A Tail of Two SKittys

The howl s coning frominside the special aninmal shipping crate sounded

i npatient, and had been enough to seriously alarmthe cargo handl ers. Dick
White, Spaceman First O ass, Supercargo on the CatsEye Conpany ship

Bri ghtwi ng, put his hand on the outside of the plastile crate, just above the
word "Property." Fromwithin the crate the nuffled voice continued to yow
general unhappi ness with the world.

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

SKitty rai sed her head. Yellow eyes blinked once, sleepily. Abruptly, the
yow i ng stopped.

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

D ck shook his head; the kittens were not even a year old, and already their
not her was mat chmaki ng. Then again, that was the tendency of nothers the
uni ver se over.

At | east now he'd be able to uncrate this woul d-be "mate" with a m ni nrum of
f uss.

The full legend inprinted on the crate read "Fenal e Shi pscat Astra Stardancer
of Engl ewood, Property of BioTech Interstellar, |eased to CatsEye Conpany. Do
not open under penalty of law " Theoretically, Astra was, like SKitty, a

bi o- engi neered shipscat, fully capable of handling freefall, alien vermn,
conditions that would poison, paralyze, or terrify her renote Terran
ancestors, and all without turning a hair. In actuality, Astra, like the

ni net een other shipscats Dick had uncrated, was a failure. The genetic

engi neering of her m ddl e-ear and ot her bal anci ng organs had fail ed. She could
not tolerate freefall, and while nost ships operated under grav-generators,
there were always equi pnent nal functi ons and acci dents.

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

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

The worl d of the Lacu' un, graceful, bipedal hunanoids with a remarkably

sophi sticated, if planet-bound, civilization, was infested with a pest called
a "kreshta." Erica Makunba, the Legal Advisor and Security Chief of Dick's
ship described them as "six-legged crosses between cockroaches and mce."
SKitty described themonly as "nasty," but she hunted them gl eefully anyway.
The Lacu' un opened their world to trade just over a year ago, and sone of
their artifacts and technol ogi es nade them a desirable trade-ally indeed. The
Bri ghtwi ng had been one of the three ships invited to negotiate, in part
because of SKitty, for the Lacu' un valued totenic ani mals highly.

And that was what had led to Captain Singh of the Brightw ng conducting the
entire trade negotiations with the Lacu' un—and had kept Bri ghtw ng

ground- bound for the past year. SKitty had done the—+to the Lacu' un—npossi bl e.
She had killed kreshta. She had al ready been assumed to be Brightw ng's



totenmic animal; that act el evated her to the status of "god-touched mracle,
and had given the captain and crew of her ship unprecedented control and
access to the rulers here.

SKitty had been newl y-pregnant at the time; part of the price for the power
Captain Singh now wi el ded had been her kittens. But Di ck had gotten anot her

i dea, and had used his own share of the profits Brightwing was taking in to
purchase the | eases of twenty nore "failed" cats to supplenent SKitty's four
kittens. BioTech cats released for |eases were generally sterile, SKitty being
a rare exception. If these twenty worked out, the Lacu un would be very
grateful, and nore inportantly, so would Vena Ferducci, the attractive, petite
Terran Consul assigned to the new enbassy here. In the past few nonths, D ck
had gotten to know Vena very wel |l —and he hoped to get to know her better. Vena
had originally been a Survey Scout, and she was getting rather restless in her
ground- based position as Consul. And in truth, the Lacu un |awer, Lan
Ventris, was rmuch better suited to such a job than Vena. She had hinted that
as soon as the Lacu' un felt they could trust Ventris, she would like to resign
and go back to space. Dick rather hoped she m ght be persuaded to take a
position with the Brightwing. It was too soon to call this little dance a
"romance, " but he had hopes.

Hopes which could be solidified by this experinent. If the twenty young cats
he had i nported worked out as well as SKitty's four half-grown kittens, the
Lacu' un would be able to inmport their intelligent pest-killers at a fraction
of what the | ease on a shipscat would be. This would make Vena happy; anything
that benefited her Lacu' un made her happy. And if Dick was the cause of that
happi ness.

:Dick go courting?: SKitty asked innocently, salting her query wth decidedly
not -i nnocent i mages of her own "courting."

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

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

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

i nsi de.

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

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

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

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



As he turned away fromthe crate, he thought he caught a hint of novenment in
t he shadows at the back. But when he turned to | ook, there was nothing there,
and he disnmissed it as nothing nore than his inmagination. If there had been
anything else in Astra's crate, the manifest would have listed it—and Astra
was definitely sterile, so it could not have been an unlicensed kitten

Eri ca Makumba and Vena were waiting for himin the corridor outside. Vena

of fered her fingers to the newcomer; much nore secure now, Astra sniffed them
and purred. "She's lovely," Vena said in admiration. Dick had to agree; Astra
was a velvety blue-gray fromhead to tail, and her slim clean lines clearly
showed her descent from Russian Bl ue ancestors.

:She for Furrball,: SKitty insisted, gently nipping at his neck
Is this your idea or hers? Dick retorted.

:Sees Furrball in head; likes Furrball.: That seened to finish it as far as
SKitty was concerned. :Good hunter, too.: Dick gave in to the inevitable.

"Didn't we promi se one of these new cats to the Lacu'teveras?" Dick asked.
"This one seens very gentle; she'd probably do very well as a conpanion for
Furrball." SKitty's kittens all had nanes as fancy as Astra's—er as SKitty's
official nane, for that matter. Furrball was "Andreas Wdefarer of Lacu'un,"
Nui sance was "M sty Snowspirit of Lacu'un," Rags was "Lady Fl anebringer of
Lacu' un" and Trey was "Garrison Starshadow of Lacu' un." But they had, as cats
al ways do, acquired their own nicknanes that had nothing to do with the

regi stered nanes. Astra would wi thout a doubt do the sane.

Each of the npbst prominent families of the Lacu' un had been granted one cat,
but the Royal Fanmily had three. Two of SKitty's original kittens, and one of
t he newconers. Astra would bring that nunber up to four, a sacred nunber to
the Lacu' un and very propitious.

"We did," Vena replied absently, scratching a pleased Astra beneath her chin.
"And | agree with you; | think this one would pl ease the Lacu'teveras very
much." She laughed a little. "I'mbeginning to think you' re psychic or
somet hi ng, Dick; you haven't been wong with your selections yet."

"Me?" he said ingenuously. "Psychic? Spirits of Space, Vena, the way these
people are treating the cats, it doesn't matter anyway. Any "match' | nade
woul d be a good one, so far as the cat is concerned. They couldn't be panpered
nore if they were Lacu' un girl-babies!"

"True," she agreed, and reluctantly took her hand away. "Well, four cats
shoul d be just about right to keep the Pal ace vernin-free. It's really kind of
funny how they've divided the place up anong themw th no bickering. They

al nrost act as if they were humans dividing up patrols!" Erica shot himan

unr eadabl e gl ance; did she renenber how he had sat down with the origina
three and SKitty—and a floor-plan of the place—when he first brought them al
to the Pal ace?

"They are bred for high intelligence,"” he rem nded both of them hastily. "No
one really knows how bright they are. They're bright enough to use their
life-support pods in an emergency, and bright enough to | earn how to use the
human facilities in the ships. They seemto have ways of communicating with
each other, or so the people at BioTech tell me, so nmaybe they did establish
patrols."

"Well, maybe they did," Erica said after a |long nonent. He heaved a nental
sigh of relief. The last thing he needed was to have soneone suspect SKitty's



telepathic link with him BioTech was not breeding for telepathy, but if such
a useful trait ever showed up in a fertile female, they would surely cance
Brightwing's | ease and haul SKitty back to their nearest cattery to becone a
breedi ng queen. SKitty was his best friend; to lose her |ike that would be
terrible.

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

Vell, at least SKitty agreed.

For now, anyway, now that her kittens were weaned. \Wenever she cane into
season, she seemed to change her mnd, at |east about the part that resulted
in breeding, if not the breeding itself.

The Lacu'teveras, the Ruling Consort of her people, accepted Astra into the
househol d with soft cries of welcone and gl adness. Erica was right, the
Lacu' un coul d not possibly have panpered their cats nmore. Wenever a cat
wanted a |lap or a scratch, one was imedi ately provided, whether or not the
object of feline affection was in the mddle of negotiations or a session of
Council or not. Wenever one w shed to play—al though with the nunber of
kreshta about, there was very little energy left over for playi ng—everything
el se was set aside for that noment. And when one brought in a trophy kreshta,
tail and ears held high with pride, the entire court applauded. Astra was
introduced to Furrball at SKitty's insistence. Noses were sniffed, and the two
rubbed cheeks. It appeared that Mama's mat chmaki ng was goi ng to work.

The three humans and the pl eased feline headed back across the city to the
spaceport and the Fence around it. The city of the Lacu' un was incredibly
attractive, nuch nore so than any other sinmlar city D ck had ever visited.
Because of the rapidity with which the kreshta nmultiplied given any food and
shelter, the streets were kept absolutely spotless, and the buildings clean
and in repair. Mst had walls about them giving the inhabitants little

i sl ands of privacy. The walls of the wealthy were of carved stone; those of
t he poor of cast concrete. In all cases, ornamentation was the rule, not the
excepti on.

The Lacu' un t hensel ves wal ked the streets of their city garbed in delicate,
flowi ng robes, or shorter nore practical versions of the same garnents.
Graceful and handsone, they resenbled avians rather than reptiles; their skin
varied in shade froma dark brown to a golden tan, and their heads bore a kind
of frill like an iguana's, that ran fromthe base of the neck to a point just
above and between the eyes.

Their faces were capable of sonething like a smle, and the expression neant
the sane for themas it did for humans. Mst of themsmled when they saw D ck
and SKitty; although the kreshta-destroying abilities of the cat were not
somet hing any of them woul d personally feel the inpact of for many years,

per haps generations, they still appreciated what the cats Di ck had introduced
could do. The kreshta had been a plague upon them for as long as their history
recorded, even being so bold as to steal the food fromplates and injure
unguarded infants. For as long as that history, it had seened that there would
never be a solution to the depredations of the little beasts. But now+the nost
pi ous cl ai ned the advent of the cats was a sign of the gods' direct

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



into the tables could probably be elimnated.

When they crossed the Fence into Terran territory, however, the surroundi ngs
dropped in quality by a magnitude or two. Dick felt obscurely ashaned of his
wor | d whenever he | ooked at the shabby, garish spaceport "facilities" that
conpri sed nost of the Terran spaceport area. At |east the headquarters that
Captain Singh and Cat sEye had established were handsone; adaptations of the
natives' own architecture, in cast concrete with walls decorated with stylized
stars, spaceships, and suggestions of slit-pupiled eyes. Sol arQuest and UVN
the other two Conpani es that had been given Trade permits, were follow ng

Cat skye's lead, and had hired the sane | ocal architects and contractors to
build their own headquarters. It |ooked fromthe half-finished buildings as if
Sol ar Quest was going with a notif taken fromtheir own |ogo of a stylized
sunburst; UVN was going for geonetrics in their wall-decor

There were four ships here at the monent rather than the authorized three; for
some reason, the independent freighter that had brought in the twenty
shipscats was still here on the landing field. D ck wondered about that for a
nmonent, then shrugged nmentally. |ndependents often ran on shoestring budgets;
probably they had only | oaded enough fuel to get them here, and refueling was
taking nmore tine than they had thought it woul d.

Suddenly, just as they passed through the doors of the building, SKitty
how ed, hissed, and | eapt from Di ck's shoul ders, vani shing through the
rapi dl y-cl osi ng door.

He uttered a nuffled curse and turned to run after her. What had gotten into
her, anyway?

He found hinself | ooking into the muzzle of a weapon held by a large man in

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

"Where's the damm cat?" snapped the one Dick was coming to think of as "the
Gray Man." One of his underlings shrugged.

"Gone," the man replied shortly. "She got away when we rounded up these three,
and she just vani shed somewhere. Forget the cat. How much damage could a cat
do?"

The Gray Man shrugged. "The natives m ght get suspicious if they don't see her
with our man."

"She probably woul dn't have cooperated with our man," the underling pointed
out. "Not like she did with this one. It doesn't matter—hite got the new cats
installed, and we don't need an animal that was likely to be a handful

anyway. "

The Gray Man nodded after a while and went back to securing the latest of his
prisoners. The offices in the new CatsEye buil ding had been turned into

i mpronptu cells; Dick had gotten a glinpse of Captain Singh in one of them as
he had been frog-marched past. He didn't know what these people had done wth
the rest of the crew or with Vena and Erica, since Vena had been taken off
somewhere separately and Erica had been stunned and dragged away wi thout

wai ting for her surrender



The Gray Man watched himw th his weapon trained on himas two nore underlings
installed a tangle-field generator across the doorway. Wth no wi ndows, these
little offices made perfect hol di ng-pens. Mst of themdidn't have furniture
yet, those that did didn't really contain anything that could be used as a
weapon. The desks were sinple slabs of native wood on netal supports, the
chairs nolded plastile, and both were bolted to the floor. There was not hi ng
in Dick's little cubicle that could even be thrown.

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

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

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

"You're clever, Wite," the Gay Man replied, expressionlessly. "Too clever
for your own good, maybe. We m ght just have to make you di sappear. You and
t he Makumba wonman; she'll probably know some of us as soon as she wakes up
and we don't have the time or the equipnent to brain-w pe you."

Dick felt a chill going down his back, as the nen at the door finished
installing the field and left, quickly. "BioTech is going to wonder if one of
t heir designated handl ers just vani shes. And w thout nme, you're never going to
get SKitty back; BioTech isn't going to care for that, either. They m ght
start asking questions that you can't answer."

The Gray Man stared at himfor a | ong nonment; his expression did not vary in
the least, but at |least he didn't make any nove to shoot. "I'Il think about
it," he said finally. He might have said nore, but there was a shout fromthe
corridor outside.

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

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

TriStar didn't like getting cut out of the negotiations; what they can't get

legally, they'll get any way they can. Probably they intend to use us as
host ages agai nst Vena's good behavi or, getting her to put themup as the new
negotiators. | solved the problemof getting the cats for them now there's no

reason they couldn't just step in. But that can't go on forever, sooner or
l|ater Vena is going to get to a comunit or send sone kind of message
of fworl d. So what would these people do then?

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

Wl |, there was al ways one answer to that, especially on a new y-opened worl d.
Pl ague.

The chill threaded his backbone again as he realized just what a good answer



that was. These Tri Star goons coul d use sickness as the excuse for why the
Cat skye people weren't in evidence. A runmor of plague might well drive the
other two ships offworld before they cane down with it. The Tri Star people
could even claimto be taking care of the Brightwing's crew

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

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

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

A soft hiss made himl ook up, and he strangled a cry of mingled joy and
apprehension. It was SKitty! She was right outside the door, and she seened to
be trying to do sonething with the tangle-field generator

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

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

Finally, with a nuffled yow of triunmph, she managed to twist the dial into
the "of f" position and the field went down. Dick was out the door in a nonent,
but SKitty was uncharacteristically running off ahead of himinstead of
waiting for him Not that he m nded! She was safer on the ground in case
someone spotted himand stunned him she was small and quick, and if they
caught himagain, she would still have a chance to hide and get away. But

t here was sonething odd about her bounding run; as if her body was a little

| onger than usual. And her tail seenmed to be a lot |onger than he renmenbered—

Never mind that, get nmoving! he scolded hinself, trying to recall where they'd
set up all the cons and if any of themwere translight. SKitty whi sked ahead
of him around a corner; when he caught up with her, she was already at work
on the tangle-field generator in front of another door

Practi ce must have nade perfect; she got the field down just before he reached
t he doorway, and shot down the hall like a streak of black |ightning. Dick

st opped; inside was soneone |ying down on a cot, armover her dark mahogany
head. Erical

"Erical!" he hissed at her. She sat bolt upright, wi ncing as she did so, and he
felt a twinge of synpathy. A stun-mgraine was no picnic.

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



curiously empty as Di ck had.

"SKitty took the generator offline," he said. "She got yours, too, and she
headed off that way— He pointed towards the heart of the building. "Do you

renenber where the translight conms are?"

"Eyeah," she said. "In the basenent, if we can get there. That's the energency
unit and | don't think they know we've got it."

She cocked her head to one side, as if she had suddenly heard sonething. He
strained his ears—and there was a clanor, off in the distance beyond the walls
of the building. It sounded as if several people were chasing sonething. But
it couldn't have been SKitty; she was still in the building.

"It sounds like they're busy," Erica said, and grinned. "Let's go while we
have t he chance!"

But before they reached the basenent comroom they were joined by nost of the
crew of the Brightw ng, sone of whom had arned thensel ves wi th what ever m ght
serve as a weapon. Al of themtold the same story, about how the shipscat had
taken down their tangle-fields and fled. Once in the basenent of the
buil di ng—after scattering the multiple nests of kreshta that had noved ri ght
in—the Com O ficer took over while the rest of them found whatever they could
to make a barricade and Dick related what he had | earned and what his surnises
were. Power controls were all down here; there would be no way short of

bl owi ng the building up for the Tri Star goons to cut power to the com Now al

t hey needed was time—tinme to get their message out, and wait for the Patrol to
answer .

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

"Front and center—here they cone!"

Di ck slunped down so that the tiny nedic could reach his head to bandage it.
He knew he | ooked like he'd been through a war, but either the feeling of
elated triunmph or the medic's drugs or both prevented himfromreally feeling
any of his injuries. In the end, it had cone down to the crudest of
hand-t o- hand conbat on the staircase, as the Com Oficer resent the nmessage as
many tinmes as he could and the rest of themheld off the TriStar bullies. He
could only thank the Spirits of Space that they had no weapons stronger than
stunners—er at |east, they hadn't wanted to use them down in the basenent
where so many circuits lay bare. Eventually, of course, they had been
overwhel med, but by then it was too |ate. The Com O ficer had gotten a reply
fromthe Patrol. Help was on the way. Faced with the collapse of their plan
the Tri Star people had done the only w se thing. They had retreated.

Wth them they had taken all evidence that they were fromTri Star; there was
no way of proving who and what they were, unless the Patrol corvette now on
the way in could intercept themand capture them Contrary to what the G ay
Man had thought, Erica had recogni zed none of her captors.

But right now, none of that mattered. Wat did matter was that they had cone
through this—and that SKitty had finally reappeared as soon as the Tri Star
ship blasted out, to take her accustomed place on Dick's shoul ders, purring
for all she was worth and interfering with the nedic's work.



"Dick— Vena called fromthe door to the nmedic's office, "I found your—
Di ck | ooked up. Vena was cradling SKitty in her arnmns.
But SKitty was already on his shoul ders.

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

And nost definitely had a lot |onger tail!

:ls Prrreet,: SKitty said with satisfaction. :Handsonme, no? |Is bred for being
Patrol -cat, war-cat.:

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

"FX-003," she said, "and a serial nunber. But the X designation is for
experinmental, isn't it?"

"Uh—yeah." He got up, ignoring the medic, and canme to | ook at the new cat.
Vena's stranger also had nuch nore human-1i ke hands than his SKitty; suddenly
the nystery of how the cat had managed to mani pul ate the tangle-field controls
was sol ved

Shoot, he night even have been trained to do that!

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

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

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

"He uh—nust have conme in as an extra with that shipment," D ck inprovised
quickly. "I found an extra invoice, | just thought they'd nade a m stake. He's
deaf in one ear, that's why they washed himout. | uh—+ suppose Brightw ng
could keep him™"

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

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

:Courting?: SKitty asked slyly, reaching out to lick one of Prrreet's ears.

This time Dick did not bother to deny it.



