THE GAME OF RAT AND DRAGON

1. THE TABLE

Pinlighting is a hell of a way to earn a living. Underbill was furious as he
cl osed the door behind hinmself. It didn't nmake nmuch sense to wear a uniform
and |l ook like a soldier if people didn't appreciate what you did.

He sat down in his chair, laid his head back in the headrest, and pulled the
hel met down over his forehead.

As he waited for the pin-set to warmup, he renenbered the girl in the outer
corridor. She had | ooked at it, then | ooked at himscornfully.

"Meow. " That was all she had said. Yet it had cut himlike a knife.

What did she think he was—a fool, a loafer, a uniforned nonentity? Didn't she
know t hat for every hal f-hour of pinlighting, he got a mninmmof two nonths
recuperation in the hospital ?

By now the set was warm He felt the squares of space around him sensed
hinself at the mddle of an inmense grid, a cubic grid, full of nothing. Qut

i n that nothi ngness, he could sense the holl ow aching horror of space itself
and could feel the terrible anxiety which his mnd encountered whenever it met
the faintest trace of inert dust.

As he relaxed, the conforting solidity of the Sun, the cl ockwork of the

fam liar planets and the nobon rang in on him Qur own solar systemwas as
charm ng and as sinple as an ancient cuckoo clock filled with famliar ticking
and with reassuring noises. The odd little nmoons of Mars swung around their
planet like frantic mce, yet their regularity was itself an assurance that
all was well. Far above the plane of the ecliptic, he could feel half a ton of
dust nmore or less drifting outside the |anes of human travel.

Here there was nothing to fight, nothing to challenge the mnd, to tear the
living soul out of a body with its roots dripping in effluviumas tangible as
bl ood.

Not hi ng ever noved in on the solar system He could wear the pin-set forever
and be nothing nore than a sort of tel epathic astrononmer, a man who could fee
the hot, warm protection of the sun throbbing and burning against his living
m nd.

Wodl ey cane in.

"Same old ticking world,"” said Underbill. "Nothing to report. No wonder they
didn't develop the pin-set until they began to planoform Down here with the
hot sun around us, it feels so good and so quiet. You can feel everything
spinning and turning. It's nice and sharp and conpact. It's sort of I|ike
sitting around hore."

Wodl ey grunted. He was not nuch given to flights of fantasy.

Undeterred, Underbill went on, "It must have been pretty good to have been an
ancient man. | wonder why they burned up their world with war. They didn't
have to planoform They didn't have to go out to earn their |ivings anong the
stars. They didn't have to dodge the rats or play the game. They couldn't have
i nvented pinlighting because they didn't have any need of it, did they,

Wodl ey?"

Wodl ey grunted, "Unh-huh." Wodley was twenty-six years old and due to retire
in one nore year. He already had a farm picked out. He had gotten through ten
years of hard work pinlighting with the best of them He had kept his sanity
by not thinking very nuch about his job, nmeeting the strains of the task
whenever he had to neet them and thinking nothing nore about his duties unti

t he next emergency arose.

Wodl ey never nade a point of getting popular anong the partners. None of the
partners liked himvery nuch. Sone of them even resented him He was suspected
of thinking ugly thoughts of the partners on occasion, but since none of the
partners ever thought a conplaint in articulate form the other pinlighters
and the chiefs of the Instrumentality |eft him al one.

Underbill was still full of the wonder of their job. Happily he babbl ed on
"\What does happen to us when we planoforn? Do you think it's sort of I|ike

dyi ng? Did you ever see anybody who had his soul pulled out?"



"Pulling souls is just a way of talking about it," said Wodley. "After al

t hese years, nobody knows whet her we have souls or not."

"But | saw one once. | saw what Dogwood | ooked |ike when he canme apart. There
was sonething funny. It | ooked wet and sort of sticky as if it were bleeding
and it went out of himand you know what they did to Dogwood? They took him
away, up in that part of the hospital where you and | never go—way up at the
top part where the others are, where the others always have to go if they are
alive after the rats of the up-and-out have gotten them™

Wodl ey sat down and lit an ancient pipe. He was burning something called
tobacco init. It was a dirty sort of habit, but it nmade himl ook very dashi ng
and advent ur ous.

"Look here, youngster. You don't have to worry about that stuff. Pinlighting
is getting better all the time. The partners are getting better. |'ve seen
thempinlight two rats forty-six million niles apart in one and a half
mlliseconds. As long as people had to try to work the pin-sets thensel ves,
there was al ways the chance that with a mni num of four-hundred milliseconds
for the human mnd to set a pinlight, we wouldn't light the rats up fast
enough to protect our planoformng ships. The partners have changed all that.
Once they get going, they're faster than rats. And they always will be. | know
it's not easy, letting a partner share your m nd—=

"It's not easy for them either,"” said Underbill. "Don't worry about them
They' re not human. Let themtake care of thenselves. |'ve seen nore
pinlighters go crazy from nonkeying around with partners than | have ever seen
caught by the rats. How many of them do you actually know of that got grabbed
by rats?"

Underbill | ooked down at his fingers, which shone green and purple in the
vivid light thrown by the tuned-in pin-set, and counted ships. The thunb for

t he Androneda, lost with crew and passengers, the index finger and the niddle
finger for Release Ships 43 and 56, found with their pin-sets burned out and
every man, woman, and child on board dead or insane. The ring finger, the
little finger, and the thunb of the other hand were the first three

battl eships to be lost to the rats—tost as people realized that there was
somet hi ng out there underneath space itself which was alive, capricious, and
mal evol ent. Pl anoform ng was sort of funny. It felt |ike—ike nothing much.

Li ke the twinge of a mld electric shock

Li ke the ache of a sore tooth bitten on for the first tine.

Like a slightly painful flash of Iight against the eyes.

Yet in that time, a forty-thousand-ton ship lifting free above Earth

di sappeared sonehow or other into two di mensi ons and appeared half a
light-year or fifty light-years off.

At one noment, he would be sitting in the Fighting Room the pin-set ready and
the famliar solar systemticking around inside his head. For a second or a
year (he could never tell howlong it really was, subjectively), the funny
little flash went through himand then he was | oose in the up-and-out, the
terrible open spaces between the stars, where the stars thenselves felt |ike
pinples on his telepathic mnd and the planets were too far away to be sensed
or read.

Somewhere in this outer space, a gruesone death awaited, death and horror of a
ki nd whi ch man had never encountered until he reached out for interstellar
space itself. Apparently the light of the suns kept the dragons away.

Dragons. That was what people called them To ordinary people, there was
not hi ng, not hing except the shiver of planoforn ng and the hamer bl ow of
sudden death or the dark spastic note of |unacy descending into their m nds.
But to the tel epaths, they were dragons

In the fraction of a second between the tel epaths' awareness of a hostile
somet hing. Qut in the black, hollow nothingness of space and the inpact of a
feroci ous, ruinous psychic blow against all living things within the ship, the
tel epaths had sensed entities something like the dragons of ancient human

| ore, beasts nore clever than beasts, denobns nore tangi ble than denons, hungry
vortices of aliveness and hate conmpounded by unknown means out of the thin,



tenuous matter between the stars.

It took a surviving ship to bring back the news—a ship in which, by sheer
chance, a telepath had a |light-beamready, turning it out at the innocent dust
so that, within the panorama of his nind, the dragon dissolved into nothing at
all and the other passengers, thenselves non-tel epathic, went about their way
not realizing that their own i mredi ate deat hs had been averted.

Fromthen on, it was easy—al nost.

Pl anof orm ng shi ps always carried tel epaths. Tel epaths had their sensitiveness
enlarged to an i mense range by the pin-sets, which were telepathic anplifiers
adapted to the mammal mind. The pin-sets in turn were electronically geared
into small dirigible |light bonbs. Light didit.

Li ght broke up the dragons, allowed the ships to reformthree-di nensionally,
skip, skip, skip, as they noved fromstar to star

The odds suddenly noved down from a hundred to one against mankind to sixty to
forty in mankind s favor.

This was not enough. The telepaths were trained to becone ultrasensitive,

trained to become aware of the dragons in less than a mllisecond.

But it was found that the dragons could nove a million mles in just under two
mlliseconds and that this was not enough for the human nind to activate the
i ght beans.

Attenmpts had been nmade to sheath the ships in light at all tines.

Thi s defense wore out.

As manki nd | earned about the dragons, so too, apparently, the dragons | earned
about manki nd. Sonehow they flattened their own bul k and came in on extrenely
flat trajectories very quickly.

Intense |ight was needed, light of sunlike intensity. This could be provided
only by light bombs. Pinlighting came into existence.

Pinlighting consisted of the detonation of ultra-vivid mniature photonucl ear
bonbs, which converted a few ounces of a magnesi um i sotope into pure visible
radi ance.

The odds kept coming down in mankind' s favor, yet ships were being |ost.

It becanme so bad that people didn't even want to find the ships because the
rescuers knew what they would see. It was sad to bring back to Earth three
hundred bodi es ready for burial and two hundred or three hundred |l unatics,
damaged beyond repair, to be wakened, and fed, and cl eaned, and put to sleep
wakened and fed again until their |ives were ended.

Tel epaths tried to reach into the mnds of the psychotics who had been danaged
by the dragons, but they found nothing there beyond vivid spouting col ums of
fiery terror bursting fromthe prinordial id itself, the vol canic source of
life.

Then cane the partners.

Man and partner could do together what man could not do al one. Men had the
intellect. Partners had the speed.

The partners rode their tiny craft, no larger than footballs, outside the
spaceshi ps. They planoforned with the ships. They rode beside themin their

si x-pound craft ready to attack

The tiny ships of the partners were swift. Each carried a dozen pin-lights,
bonbs no bi gger than thinbles.

The pinlighters threw the partners—quite literally threwby neans of
mnd-to-firing relays directly at the dragons.

What seermed to be dragons to the human m nd appeared in the form of gigantic
rats in the mnds of the partners.

Qut in the pitiless nothingness of space, the partners' mnds responded to an
instinct as old as life. The partners attacked, striking with a speed faster
than man's, going fromattack to attack until the rats or thensel ves were
destroyed. Alnost all the tinme it was the partners who won.

Wth the safety of the interstellar skip, skip, skip of the ships, comrerce

i ncreased i mrensely, the popul ation of all the col onies went up, and the
demand for trained partners increased.

Underbill and Wodl ey were a part of the third generation of pin-lighters and



yet, to them it seemed as though their craft had endured forever.

Cearing space into mnds by neans of the pin-set, adding the partners to those
m nds, keying up the mnds for the tension of a fight on which al
depended—thi s was nore than human synapses could stand for |ong. Underbil
needed his two nonths' rest after half an hour of fighting. Wodl ey needed his
retirement after ten years of service. They were young. They were good. But
they had linmitations.

So much depended on the choice of partners, so nuch on the sheer |uck of who
dr ew whom

2. THE SHUFFLE

Fat her Moontree and the little girl naned West entered the room They were the
other two pinlighters. The human conpl enent of the Fighting Room was now
conpl et e.

Fat her Moontree was a red-faced man of forty-five who had lived the peaceful
life of a farnmer until he reached his fortieth year. Only then, belatedly, did
the authorities find he was telepathic and agree to let himlate in life enter
upon the career of pinlighter. He did well at it, but he was fantastically old
for this kind of business.

Fat her Moontree | ooked at the gl um Wodl ey and the nusing Underbill. "How re

t he youngsters today? Ready for a good fight?"

"Fat her always wants a fight," giggled the little girl named West. She was
such a little little girl. Her giggle was high and childish. She | ooked |ike
the I ast person in the world one would expect to find in the rough, sharp
duel i ng of pinlighting.

Underbi || had been amused one tine when he found one of the nost sluggish of
the partners com ng away happy fromcontact with the mnd of the girl naned
Vst .

Usual ly the partners didn't care nmuch about the human minds with which they
were paired for the journey. The partners seenmed to take the attitude that
human m nds were conpl ex and foul ed up beyond belief, anyhow. No partner ever
guesti oned the superiority of the human m nd, though very few of the partners
were much inpressed by that superiority.

The partners liked people. They were willing to fight with them They were
even willing to die for them But when a partner |iked an individual the way,
for example, that Captain Ww or the Lady May |iked Underbill, the liking had
nothing to do with intellect. It was a matter of tenperanent, of feel.
Underbil |l knew perfectly well that Captain Ww regarded his, Underbill"s,

brains as silly. Wiat Captain Ww |iked was Underbill's friendly enotiona
structure, the cheerful ness and glint of w cked anusement that shot through
UnderbilI's unconsci ous thought patterns, and the gaiety w th which Underbil

faced danger. The words, the history books, the ideas, the science—nderbil
could sense all that in his owm mnd, reflected back from Captain Ww s mni nd,
as so ruch rubbi sh.

M ss West | ooked at Underbill. "I bet you've put stickumon the stones."
"l did not!"
Underbill felt his ears growred with enbarrassment. During his novitiate, he

had tried to cheat in the lottery because he got particularly fond of a
special partner, a lovely young nother naned Murr. It was so much easier to
operate with Murr and she was so affectionate toward hi mthat he forgot

pi nlighting was hard work and that he was not instructed to have a good tine
with his partner. They were both designed and prepared to go into deadly
battl e together.

One cheating had been enough. They had found hi mout and he had been | aughed
at for years.

Fat her Moontree picked up the imtati on—+eather cup and shook the stone dice
whi ch assigned themtheir partners for the trip. By senior rights he took
first draw

He gri maced. He had drawn a greedy old character, a tough old nale whose nind
was full of slobbering thoughts of food, veritable oceans full of half-spoiled



fish. Father Montree had once said that he burped cod liver oil for weeks
after drawing that particular glutton, so strongly had the tel epathic inage of
fish inpressed itself upon his mnd. Yet the glutton was a glutton for danger
as well as for fish. He had killed sixty-three dragons, nore than any ot her
partner in the service, and was quite literally worth his weight in gold.

The little girl West came next. She drew Captain Ww. Wen she saw who it was,
she snmil ed.

"I like him" she said. "He's such fun to fight with. He feels so nice and
cuddly in ny mnd."

"Cuddly, hell," said Wodley. "I've been in his mnd, too. It's the nost
leering mind in this ship, bar none."

"Nasty man," said the little girl. She said it declaratively, wthout

repr oach.

Underbil I, I ooking at her, shivered.

He didn't see how she could take Captain Ww so calmy. Captain Ww s m nd did
| eer. Wien Captain Ww got excited in the mddle of a battle, confused i nages
of dragons, deadly rats, l|uscious beds, the snmell of fish, and the shock of
space all scranbled together in his nmind as he and Captain Ww, their

consci ousnesses |inked together through the pin-set, becane a fantastic
conposite of human being and Persian cat.

That's the trouble with working with cats, thought Underbill. It's a pity that
not hi ng el se anywhere will serve as partner. Cats were all right once you got
in touch with themtelepathically. They were smart enough to neet the needs of
the fight, but their notives and desires were certainly different fromthose
of humans.

They wer e conpani onabl e enough as | ong as you thought tangible inmges at them
but their mnds just closed up and went to sl eep when you recited Shakespeare
or Colegrove, or if you tried to tell them what space was.

It was sort of funny realizing that the partners who were so grimand nature
out here in space were the same cute little aninals that people had used as
pets for thousands of years back on Earth. He had enbarrassed hinself nore
than once while on the ground saluting perfectly ordinary non-tel epathic cats
because he had forgotten for the noment that they were not partners.

He picked up the cup and shook out his stone dice.

He was | ucky—he drew the Lady My.

The Lady May was the nost thoughtful partner he had ever net. In her, the
finely bred pedigree mnd of a Persian cat had reached one of its highest
peaks of devel opnent. She was nore conpl ex than any human woman, but the
conplexity was all one of enotions, nmenory, hope, and discrim nated

experi ence—experi ence sorted through wthout benefit of words.

Wien he had first conme into contact with her mnd, he was astonished at its
clarity. Wth her he renenbered her kittenhood. He renenbered every mating
experi ence she had ever had. He saw in a half-recognizable gallery all the
other pinlighters with whom she had been paired for the fight. And he saw

hi msel f radi ant, cheerful, and desirable.

He even thought he caught the edge of a |ongi ng—

A very flattering and yearning thought: What a pity he is not a cat.

Wyodl ey picked up the |ast stone. He drew what he deserved-a sullen, scarred
old tontat with none of the verve of Captain Ww Wbhodley's partner was the
nost animal of all the cats on the ship, a low, brutish type with a dull mind
Even tel epathy had not refined his character. H's ears were half chewed off
fromthe first fights in which he had engaged. He was a serviceable fighter
not hi ng nore.

Wodl ey grunt ed.

Underbill glanced at himoddly. Ddn't Wodley ever do anything but grunt?

Fat her Moontree | ooked at the other three. "You mght as well get your
partners now. |'Il let the scanner know we're ready to go into the

up- and-out . "

3. THE DEAL



Underbill spun the conbination |ock on the Lady May's cage. He woke her gently
and took her into his arms. She hunped her back | uxuriously, stretched her
claws, started to purr, thought better of it, and licked himon the wi st

i nstead. He did not have the pin-set on, so their mnds were closed to each
other, but in the angle of her nustache and in the novenent of her ears, he
caught sonme sense of the gratification she experienced in finding himas her
partner.

He tal ked to her in human speech, even though speech nmeant nothing to a cat
when the pin-set was not on

"It's a damm shame, sending a sweet little thing like you whirling around in
t he col dness of nothing to hunt for rats that are bigger and deadlier than al
of us put together. You didn't ask for this kind of fight, did you?"

For answer, she licked his hand, purred, tickled his cheek with her |ong
fluffy tail, turned around and faced him gol den eyes shining.

For a nonent, they stared at each other, man squatting, cat standing erect on
her hind legs, front claws digging into his knee. Human eyes and cat eyes

| ooked across an immensity which no words could neet, but which affection
spanned in a single glance.

"Time to get in," he said.

She wal ked docilely to her spheroid carrier. She clinbed in. He sawto it that
her mniature pin-set rested firmy and confortably agai nst the base of her
brain. He nade sure that her claws were padded so that she could not tear
herself in the excitenent of battle.

Softly he said to her, "Ready?"

For answer, she preened her back as much as her harness would pernmt and
purred softly within the confines of the frame that held her

He sl apped down the lid and watched the seal ant ooze around the seam For a
few hours, she was welded into her projectile until a workman with a short
cutting arc would renove her after she had done her duty.

He picked up the entire projectile and slipped it into the ejection tube. He
cl osed the door of the tube, spun the lock, seated hinmself in his chair, and
put his own pin-set on.

Once again he flung the switch

He sat in a snmall room snall, small, warm warm the bodies of the other

t hree peopl e noving close around him the tangible lights in the ceiling

bri ght and heavy against his closed eyelids.

As the pin-set warnmed, the roomfell away. The ot her people ceased to be
peopl e and becane small gl owi ng heaps of fire, enbers, dark red fire, with the
consci ousness of life burning like old red coals in a country fireplace.

As the pin-set warmed a little nore, he felt Earth just below him felt the
ship slipping away, felt the turning Mon as it swng on the far side of the
world, felt the planets and the hot, clear goodness of the sun which kept the
dragons so far from mankind's native ground.

Finally, he reached conpl ete awareness.

He was telepathically alive to a range of mllions of nmles. He felt the dust
whi ch he had noticed earlier high above the ecliptic. Wth a thrill of warnth
and tenderness, he felt the consciousness of the Lady May pouring over into
his own. Her consciousness was as gentle and dear and yet sharp to the taste
of his mind as if it were scented oil. It felt relaxing and reassuring. He
could sense her welcome of him It was scarcely a thought, just a raw enotion
of greeting.

At | ast they were one again.

In a tiny remote corner of his mnd, as tiny as the smallest toy he had ever

seen in his childhood, he was still aware of the room and the ship, and of
Fat her Moontree picking up a tel ephone and speaking to a Go-captain in charge
of the ship.

H s telepathic mnd caught the idea | ong before his ears could frame the
words. The actual sound followed the idea the way that thunder on an ocean
beach follows the lightning inward fromfar out over the seas.

"The Fighting Roomis ready. Clear to planoform sir."



4. THE PLAY

Underbill was always a little exasperated the way that Lady May experienced

t hi ngs before he did.

He was braced for the quick vinegar thrill of planoform ng, but he caught her
report of it before his own nerves could regi ster what happened.

Earth had fallen so far away that he groped for several mlliseconds before he
found the Sun in the upper rear right-hand corner of his telepathic nmnd

That was a good junp, he thought. This way we'll get there in four or five

ski ps.

A few hundred nil es outside the ship, the Lady May thought back at him "O
warm O generous, O gigantic man! O brave, O friendly, O tender and huge
partner! O wonderful with you, with you so good, good, good, warm warm now
to fight, nowto go, good with you ... "

He knew that she was not thinking words, that his mind took the dear aniable
babbl e of her cat intellect and translated it into i mages which his own

t hi nki ng coul d record and under st and.

Nei t her one of them was absorbed in the gane of nutual greetings. He reached
out far beyond her range of perception to see if there was anything near the
ship. It was funny how it was possible to do two things at once. He could scan
space with his pin-set mnd and yet at the sane tinme catch a vagrant thought
of hers, a lovely, affectionate thought about a son who had had a gol den face
and a chest covered with soft, incredibly downy white fur

Wil e he was still searching, he caught the warning from her

W junmp agai n!

And so they had. The ship had noved to a second pl anoform The stars were
different. The sun was i mreasurably far behind. Even the nearest stars were
barely in contact. This was good dragon country, this open, nasty, holl ow kind
of space. He reached farther, faster, sensing and | ooking for danger, ready to
fling the Lady May at danger wherever he found it.

Terror blazed up in his mnd, so sharp, so clear, that it cane through as a
physi cal wrench.

The little girl named West had found sonet hi ng—sonet hi ng i mense, |ong, black
sharp, greedy, horrific. She flung Captain Ww at it.

Underhill tried to keep his own mnd clear. "Watch out!" he shouted
telepathically at the others, trying to nove the Lady My around.

At one corner of the battle, he felt the lustful rage of Captain Ww as the
bi g Persian tontat detonated |ights while he approached the streak of dust

whi ch threatened the ship and the people within.

The lights scored near m sses.

The dust flattened itself, changing fromthe shape of a sting ray into the
shape of a spear.

Not three milliseconds had el apsed.
Fat her Moontree was tal ki ng human words and was saying in a voice that noved
like cold nolasses out of a heavy jar, "G a-p-t-a-i-n." Underhill knew that

t he sentence was going to be "Captain, nove fast!"

The battle would be fought and fini shed before Father Montree got through

t al ki ng.

Now, fractions of a millisecond |ater, the Lady May was directly in line.
Here was where the skill and speed of the partners came in. She could react
faster than he. She could see the threat as an i mense rat conming directly at
her .

She could fire the light-bonmbs with a discrimnation which he mght mss.

He was connected with her mnd, but he could not followit.

H s consci ousness absorbed the tearing wound inflicted by the alien eneny. It
was |ike no wound on Earth—+aw, crazy pain which started |ike a burn at his
navel . He began to withe in his chair.

Actually he had not yet had tine to nmove a nuscle when the Lady May struck
back at their eneny.

Fi ve evenly spaced photonucl ear bonbs bl azed out across a hundred-thousand



m | es.

The pain in his mnd and body vani shed.

He felt a nmoment of fierce, terrible, feral elation running through the m nd
of the Lady May as she finished her kill. It was always di sappointing to the
cats to find out that their eneni es di sappeared at the nonent of destruction
Then he felt her hurt, the pain and the fear that swept over both of them as
the battle, quicker than the novenent of an eyelid, had cone and gone. In the
same instant there canme the sharp and acid tw nge of planoform

Once nore the ship went skip.

He coul d hear Wodl ey thinking at him "You don't have to bother nuch. This
old son-of-a-gun and | will take over for a while."

Twi ce again the twi nge, the skip.

He had no idea where he was until the lights of the Cal edonia space port shone
bel ow.

Wth a weariness that |ay al nbst beyond the Iimts of thought, he threw his

m nd back into rapport with the pin-set, fixing the Lady May's projectile
gently and neatly in its launching tube.

She was half dead with fatigue, but he could feel the beat of her heart, could
listen to her panting, and he grasped the grateful edge of a "Thanks" reaching
fromher mind to his.

5. THE SCORE

They put himin the hospital at Cal edoni a.

The doctor was friendly but firm "You actually got touched by that dragon
That's as close a shave as |'ve ever seen. It's all so quick that it'll be a
long tinme before we know what happened scientifically, but | suppose you'd be
ready for the insane asylumnow if the contact had | asted several tenths of a
mllisecond | onger. What kind of cat did you have out in front of you?"
Underbill felt the words com ng out of himslowy. Wrds were such a | ot of
trouble conmpared with the speed and the joy of thinking, fast and sharp and
clear, mind to mnd! But words were all that could reach ordinary people like
this doctor.

H s mouth noved heavily as he articulated words. "Don't call our partners
cats. The right thing to call themis partners. They fight for us in a team
You ought to know we call them partners, not cats. How is nine?"

"I don't know," said the doctor contritely. "We'lIl find out for you.
Meanwhi l e, old man, you take it easy. There's nothing but rest that can help
you. Can you make yourself sleep, or would you like us to give you sone kind
of sedative?"

"I can sleep,” said Underbill. "I just want to know about the Lady May."

The nurse joined in. She was a little antagonistic. "Don't you want to know
about the other people?"

"They're okay," said Underbill. "I knew that before | came in here."

He stretched his arns and sighed and grinned at them He could see they were
rel axi ng and were beginning to treat himas a person instead of a patient.
"I"'mall right," he said. "Just let ne know when | can go see ny partner."

A new t hought struck him He |ooked wildly at the doctor. "They didn't send
her off with the ship, did they?"

"Il find out right away," said the doctor. He gave Underbill a reassuring
squeeze of the shoulder and left the room

The nurse took a napkin off a goblet of chilled fruit juice.

Underbill tried to smle at her. There seened to be something wong with the
girl. He wi shed she would go away. First she had started to be friendly and
now she was distant again. It's a nuisance being tel epathic, he thought. You
keep trying to reach even when you are not naking contact.

Suddenly she swung around on him

"You pinlighters! You and your damn cats!”

Just as she stanped out, he burst into her mind. He saw hinself a radiant
hero, clad in his smooth suede uniform the pin-set crown shining |like ancient
royal jewels around his head. He saw his own face, handsonme and mascul i ne,



shining out of her mind. He saw hinmself very far away and he saw hi nsel f as
she hated him

She hated himin the secrecy of her own mind. She hated hi m because he was—she
t hought —proud and strange and rich, better and nore beautiful than people |like
her .

He cut off the sight of her mind and, as he buried his face in the pillow, he
caught an image of the Lady May.

"She is a cat," he thought. "That's all she is—a cat!"

But that was not how his mnd saw her—qui ck beyond all dreans of speed, sharp,
cl ever, unbelievably graceful, beautiful, wordl ess and undemandi ng.

Where woul d he ever find a woman who could conmpare with her?



