A Better Mousetrap

If there was one thing that Dick Wiite had learned in all his tinme as

Super Cargo of the CatsEye Conpany Free Trader Brightwing, it was that having a
cat purring in your ear practically forced you to relax. The extrenely
confortable formnolding chair he sat in made it inpossible to feel anything
but confortable, and warm black fur nuffled both of Dick Wite's ears, a
steady vibration nassaging his neck. "Build a better mousetrap, and the world
will beat a path to your door," Dick said idly, as SCat poured hinself like a
second fluid, black rug over the blue-grey of his lap. It was SKitty who was
curled up around his shoul ders, vibrating contentedly in what Dick called her
"subsonic purr-node,” while her mate took it as his responsibility to make
sure there was plenty of shed hair on the legs of his grey shipsuit uniform

"What ?" asked Terran Anbassador Vena Ferducci, |ooking up fromthe list of
Lacu' un nobles petitioning for one of SKitty's latest litter. The petite,

dar k- haired woman sat in a |less confortable, netal chair behind a stone desk,
whi ch stood next to a netal rack stuffed with archaic rolled paper docunents.
The Lacu' un had not yet devised the science of filing paperwork in multiples
yet, which nade themultra-civilised in Vena's opinion. This, her office in

t he Pal ace of the Lacu' ara and Lacu'teveras, was not often used for that very
reason. When she dealt with Terran bureaucracy, she needed every el ectronic
hel per she coul d get.

The list she perused was very |ong, and nmade rat her cunbersone due to the
Lacu' un custom of presenting all official court-docunents in the formof a
massi vel y ornamented yel | ow parchment scroll, with case and end caps of
engraved bronze and illum nated capital-initials. D ck had a notion that
somewhere in the universe there probably was a collector of handwitten
docunents who would pay a small fortune for it, but when every petitioner on
the I'ist had been satisfied, it would probably be sent to the under-clerks,
scraped cl ean, and reused.

"It's an old Terran fol k-saying," Dick el aborated, and gestured to the list by
way of explanation. "One which certainly seens to be borne out by our present
situation."”

"Yes, well, given the length of this list we're doubly fortunate that SKitty
and SCat are so—ah—fertile, and that BioTech is willing to send us their

shi pscat washouts." Vena stretched out her hand towards SCat's head, and the
huge bl ack tom cooperated by craning his neck towards her. Even before her
fingers contacted his fur, SCat was purring loudly, giving Dick an uncannily
simlar sensation to being strapped in while the ship he served was under ful
power .

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

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

Not that Captain Singh would let himtake his profit-share and do sonething so
stupid. Dick grinned to hinmself, imagining the Captain's face if he showed up
inthe office with that kind of harebrai ned proposal. Captain Singh's



expression woul d be one to behol d—+foll owi ng which, D ck would probably find
hi nsel f stunned unconsci ous and wake under the solicitous attentions of a
concer ned head-shri nker

The Captain had been willing, even nore than willing, to let Dick stay

on-pl anet for few Terran-months though, after SKitty and SCat announced t he
advent of a litter-to-be. One of her last litter was co-opted to serve as
shipscat pro tem while Dick and his two charges waited out the delivery,

mat urati on, and weaning of eight little black furballs who were, if that was
possi bl e, even cuter than the |last batch. It was a good thing that they al
were on-pl anet, too, because the Octet nmanaged to get thenselves into a
hundred tines nore nischief than the previous |ot.

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

But every Lacu' un in the palace, fromthe Lacu'teveras down to the |ow i est
scullery-lad, was thrilled to the toes—er rather, claws—+to play with, rescue,
and cuddle the Bratlings. If SKitty and SCat had not taken their duties as
parents, pal ace-guardians, and rol e-nodels so seriously, they wouldn't have
had to do anything but |lie about and wait for the kittens to be carried in to
them for feeding.

Fortunately for all concerned, their parents had powerful senses of
responsibility towards their offspring. Both cats were born and
bred—+iterally—for duty. Yes, they were cats, with a cat's sense of

i ndependence and contrariness, but they took duty very, very seriously. And
their duty was Vermn Control.

This was a duty that went back centuries to the very begi nnings of the
associ ati on of man and cat, but until BioTech devel oped shipscats, never had a
feline been better suited to or nore cooperative in the execution of that

duty. Furthermore, Dick now knew what few others did—+that the shipscats so
necessary to the safety of traders and their ships were actually a highly
profitabl e byproduct of other research, secret research, designed to give the
men and wonen of the Patrol uniquely clever conrades-in-arns.

These genetically altered cats were not just clever, it was not just that they
had forepaws nodel ed after the forepaws of raccoons—eh no. That was not
enough. Patrol cats were tel epaths.

SCat had been a patrol cat—but although he could understand the thoughts of
humans, he couldn't speak to them This was a flaw, so far as the Patrol was
concer ned, though not an insurnountable flaw. However, when crimnals took
over the ship he served on and killed all of those aboard, SCat was the only
survivor and the only witness—dnable to call for help or relate what he had
wi t nessed, he had sought for help fromhis own kind and found it in SKitty.
Wien the same criminals |earned SCat was still alive and tried to elinminate
himand the crew of the Free Trader ship Brightwi ng, for good measure, it had
been Dick's research and deductive reasoning that had learned the truth in
time, and with SCat's and SKitty's help he had foiled the plot.

As for SKitty, she was something of an aberration hersel f—erdi nary shipscats
were not supposed to be telepathic or fertile; she was both.

As far as Dick could tell, she was telepathic only w th hi mthough, given that
she was all cat, with a cat's pucki sh sense of hunor, she mght well choose
not to let himknow she could "speak" to others. Everyone on the ship knew she



was fertile, though—-when they had first come to the world of the Lacu' un

she'd already had one litter and was pregnant with another. That first
litter—born and raised in the ship-had shown just what kind of a nightmare two
| oose kittens could be within the close confines of a spaceship. D ck had not
been | ooking forward to telling Captain Singh of the second litter, when
SKitty had solved the problemfor them

The Lacu' un, a race of gol den-skinned, vaguely reptilian anthropoids, suffered
fromthe depredations of a particularly voracious, fast, and apparently

i ndestructible pest called kreshta. The only way to keep them fromtaki ng over
conpletely was to | ock anything edible (and the creature could eat practically
anything) in airtight containers of netal, glass, ceramc, or stone, and build
only in materials the pest couldn't eat. The pests did keep the streets so
clean that they sparkled and there was no such thing as a trash problem but
those were the only benefits to the plague.

The Lacu' un had just opened their planet to trade from outside, and the

Bri ghtwi ng was one of several ships that had arrived to represent either

t hensel ves or one of the | arge Conpanies. Only Captain Singh had the foresight
to include SKitty in their del egation, however, for only he had bothered to
research the Lacu' un thoroughly enough to | earn that they placed great val ue
on totemic animals and had virtually nothing in the way of donesticated
predators thenselves. He reckoned that a tame predator would be very

i npressive to them and he was right.

SKitty had been on her best behavior, charnming themall, and taking to this
alien race imredi ately. The Lacu'teveras, the female co-ruler, had been
particul arly charmed, so nmuch so that she had missed the presence of one of
the little pests, which had bitten her. Enraged at this attack on soneone she
favored, SKitty had killed the creature.

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

Cat skye got the plumcontract, SKitty's kittens-to-be got i medi ate hones, and
Dick Wiite's life becane incredibly conplicated.

Since then, he was no |longer just an apprentice supercargo and Desi gnated

Shi pscat Handler on a snmall Free Trader ship. He'd been inprisoned by Conpany
goons, stal ked and beaten within an inch of his Iife by col d- bl ooded nurderous
hi j ackers, and had to face the Patrol itself to bargain for SCat's freedom
He' d had enough adventure in two short Standard-years to |ast nost people for
the rest of their lives.

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

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

Those "washouts" were mature cats that for one reason or another couldn't
adapt to ship life. Gengineering wasn't perfect, even now, there were cats
that couldn't handle freefall, cats that were claustrophobes, cats that were
shy or anti-social. Those had the opportunity to come here, to join the

verm n-hunting crew. Thus far, thirty had made the trip, sone to becone nates
for the first litter, others to take up solitary residence with a noble

fam ly. There were ot her washouts, who didn't pass the intelligence tests, but
those were never offered to the Lacu' un—they already filled a steady need for



conpanions in children's hospitals and retirenent hones, where the high
shipscat intelligence wasn't needed, just a loving friend smart enough to
under stand what not to do around soneone sick or in pain.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"No he's not!" Dick replied, making a leap of his own for the food bow and
jerking it fromthe frightened servant's hands. He had already heard SKitty's
frantic nmental screech of :Bad food!: as she followed her mate of f Dick's
shoul ders to keep the kittens fromthe deadly bow .

"The food's poisoned," Dick added, sniffing the puffy brown nodul es

suspi ciously, as the servant backed away, the slits in her gol den-brown eyes
so wide he could scarcely see the iris. "SCat must have scented it—that's
probably one of the things Patrol cats are trained in. | can't tell the

di fference, but— as SKitty held the kittens at bay, he held the bow down to
SCat, who took a delicate sniff and backed away, grow ing. "See?"

Vena' s expression darkened, and she turned to the servant. "The food has been



poi soned," she said flatly. "Wo had access to it?" They both knew that
Shivari, the servant, was trustworthy; she would sooner have thrown herself
between the kittens and a raveni ng nonster than see any hurt come to them She
proved that now by her behavior; her crest-frill flattened, she turned bright
yel | ow—+he Lacu' un equival ent of turning pale—and replied instantly.

"I do not know+ got the bow fromthe kitchen—=

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

Soon enough, though, Vena turned away with anger and di ssatisfaction on her
face, while Shivari began a blistering harangue worthy of Captain Singh
"There was a new servant that no one recogni zed on staff this norning," Vena
said in disgust. "Qobviously they were smart enough to keep himaway fromthe
food nmeant for people, but no one thought anything of letting himopen up the
cat food into a bow ."

"Well, they know better now," Dick replied grimy.
put the Enbassy on alert—and give ne that— Vena took the bow from him

IIIII
Il have the Marines run it through an anal yzer."

I

"1
Enbassy guards by long tradition were called "Marines," although they were
nerely another branch of the Patrol. Dick readily surrendered the poi soned
food to Vena, knowing that if SCat could snmell a poison, the forensic anal yzer
every Enbassy possessed—ust in case—would easily be able to find it.
Rel ations with the Lacu' un were inportant enough that Vena had gone from bei ng
nmerely a trade advisor and titular Consul to a full-scale Anbassador, with the
attendant staff and amenities. It was that pronotion that had persuaded her to
remain here instead of returning to her fornmer position in the Scouts.

Dick hinmself went to the storage vault that held the inported cat-food, got a
hi ghl y- conpressed cube out, and opened it over a freshly washed bow . The
stuff puffed up to ten tines its conpressed size once it came into contact
with air and humdity; it would be inmpossible to tanper with the packages

wi thout a resulting "expl osion" of food. The entire feline famly flowed into
the kitchen as soon as his fingers touched the package; the kittens swarned
around his legs, mewing piteously, but he offered the bow for SCat's

i nspection before allowing themto engulf it.

H s m nd buzzed with questions, but two were uppernost—-who woul d have tried to
poi son the kittens, and why?

* * %

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

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

Dick led his parade past the desk—a desk of cast nmarble reinforced with
plastile, which would serve very nicely as a bl ast-and-projectile-proof bunker
at need. The door to Vena's office (a cleverly conceal ed bl ast-door) was



slightly ajar; it sensed his approach and opened fully for himafter a retina
scan.

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

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

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

"Let me guess—the other side doesn't |like Terrans?" Di ck hazarded.

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

"What is it?" Dick asked, thumbing it on, and seeing (with some puzzl enent)
the Iine drawi ng of a nude Lacu' un appear on the plate.

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

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

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

It was easier to disable a Lacu'un than to kill one, at least in hand to hand
conbat. Their throats were arnmored with bone plates, their heads with
amazingly thick skulls. But there were vul nerabl e major nerve-points at al
joints; concentrated pinpoint pressure would paral yze everything fromthe
joint down when applied there. When Dick figured he had the scanty contents by
heart, he tossed the reader back to Vena, though what he was supposed to do
with the informati on was beyond him at the noment. He wasn't exactly trained

i n anything but the nost basic of self-defense—+that was nore in Erica
Makumba's line, and she was several light-years away at the nonent.

"The Lacu' un Arny has been alerted, the Pal ace has been put under tight
security, and the caretakers of the other cats have been warned about the

poi soning attenpt. However, the nysterious kitchen-hel per got clean away, so
we can assune he'll make another attenpt. My advisors and | would like to take
himalive if we can—ae've got sone plans that may abort this ness before it
gets worse than it already is."

SCat' s deep-voi ced grow showed what he thought of that idea, and Vena | owered



her snol dering, dark eyes fromDbDick's to the toms, and smled grimy.

"I"'d like to put a Marine guard on the cats—but | know that's hardly
possi bl e," Vena continued, as SCat and SKitty voiced identical snorts of

di sdain. "But let's wal k back over to the Pal ace and tal k about what we can do
on the way."

SCat | ooked up at himand nade an odd noi se, easy enough to interpret. "SCat

t hi nks he and SKitty can guard the kittens well enough,” Dick replied, as Vena
waved hi mthrough the door, a torrent of cats washing around his ankles.
"I"msure he does," Vena retorted. "But let's remenber that he's only a cat,
however much his genes have been tweaked. | hardly think he's capabl e of
under st andi ng the danger of the current situation."

"He isn't just a cat, he was a Patrol cat,"
shook her head at that.

D ck pointed out, but Vena just

"Di ck, we don't even know exactly what we're into—all we know is that there
was an attenpt to poison the cats by an assassin that got away. W don't know
if it was a lone fanatic, someone sent by our hosts' enenmies, if there's only
one or nore than one— She sighed as they reached the street. "W're doing al
the intelligence gathering we can, but it's difficult to nanage when you don't

| ook anything |ike the dom nant species on the planet."

The street was enpty, which was fairly normal at this time of day when npst
Lacu' un were inside at their evening neal. The sky of this world seenmed a bit
greenish to him but he'd gotten used to it—today, there were sonme clouds that
m ght mean rain. O might not, he didn't know very nuch about planet-side

weat her.

SCat's squall was all the warning Dick got to throw hinself out of the way as
somet hi ng dark and fast whizzed through the place where he'd been standing.
SKitty and the kittens fairly flew back to the safety of the Enbassy, SCat

whi sked out of sight altogether; a |arger, cloaked shape sprang fromthe
shadows of a doorway, and before D ck managed to get halfway to his feet, the
grey-cl oaked, pal e-skinned Lacu' un seized Vena and envel oped her, holding a
knife to her throat.

"Be still, blasphenmous she-denmon!" it grated, holding both Vena's arns pinned
behi nd her back in a way that had to be excruciatingly painful. She grimced
but said nothing. "And you, father of denobns, be still also!" it snapped at
Dick. "I amthe righteous hand of Kresh'kali, the all-devouring, the purifier
I amthe bringer of cleansing, the anointed of God! In H's nanme, and by His
mercy, | give you this choi ce—+enpve yourselves fromour soil, take yourselves
back into the sky forever, or you will die, first you and your she-denbn and
your god killing pests, then all of those who brought you." Its voice rose,
taking on the tones of a hellfire-and-brinstone preacher. "Kresh'kali is the
One, the true God, whose word is the only Iaw, and whose m nions cl eanse the
world in Hs image; His will shall not be flouted, and H s servants not

deni ed—=

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

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

The knife clattered to the street, Vena twi sted away, and Dick charged, all at



t he sane nonent; his shoulder hit the assassin and they both went down on the
hard stone paving. But not in a disorderly heap, no; by the time the Mrines
cane piling out of the Enbassy, alerted by the frantic herd of cats, D ck had
the m screant face-down on the ground with both arms paral yzed fromthe

shoul ders down. And, miracle of mracles, this time he wasn't the one battered
and brui sed—+n fact, he was intact beyond a few scrapes!

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

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

"Not a chance," she growled. "Hustle himinto the Enbassy before anyone asks
any questions."

"What are you going to do?" Dick asked sotto voce, follow ng the Mrines and
thei r cursing burden.

"I told you, we've got sone ideas—and a couple of experiments |'d rather try
on this dirt-bag rather than any Lacu' un volunteers,"” was all she said,

| eaving himsingularly unsatisfied. Al he could be certain of was that she
didn't plan to execute the assassin out-of-hand. "W caught him and we've got
a chance to try those ideas out."

He continued to follow, and was not prevented, as Vena led the way up the
stairs to the Enbassy ned-1ab. The entire entourage of cats followed, and Vena
not only let them she waved themall inside before shutting and | ocking the
door. The prisoner was strapped into a dental chair and gagged, which at |east
put an end to the curses, though not to the glares he cast at them

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

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

"She says he's got barriers,” Dick interpreted. "I understand that nopst
nont el epat hi ¢ people have and it's just an accident that the two of us are
conpatible."

"I may be able to change that," Vena replied, with a tight smle, as she got
to her feet. "SKitty, I'mgoing to do sonme things to this prisoner, and | want
you to tell me when the barriers are gone." She turned to a cabi net and

unl ocked it; inside were hypospray vials, and she sel ected one. "W've been
cooperating with the Lacu' un Heal ers; putting together drugs we've been

devel oping for the Lacu' un," she continued, "There are hypnotics that are
proven to | ower telepathic barriers in humans, and | have a few that nmay do
the sane for the Lacu'un. If they don't kill him that is." She raised an
eyebrow at Dick. "You can see why we didn't want to test them even on

vol unteers."

"But if the drugs kill him= D ck gul ped.
"Then we save the Lacu' ara the cost of an execution, and we apol ogi ze that the

prisoner expired fromfear," she replied snoothly. Dick gul ped again; this was
a ruthless side of Vena he'd had no notion existed!



She placed the first hypo against the side of the prisoner's neck; the device
hissed as it discharged its contents, and the prisoner's eyes w dened wth
fear.

An hour later, there were only two vials left in the cabinet; Vena had
adm ni stered all the rest, and their antidotes, with subline disregard for the
strain this was probably putting on the prisoner's body. The effects of each
had been duly noted, but none of them produced the desired effect of |owering
the barriers nontel epaths had against tel epathic intrusion

Vena picked up the first of the last two, and sighed. "If one of these doesn't
work, 1'll have to nake a decision about giving himto the locals," she said
wi th what sounded like disappointnment. "I'd really rather not do that."

Dick didn't ask why, but one of the two Marines in the roomw th them nust
have seen the question in his eyes. "If the Anbassador turns this fell ow over
to them they' |l execute him and that night be enough to send cold war
hostilities into a real blaze," the young |lieutenant nuttered as Vena
admi ni stered the hypo. "And the word fromthe Palace is that the other side is
as advanced in atomi c physics as our lot is. In other words, these are
religious fanatics with a nucl ear arsenal ."

D ck winced; the Terrans woul d be safe enough in a nucl ear exchange, and so
woul d the bulk of city-dwellers, for the Lacu un had mastered force-shield
technol ogy. But in a nucl ear exchange there were always accidents and as yet
it wasn't possible to encase anything bigger than a city in a shield; he'd
seen enough bl asted | ands never to wi sh a nuc-war on anyone, and certainly not
on the decent folk here.

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

"Excellent!" she exclained with relief. "Al right, little one—e're going to
| eave the roomuntil you send one of the kittens to come get us. Let himthink
we've lost interest in himfor the noment, then get into his head and convi nce
himthat he is a very, very bad kitten and you are his nother and you're going
to punish himunless he says he's sorry and he won't do it again. Make him

think that you are so angry that you might kill himif he can't understand how
bad he's been. In fact, any of you cats that can get into his head should do
that. Then make him prom se that he'll always obey everything you tell himto,

and don't let up the pressure until he does."

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

Dick was as baffled as SKitty was, as he followed Vena out into the hall,
| eaving the cats with the prisoner. "Just what is that going to acconplish?"
he denmanded.

She chuckl ed. "I rather doubt he's ever heard anyone speak in his nind
before,"” she pointed out. "Not even his god."

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



"Exactly," Vena said with satisfaction. "This is what Lieutenant Reynard
wanted nme to try, though we thought we'd have to add hal uci nogens and a VR
headset, rather than getting right directly into his head. My probl em was
finding a way to tell her to act |like an all-powerful, rebuking god in a way
she'd understand. In the drugged state he's in now, he'll accept whatever
happens as the truth."

"So he won't threaten the cats anynore—but then what?" Di ck asked.

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

"And the best?" Dick inquired.
She shrugged. "He converts."
"Just what will that acconplish?"

She paused, and licked her |ips unconsciously. "W ran some simulations, based
on what we've | earned about Lacu'un psychol ogy and projecting the rest from
history. Historically, the nmost fanatic followers of a newreligion are the
converts who were just as fanatical in their former religion. In either case,

i magi ne the reacti on when he returns hone, which he will, and mracul ously,
because we'll take a stealthed flitter and drop himover the border while he's
drugged and unconscious. He'll probably figure out that we brought him but
there won't be any sign of how. |nagine what his superiors wll think?"

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

anot her assassination attenpt. And if we send back a convert—there's a
seventy-four point three percent chance he'll end up starting his own crusade,
or even a holy war within their culture. No matter what, they cease to be a
probl em"

"Now that," Dick replied with feeling, "lIs really a better nousetrap!"



