she said was not as significant as her scent and that of the paper. It carried danger, wrongness.
Shuittle scratched at the bedroom door and tried to explain to Monicathat he needed to look out the
window, to seeiif he could see Egypt, to divine the nature of the problem. She threw ahouse dipper
againg the door, but in the morning fed him fresh food and chucked him under the chin asif hewerea
mewling kitten. "Don't cry, chum. Shelll be back in afew months."

Months! He should have inssted on accompanying her.

He spent the day staring at the sea, leaving it only to return, his claws clicking back and forth on the floor.
He scratched at the sill and at the door. He had to get to Egypt. But it was no use. He was locked in. At
last, exhausted, he fell adeep on the desk, on the letter and the book whose place M onica had marked
withit.

And at noon he rose and walked through the window, across the housetops, and with amighty lesp
crossed the sea and al the countries between to Dr. Mercer's tent. She was degping, mosquito netting
draped over her, her hair matted with sweet. She smelled wonderfully like herself, only more so, but she
twitched and moaned in her degp. Shuttle purred and she quieted, and he padded out into the night.

The tents would have been easy for him to penetrate as aflesh-and-blood cat. For his ka-form, they
were |ess substantial than the heat waves that rose from the sand: Most of the tents held deeping
scientists, deeping students. The native workers, he knew from conversations, would be at their villages.
He kept poking, barely intersperaing himself with the fabric of atent before pulling out again, until he
found the ones he sought.

Naturaly, in hishigher form, the cook tent did not tempt him, especially since the odors were old and
complicated by disinfectant some conscientious scientist no doubt forced on the native cook.

No, the tents that interested him were those where finds were aready being cataloged and recorded. He
knew that the answer to the wrongness must lie there, or part of it.

It came to him through the canvas, so that he hesitated before entering. He hissed and all his soft fur



spiked into quills. The pottery shards were there, neglected, on aside table, aong with atypewriting
machine that bowed the rickety table in the middle with itsweight. On the center table werejarsand
transcriptions, bits of jewelry, and whole pots. He barely noticed them. It was the stack of cylinders,
piled like firewood on top of and underneath the third table that sent twitches from whisker to tail tip.

He stalked toward the table, sniffing, but he knew from the outline of the ears, from the shapes of the
snouts pushing their silhouettes againgt the shadowed canvas, that these were cats. Dead cats. Very old
dead cats. Desecrated, deformed, bereft of beauty. He growled uncertainly, histail jerking. Suddenly,
something stirred in the far corner, rustling like amouse then trumpeting like an eephant, and he shot
graight into the air and dashed through the tent wall.

When he was safly on the outsde, he heard the snoring resume, and redized the mouse and e ephant
had both been no more than another deeping scientist. Cautioudy, he dipped paw by paw back into the
tent and stole past the scientist. He recognized the fellow, of course. Dr. William Parsons. Good pottery
man, Dr. Mercer said. Apparently not much for cat mummies, from the casud way they wereleft lying on
top of each other. Much asthe mummiesrepelled him, Shuttle was fascinated by the wrappings, cloth
wrapped in intricate patterns around the bodies, paws, and tails. A gummy black substance such asthat
used on human mummies covered the cats. One tiff was al he needed. What had become of these
creatures, he wondered? And what wasit about them that felt so wrong? He stopped wondering,
stopped sniffing, and stared for along moment. In his head a chorus of plaintive mews rasped acrossthe
ages and he opened his mouth and caterwauled, spooking himself al over again.

Helegped from the tent, leaving Bill Parsons, obliviousto karish caterwaulls, till degping soundly, if
noisily. The expedition had had unusud luck, locating itsfirgt finds shortly after commencing thedig. Dr.
Mercer's | etter had taken amost amonth to reach Monica. The tomb now stood open, with aguard
deeping by the door. A series of ditches and stakes marked the site of the temple and the shrine. The tent
town of scientists and their ass stants ranged in a crescent surrounding the site.

The shrine was little more than asmall stone mound at one end of the crescent. The mound was hollow
as an oven and the door was gar. Shuttle could not bring himsdlf to enter that place. The smell of
mummies and misery hung heavily within, and the mews such as he had heard within his head echoed and
re-echoed through the shrine. This, then, had been the sepul cher of those unfortunate members of his
race now lying like so many mackerel wrapped by the fishmonger within Parsons tent.

Thetomb gaped at the other horn of the crescent. A lessgridy object of study, more worthy of his
scientific attention, he decided. He could hardly be expected to assist Dr. Mercer with her problem,
whatever it was, before he had made asurvey of the site.

He wafted insde, past the guard, whose head lolled at an angle that looked most uncomfortable to
Shuttle, who was himsdlf an expert on comfort.

The tomb was set in the Sde of ahill. Insde was adownward doping path. The interior was not as
elaborate as the tombs of pharoahs, but quite commodious enough for the dead. Shuttle tried to bump
the tops off the decorated chests with his head but found his hardest butts made no impact. He stood on
hishind paws and put hisfront oneson the lips of urns, sniffing thelidsfor oils, perfumes, or entrails. The
odors were strong enough even after o many decades to cause him to curl hislips back over the scent
glands at the side of his mouth, as ahighborn person might curl theirsin distaste.

His paws made' no sound on the tiles beneath them, across which grains of sand bounced and skittered
like frightened insects, of which there were dso afew. He disdainfully ignored them in the interests of
science.

Thetop of one of the jars had been removed and Shuttle was thrusting his head into its mouth when he
heard the scrape, the dither, and the shuffling noise. He froze, suspended by his chin and front paws, asa
whisper of chill seeped through the desert warmth that had formerly permested the open tomb.

And over the scrape, dither, shuffle, the sad mewling cried out within him once more. He shot out of the
tomb so quickly that he dmost tangled in the bandages of the figure limping relentlessy toward Bill
Parsons tent. Thisfurther darmed him so that he thrust himself across the remaining distance, through
tent and mosquito net, to land on top of Dr. Mercer'swaist, between her rib cage and her hip, where he
dug in so hard that had he had the foresight to bring his body with him she would have borne his mark for



weeks.

It would serve her right, too. What was wrong with their nice flat and her teaching position that she had
to leave him in the care of Monica Thomas to cometo this horrid place? He trembled like abrown leaf in
ahigh wind, huddling next to Dr. Mercer. That awful mewling! How could she be desf to it?

But suddenly another sound touched hisflattened ears. Low and strangled, gargling and full of loathing
fear, and then, cut to dead silence. The silence lasted only a moment before Shuttle's sensitive ears
detected the dow scraape, dither, shuffle, scrape, dither, shuffle, scrape, ditherr, shufffle, scraaspe,
ditherr! shuffleSLUMP, SCRAPE, SLITHER, SHUFFLE, DRAG! and the dusty stench of the
collection of moldering bandages was within the tent, its hands clawed toward the mosquito netting,
ready to dispatch Dr. Mercer asit had no doubt aready dispatched Bill Parsons and who knew how
many others? Dr. Mercer stirred and mumbled in her deep, and half wakened to the mummy’'s presence,
as she had not to Shuttle's. She began to lesk that strangled cry.

That was too much for Shuttle. Mummy's curse, for it was obvioudy the manifestation of that
phenomenon that had haunted at least two other excavations that was now attempting to claim hisown
colleagues, was dl very well. He himsalf was sometimes cranky when awakened from along nap. But
thistent was Shuttlesterritory and Dr. Mercer was his companion. Earsflat, fur bristling, fangs bared,
claws unsheathed and body four timesits normd size, Shuttle launched himsdlf through the mosquito
netting at the bandaged apparition, ready to rend it bandage from bandage.

The necessity did not arise. Murderous the mummy might be, but it was an exceptionally well-brought-up
spook, nevertheless. Being a supernatura sort, it a once perceived Shuttle and his displeasure, and fell to
the ground in agesture of submission and humility Shuttle recognized from the reproductions of scrolls
and paintingsin Dr. Mercer's books. This gruesome thing had probably murdered Bill Parsons, but
Shuttle, licking himself thoughtfully while watching the mummy grove, could not bring himsdlf to attack
this unusually sengitive and courteous example of Egyptian eternity.

Hedid spring at it alittle, to shoo it off, then followed it from Dr. Mercer'stent, battling at the bandagesit
dragged to let it know that he meant business. It returned to the tomb, past the body of the guard, now
an empty husk whose ka had apparently had more pressing matters to attend to than guarding the tomb.
The mummy returned to its coffin and case, settling itself in with asigh of dust. It did not replacethe lid.
That did not reassure Shuttle. Certainly the mummy was obedient now, with acat-kato show it its place,
but Shuttle had no ideahow long he could maintain his present state. Surely, hiskamust return to his
body again soon and then Dr. Mercer would be once more at the mummy's mercy. And, of course, the
rest of the expedition also would bein danger, but he concerned himsalf with only one aspect of the
gtuation a atime.

The piteous mewling was louder now, closer, but it seemed to Shuttle that it was less acomplaint and
more asummons. He legped onto the rim of the mummy case and followed his nose, until he peered over
the head-end of the mummy case, where he observed a smal mound, little more than earth and sand
from thelook of it. To this mound he was drawn and he began scratching, scratching, hisincorpored
clawsflinging ancient ghost-dirt and ghost-sand to either side of him until the redl dirt and sand collapsed
over asmall casket. He took two paces backward asthe lid of this casket began to-wiggle. The mewling
increased in intensity. He extended adelicate paw and shipped the damned thing away, startling himsalf
that he was able to do so, since he had grown used to having no substance. Within the casket lay another
cat mummy, golden ringsin the ears, bound with basketlike strips confining body, pawsand tail. Lovely
latticework. Probably indicated alot about period, craftsmanship, the people who madeit. But from
within, now, camethe compdlling cry, "Release us™

Shuttle set atentative paw on the bandage. "Release us,” the cry rasped again. He pawed loose an end
and took it in histeeth. It felt gummy, tasted of dust and ancient herbs. To hissurprise, histugging had
some effect. At first the bandages crumpled beneath histeeth and paws, but as he came to the deeper
layers, they smply unwound. The sticky substance dissolved as he burrowed deeper into the mummy, so
intent upon hislabors, upon silling the cry, that he did not notice at once when the dust rising from the
corpse turned to vapor and the vapor formed into a cat-ka.

He was ravaging the last of the bandages when the voice, purring now, not mewling, bespoke him. ™Y ou



have done well, descendant and disciple. Rest now, and bathe." He looked up and was startled to see
another cat, not adeek ebony figure dtting maestically erect like the statues, but a beautiful four-colored
tortoiseshdl curled in midair, her tail wrapped comfortably about her feet, her sapphire blue right eye and
her emerad green | eft eye regarding him with beneficence.

Stll, it was her territory. "1 beg your pardon,” he said. Something about her made him roll submissively
onto his back. Her spectral tongue licked his spectral fur until he understood that he was not required to
submit, and pretended instead to be bathing hisleft hind leg. "Didn't know there was anyone else about in
these parts-"

"Did you not?" she asked. "Then why have you come, if not to release us? Y ou may spesk fredy.”

"It'smy job, you see" he said, cleaning between hisfront toes. "I am an Egyptologist. My people have
been digging up your people for many years now. And please excuse my ignorance, but who might you
be?'

"We are an incarnation of the goddess Bastet, of course. Y ou weren't expecting Anubiswe trust? Good.
Asfor begging our pardon, thereisno need, for you have freed us.”

"Yes" hesad. "Yes, | have. And very good of meit wasto do so, too, when your minion here-thisis
your minion?" heflicked histall at thelarger mummy.

"In her last incarnation, she was our priestess.”

"Y our mummy killed one of my colleagues and attempted to kill my fr-er-my priestess. | thought it was
because we had desecrated your tomb."

The jewe ed eyes closed for amoment, then opened, the purring growing louder. " Sheisvery diligent,
our priestess, but unfortunately a product of the delusons of our civilization. She knows our spirit has
been restless and according to her belief, the only way to appease usis sacrifice. That was al well and
good while one was embodied, you see, and hungered for offerings of fish and cream, but when oneis
bound paw and tail, such measures serve only to drive your people away, taking with them my
unfortunate children.”

"Y our children”?"

"Thelitters of my loinsfrom thisincarnation, when humans sought to honor us by endaving our kaswithin
theseworldly rags.” Sheflicked her tall derisively at the disintegrating bandages. "Our kind were much
honored in our lifetime. Not just the fish and cream, but safely and protection for dl in our name. Laying
so much asasanda on one of uswas punishable by death, and people made statues of us and mourned
uswhen we died. But then they conceived the notion that since they were attached to their present
incarnation, we must be likewise, and they began to enshroud and entomb us asyou see here. It was a
terrible turn and as they were too primitive to learn our tongue, however devoted they were otherwise,
there was smply no way to tell them that what was thought good and desirable for such stylized crestures
asthemsaveswas living desth to our kind. Many of us sought to escape by legping into fireswhen the
occasion rose and speeding to the next incarnation, so terrified were we of being body-bound for al
eternity. But we who were worshiped directly were far too protected to escape the fate to which our
worshipers unwittingly condemned us. Though we would have hidden oursaves from them, lill, they
found us and left us even as you find us now."

"Appaling,” Shuttle agreed. "But my people are not responsble.”

"Y our people would take us from our native soil," Bastet said. "L acking the respect of our servants, they
would disregard our imprisoned souls and we would never be free to walk the earth on four paws
agan."

"But | released you. You are free."

"l am agoddess. | have my responghilities. My kittens remain bound.”

Shuttle stared back into the sea-deep eyes, raised histail twice and flopped it down, "I'd free them for
you in aningant, just out of professiona courtesy, but thisis not the real me, you understand, but my ka."
"Your ka, O deliverer of our spirit, isthe red you. But we are curious as to the whereabouts of your
physica incarnation and how your ka cameto separate fromiit.”

"My-mrrr-physical incarnation lies degping across the sea. | dreamed of the danger to Dr. Mercer and
our colleagues and since my body could not come, | came without it. Fortunate thing that | did, too. |



fear that priestess of yours has dready killed two of our party and would have killed Dr. Mercer except
that | wasthereto put astoptoit.” Hegrowled alittle a the last.

"Our servant isimpetuous. But no matter. Y ou will serve us, if we endbleit?!

Shuttle blinked dowly. "So | have said.”

"Y ou may leave us. Even as your spirit and mine cooperated to free us, so shdl we lend weight to your
karsdlf, sharpnessto your ka-claws and strength to your ka-jaws that you may release our imprisoned
ones. Go now."

Hewent, casudly, asif it were hisown idea. He tried to pass through the walls of the tent where the cat
mummies lay, but bumped his nose, and had to enter through the flap instead. Bill Parsons was gone.
Shuttle supposed he had gone wherever they took dead humans. Just aswell. After dl the studying
Shuttle had done to learn about the preservation, restoration and storage of artifacts, he did not want
even the corpse of a colleague observing him in such unprofessiona conduct. There was no way to tell
hisfdlow scientists that these mummies were not mere artifacts, but contained the living kas of catslong
overdue for reincarnation. He rather suspected that even if humans could understand the words, they
would be unable to grasp the concept. Even Bastet's pet priestess was no brighter.

Something screamed and laughed maniacaly nearby and Shuttle froze, histrail bristling. When the noise
continued, he redlized he must be hearing the cry of ajackal. Dratted dog, he thought with disgust, and
went to work.

Life on the street between Miss Rosamund's and Dr. Mercer's homes was excellent preparation for
freeing mummified cats. First he gave each shroud a series of good long rakes with his claws, to open the
bandages, then he seized the endsin histeeth and pulled, as he had once pulled the ends of the scarlet
yarn in Miss Rosamund's knitting basket. The bandages tasted dreadful and the gum on them stuck to his
fur, but once he got the unwinding started the contents dissolved to dust. The dust rose and the vaporous
kaemerged in shimmering cat form, siretched, gave itsdlf alick or two, and vanished. Many times he did
this, until hiswhole body ached and histeeth tingled. But finaly the last of Bastet's kittens dissolved into
nothingness and he sank to his belly among the ruined bandages.

Just in timeto hear the dump, dither, shuffle, drag pass beside the tent wall.

Weariness forgotten, Shuttle jumped to hisfeet and dashed from the tent into the smoky gray dawn. He
legped in front of the mummy just asit reached Dr. Mercer'stent. He did not give the mummy timeto
genuflect thistime but pounced at it so that it stumbled backward. He pounced it al the way back to the
tomb and stood growling while it shrank into its coffin. No sooner was it supine than he intended to
gpring upon it and shred it as he had the shrouds of the kittens.

But suddenly Bastet stood before him, her back raised in fighting position, her mottled fur erect, jeweled
eyesglowing.

"So that's how you reward your servants, isit?" he hissed. "That thing tried to kill Dr. Mercer again. Let
merip-let mefreeit, as| did you and the others."

"Our priestessis human. Thisis her immortaity and her misson. Thisis her presence. Unruly though she
is, we cannot reward her by alowing her to be sundered from her destiny.”

"Wel, fine" Shuttle spat. "Then tell her to keep away from my people.”

"She obeys her destiny even as you have obeyed yours" Bastet said, settling down into her mummy's
chest. Shuttle thought he saw the bandages over the skeletal facelift in asmirk through the velvet fur of
the goddess. ""Even now the strength we lent you is gone. Return to your body, ddliverer, and take your
servant with you."

Shuttle felt the remaining strength fade from his paws and claws and jaws, and hiswhiskers and tall
drooped and he saw that he could once more see thetiled floor through his own feet. He meowed. "If
only | could! But shewill not leave.”

"Then she should be punished for her faithlessness" Bastet said.

"Y ou smply don't understand the way scientists think, goddess,” Shuttletold her. "Dr. Mercer and | are
of onemind onthis. It is necessary to dig in thisland to do oneswork-she must dig asyou and | must dig
and hunt and-er-goddess, for that matter, please do not make me vanish and leave her to that mummy.
Sheismore than aservant to me. Sheismy comrade, my colleague, my companion, and my comfort.



How can you beg meto go againgt adl | have learned to do as you asked and then deprive me of her?"
"Oh, well, if you're going to get maudlin about it," the goddess said huffily. "We do reward service."
"Thenyoull cal off the mummy?*

"We cannot. But we have another idea. Y ou may find it abit hectic, but if you insst on forming unsuitable
attachments you have to be prepared to put up with some inconvenience. Y ou have freed-let us see,
seventeen, not counting our divine saf, times nineis-153 lives. We suppose one extra for you should not
be too much to grant. So beit. Y ou have our blessing.”

The soft pressure of ahand across his sun-warmed fur awvakened Shuttle. Lazily, he gazed up into Dr.
Mercer's swesting face.

"And where did you come from, my friend?" she asked.

"He's colored just like your cat a home, Jane," Bill Parsons said. "Wonder how he got in thetomb.”
"Probably the same way that jackal got into the tent and destroyed the cat mummies.”

"Now, Jane, I'm sorry. But that nightmare | had was far too vivid for meto remain in that tent the rest of
the night. Y ou know very well | have awesk heart."

"l know very well you have aweskness for sherry. As does Achmed, which is no doubt how cat here
got around him."

"Watch that beast. HEll bite you."

"Nonsense. He's quite friendly, aren't you, fellow?" Shuttle purred and bumped her hand. "If | didn't
know it wasimpossible, I'd swear thisis Shuttle. | shall name him that anyway and adopt him. Surely
Shuttle won't mind having anamesake.”

And so the cat joined them. He, too, dug, invrdigated, and studied, and in the evenings dept on Dr.
Mercer's knees and at night patrolled the camp to keep his associates from harm.

When the scientists packed up to return, Dr. Mercer paid aloca family well to care for him until her
return, but as soon as she l€eft, he crept away into a secret cave and dept along deep.

Shuittle raced to the door to meet Dr. Mercer when she returned to their flat. Monica Thomas watched in
amazement as the professor set down her bags, held out her fingersto her cat, who bumped against
them, and then gathered him in her arms and stroked him while he purred.

"Well," MonicaThomas sad, "I'm glad to see the old thing can move. He's dways adeep when I'm home
and he hasn't been eating well. | think he missed you."

But Monica Thomas, as usud, was wrong. From the moment of Bastet's blessing, Shuttleskatraveled
from his Egyptian body to the one in Americaand back again, depending on the season. And whilein
Egypt he might miss hisbed and his books as he might, in America, missdigging in the sand and the
freedom of chasing lizards through the camp, he never again had to miss Dr. Mercer.



