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Chapter 1

«N»

Until the Condor encountered the derdlict spaceship drifting through deep space, Khorii couldn't
understand why the fact that she was taking her first long space voyage had caused so much fuss back
home. She had flown on the Condor plenty of timeswhen her family shuttled between her home planet of
Vhiliinyar and the Moon of Opportunity (known as MOO to everyone except Uncle Hafiz and Aunt
Karinanow). Thistrip wasjust like those ones, only longer, although she did like seeing dl the new solar
systems and such that Mother and Father, Captain Becker, and her android friend Elviiz's dad Maak
were so eager to point out to her.

When Khorii's parents decided to take her on atrip into Federation space to see her mother's human
friends and family, Khorii had been afraid it would be really boring. But Mother had her reasons for
taking her dong. Mother's adoptive human fathers had cometo visit when Khorii was younger, but she
barely remembered them, and she had not yet met their mates and children. Mother said it wastime and
past that Khorii got to know them. Mother aso wanted Khorii to see something of the worlds that she
hersdlf had known asagirl.

But Khorii was on her way, even though her Linyaari playmates, both of them, thought the prospect of a
trip into awhole new sector of space was pretty scary. That was despite the fact that they were starborn
themsalves, and used to meeting other races.

Khorii was scared, too. But not for the same reasons her friends were. She was scared that it would be
absolutely mind-numbingly dull, what with dl of the adults talking about the Good Old Days and about
people who were dead before she was born, as Linyaari adults seemed to do all thetime.

At the same time she was worrying about being bored, she also thought that thistrip could bethrilling.

But now, Sitting in her berth and staring out through her viewscreen into space, she was not yet thrilled,
and she wondered how it could have possibly been night for so long. Days and weeks and months full of
nothing but darkness. Stars were everywhere, but not one of them turned the morning sky violet, asit
was a home when Our Star rose over the mountains.

She understood, of course, the physics of space and light. She knew that it was Vhiliinyar's aamosphere
that produced the beautiful skies shelonged to see again, and not Our Star done. Still, she couldn't help
fedling that if shetouched thetip of her horn to the screen, it might somehow purify the vastnessand
depth that had swallowed the ship and with it her family and friends, and turn the airless blacknessinto
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the light and sweet-smelling air she craved.

Shefelt anudge under her arm and lifted it to see her cat Khiindi staring at her while hissidesrose and
fell with the passion of hispurrs. Khiindi loved it out here. Well, he would. Cats loved nothing better than
deeping. Endless nights were good for deeping. Of course, catsloved sunlight, too, but Khiindi just
curled up under the nearest lamp and pretended it was his own persona sun.

Khorii sighed. How she longed to set the ship down someplace larger than the Condor , somewhere
outside, where she could graze and run and play. And, right now, except for Khiindi, shewaslondly. Her
foster brother, Elviiz, usualy annoyed her by being underfoot and in her way every chance he got, but
now that he was closeted with his android father/creator, Maak, Khorii felt abandoned. Her parents,
Acornaand Aari, werein their own berth, deeping after along watch. They had proposed thistrip asa
way to spend more time with their family after along series of missonsthat had taken them away from
Vhiliinyar, but a the moment it fet to Khorii that they were spending their time exclusively in each other's
company. Shewas feding decidedly |eft out.

Khorii stretched, yawned, and decided to go see what was happening on the bridge. Maybe she could
get Captain Becker, her beloved Uncle Joh, to play a game with her or teach her more about gonzo

physics.

When she got to the deck, it seemed that Uncle Joh aso had better things to do. He was bouncing up
and down in the command seat, dternately wringing his hands and clgpping them together before
spreading them over the various controls of his scanner array like a concert pianist about to pound out a
sonatain one of the cultural vids Mother insisted she watch.

Drawing nearer to her human friend, she saw aspot of drool beaded at the side of his mouth. Becker
looked exactly like RK, the ship'sfelinefirst mate, when RK was contemplating a particularly tasty
gpecimen of vermin. Khorii rushed forward, worried that Uncle Joh, who was of course quite aged, being
acontemporary of her parents, was having some kind of seizure. But then she saw the reflection of his
eyesglittering avaricioudy in three of the scanner arrays and knew he wasfine. What he was wearing
was smply aheightened version of hischaracteristic Y ahoo, sdvagel" expression: amixture of
enthusiasm, ddight, and greed.

The Condor was a ship dedicated to collecting and "recycling” or sdling salvage, and Uncle Joh loved his
business. Therewas very little dse that could thrill him so much asabit of wreckage or refuse. It
gppeared that he had aparticularly luscious bit of savagein sight thistime.

"What isit?' sheasked him, diding into her usud seat besde the captain. She had lived only six Linyaari
years, the equivadent of twelve Standard years for ahumanoid child, and was somewhat short for her
age, even among her Linyaari friends. Khiindi hopped onto the headrest of her chair, which rose afoot or
so above the top of her head.

RK, whose given name was Roadkill, was ahuge brindled black and gray, very furry, Makahomian
Temple Cat. RK had been deeping in asimilar position on the chair above Uncle Joh's heed. Thefdine
first mate had been with Uncle Joh since before Khorii was born. Upon seeing Khiindi, RK opened one
eye and growled. Khiindi, agray-striped cat who was large, though not aslarge as RK, gave a pathetic
mew in return. RK was Khiindi's sire, or at least the Makahomian priesthood suspected that he was, and
Khiindi ways seemed hurt by the older cat's animosity. Khorii reached up and, with one of her
three-fingered, single-knuckled hands, stroked Khiindi's fluffy gray tail asit flipped in an agitated fashion
againg the small, spiraing opaescent horn nestling among the short pink-and-purple-streaked silver curls
of her mane. Normally, as a space-faring Linyaari, she should have had silver curls, but sheld been
experimenting with dyes to make her look somewhat different from every other star-clad Linyaari person



her age.

Like her, every other Linyaari who'd been into space was white-skinned, silver-maned, opd- or
golden-horned, and had feathery silver curls growing from head and neck and hafway down the spine.
Another ridge of curlstickled the back of her legs from knee to ankle, where her feet ended in two hard,
hooflike toes. The dye Khorii had used was pale and sort of messy-looking now, but it had been pretty
when shefirgt did it. Aunt Maati said that Khorii's mother had done something similar when shefirst came
to narhii-Vhiliinyar, the new homeworld of the Linyaari that Khorii's mother had helped creste.

After amoment of fiddling with the controlsthat sent the Condor in pursuit of its prey, her Uncle Joh
leaned back in the chair and pointed to the scanners. "Khorii, cutie, | am so glad you are keeping me
company on this historic occasion. Lookee there!”

She saw asmall blip on the screen quickly blossom into alarger blip.
"What isthat?" she asked.
"Ah, my child, ligen and | will tell you apoem. Y ou like poems, right?'

She nodded, cautioudly. Uncle Joh till recited poems and played practical jokes on her as he had done
when shewasavery smdl child. To befair, though, he did the same thing to her parents, so she
supposed it had more to do with who he was than with his perception of her. He began:

" "Twas night just like dways asit isin deep space We were scanning for salvage dl over the place When
what to my wondering scanners gppeared But aderdict ship, off our port bow, right herel”

Uncle Joh stabbed at a button, and the blip bloomed until it filled the entire screen, reveding itself to be a
large luxury spaceliner, itsname clearly legible onitsside.

"LaEg-trail-aBlanket?' Khorii asked, unsure of how to say the words.

"La Estrella Blanca," he corrected her pronunciation, turning the sounds at the end of the wordsinto
long as. "It's Spanish, chica. Means The White Star.' Historically not the best choice of words, but
probably the guy who named her was a businessman, not a space mariner or ahistorian.”

"Why not agood choice?' she asked.

"It's very ancient history, but once upon atime on Old Terra, back when it was cdled Earth, some
people built ahuge ship—not a space vessd; it sailed on the water of the ocean, though maybe sailed
isn't theright word, sinceit didn't have sails. It had motors. Anyway, they built aship so huge that they
said it couldn't be sunk. And it did. End of story."

"And the ship was called The White Star dso? Like thisone?!

"No, it was called the Titanic. But the company that built it was called the White Star Line. In Spanish,
that ended up being trandated into this ship's name. Naturdly the Titanic's snking didn't do the White
Star Line any good. For onething, it wiped out quite afew of the richest people on the planet, who were
on that maiden voyage because it was the fashionable thing to do.”

"What is ‘fashionable€?' she asked. Her Standard wasredly pretty good, but every onceinawhile
humans, Uncle Joh especidly, came up with an expression that had not been covered in her lessons.

"Meansdl thar friends were doing it and thought it was cool, so they wanted to do it, too."



"Ah." Shethought about that for amoment, but it did not make agreat deal of sense. If dl of her friends
were grazing on one patch of grass, she had dways found it helpful to find another patch for hersdlf,
which would give her more food and not overgraze that particular area. But maybe that was just her.

Returning her attention to the screen, now filled with the starboard side of the ship, the portion that said
"Blanca," shenoticed afaint pulsing of the indicator light to the right of the scanner array.

"What does this mean?" she asked, touching it.

"Nutd" he said, touching avolume contral, "it's adistress beacon. Does ook pretty old though." He
studied the pulses for amoment, and said, "1 guess they would have been in distress at some point or the
ship wouldn't be wallowing around in space like this. Well just pull dongside her with the tractor beam,
board her, and see what'swhat. | don't wish those people any ill luck, mind you, but that ship would be
some bodacious salvage if nobody's till aboard.”

He fiddled with the com system and began talking to his prospective prize.

"Hey, there, you aboard the Estrella Blanca, thisis Captain Jonas Becker aboard the Condor , flagship
of Becker and Son Interplanetary Recycling and Salvage Enterprises, Ltd., of which | am the CEO. We
received your distress signa and ask permission to board. Do you read me?’

After turning up the volume, waiting, and going through anumber of other procedures, heflicked off the
com signal, and said, " Guess nobody's home." He looked much happier.

After that, heignored her while she watched him gpproach the much larger ship and attach the Condor
to its docking bay hatch using the tractor beam. The tractor beam had been culled, like most of the
Condor, from another larger and more powerful vessel. Khorii knew this because Uncle Joh was fond of
telling her about the heritage of each and every sheet of metal, pand, nut, bolt, screw, and button he had
adapted for his ship. Now he reversed thrusters and, with the pull of the tractor beam to override the
electronic controls, the hatch opened the rest of the way of its own accord. Becker disengaged the
tractor beam and flew into the outer airlock of the liner's docking bay. It irised smoothly shut behind the
Condor, and the hatch leading to the bay irised open.

"Normdly I might have to cut open the hull or extrude a boarding tube," Becker told her. "But this baby
islarge enough that I'll just drive on in there and find us a parking place." When theinner hatch irised shut
behind them, the bay became dark as night, like spaceitself, without stars. Except for their landing lights,
the deck was black and silent. Their lights did over the hulls of what looked like many other deek
vessels, some larger than the Condor , asthe ship settled into an empty berth among them. "The ship's
atmosphere seemsto beintact—normal O, levels and reasonable air pressure, but no gravity out there.
But I don't likethe looks of it. I'm gonna suit up.”

"Should | call my parents or Uncle Maak and Elviiz?' she asked.

"Nah. Y our parents need their rest, and Maak is downloading some new programming to Elviiz, so they'll
beal plugged in and disassembled and stuff. I'll take the camerato document thefindings, in casethe
company that ownsthis bird contests my salvage clam. That way, I'll be transmitting back to our com
screen and you can watch that and make sure | don't run into any trouble. If | do, then you can cdl the
cavary. But don't worry, honey, | do this stuff dl thetime. So does the cat. Cmon, RK. Y ou wanna
stink up anew place, here's your chance.”

He clattered down the metd stairsto the lower deck, where the robolift and the first mate'sintricately
engineered cat hatch and airlock were located. She heard more clanking and banging and a couple of
swear words, then the creaking of the robolift descending through the tail of the ship. Before the sound



stopped, RK appeared through the viewport, floating through the zero G with histail lashing like arudder
until he blended into the darkness. When he looked back, his eyes glowed like starsin the ship'slights.
Khiindi mewed and jumped down from Khorii's chair.

"Khiindi, come back. The captain didn't say you could go, too!"

But almost before her words were out, the flap of the cat hatch announced his departure and he, too,
made his appearance outside the hull of the Condor , somersaulting nose over tail three feet abovethe
ground or so into the light illuminating the areaiin front of the viewport. Helooked up, blinking at her
before righting himsdlf and pushing off after hisgre, just asif hed beenin zero G dl hislife.

Uncle Joh, clad in full protective gear and helmet, lumbered into view, looked after the retresting cat
paws and tail for amoment, then made a thumbs-up gesture in the direction of the viewport. She heard
each breath he took.

"Uncle, why are you wearing both your night-vision goggles and carrying that huge antique infrared
camera?'

"Thegogglesare s0 | can seewhat's here. The infrared detects hedt, so if there are any survivorson this
ship, whichwould mean | couldn't claim it assalvage, I'll be ableto tell so you and your folks can help
them, even though that would, in someways, pain me. It'saso very hard to tell from the pictures| teke
with this dinosaur what is valuable and what isn't. It givesmeafew more ... shdl wesay ... gray aress,
alowing for someflexibility inthe sdvage regulations.”

Watching the antics of Khiindi and RK, he chortled and said, "Okay, if everything's okay for the two
bouncy cats out here, | should befine." He removed his helmet, adjusted the infrared camera, and began
recording the contents of the docking bay.

The com unit screen broadcast these pictures. While Khorii watched eerie shots of the various silent
space yachtsin their next-to-last resting places, Uncle Joh uttered appreciative whistles and remarks
about what they would bring as salvage. Looking like a strange being with three heads, one of them
tucked under hisarm, and athird one-eyed head perched dightly to the l€eft of the one sticking out of the
neck of his space suit, the captain made hisway to the inner hatch and | eft the docking bay.

The shimmery dark imagesjiggled as Becker carried the camera down the corridors, silent but for the
creak-thunk of hisantigrav boots, his breath, and an occasiond " whewee!" when he found something
particularly luxuriousto record with the camera. Khorii found the details hard to make out, especidly
gnce she didn't know exactly what she was looking at.

That is, until the hand gppeared. A human hand, dangling limp in front of the camera. The captain uttered
an expletive and panned the camera up, then back down again.

"Y ou shouldn't be watching this, kid," he said into the microphone, hisvoice grim. "It's not a pretty sight.
There are bodiesfloating everywhere. | ..." His breathing was quicker and shallower now, she noticed.
"I think I'll come back now. We can do thislater. I'm not redly fedling al that great.” This sounded so
unlike Uncle Joh when he had treasure to salvage, even when there were bodiesin the mix, that Khorii
got realy worried.

She was going to ask if she should go get her folks when suddenly Becker tripped, his boots went out
from under him, and the camera skewed sideways, to capture the bright red image of an unconscious
RK, trapped beneath abody and floating just beneath it in the zero G.

Becker's gloved hand reached up and grabbed hisfirst mate by thetail, hauling him down. She heard



both their hearts thumping through the spesker. There was nothing else to hear except ... therewasa
familiar plaintive mew off to theright. Khiindi! Had heinjured RK in a catfight? Wasthat why the
Condor 'sfirst mate was drifting unconscious down the salvage ship's corridor?

Khorii loved cats, but she did not understand what it was in the natures of these two that made them so
angry with each other. Her mother Acorna had told her that once when they were on a mission together
on Makahomia, before Khorii was born, RK and Acorna had briefly forged atelepathic link. Her mother
told Khorii that RK was a perfectly reasonable and highly intelligent sentient cresture who smply chose
to communicatein his own way the mgjority of thetime. Khorii could hardly wait until her own telepathic
talents manifested themsdlves, asthey did for dl Linyaari. Perhaps she would be able to communicate
with both cats all thetime, having been raised with Khiindi and RK. Mother had not met RK until she
wasredly quite old, nearly ten ghaanyi.

Uncle Joh would not be able to manage the camera and both cats. She abandoned the bridge and
dipped into her own shipsuit and antigrav boots, then punched the button for the robolift, which cranked
toward her far too dowly. At the last moment, she remembered to grab a flashlight and stepped aboard
thelift asit descended into darkness.

Once out of the halo cast by the Condor 's running lights, Khorii fdt asif she should be creeping forward
through the darkness on tiptoe, but she couldn't very well do that while wearing antigrav boots. She did,
however, keep the beam of her flashlight rotating in acircle around the path in front of her. Twicethe
beam picked out awhite, dead face staring blankly through the viewport of one of the docked ships.
Once the face was black. But no bodies floated or lay across her path.

Leaving the docking bay for the central corridor where she had seen the captain and RK, shewas
gradudly aware of little motes of something fleeing from the beam of her flashlight. They were so
concentrated that when she stepped into the corridor, for atime she could not see even with the flashlight
because it was clouded by the presence of these—whatever they were. But they fled quickly, and every
movement of her flashlight reveaed the scene before her more clearly. She dmost wished it hadn't.

The deed floated around her likeidle swvimmersin alake on a hot afternoon, though they obvioudy had
not had any fun in along time. There was no smell because the atmosphere was so depleted, and
anyway, her horn would have removed the foul odors had they been there. But the dead eyes, the
protruding tongues on some of the corpses, the death grimaces on their faces. al of them so sad. Some
ladies were dressed in beautiful gowns, some men in fine uniformswith golden braid. They bore no
wounds that she could see, though with the lighting so poor, she might have missed them. Then she saw
Uncle Joh. To her surprise, he was crawling, not walking, toward her, dragging hisinert first mate behind
him by thetail.

"Uncle Joh, what isthe matter?* she asked. "Did you hurt yoursdf?'

"| don't fedl s0 good, sweetie. Better call your mom and dad. RK's sick, too. He's till dive, but just
bardy."

"But you were stricken so suddenly!" shesaid. "l am afraid to return to the ship, Uncle Joh. | do not
know if you will survive until Mother and Father came. Besides, that isn't necessary. | haveahorn, do |
not?'

"Y eah, but you'rejug alittle bit of athing."

"It does not matter. Some of the elders say that the healing power is more concentrated in us younglings.



Oh, poor RK!" Khorii said, lifting the first mate into her arms and extricating histail from the captain'sfig.
Lowering her horn to his head and tummy she said, "Wake up, cat. Y ou must help me help the captain.”

RK did, of course. With awiggle and aflip hewas out of her arms and swimming anxious circles around
the two of them. As she lowered her horn to the captain’'s head, RK paddied off into the darkness. By
the time Becker was back on hisfeet, RK had returned, thistime with the nape of Khiindi's neck
between histeeth while her own cat's head lolled and his limp paws and tail trailed beneath the floating
older cat'sbdly.

"You'reagood first officer, RK," Becker said, giving the cat apat as Khorii relieved him of Khiindi. "Got
to look after the passengers, even if you don't especidly like them.”

RK yawned and paddled back toward the ship. He had had enough. As Khorii touched her horn to the
fur between Khiindi's ears, her cat reached for the horn with hisfront paws, patted it, yawned, and
gretched in her arms, then settled againgt her shoulder, kneading his clawsin her shipsuit and drooling
withrelief.

"Come on, Uncle Joh," Khorii said, extending her free hand. "1 will carry your helmet for you. We should
return to the ship now. Thisisavery bad place.”

"Y eah, youre right. We need to get reinforcementsin here. Thisliner isway too big for meto catdog the
contents alone. Maak can do it much fagter than | can manudly, and with Elviiz to help him, I'll know
how rich we are much sooner! Fortunately, you Linyaari are here and can clean out al the nasty germs or
whatever the hell hit me, so dl my cargo is nice and negotiable and we can put these poor devilsto rest.”

"Yes" shesad. "Maak and Elviiz can dso identify each of these people and which belongings aboard the
ship belong to which person so their things may be returned to their heirs. Y ou know, asit saysinthe
Federation Unified Code of Conduct? The one you told Elviiz to make me memorize?'

"Touché" he said glumly. "Y ou should think about going into politics yoursdf, sweetie. Y ou sure know
how to take the fun out of everything."

Chapter 2

They did not need to return to the ship to fetch her parents or Maak and Elviiz. The landing had
awakened Mother and Father, who rightly guessed it had something to do with salvage. They did not
redize the extraordinary circumstances of the stop until coming out onto the bridge, where they tried and
failed to raise the captain on the intercom. They activated Maak and Elviiz and met Khorii and the
captain halfway down the corridor.

"Joh! What do you mean bringing Khorii out here among these dead bodies?' Father demanded.

"I didn't, Aari, honest, but you can be proud of her. She handled herself redly well and kept me and the
cats from joining these poor corpsesin that great nebulafar, far away."

"Of course shedid, Captain,” Mother said, sounding stern. "And we are very proud of her." She linked
her arm with Khorii's and patted her hand. "We are smply wondering how you cameto be herein agtate
that required her assstance so desperately that you did not think of the effect seeing so many lifeless
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people might have on ashdtered femalein her formative years?'

"Oh, Moth-er,” Khorii said, disentangling herself from the maternd grip in disgust. "Redlly. From what
Uncdle Hafiz and my human grandsires have told me, you were freeing child daves and confronting
criminalsat my age. | think | can handle seeing afew deceased people. It isn't asif they could hurt us.
Wéll, not on purpose. | think they must have died from some kind of poison gasthat my horn purified
when | waked into the corridor.”

Khorii had alot to live up to—or down. Her mother, called Khornya among their own people, was
known and revered asthe Lady AcornaHarakamian-Li to the fierce and warlike Terrans. She wasthe
first Linyaari to go among them, well, not on purpose exactly. The human grandgires, asteroid miners at
the time, rescued and raised M other when they found her escape pod traveling where no Linyaari had
gone before.

Ontop of that, Khorii's father Aari wasthe only one of their people to have survived being captured and
tortured by the horrible Khleevi. Together her parents had, in amost ka-Linyaari fashion, fought and
vanquished the Khleevi in two time zones. Of course, thefirst time they had had help from Mother's
human friends aswell asfrom some other Linyaari who helped in apassive way. And the second time,
whichwasactudly earlier, they had been aided by her grandsire, or mother-father, astheterm literaly
trandated from Linyaari to Standard, the language spoken in the quadrant where Mother was raised.
Khorii's grandsire and grandam were no less remarkabl e than her parents, both having recently returned
from the dead.

So, redlly, with alineage like that, Khorii did not want anyone to think she could not handle seeing afew
dead people. RK and Khiindi were no longer in the corridor with the captain and Khorii's parents, who
were standing in acluster, engrossed in discussing what had probably happened to the people aboard La
Estrella Blanca. Probably the two cats had gone back to the ship, but Khorii wandered up the corridor,
shining her flashlight on the path ahead, just in case they'd decided to explore further. Cats did like to
explore and, according to Karina, one of her human aunties, curiosity had been known to kill catsin the
padt, asit had almost done just now. So she thought she had better make sure.

If she didn't find them on the path, she would ook upward again, though the bodies overhead were
distressing to look at because of their contorted faces, which were empty of everything that made a
person a person. Mostly they seemed very sad. She wondered who they had been. From the way they
were dressed, they were at a party when they died. Had they been having fun then? Had they died
happy? Most of them were probably the equivalent of her parents age—very old, of course, but not as
old as Uncle Hafiz in human years. Y ou couldn't tell aseasily with aLinyaari, of course. Her
grandparents on her father's sde seemed much older than her grandparents on her mother's side, but
apparently they were al about the same age as cranky old Liriili, who was very bossy, having once been
adminigtrator of narhii-Vhiliinyar, and whose atitude made her ssem ancient.

But however old they were, she was sure these people were rather young to have died asthey did. She
felt sorry for them. Shefelt even sorrier for their kids. They probably had some, a home, being watched
by their grandparents or aunties, as she so often was when her parents were off on amission. How long

would these people have been gone now? Did their children know they were dead even? Probably not.

They must still be wondering what had happened to their moms and dads.

At the end of the corridor there were lifts and a very handsome shiny silver-colored spira Saircase
extending the length of the ship, descending far below the corridor where Khorii stood, where the engine
rooms and cargo holds and other utilitarian spaces were located, to far above, where the bridge would
be. In her experience, cats didn't care for the smell of engine rooms so she would try the upper levels
first. She reached down and flipped off the antigrav setting on her boots, held her arms over her head,



lowered them sharply to her sides, and gave ajump that sent her up the stairwell without actually needing
to use the steps. That was usualy the fun way to do it, but now the passage was occasiondly blocked by
adead crew member. In adjoining corridors branching off the stairwell she saw more bodies. An unusua
number of people seemed to have been heading away from the bridge and cabins. Perhaps they had

decided to abandon ship but died before they could reach their own private vessals or the ship's shuittles.

At the top of the stairs she turned on her boots again and walked out onto the corridor leading to the
bridge and the crew's quarters. Still no cats and many more dead crew members. All seemed to be
humanoid at least, if not as human as Uncle Hafiz and Auntie Karing, but that wasn't surprising. Unlike
the quadrant of space containing Vhiliinyar's native star system, which had many different species of
people, in this quadrant dmost al sentient life was human or humanoid, according to Mother and Captain
Becker.

And, of course, according to Elviiz's know-it-all databanks. It wastotdly unfair, in Khorii's opinion, to
put a person’'s school inside a person's already far too superior foster brother. Anyway, it sounded
monotonous to her, to have only one kind of people no matter what world you were on. What was the
point of going to other planetsif everybody else wasjust like you? That was, she supposed, the best
thing about Elviiz. He was different from anyone ese on Vhiliinyar, being an android created specificaly
to be Khorii's companion, teacher, and protector by hisfather android, Maak, the Condor 's android first
mate (as opposed to the fdine first mate, RK. Uncle Joh was very democratic in his assignment of titles
for crew members). As birthing gifts went, she supposed Maak's gift of the ever-present,
ever-in-her-way Elviiz was preferable to pricking her finger on a spindle when she was sixteen (by then
she would be quite mature of course, in Linyaari years) and falling into adeep prolonged deep, rather
like hyperdeep, asthe princessin thefairy tale had done.

Shéld read that gory, along with many, many others, among the booksin the captain's extensive
dump-rescued library. The Condor, with its junk hard-copy library, computerized references, and
seemingly endless supply of vids, recycled ancient knowledge aswell asrefuse. Much of the data Maak
had imparted dectronically to his son had come from those sources. The way Elviiz acted sometimes,
though, you'd have thought he invented al the stories himsdlf. When Maak gave her the birthing gift of
Elviiz, unfortunately he had aso given Elviiz the birthing gift of both ego and attitude, something previous
androids had been without.

It didn't do any good to complain about him to Mother or Father. Maak had been their friend aslong as
Uncle Joh, and they said they could never have defeated the Khleevi without him. They were sure Elviiz
was really as dear to her as Maak was to them. But Maak did not correct every single thing they said or
try to stop them from doing anything redlly interesting, as Elviiz dways did with her. In fact, shewas
surprised to have gotten away from him thislong. She expected to hear the clomp of little android boots
catching up with her a any moment, telling her to return to the Condor while he, Elviiz, got to explore
with the grown-ups. Not that she was exploring. Shewas|ooking for cats. Redlly.

The bridge hatch did not respond to its control, so shetried to pry it open, but something seemed to be
blocking it. "I'm sorry, it'sthe only way," she said to the bodies floating below her, then backed up to the
hatch and gave it aone-legged kick. Her legs and feet had the strength of her equinesque forebears and
the hatch, though damaged, opened enough for her head and shoulders to pass through. Shining the beam
of the flashlight around the perimeter of the hatch frame, she saw what was blocking it. Three bodies had
apparently been wedged into the workings. Parts of them drifted in zero G, but they were stacked atop
each other, and each had alimb or abit of clothing trapped in theiris. Sticking the flashlight under her
arm, she reached down and as gently as possible—which wasn't very, didodged the blockages, freeing
two of the bodiesto float cellingward. She saw as she rel eased the dead that, unlike the bodiesin the
corridors, these people had laser burns through the centers of their chests.



Khorii pushed through the broader opening, bracing her hands on the bottom of theirisand pulling her
legs over her head in a sort of supported somersault. As she explored the bridge, she had the odd sense
of millions of tiny motesfleeing before her, then disappearing again. What wasthat? It had happenedin
the stairwell, too. For amoment the things were quite thick in the thin atmosphere, then, poof!

Two officers sat strapped in chairs close to the command console. For amoment she thought perhaps
they had survived, but onelook at their headstold her otherwise. The darker-haired officer, aman, had a
laser burn through the base of his neck that came out the crown of his head. The other, agray-haired
fema e wearing a captain's epaulet on her uniform, had no mouth, nor was the rest of her face a pretty
gght. A laser pigtal floated near her hand, which hovered over the till faintly pulsing signal beacon
control. On the console behind her hand was a printout. Scrawled acrossit in ragged handwriting were
thewords "Forgive me! | had to doit. Now | will die, too."

It gppeared to Khorii that the captain had written those words just before turning the laser pistol on
hersdf. Clearly, the last moments on the bridge had not been happy ones for anyone.

Khorii was not sure exactly what she waslooking for, or even if it existed other than in the ship's
powerless computer. A personnel and passenger list maybe. Surely they had such alist? There
were—had been—allot of people aboard this ship. They'd need to know who was in what cabin and so
forth, wouldn't they?

But she saw nothing besides the captain's note that was a printout, or even ascrap of paper, much lessa
book. She climbed back into the corridor. Some of these bigger ships had specid offices for the captain,
ready rooms, she thought they were called, where the captain presumably got commands and charts and
things ready before taking them onto the bridge. Maybe she should try there?

Thefirst door that she opened led into a space that she thought might be such aroom. There were
pictures of other space vessals on thewalls, and a series of important-looking framed documents.
Captain Dolores M. Grimwald's certifications and licensesto fly various sorts of spacecraft, citations, and
sarvice awards. These were dl arranged in apyramid, seemingly in chronologica order from top to
bottom. The top one was up abit higher than she could read by the beam of her flashlight so she turned
the captain's swiveling chair around and stood on the seet, training her light oniit.

It wasamedical license awarded to Dr. Dolores M. Grimwad, M.D. The captain had been aphysician
before shed been acaptain. A hedler, likethe Linyaari. Why had she killed everyone else on the ship,
then? Khorii did not understand.

Except for the framed documents and pictures, there were no papersin the room.

Sheleft it reluctantly, because thiswas the first room that did not contain corpses. Although corpses
didn't bother Khorii, redly, not at al, she was getting rather tired of bumping into them and found she
was anxious to return to the Condor.

The next two cabins were dso empty, but in the fourth cabin, she found not only abody but dso dl
manner of nonelectronic record keeping. Thiswas the purser's office, and—to her immense relief—she
found the passenger roster she knew had to exist and what cabins the passengers were assigned and
what they had paid for them. The purser was evidently someone who liked to have printouts available at
al timesingtead of having to consult electronic devices. Uncle Hafiz was like that aswell. She dso found
aligt of crew members aong with their cabin assignments, rank, position, and pay scae.

Just what she needed! Now they could notify the families of the victims and perhaps arrange to have
them sent to their loved onesfor burial or whatever theloca custom was. All that remained wasto find a
ship'slog or maybe a persond diary that would give some clue asto how disaster had overtaken these



people and what motive a hed er/captain might have for murdering her crew and apparently the
passengers, too.

From the staircase came the sound of a heavy tread—the clunk of little android feet. They'd sent Elviiz to
find her, of course. Shewas afraid of that, though she'd hoped they would al be too preoccupied to send
her back before she was ready. It was okay. She was dmost ready anyway. Just one or two more
cabinsto peek into, then she was sure she would have covered most of the officers.

The next door was another office. There she found more paper lists long with duty rosters held against
the walls with magnets. There was dso adiagram of the ship and the location of dl the cabins, dong with
notations about each passenger. She couldn't read them because they were written in Spandard, the
Spanish verson of Standard spoken on the ship's homeworld. She did make out the names of flowers
and foods. And one more thing sprang out at her near the end—the letters "S.0.S." Perhaps she held the
key in her hands to what had happened on this ship—if only she could read it. She took the papers down
and gtarted to put them in one of the pockets of her shipsuit. As she folded, more of the mysterious
motes sprayed off the papers. She touched the papers with her horn, and when the air between her and
them cleared, she stuffed them into her pocket.

"Khorii, where are you? Khorii!" Elviiz was caling. Then she heard him mumble, "Of the two of them,
Khiindi isthe morerdiable.” Then, "Khorii! Come aong now. We are returning to the Condor and
resuming our journey.”

"What?"' she asked, popping her head out of the office. "The captain would never abandon this ship!”

Elviiz looked back at her from the hatch to the bridge. Now theiris was more or less negtly opened. " Of
course not. He will tow it to one of his private storage asteroids, so that we may continue our journey to
Maganos M oonbase. He can report his find and make his claim to the authorities there. Now come on.”

Figures, Khorii thought as she followed the android back to the Condor. Just when things were
getting interesting.

Chapter 3

«N»

The storage asteroid was not far by space-faring standards, basicaly only awormhole avay. One of the
things Uncle Joh was teaching Khorii was how to navigate the way his father Theophilus had taught him,
using wormholes and "pleated” space and other anomalies of physics as shortcuts. Of course, Maak
knew how to do this, asdid her parents, and Elviiz would probably haveit in his data banks long before
sheflew solo for thefirst time; but at least she sort of understood how it worked, and everyone ese
didn't know al of the special Becker byways.

"See, thisisredly not on acommonly used corridor,” the captain said. "So | don't have to worry about
somebody disturbing my stuff. It's aso, ahem, abit out of the reach of the Federation, so | don't have to
comply with alot of stupid rulesand regulations. It'sal mine. My own little world—actudly, | have
sverd.”

He seemed very relieved when they went through the worm-hole. For one thing, the huge liner put a
tremendous strain on the tractor beam and the Condor 's engines, which were quite powerful compared
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to her size. "Whew," he said. "Now were off the main track, and | don't have to worry about someone
investigating this particular tail wagging this particular dog. Well be able to maneuver the Blanca into
position pretty shortly though. The company cache is coming right up. Y ou'll know it when you seeit. |
madeit easy to identify in case| ever forget to reingtall the coordinates when | change out equipment.”

Hewas dways using anewly salvaged piece to upgrade or replace one of the Condor 's parts. You
couldn't say original parts. He said he figured the whol e ship had been replaced quite afew times by
now. In outling, it still roughly resembled the carrion bird for which it was named, but its texture reminded
Khorii of the patchwork quilts some of the church ladies of Rushima had sent to MOO in gratitude for
Mother's help in defesting the Khleevi.

Readily identifiable did not quite cover her first impression however. The name of his company was
spelled out in salvage spread over the asteroid's surface followed by, keep off. danger! toxic waste!
biohazard! explosives!

He watched her face closdly, then beamed with pride at her expression. "Impressive, huh? | wanted to
add that trespassers would be fed to the cat, but | was afraid that most salvage thieves who hadn't met
RK wouldn't know what a serious threat that was and think | was kidding about the other ones, too."

That wasthe last conversation for alittle while asthe Condor coddled and prodded, tugged, backed,
lifted, and very gently deposited the huge liner on the asteroid's surface before disengaging the tractor
beam. Then they landed for acomparatively brief time while everyone suited up and anchored the liner
firmly to the asteroid's surface, then camouflaged it with huge asteroid-colored protective tarps. Then all
of them packed as much portable salvage as they could around the ship. None of this threatened the sign,
Khorii noticed. Captain Becker had that well protected with afence around its perimeter.

She reboarded the Condor, took off her suit, and waited for the others. "What about al of those
people?’ she asked, when everyone had arrived.

"What people?' Becker asked. "Oh, you mean the stiffs? They'll keep."

"They are people,” Khorii said, with afiercenessthat surprised her. "They have families and homes, and
someone is going to be worried about them.”

"Y ou mean in the same way as we were worried about you when you just took off on that death ship and
we didn't know where you were?" her mother asked sternly.

Oh, please, Khorii thought. They were psychic even if shewasn't yet. They could hear her mind and
know if shewasin trouble or not, even if they weren't actualy reading her at thetime.

"Captain Becker isjust trying to protect the evidence, yaaz , until the Federation can conduct a proper
investigation—back where we found the ship. But he'sright, you know. Looters could have found it and
spaced the bodies—"

"Y ou mean looterswho aren't us?' Khorii demanded. "He doesn't redly care about the people at dll.
Y ou heard him! Stiffsl He just wants the salvage and as much as—"

"That isenough, Khorii," her father said. "Come here, youngling, you are agitated. The sghtsyou have
seen today have upset you asthey would any sengtive person.” He reached for her, and her mother did,
but she backed away from them. She didn't want a horn touch to make her fedl better. The people
aboard that ship would never ever fed any better. She could not believe her parents were going along
with Becker's greedy scheme. She could not believe she had ever liked him or claimed him askin. He
was a horrible man. Horrible. She hated him. Well, maybe not hated. Hate was not a Linyaari thing to



fed. But shewas very, very disgppointed in him. And ashamed, too.

Uncle Joh looked angry himsdlf. "What's the matter with you, kid? Can't you see what were doing?
Those people are better off here. Someone el se would come aong and space them maybe, the
authoritieswould have adevil of atimetelling who waswho or how they died. That shipisjust too
fraggin' big for usto cover and investigate as thoroughly as we should, and, besides, we might mess stuff
up for the pros. It'savery delicate Stuation telling the cops that you've found some salvage you intend to
clam, but meanwhileit'sfull of alot of inconvenient corpsesthat you didn't causeto bein that condition.
It's gonnatake alittle time and some finesse to report the wreckage and have it back where we reported
it to be. It's not something we can just cal in, you know. Therewill be questions and inquiries and alot of
other guff."

"I have alig of the passengers,” Khorii said. "All their names and where they are from.”
"Good work," the captain said. "We can give it to the Federation when wereport it and ..."
"I'd liketo do that mysdf," she said.

"Khoriilya" Her mother held out her hand. "1 have heard enough from you for now, young lady. Give me
the passenger lists. Wewill report thisimmediatdly.”

Khorii began to protest, even in spite of her mother's tone, but Mother lifted one eyebrow, and she knew
better than to argue.

"Okay, then, fine." She surrendered the various lists she had retrieved, then sscomped to her cabin with
Khiindi and secured the hatch. She did not fed like talking to anyone. She did not fed like going to visit
relatives she had never met or had only met for a short time. She wanted to go home and be with the
people she knew. The oneswho were around while her parents were off on some mission or other.

Looking around her cabin, she wished she could see the face of Auntie Karina, Uncle Hafiz's wife, when
she saw what Elviiz termed the "modifications’ Khiindi had made in the decor Karinahad chosen to
embellish Khorii's quarters. Auntie Karinawould not likeit.

Her aunt was very impressed with the fact that Makahomian Temple Catslike Khiindi were sacred on
their own homeworld. Aunt Karina set alot of store by things that were sacred, holy, or otherworldly,
and showed her respect for dl of them by burning agreat deal of strong-smelling incense that made both
Khorii'sand Khiindi's noses burn and by talking in deep, wavering tones. It had aways seemed alittle
slly to Khorii before, but at the moment it was downright endearing. Some people could use alittle more
reverence.

However, Karinadid not really know much about cats, sacred or otherwise. She would never havefilled
Khorii's cabin with so many little cat statues made of different materidsand in dl sorts of colors, patterns,
szes, and posesif sheld known what Khiindi would do to them. Thefragile oneswere dl in pieces, which
Khorii had stowed in alocker. The soft plushy ones had been clawed, shed upon, nuzzled, drooled on
(and sometimes something el se, though Khorii purified the spotsimmediately so nobody would know
how naughty Khiindi had been), and torn. Most of them lacked heads or paws or tails and had stuffing
hanging out. The "four-poster” effect, whatever that meant, that Aunt Karina had tried to achieve over
Khorii's degping hammock with vells had ended up being fringe instead.

Aunt Karina had funny ideas sometimes, and Khorii knew the captain was not happy that she had tried to
modify hisship, though hedid it al thetime. But Mother had said it was thoughtful of Karinato try to
make the ship more homdlike, by Karinas standards, for the youngling, since it would be the child's first

mgor spaceflight.



That al seemed s0 long ago. After recent events, she definitely did not fed like achild anymore.

Chapter 4

Thisis Federation Station Alphaadjunct to Kezdet. Please state your name, ship, corporate or galactic
origins, regigtration number, and the purpose of your voyage.”

"Federation outpogt, thisis Captain Jonas P. Becker aboard the Condor , flagship of Becker
Interplanetary Recycling and Salvage Enterprises, Ltd. Registration number 333666444555333. | am
trangporting two Linyaari ambassadors, one of them the Lady AcornaHarakamian-Li, and their—"

"Holy holos, Captain Becker, are we glad to see you! Well, not you. It's Lady Acorna. Maganos
Moonbase notified us that she would be arriving soon, and it's not quite soon enough. Lady Acorna?' the
dispatcher asked, trying to look beyond Uncle Joh and onto the bridge. He was a very young man, a boy
redly, with dark hair, skin the color of some of the roan planet-born children of Khorii's generation, and
very light eyes. No horn, of course. Like Uncle Joh, he was a human. Mother waved at the screen.
"Maybe you don't remember me, Lady, but you rescued me from amine on Kezdet afew years ago.
Kma Madari—well, Midshipman Madari, now. There are stories about you and your lifemate Aari going
around dl the outposts—and Captain Becker and his cat first mate and the android, too. How you all
sguashed those Khleevi bug mongers.”

"It wasn't quite like that, Kmd. But thank you for remembering me so fondly. We are on our way to take
our daughter to vigt relatives at Maganos M oonbase. How can we help you? | take it theré's some
trouble?'

"Y ou bet thereis. The whole Solojo star system has been infested with some kind of a plague, and the
Federation Health Authorities are scared stiff it's dready spread to other systems and worldsin our
quadrant. A hedler of your caliber—and your husband's, of course—well, you folks are maybe the only
hope the victimsin the Solojo settlements have left. The docs are baffled—and most of the medicd folk
aresick or dead aswell. Thisisakiller plague. Even hazmat teams haven't been ableto figureit out. We
can't evacuate anyone without exposing ourselves and other people. It'sarea mess. So when Mr.
Nadezda and Mr. Baird told us you were coming to Maganos, the brass stepped in. They want you to
go straight to Solgjo, to the settlement on Paloduro. It's the most recently stricken, so therelll be the most
survivors or people you can help. We hope.”

"Naturaly well be happy to assist,” Mother said, with an gpologetic look in Khorii's direction. "But our
daughter iswith us. It's her first visit here to see her grandparents on Maganos M oonbase. We were
hoping to arrive for the birth of Gill and Judit's baby.”

"I undergtand. |—er—l et me patch you through to Federation Health Headquarters.”

The com screen flashed to awoman who looked so tired that when shetried to smileit was asif gravity
kept the corners of her mouth down. "Commodore Crezhae here, Lady Acorna, Lord Aari. Glad you
arewilling to help us. Wewill reroute your ship immediately, as soon as one of our fuel ships can
replenish your supply. Your Linyaari expertise in these matters will be agodsend to Solojo. However, |
have to warn you that Captain Becker and any other non-Linyaari life-formstraveling with you, | repest,
any non-Linyaari life-forms, including androids and animals, are under strict ordersto remain aboard the


chapter_4
contents
chapter_6

vess at dl times. The most rigid sterilization procedure must be used when you re-board your ship to
avoid bringing contaminants aboard. Sterile procedure must dso be followed on foodstuffs or other
supplies. Thereisto be no cargo taken on your vessal. From what we've observed, this plague crosses
species with the greatest of ease, and until we've figured out its transmission method, we're not taking any
chances."

"Hmm," the captain said, with aglance at Khorii, who had finished sulking and returned to the bridge to
see Kezdet. "Soundsto melikethisis not agood timefor the ambassadorsto be taking their little girl to
visit her human grandparents and great aunts and uncles and cousins, isthat right?"

"Affirmaive”

"Wdll, then, maybe we ought to just head back for MOO. We can't take Khorii onto a plague planet,”
UncleJoh said.

Mother stepped forward and said, "What is the status of Maganos M oonbase? Has there been any
report of infection there?"

"Not asfar aswe know. I'm sorry to interfere with your family plans, but thisis an emergency.”

"Aari and | are perfectly willing to do al we can to help hat the plague, and if we are not enough, we will
send for other Linyaari to bring more of our technology to help, too, but Captain Becker iscorrect in
saying that we have our child to think of. Linyaari children are not strong enough to deal with this sort of
criss—the hedling devices require adult mind control to operate at their highest efficiency. A child would
dietrying to cope with such ahuge demand on her energy. So we must take her somewhere safe. If we
can just deliver her to Maganos Moonbasefirg ...."

"And Khiindi, Awi," Khorii said. "If | go, Khiindi must comewith me." She wanted familiar company.
Badly. Shedid not like the idea of being abandoned among strangers. She didn't agree with it, but she
knew she had no choice in the matter. The being abandoned part was nothing new, but she barely knew
most of the people they had been going to see. Other than that they were pretty, as she had seen pictures
of them, she had no ideawhat the grandmothers would be like. They sounded very kind, since Grandsire
Caum'sand Grandsire Gill'swives, the Kendoro sisters, had helped save Mother from al the troubles
she was aways getting into as ayoungling, to hear Grandsire Refik tell it.

Khorii knew Grandsire Rafik a bit better than the other two. Since he was the nephew and heir of
Great-uncle Hafiz, the founder of House Harakamian and the M oon of Opportunity, Rafik visted MOO
about once every Standard year to consult with Hafiz on business and to bring Khorii presents and tell
her sories,

Once he had brought her a piece of scarlet cloth embroidered with gold and little mirrors. She had put it
around herself and carried it behind her in both handslike a sail when she ran but it caught on the bushes
and tore one day, so after that she draped it over her degping mat. This delighted Khiindi, who had
chased the rainbows cast by the reflections on the mirrors and kneaded the cloth full of holes.

"Yes," Elviiz sad, in that annoying know-it-all way he had. "The child and her kaat must be kept safe.
Although | amaLinyaari child, too, | anaLinyaari android child and thus ...."

"Thus you will accompany your Sster-friend where she goes,” Magk said firmly.

"But, Father, | should stay and help you and Captain Becker and my Linyaari parents.” Khorii stuck her
tongue out at Elviiz where only he could see. He couldn't stick hisout at her in return because he was
trying to be so grown-up and was standing in front of the viewscreen where the Federation dispatcher



could seehim.

"Youwill hep usdl best by fulfilling your primary function and keeping Khorii safe" Maak told him. "We
will have more father-and-son bonding sessions on future occasions. | will be too busy asssting Captain
Becker and the first mate to provide you with proper indruction.”

While they were arguing, the commodore, no doubt assuming that her wishes were their command, had
signed off, and Kmal the dispatcher was back again.

"I can seewe have aproblem," Kma said. As serious as his voice had been before, he seemed to be
trying not to laugh now. Khorii thought maybe he thought it was funny, too, to see Elviiz put in his place.
"L et me check with my superiors and get back to you. Have you spoken with Maganos Moonbase
recently?"

"Not yet," the captain said. "We haven't been able to get any of Lady Acornas dads on their private
channels. Busy men, | guess.”

"Yes, ar. Inthat case I'll make contact for you and explain the situation to them, let them know you've
gone through channels and everything,” Kmal said. "Over and out for now."

He soon reappeared, and said, "Okay, Lady Acorna, the Condor is cleared to orbit Maganos
Moonbase and dispatch your daughter and her pet and her droid to the surface. Following that, please
proceed to Paloduro with al possible speed.”

When the transmission ended Khorii asked, "Where's Paloduro?"

"Here," the captain said, acting like they were till friends, asif nothing had happened. "1 can show you on
the charts." He punched afew buttons, and a star chart appeared on the console screen. "We're about
here" hetold her.

"WherésVhiliinyar?'

"Way off the chart over there somewhere near where the cats are fighting," hetold her, flipping athumb
back over his shoulder. Khiindi and RK wereralling over and over in acat pinwhed, growling and
hissng a each other. If Khiindi had ever felt any gratitude to hissrefor hauling him out of the
degth-ridden corridor of the Blanca, or if RK had ever felt any tendernessfor his offspring that had
prompted him to save him in thefirst place, both cats had apparently forgotten about it. "Now over here
is Kezdet, and here is Maganos M oonbase, where you're going. And over here ..." His hand described
awidearc until hisfinger stabbed on adot far to theright of the moonbase. "Thisis Paloduro.”

"That'salong way away," she said, studying the chart. "Where a plague is concerned, that's agood
thing."

Mother and Father had been talking quietly to each other, but now they came and stood, each of them
with ahand on Khorii's shoulder. "I wish now we had brought the Linyaari ship instead of riding with you,
Captain," Mother said. "Had we done so, you could take Khorii back to MOO and recruit some of our
peopletojoinus.”

"Too late for that now," the captain told her. "Besides, the kid doesn't want to go home after coming all
thisway, do you, Khorii?'

Well, yes shedid, actualy. She was going to be left done again.

"Youwill not bedone, little one," Father said, reading her thoughts. "Remember, your human family will



be there to meet you. Y our mother's foster fathersloveto tell stories of her adventures when shewas
your age. And there will be other younglings there for you to befriend.”

"Think of it asearly training for your own ambassadorship when youre alittle older, yaaz." Mother sad,
giving her ahug.

In another two hours the Condor waswithin hailing distance of Maganos Moonbase.

Mother greeted them hersdlf. "Thisis Acorna Harakamian-Li aboard the Condor , Maganos M oonbase.
Please dert Cdum and Gill that we will be entering your orbit in gpproximately four hours.”

"I'm afraid | can't do that, Lady Acorna," said the young man whose face appeared on the com screen.
"Judit's baby tried to come early, so Cdum, Mercy, and Gill al went to the hospital Kezdet-sideto be
with her. They didn't expect they would dl be off base so long, but I'm sure they'll be returning soon.
Therésbeen talk in the last few minutes of quarantining Kezdet though.”

"|s Kezdet infected, too, then?'

"Not so far and neither are we, but the Federation has proposed a ban prohibiting interstellar travel inthis
sector until they've been able to identify the source of the infection and any vessasthat might have been

exposed.”

"It isunfortunate, but it makes sense to quarantine the healthy until you know wherethethreet is," Father
said. "From dl that's been said, Kezdet is much larger and has a diverse population. It would be more
difficult to control adiseasethere”

" gtill wish Caum and Gill and the Kendoros were going to be there,” Mother said, asif Khorii could not
take care of hersdlf, as she had often done before.

"Khorii will probably be better off with the other children even though your fatherswill not be there right
away. If we cure the plague el sewhere and help contain it, then the quarantine is unnecessary and your
fathers and their mates can return to the moon.”

Mother cast a concerned look down at her daughter. Khorii knew she did not wish to leave her lone
among strangers. " The moon is a more controlled environment. It is one big school, redly, theway we
st it up. Even without Cd and Gill herel will fedl easier about sending Khorii to the surface done on
Maganos Moonbase than | would sending her down to Kezdet alone to look for Cal and GUI."

Elviiz spoke up. "She will not be done, Mother. | will bewith her."
Mother smiled at Elviiz. "Yes, you will. | forgot that for amoment. | know you will ook after each other."”

"And Khiindi, of course," Khorii said. Her cat had chosen that moment to disengage from hogtilitieswith
his sire and jump to her shoulder for about of purring reassurance.

"And Khiindi," Mother agreed.

Becker chuckled. "When you were her age, from what 1've heard, you were dready saving the universe
aswe know it from al sorts of stuff and scaring the pee-waddin' out of your dadsin the process.”

Mother smiled, though she still looked worried. "I suppose | smply do not want history to repest itself.
My parents were frightened of that when we told them we were taking thistrip.”



It was nice that everyone was worried about her, and Khorii amost felt warmly toward the captain again.
She hated to bring up another complication, but if they were dl too blind to seeit, shefelt she had to.
"Thereisaworld in the Solojo system? Dinero Grande? | saw it when you showed me the map, Captain.
The Blanca's regigtration said Dinero Grande. | do not think | should go to the Moonbase. | think the
people on the Blanca maybe had the plague.”

"Y our theory islogical, Khorii, but it is not supported by the evidence," Elviiz butted in. "The corridor
where Captain Becker and the cats succumbed, as did the organic components of Father and |, till held
the remnants of atoxic gas. We andyzed it. The crewmen on the bridge were shot. Judging from the
input | saw, the captain for reasons known only to hersalf, or morelikely because shelost her reason
atogether, frightened the passengers so badly they tried to flee, whereupon shefilled her ship's corridors
with poison gas. She murdered her subordinates when they attempted mutiny in order to assst the

passengers.”

"Besides, youngling, we are Linyaari,” Acornasaid, bending down to look into her daughter'sface. "With
three of us aboard the Condor, no one here would remain contaminated if ever they had been, which, as
Elviiz told you, they were not. Please try to stop worrying about that ship. If this plague spreads, | fear
you may see far worse thingsto come. Y our fegling for the deceased passengers and crew does you
credit, but"—and Mother bent her horn to touch Khorii's, flooding her with fedings of love and security,
warmth and understanding, a cradle to support her when her family was gone—"try to enjoy the school.
We hope to return soon.”

"I hope so, too, Awi." she sad, throwing her arms around her mother, then her father, Magk, and findly,
because it was expected, Uncle Joh, who gave her aquick bear hug and let her go.

Finaly, she gave RK afarewd| pat, jerking Khiindi out of theway of the older cat's paw at the last
minute, and climbed aboard the shuttle. Elviiz squeezed in between her and the controls programmed to
land them safely on the surface and guide them into their assgned docking bay. To Khorii'sdisgust, Elviiz
was aso programmed to fly the shuttle manually in case the autopilot failed. Nobody had taught her tofly
ashuttleyet. Androids get to do everything first, she thought.

Chapter 5

Elviiz didn't get to fly the shuttle manualy because nothing went wrong with the autopilot. Uncle Joh had
made it of "the best components culled from the finest scrap heapsin the multiverse, where castoffs of the
very latest obsolete designs' were abandoned by their owners or manufacturersin favor of more
cutting-edge but, as uncle never failed to add, not necessarily superior, equipment. At any rate, the shuttle
landed and docked itself perfectly, then sdf-activated its com screen so Khorii, Khiindi, and Elviiz could
assure their family members on the Condor that their arrival had been safe and uneventful.

"Inthat case, sweetheart, we'd better head for Paloduro so your folks can heal the stricken and we can
return and al of us have the vacation thiswas supposed to be. Y ou mind"—She was going to scream if
Uncle Joh told her to mind Elviiz but instead he said—"that your pussycat doesn't get into too much
trouble. He's a chip off theold cat."

"I will send messages of our progress through Elviiz's com screen,” Uncle Maak said. ™Y ou must do the
same”
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Father's eyes glistened with tears. He had not wanted to let go of her during the good-bye hug. Mother
patted his shoulder, and said, "Khorii, | have every confidence in your good sense and flexibility. The
school on Maganos Moonbase is agreat place to brush up on your interplanetary socid skills. The young
people there are from every human and humanoid speciesin the sector. By the time we return, you will
probably have so many friends you won't want to leave.”

Khorii nodded asif she agreed, but she didn't, and she hoped her parents weren't reading her just then
because they had enough on their own minds aready, without the burden of what she had on hers. What
if these human and humanoid younglings didn't like her?

A new face gppeared on the com screen. The boy had aroundish fair-skinned face and hair amost as
white as Khorii's mane. "Y ou're Lady Acornaskid? Cool! I'm Hap Hellstrom. Come on out and Il
show you around. Isthat area Makahomian Temple Cat you have with you? I've never seen one of
those before. | had adog at home before—well, you know, before the place blew up. His name was
Boomer and he was a pretty amazing dog. Everyone said so. People | didn't even know asked me about
him after he died. | don't mind too much though. | know it'sall the balance of nature—well, funny ina
way. Not ha-ha funny but strange funny. Boomer died, and our planet went boom! But hey, that's how it
goes sometimes, and you just haveto roll with it, you know what | mean? How do you say your name
again? And who'sthe other kid?"

"Khorii," shesad. "My mother, whom you know as Acorna, is called Khornyaamong our people so my
nameis between hersand my father's whichis Aari. Thisismy foster brother, Elviiz."

"Cool sdeburns, little brother,” Hap said. "And | like the white suit with the sudsonit.”

"Thank you. My father made me so | resemble a Linyaari version of my namesake, the king of olden
times"

But Hap was plunging aong. Khorii had unsedled the hatch and opened it, and the boy cameright inside,
athough there wasn't much room. Hewas astall as an adult Linyaari and with hiswhite hair and fair skin
lacked only ahorn inthe middle of his head to make the resemblance at least superficidly complete.

"Can | pet your cat? Would that be dl right? 1 like cats. Boomer liked cats, too. Cats all liked him most
of thetime. Except when hetried to herd them. He was a L othland herd dog. Hi, kitty. | brought you
something. | heard there was going to be a cat coming down, so | made thisjust for you. Don't rat on me
to Tab, though. She runsthe 'ponics garden, and she'svery strict, but | figured, hey, cats are entitled to
catmint, S0 | sewed it up in thislittle packet. Ow! Wow! | guesshelikesit. | amost lost afinger.”

"Makahomian Temple Cats arelike that," Khorii said. She leaned over to touch her horn to the welts
Khiindi had dashed across Hap's knuckles but Elviiz pulled her back in time. Thiswas going to be hard
to get used to. When her cat hurt someone who was just being nice to them, it was only natural to want
to heal hiswound; but the humans weren't supposed to know exactly how Linyaari did it. Though from
what she had been told about her mother's exploitsin freeing the dave children who were the dumni of
Maganos Moonbasg, it didn't sound like she had concedled her powers very well, so surely some of
these people knew what she could do aready?

Elviiz put himsdf between her and Hap and extruded his bio-wash attachment to cleanse the wound,
afterward sedling it with acello-patch. "Removing the fingers of human benefactorsisatraditiond ritua
with Makahomian Temple Cats," heinformed Hap. "Khiindi's Sre, the first mate of the Condor, Roadkill,
or RK aswe call him, removed two fingers from Captain Becker when they first became acquainted. The
fingers grew back aong with other appendages on both the cat and the captain, and now, of course, they
arethe best of friends.”



"Hey, you are adroid, aren't you? Panko said you were—he was the one on com duty when your ship
was in orbit—but you sure didn't look it to me. What's with the screw in the middle of your forehead?"

"I anaLinyaari, like my father, so of course | haveahorn," Elviiz said, with wounded dignity.

"Oh, gally, I'm sorry, fella, | didn't mean to hurt your feelings. | think it's cool. And Khorii introduced you
as her brother, too. That'sredly great that you two are bonded like that. Good pasand al that.”

"We are not merely friends or foster sbs" Elviiz said. "l am her tutor and her guardian aswell to make
sure the child does not blunder into harm'sway."

"That's great. Redlly. | have seven brothers and three siters ... somewhere. We got split up during the
rescue operation. | don't know where they were taken, but I'm trying to find out. Come on, and I'll show
you where you're bunking.”

Khorii started to protest that she had to get Khiindi, but the cat jumped up onto Hap's shoulders and
marched back and forth as he led them forward. He didn't seem to notice. Aside from afriendly tug a
Khiindi'stail, heignored the cat's preference asif it happened to him dl thetime. Well, at least someone
was making friends.

Like MOO, the moonbase was a series of bubbles encompassing an environment that would sustain the
lives of the people enclosed within it. Unlike MOQO, the environment was not especidly luxurious or

fancy.

Hap showed them to asmadll cubicle containing apair of bunks and a couple of lockersfor belongings.
She and Elviiz sat on the bed.

"No, sport, your room isover in the boys section with me."

"But | must be hereto protect her," Elviiz protested. "If she comesto harm here, my father will be very
unhappy with me, aswill my foster parents. | prefer that does not happen. So | will stay with Khorii."

"Sorry," Hap said. "She's dready got another bunk mate. If you stayed here, too, it might freak out the
other girls”

"l am not afresk, Hap. In many ways, | am more useful than ahuman mae of my age.”

"I wasnt caling you afreak. | just meant the girlswould get silly and maybe be alittle inhibited, even
when they know you'readroid.”

"Theway somefully organic beings behave, | am very happy to beadroid,” Elviiz replied. He didn't sniff
disdainfully, but he might aswell have. The sniff wasimplicit in histone. Still, hefollowed obediently as
Hap led him away, promising to return soon to show them both where the dining room and classrooms
were located. Asthey l€ft, at the last minute Khiindi jumped down from Hap's shoulders. Thelittle cat's
claws skittered back down the dick-tiled hdlway, and he barely caught himsdlf from diding by the
doorway to Khorii's quarters. She scooped him up and sat on the lower bunk petting him, trying to calm
him. "It will bedl right, Khiindi. Y oull see. Mother and Father will stop the plague, the grandfathers will
come back, and, meanwhile, you and | will make lots of new friends."

Asif on cue, abeautiful young girl entered the room followed by an adult woman.

Before Khorii could introduce hersdlf, the girl spoke. " Get that beast off my bed! And what are you
doing in my room?"



The dark-haired girl advanced into the room. Khorii tried to hold Khiindi back. After dl, hewasa
Makahomian Temple Cat, and fierce protectiveness was bred into his bones.

Hewriggled from her hands and leaped toward the girl. Before Khorii could utter awarning, Khiindi
twined himself around the girl'sfeet and ankles, purring loudly, weaving figure eightsin and out between
her feet until she sumbled over him and fell. "It attacked me!" she screeched, and started brushing at her
ankles, asif trying to divest them of cat fur. "l am very dlergic. If | swell up and dig, it will be your fault!"

"Here now, what's the problem? What's wrong with you, Shoshisha?' the woman asked. "Who said
anything about your dying?'

"This person isin my room, and she brought atiger with her. It tried to eat me!”

"You are mistaken,” Khorii told her. "Khiindi did not attack you. He was expressing how much he liked
you and he probably expected you to feed him. He expects everyoneto feed him."

Khiindi sat over to the side, washing his right front paw unconcernedly. He paused only to look up &t her,
squeezing his eyes shut and opening them again, his mouth hanging open asif hewerelaughing. Thelittle
wretch had known exactly what he was doing when he tripped Shoshisha

"Oh, my goodness!” the lady said. "Y ou're Lady AcornaHarakamian-Li's daughter, aren't you? | was on
my way to greet you, but | didn't realize you were staying here. Naturally | assumed you'd stay at the
chancdlor's quarters, where Mr. Giloglie and Mr. Baird and their familieslive

"Yes, maam, I'm Khorii, and thisis Khiindi. My brother Elviiz was taken to the boys quarters by that
nice boy who met us, Hap."

"Him!" Shoshishasaid, tossing her glossy black hair so it rippled and settled back down around her
shoulders. "That explainsit. He put you here so held have an excuse to see me. Helikesme, and he
thinksif he spends enough time around me, I'll get used to him, | suppose.”

"He seemed very friendly and kind to me," Khorii said. "And snce my grandfathers Caum and Gill are
not a home, he probably thought | would rather stay with students closer to my own stage of
development. It was athoughtful gesture, but since we are not welcome here, perhapsit would be better
if we did stay in grandfathers quarters until they or my parentsreturn.”

Shoshisha's brown eyes, which had been squinched in temper, widened suddenly as she smiled. " Oh, no,
that won't be necessary. | didn't realize you were related to our beloved chancellors, and of course | see
now that you have the horn and look just like the holo of Lady Acornagracing our assembly hdl. | am
sorry | overreacted. Y ou startled me and, well, | am quite dlergic to most animals.”

"I'm sorry to hear that. It'skind of you to say that | may stay, but Khiindi ismy friend, and he must be
with me," Khorii said. She turned her attention to the woman who had greeted her before. A teacher,
surely, the woman was comfortably built, had festhery fair hair and very shrewd blue eyes. "Actudly, it
would probably be better at the grandfathers because Elviiz could come, too. Y ou know my name. May
| ask yours?' she asked the lady.

"I'm CalaKaczmarek. I'm the psychologist and psychology/sociology ingtructor. | also act asthe
school's guidance counsdlor. Dr. Al y Cassidro, our headmaster and dean of the mining engineering
school, has classes dl day long and couldn't makeit to greet you himself, so he asked meto doiit. Your
grandpas are old friends of mine, but | only met your mother after she began working with Mr. Li. I'm
redlly pleased to meet you. Things have been alittle strange around here since the plague scare began,
which was unfortunatdly right after Gill and Caum and the Kendoro sisters landed on Kezdet. But welll



al befine, and so will you. Comeon, I'll show you whereto go."

Asthey were leaving over Shoshisha's protestations, they were nearly knocked down by Hap and Elviiz.
Most people thought droids didn't get excited or any other strong emotion, but Elviiz was an exception.
Masak had programmed him to behave pretty much like aLinyaari boy and now he acted like avery
excited one.

"Where are you going, Khorii?' Elviiz asked. "Are you on your way to our classes? Hap says both he
and | arefar too advanced for the programming the younglings receive in them, but that we are expected
to acquire something called 'socidization’ by attending them anyway. | wonder why my father did not
program socidization into me on our journey, so that | could in turn impart it to you? Asa part of this
aspect of our programming, we are to compete in contests of physicd athletic skill caled sports and
attend gatherings where some aspects of mating are performed in avertica postion. Thisisknown as
dancing."

Khorii smiled. "We have dances on Vhiliinyar, too, you know, Elviiz."
"Wedo?But | have never seen one. Isthat because | cannot mate with totally organic femaes?'

"No. | think it's because you are with me most of the time, and since we've been old enough to attend
them, we have been € sewhere when dances occurred.”

"Who'sthis?" Shoshisha asked, coming out into the hall and widening her eyesa Elviiz. Elviiz, dways
ready to assmilate, had removed the horn attachment from his forehead. Khorii wondered if shewould
wish to do the same astime went on. Without the horn, Elviiz's brow was smooth, and he could have
passed for Hap's brother instead of hers. Hap's hair was straight and Elviiz's Linyaari-like mane, athough
aspaeasHap's, curled over hisforehead and down in front of his ears, extending dightly onto his
jawline. He was now dightly taller than Khorii, asa Linyaari boy her age would be. Except for his hands
and feet, he looked quite human and apparently, from the expression on Shoshishasface, at least one
human female found his appearance appeding.

"l am Elviiz," he said, extending a three-fingered single-knuckled hand made to resemble Khorii's own.

"Oh?" Shoshishatouched his hand experimentally. " Are you amutant of some sort? | thought you were
human, but—"

"l would not advise taking his hand, Shoshisha," Khorii said. "Uncle Joh and Mother havetried to teach
him to shake hands, but he does not redize how strong he is. He would never intentionaly crush your
fingersbut ..."

"That only happened once, Khorii, and | was ableto adjust my pressure gaugesimmediately to
compensate,” Elviiz protested. " Shoshishais perfectly safe engaging in ritua greeting gestureswith me, as
you very well know."

"Pressure gauges?' Shoshishaasked with afrown.
"Elviizisan android, Shoshisha," Hap said. "Y ou should see dl the cool attachmentshe has.”

"Thanks, but I'll passthistime." She turned to Khorii and smiled sweetly. "Y ou know, | reglly am dlergic
to most animals, but apparently your space cat is different enough that he doesn't bother me. So | wish
you two would stay and room with me. | would be so interested to learn al about your planet and your
people and what it'slike to have amother like Acorna.”

Khorii did not need to be psychic to know that Shoshisha's reasons for wishing her toremain asa



roommeate were not asinnocent as the human girl said. However, there seemed to be no diplomatic way
to decline, and Khorii had been trained from earliest childhood to be tactful in dealing with other beings.
Especidly when adults were watching. Shelooked at Calla Kaczmarek, whose mouth twitched with
amusement.

"Because | wasthinking," Shoshishasaid, "that if you want to make friends here, it wouldn't be good to
look asthough you think you're above staying in the dorms with usjust because your relaivesrun this
place”

Khorii suspected that Shoshishawas aso thinking that if Khorii choseto stay in her grandparents
quarters, Shashishawould make sure everyone did believe that Khorii thought herself superior to them.

CdlaKaczmarek coughed. "Staying in the dorms would help with the socidization programming your
friend just mentioned.”

"Very well, then, we accept,” Khorii said. "Only, could you show us now to the hydroponics gardens. |
am hungry, and Khiindi will require soil of some sort for his excretory functions.”

"No litter boxesin the room, puh-leeze!™ Shoshishasaid. "Can't he use the lavatory like everybody else?"

"l don't know. Aboard the Condor part of the garden was reserved for hisuse.” She did not mention that
Khiindi had not dways—or even usualy—been scrupulous about sticking to hisassigned area.

"I can show her whereit is," Hap volunteered eagerly.

"Thank you, Hap. If you'd show Khorii and Elviiz the generd layout, where the classrooms are, and the

other important stuff, I'd appreciateit,” Calasaid, then turned apologetically to Khorii. "I have aclassin
afew minutes, but | just wanted to say hi and make sure you two—three—were settling in okay. Hap, if
you would aso show them the curriculum and help them get registered?’

Khorii started to protest that they wouldn't be there long enough to take courses like the other students,
but thought better of it. Saying so might give rise to Shoshisha accusing her of being ditist again and of
failing to exhibit the proper atitude for assmilation.

The girl needs a few lessons in assimilation herself Khorii thought, as she followed Hap down the
passageway .

Chapter 6

«N»

Hap led them to acomputer termina and suggested they fill in the forms. She and Elviiz both did so. The
curriculum on Maganos Moonbase was essentidly directed toward mining engineering, Mr. Delszaki Li's
enterprise on the moon before he and Uncle Hafiz had joined Mother in establishing the school.

Other kinds of classes were offered, of course, and severd were offered during each time dot, so
students had more choices as to what to take when. The psychology and sociology classestaught by
CallaKaczmarek were no doubt designed to help the students deal with the various traumatic events that
had brought them here. Steve Reamer, whose daughter Turi had once babysat Khorii, taught gemology
and meta-smithing aswell as drawing and, oddly enough, symbology. Khorii signed up for those, which
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were new to her, aswell as advanced studiesin conversationa and written Standard and Calla's classes.

The others all seemed a bit redundant. Astrophysics, from the course description, seemed fairly
elementary compared to the studies she had done with data provided by Elviiz's memory. Maak had
equipped his son with not only the basic and advanced Federation courses required for those employed
inintergaactic navigation, but aso with the quirky theories and star charts compiled by Uncle Joh and his
adopted father, the late Captain Theophilus " Off" Becker. Great-uncle Off had taught Uncle Joh to use
wormholes and pleated space aswell as other physical anomalies as aids to navigation and shortcuts. She
and Elviiz had dready mastered many of the other conventional courses aswell, and surpassed the
lessons offered in the catal og. But she marked something for al of the required time dots, redlizing that
for the most part what she would actually be studying was her fellow students.

"Here's the ‘ponics garden,” Hap said, opening aglass door to a place as moist and green as Khorii
imagined the rain forests of Khiindi's native Makahomiamight be, from what Mother and Uncle Joh had
told her.

Indeed, as they entered, Khiindi began purring loudly enough to drown out the noise of the generators
and irrigation system. He sprinted forward, tail doft, back pawsflashing, till he was engulfed by the
plants, where he sniffed and licked experimentaly. One of them made him sneeze, and he turned his back
on it and tried to bury it with digs of his back paws. Then he found abed of something to roll in.

"Ah, he's found the herb garden,”" Hap said. "Do you know what dl the herbs are for, Khorii? Rosemary
isfor remembrance and is ddicious with fish and chicken, thymeisfor ..."

"Arethere other cats here?' she asked. "Or has catmint a use to humans aswell as cats?"
"Oh, yes, it'sused inteaand is said to be good for stomach upsets and to calm the nerves," Hap replied.
"That'ssurprising,” Khorii said. "It seemsto have the opposite effect on Khiindi."

Khiindi gave her alook that seemed to indicate that he had heard and understood her words but didn't
care one bit what her opinion of his behavior was. The cat went right on burrowing into the hydroponics
bed.

But Hap bared histeeth at her! At first Khorii was startled, thinking she had done something wrong to
make him react with such hogtility, then recalled that with humans, that particular toothy expresson was
usudly friendly.

"Khiindi'sacat,” Hap said. "Cats have their own way of doing things."
"I've noticed,” she agreed. "Often.”

At that, Khiindi gave aflip of histail, and vanished into the catnip patch. Hap continued talking and
explaining every single plant in the beds, its uses and properties, dangers and lore, aswell as any persond
experiences he had had with each variety, while she and Khiindi used the 'ponics garden for their needs.
OnaLinyaari ship, she would have used the garden the same way Khiindi did to relieve hersdlf, since
Linyaari excrement was high in nutrients that were good for plants and very clean. But humans, asshe
had learned on MOO, were repulsed by the practice, and so Linyaari wasted their contributionsin
lavatories when they inhabited human-occupied spaces.

Khorii said, "It was good of you to wait for us and delay your own meal. We can accompany you now
SO you can egt, too."

"Not hungry!" Hagp sad. "Thisismorefun.”



"But it would be agood opportunity to meet other students, would it not?" Elviiz asked.
"l guess 0," Hap agreed, asif reluctant to share them. "Come on. It's three Stories up.”
She wasn't sure what he meant until they reached what he caled the "hubbub.”

"There's one of these at the center of each of our bubbles," hetold her. "They were designed to make
maximum use of the vertical space we have." A broad, moving walkway ascended in awide, spiraing
path to a series of what seemed to be suspended platforms, staggered so that each level branched off ina
different direction.

Khorii counted six levels, including the one they stood on.

'Ponics garden, administration offices, most of the recreation aress, laundry, and dorms are on thislevel
of thisbubble," hetold them. "Next one up is the ‘puter Iabs, holo cells, and communi cations center.
That'swhere | was when you camein.”

"It's not associated with the docking bays?' Elviiz asked.

"No. Wefound it easier to haveit al in one place. The idea behind the moonbase, as1'm sure your mom
must havetold you, isfor usto learn to do everything oursalves. We have some supervision from experts
and teachers, like Cdla, but were not just learning schoolkid stuff. Thisis on-the-job training,
gpprenticeships, vocationd-technica education, and dl of the cultura essentids kidswho live with their
families or go to planetside schools would learn aswell. And not all the teachers are adults. We aso give
classesto each other about our worlds of origin. Some of us are from pretty strange places.”

"Isit true you were dl child daves before Mother and her friend Mr. Li and Uncle Hafiz rescued you?!

"Wl that was true when they first established the base, but most of those kids have grown up and gone
on—of course, some are gill teaching here, some you've probably met on MOO. A few of the kidswho
were little when the Moonbase was established are in the upper levels now. But most of us are orphans,
or displaced from our families asthe result of awar or some other catastrophe. Shoshishasfamily used
to rule one of the provincia kingdoms of Zapore, acountry located on the most temperate continent of
Zilbek, the second planet from the suns of the Ganesha star system. So she'slike a princess or
something, except that her family got deposed and everybody was sent into exile while she was on an
off-world shopping trip, then the exile was made permanent by some of those politica enemies, who had
her family assassinated. One of her mother's old friends warned her not to return and arranged for her to
be smuggled out of the Ganesha system to Maganos M oonbase.”

Khorii sghed. " She has been through alot. She must be very unhappy.”

"Why?' Hap asked. "She's dive, shehas us. Life goeson. Besides, it's not like her parentsreally had
much to do with her, you know. People like her are raised by nannies and servants. And her brothers
and sgtersweredl kids by other women in her father's harem. She says they were dways plotting to kill
each other anyway. No big loss."

Khorii disagreed. It surely must have been some sort of loss. How could it not be? Even if Shoshisha
hadn't been close to her parents, it must have been quite a blow to lose them and have to leave the only
home she'd ever known and a position of power and privilege to come to Maganos Moonbase, where
shewasjust astudent, like everyone else.

By the time Hap related Shoshishas background, they had stepped onto the walkway and climbed
beyond the computer sector to the third level, whence came the aromas of cooked food.



"Comeon," Hap said. "I'll introduce you to some of the othersin this bubble. Everybody hereis more or
lessyour standard-issue humanoid, like me, with afew variations. But there's amore exotic breed
housed in the adjoining bubble.”

"How arethey exotic?' Khorii asked. She had no doubt that she was pretty exotic to most of these kids.

"Wdll, we cdl them poopuus—short for pool pupils, becausethey livein abig sdt-water pool that takes
up most of the bubble. They don't have a hub like we do, and they don't have a kitchen because they
only eat what they grow in their pool—not vegetarian like you. They like fish and some kinds of

"How did they cometo be here?' Khorii asked. "And how many livein the pool? Do they study the same
subjects astherest of you?"

"Some of the same ones, but they are also studying what's known about oceans on other worlds. | don't
know dl the reasons behind it. They don't mix much with therest of us. I'vetried to strikeup a
conversation and, you know, make friends, but they just dive and won't talk to me. There's sort of a
language barrier, too. They sudy Standard but they don't useit among themselves.”

"How do they study if they can't leave their pool?* Khorii asked.
"By computer—only theirs are behind the wallsin their waterways.”

Hiswhiskers and ears both twitching thoughtfully while the end of histail traced curves on the shining
plascretetile of thefloor, Khiindi looked up at Hap. It was asif the cat were thinking, thinking very hard.
Suddenly his ears pricked up and he lowered himsdlf to atail-lashing squat, asif stalking prey, then
gdloped away from them, back down the spird wakway, bounding off of it from the second level to land
on the centrd street of the bubble. He ran off straight down the street toward the next bubble. The only
time he dowed down was when he looked back onceto seeif they werefollowing him.

"Khiindi!" Khorii caled after him as sheranin full pursuit. "Come back, slly cat!"

"Wed better catch him," Hap said. "They're not used to animas around here, I'm afraid. Thingsare
kidproofed to some degree, but not critterproof. Therésal kinds of stuff that could hurt him or that he
might damage. Y our grandpas would not be pleased.”

Although they had stopped at the entrance to the dining hdl, it vanished behind them asthey chased
Khiindi. Khorii called to Khiindi as she ran down the corridor, while students stopped, goggled at her,
and moved off to the Side to avoid being trampled, finally staring after her as she passed them.

Hap and Elviiz sampeded after her, and at the end of the Street they al stopped, panting, seeing Khiindi
waliting by the circular doorway into the next bubble asif he were waiting for some vermin to bolt from
the hole. The cat looked highly satisfied, asif held done something exceptiondly clever.

But it was aman, not amouse, who emerged from the doorway asit irised open. And Khiindi had no
interest in him at al. Instead, the cat legped through the open doorway and was long gone again by the
time Khorii, Elviiz, and Hap passed through it after him.

Hap laughed. "Does Khiindi spesk Standard?”

"I don't know," Khorii said. "I think he understandsit well enough when he wantsto. But when he doesn't

"Heisasentient being on someleve," Elviiz continued. "He seemsto comprehend agreat many smple



words or phrases, though only those that are not addressed to him as direct commands. Heis
developmentaly chalenged in recognition of the Smple negative.”

"That'snot unusud in cats," Hap pointed out. "But are you sure it isn't more than that?"
"Why do you ask?' Khorii wanted to know.

"Because | could swear he understood exactly what | wastelling you about the poopuus and that they
had fish in their tanks. He took off theingtant | said it.”

"But he has never met afish," Elviiz told him. "He would not know what onewas."

"Maybe not, but it sure looked like he knew where he was headed and what he wanted to me. | bet he
could smédll the fish from where we were and went to find some. | never met acat who didn't likefish. |
think that thereé's more to that cat than meetsthe eye.”

Khorii laughed. "Heis not very good at grazing, it'strue. And he seemsto form his own ideas about what
he likes on his menu. My mother saysthat hissre, RK, isacompletely sentient being. Who knows what
acat thinks?1 only know that he can be arare handful.”

Asthey entered the bubble, the smell of water freshened the air, and a scent Khorii would cometo
identify with fish and the poopuus who swam in the pool and through the waterways that occupied most
of theinterior of the bubble. In place of the hubbub moving walkway, water flowed upward to another
pool, then, on the other side, back down in aplayful waterfal.

"It not only serves as a playground for the pool kids, it aso hel ps aerate and recirculate the water," Hap
told them.

But Khorii could barely hear him for the shrill noises and splashing coming from the pool.

The poopuus were much larger than she had expected, very young but with rounded bodies that floated
nicely. Their bare skin wasthe color of aroan Linyaari youngster not yet star-clad, and glistened in the
light of the bubble. All of them had flowing hair of ablack that was dmost purpleinits density, and they
had very large, prominent dark eyes.

Obliviousto their latest visitors, they leaped from the surface of the pool and dived back into it again. As
shedrew nearer, sheredized that some of the shrill noises were laughter.

"Thereheid" Elviiz sad, pointing. "Therés Khiindi!"

And indeed, he was there, soaking wet, afishin hisjaws, and carefully borne aoft on the back of a
swimming student. The student deposited the sodden cat on the edge of the pool, where Khiindi tried to
shake himsdlf while keeping agrip on hisfish. Hiswater taxi lingered a the pool's edge, watching the cat
with dark eyes round with fascination. Khiindi stood with hisfront paws on his flopping fish, shook
himsdf vigoroudy, and head-butted the nose of hisrescuer before ravaging the fish.

The language the poopuus used among themselves reminded K horii somewhat of that of the di-Linyaari
back home, the ancient beings who were forerunners of her own race. Her parents had saved the Si
-Linyaari from extinction by bringing them forward in time, and now they lived in the newly reborn oceans
of Vhiliinyar, adevelopment that did not please many of the traditiondists, which Khorii thought was
supid. The di-Linyaari were not the prettiest people, it wastrue, having tiny hornsal over their heads
sometimesinstead of just the onein the middle, and they did not have the healing power of her own
people, but they were great swimmers and good friends of her parents. They had aso taught her to swim
when shewas just ababy. She pulled off her shipsuit.



"Hey, what are you doing?' Hap asked, sounding shocked.

" am going to go meet these students,” she said, and dived in. She was happy for achange to be taking
theinitiative hersdlf instead of being herded here and there, even by someone asfriendly and
well-meaning as Hap. The water felt wonderful, cool but not too frigid, and though it had been abit
murky when shefirgt jumped in, dmost immediately it became as clear as glass. Beneeth the surface
many students—schools of them, she supposed you might say—swam through the deep waters. The
bottom contained averitable jungle of aquatic plant life, including lacy palaces of some shell-like
substance that glowed with rainbows of color.

She could hold her breath underwater for along time, but when she surfaced, hafway acrossthe poal,
shefound hersdlf encircled by poopuus.

"Hi, I'm Khorii. I'm new here. Who are you?' she said aoud.

"We are the children of LoiLoiKua. You are not,” wasthe reply. It came from underwater but unlike the
bubbling and popping language of the Si-Linyaari, the words came in Standard, accented so that the
words seemed to be ebbing and flowing with atide of their own. It sounded like "We are the children of
LoiLoiKua. You are not." The last words did not seem to be said any more softly, but somehow from a
greater depth or distance.

"Y ou do not belong with us, Khorii," one of them said, surfacing to playfully flick water at her with the
tips of webbed fingers.

"Your legs are separated,” another one said. And she noticed for thefirgt time that their legs were fused
together from their waiststo their knees. "If you belonged here, your legs would not come apart like
that."

"She does not swim asif her legs are separate,” another one observed. " She swims correctly, the way of
the ocean people,” and he demonstrated the undulating full-body motion that propelled him through the
water.

"l was taught by ocean people,” Khorii told them. "They haveno legsat dl. They havetails. They were
distant relatives of mine, and they didn't carethat | havelegs. So | didn't think you'd mind either. If you
do, | can get out. | just thought it might be friendlier to greet you on your own—well—territory."

"Look at the water," another one said. "L ook at the 'puter screens. See how crisp the images appear,
how the murkiness of the water has gone since she came." Khorii did not comment. In another moment,
perhaps the observant student would think she imagined the change in clarity. The horn's powerswere a
Linyaari secret.

"Shelookslike Our Founder!" said another, this one with long, flowing hair that caught the webs of her
fingers and floated up around her thighs.

"What do you mean?' asked one with pale skin and athousand little brown spots across her wide nose.

"Look," said the first one, and swam to the edge of the pool. Now Khorii saw that a deep band around
the pool'slining was clear, and behind the covering, computer screens waited for studentsto activate
them.

The poopuu with the unruly hair did just that with a squed pitched to turn the nearest machineon. A
series of picturesflashed by—an elderly human Khorii did not recognize, ayounger Uncle Hafiz, and her
human grandsires, then—Mother!



"Our Founder," the student said.
"That ismy mother,” Khorii said.
"Does she not swim like you? Whereis she? |s she here with you?' the student asked excitedly.

"Oh, yes, she swimsrealy well—and correctly, too. But she and my father had to go to another world to
help end aplague.”

"Ahhh, do you spesk to them in the far talk while they are gone?’
"You meando | hail them on the ship's computer?’
"Noooo," the student said. "Do your water-kin not use the far talk?*

"I don't think | know what that isif it isnot using the com units," she said. She wondered if they were
telepathic.

"Mostly we useit only at night, when the others are deeping,” said a pretty young girl with afacelikea
full moon. "Otherwisg, it interrupts studies. The dorms are farther from our lagoon than the classrooms.”

"Isit loud then?"

"No, but it carries. It isthefar talk. When we are very quiet, we listen for the far talk from our parents
and grandparents on LoiLoiKua. They missus. So we answer back."

"Couldyou do it just alittle?' she asked.
"Oh, no, Callaasked usnot to,” the girl said. "She said 'Y ou should use your ‘puterslike the land folk." "

Khorii wanted to stay and ask the poopuus more questions, but footsteps echoed through the hallway
leading to their pool. Moments | ater, severd children trooped in, led by CalaKaczmarek.

Oh, bother, what now? Khorii thought. Looks like I've put my hoovesin it again.

Chapter 7

CallaKaczmarek ordinarily enjoyed the open plan of the bubbles on the Moonbase. However, at timesit
wasapaininthekeigter. Times, for ingance, when a much-anticipated visitor finaly arrived and was on
the verge, some people hoped, of satisfying their curiosity about her, when she suddenly turned tail and
ran avay.

Which wouldn't have been so bad except that she did it where awhole cafeteriafull of kidsjust as nosy
and curious as Cdlacould see her do it.

She hoped that Khorii wouldn't haveto pay for her samal gaffe.
Her hope died when a snarling voice that Callaknew al too well emerged from the sudents.

"What, we aren't good enough for the kid of the great Lady Acorna?’ sneered Marl Fidd. Thisone, Cala
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knew, had never been adave, as Callahad been during her early years. At least, nobody else had
endaved the brat. Hed done agood job of tying himself up in knots, however. Like many of the newer
kids on Maganos M oonbase, he'd been sent here because the authorities had no ideawhat elseto do
with him. He had been found during araid on arave shack, plugged into the machines and obliviousto
everything around him. He wouldn't say where he was from or who his parents were; but once he got
unhooked, the authorities deemed him salvageable and shipped him off to MM. Calawasnot at dl sure
their judgment about him was correct. Hewas, in her opinion, apunk. A punk with amean streak amile
wide, and a bully who liked to push around anyone who didn't have the nerve to stand up to him. Hewas
going to cause trouble someday, Callafigured. Big trouble. She only hoped she wasn't around when it

happened.

"Maybe she'sjust bashful," suggested six-year-old Sesseli in avoice so shy it was seldom heard unless
shewas caled upon directly. Asshe said it, however, thelittle girl rose from her seat and started for the
wakway.

"Where are you going, Sessdli?* Cdlaasked.

"To seeif | can help. She'scome along way, and she doesn't know anybody."
"Hap'swith her," Calasad.

"Yes, but he'sabig boy, and he talks so much, maybe he scared her. I'll go see”
"Me, too," two more voices said in unison.

"Well, | certainly don't think it's right that the poopuus get to meet her first," said FawndraMakatia, a
good friend of La Shoshisha. "I'm going to see what's up aswell.”

That was the beginning of agenera exodus. Calla, being the lunchroom supervisor, their teacher, and
their nomina leader, followed them. Since she couldn't seem to stop them, it was her next best option.

The"poopuus,” as the pupilsinhabiting the pool had been dubbed by the generd student population,
were not, despite the administration's best efforts, well integrated. They were from one of the oldest
human colonies in Federation space, and had been on their watery planet for so many yearsthat no one
remembered or could find arecord of when their ancestorsinhabited Old Earth. The theory was that they
had been idand people to begin with. When their once-idyllic home became o littered with other people
and industry that their own identity had al but vanished, their eaders volunteered to colonize, and that
wasthe end of it. Presumably, at some point in its evolution there had been more land on LoiLoiKua, as
they called their new homeworld, but apparently when the LoiL oiKua version of the greeat flood from
Terran myth and folklore occurred, the land did not come back—at least most of it didn't. Well adapted
to making aliving from the sea, however, the new inhabitants found their new seaeven moreinviting and
over the years spent less and lesstime on land until they became complete sea creatures.

That was what the scientists had decided about them, at least, and it matched some of what the elders of
LoiL oiKua had told the Federation when their world joined. The world was in jeopardy now, apparently,
and the elders had asked that their young be sent off-world to study and search for new habitats. Cdla
had not been able to get very far with the LoiLoiKuans, however. They accepted their pool and their
own bubble, which was agood thing since it had been built at great expense to the foundation endowed
by the late Mr. Li and House Harakamian. The poopuus seemed to enjoy their lessons, but they were not
eager to mix with the others. No wonder Khorii was drawn to them. Despite her mother'srolein the
founding of MM, thelone Linyaari girl must fed as much of an outsder as her waterbound classmates.

Calawasill trying to decide if poopuus was aderogatory term or Smply descriptive when she reached



theinterbubbleiris.

Shefelt amoment of anxiety. One other thing they didn't actualy know about the studentsfrom
LoiLoiKuawas how they might react, unsupervised, to unwanted company. Ther culture wasasmple
one, even primitive—well, regressed at least. Their reactions might be rather basic.

The anxiety heightened when she saw the pool roiling with poopuus but no sign of Khorii in the pool or
out.

Then suddenly the child she was |looking for bobbed to the surface, looked startled to see the audience
aongsidethe poal, then gave asmdl tight-lipped smile and waved.

Smiling, Calawedged a path for hersdf among the staring students. "Khorii, | see you're making friends
aready, but now the rest of the students would like to welcome you aswell. Please come and join us."

Hap, who she now saw was sitting on the edge of the pool beside the android child, jumped up and
picked up her abandoned clothing lying besde the water. As Khorii swam to the poolside, he handed it
to her. Crumpling the garment in one hand, Khorii gave ahop and popped gracefully—and
nakedly—onto the side of the pool, then began donning the shipsuit as another student might dry off.

Snickers, embarrassed giggles, awolf whistleand one cal of, "All right, horny girl!" greeted her, and the
girl looked puzzled. In truth, she was till flat on top, and her lower half was actualy covered with some
of the same short curly hair asthat which feathered down her spine and calvesto feet that were
surprisngly like cloven hooves.

Cadlahad never had the honor of meeting Khorii'sillustrious mother, and the descriptions she had of her,
while they mentioned her two-knuckled three-fingered hands, her curly silver white mane, and, of course,
the horn, hadn't redlly gone into detail about these aspects.

Khorii stood, fully dressed, and said something to the poopuus that seemed to bein their own language.
They didn't surface to say good-bye to her, but Calla noticed that as soon as Khorii joined the other
students and their backs were to the pool, afish flipped up onto the side. The Linyaari girl's cat pounced
onit.

It seemed that in a least one of the school's populations, Khorii and Khiindi had made some new friends.

The banner that popped up on every screen in the computer lab said 70,000 believed stricken, 40,000
presumed dead on Paloduro.”

"thousands of new infections strike Twi Osam.”
"250 cases diagnosed on Kezdet believed imported by federation communications crew.”
"many federation relay sationsfal slent aspersonnel FALL ILL, STATIONS QUARANTINED."

"guarantine restrictions tighten. food and water shortagesin planetary colonies go unrelieved. al
commercid interplanetary travel severdy curtalled.”

Therefollowed an darming list of cities, continents, space stations, moons, and planets believed to be
infected with the disease, dong with numbers of reported cases and deaths.

Khorii felt much as she did when sitting ingde their pavilion on Vhiliinyar while athunderstorm raged



outside. Inside the wegtherproof fabric of the pavilion they were so safe and dry that the wind hardly
buffeted them, and the driving rain was only something that glistened in the darkness outside. It was
amog imaginary. The plague seemed that way here among al of these healthy young people. Still, her
parents were out there in the middle of whatever those statistics really meant, and it worried her. A lot. A
wholelot. She knew her mother had done wondersin her lifetime and had seen other emergencies, many
of them far worse, in the galaxy, and had coped with them. Her father, too, had battled monstrous
Khleevi invaders and lived—the only one of their kind to be tortured by the buglike diensand survive.
But they were her parents—and they were so OLD! Sheld found the problem first, after all—the bodies
floating in aderdict spaceship. Shefdt like she should be out there with her parents, where she could
protect them.

It took agreat dedl of effort for Khorii to ignore the escdating fatdity figures and concentrate on the
amplelessons at hand. Her mind's eye saw space full of shipslike the Blanca, telescoping ingde the hulls
where blank-faced people performed an endless macabre ballet in zero G.

Khiindi did not help. He seemed to be asworried as she was. He sat with ears erect, staring at the
screen asif he could read it, mewed once, and collgpsed across her thighs with ahuff of exhaled breath.
Hisface scrunched up in an expression of feline concern—which lasted only until the cat fell over in her
lap and went to deep.

That would have been fine except that he then proceeded to snore, then to twitch, run in place, and rake
her shipauit'slegs with hisback clawswhile clutching at it with hisfront claws.

It was as though he were trying to save the universein hisdeep.

She had never once considered leaving her feine friend behind when sheleft Vhiliinyar, but she soon
beganto fed asif that indicated alack of foresght on her part.

He did give her areason to attend mealswith the other students, however. Not to be outdonein cat
bribes by the poopuus, at suppertime Hap, alittle girl called Sessdli, and other sudentsinssted that
Khorii join them so they could offer Khiindi choicetidbitsfrom their plates.

Khorii happily agreed and brought a selection of grasses and vegetables from the 'ponics garden so she
could nibble aong, thus blending in more satisfactorily.

Thisworked well, with Khorii happily chewing between answersto the questions of others, or nodding
and asking her own questions regarding some of what they shared—excessvely, in some cases—about
themselves. Meanwhile one of the boys was foolish enough to voice aquestion about an astrophysics
lesson earlier in the day and was trested to more than he could have possibly grasped in one Sitting about
the subject by Elviiz, in hismost annoyingly superior tutorid tone.

Khiindi ingratiated himsdlf for the sake of future handouts, Sitting on first thislap, then that one, walking
from knee to knee around the tables and pausing for awash and brush-up on the lap of Sessdli. Hedid
not even chide the girl when sheinterrupted his grooming session by stroking his head. Instead, he
rubbed his nose and jaw againgt her hand, then carefully licked his paws and used them to scrub clean
the area her touch had tainted.

One st of knees, however, Khiindi avoided. When Khorii noticed this, she glanced at the student being
bypassed and caught glares of hodtility following her harmlesslittle friend. What could possibly make
anyone react that way to acat? Everyone on Vhiliinyar was extremely fond of cats. The Makahomian
Temple Cats presented to her and to her people by the Makahomians reminded the older Linyaari of
pahaantiyiirs, afeline species many had kept as companions before the Khleevi invasion. Even the
rather grouchy Liriilyi had had a pahaantiyiir she doted on and had softened considerably when Mother



and Father had insisted she be given one of the Makahomian kittensto raise.

An older boy, quite handsome by human standards, reacted the most negatively to Khiindi's adventures
in progressive grazing. His glowering heavy eyebrows knitted together over dark eyesthat seemed to be
trying to turn into lasersto burn her poor little cat to acinder if only he had the power.

Khiindi passed by him with seeming unconcern but returned to Khorii'slap rather quickly and resumed
washing. Casting adit-pupiled eye in the boy's direction, Khiindi raised aleg and proceeded to clean
himsdf under histail.

A moment later Elviiz said, "l fee amessage arriving from Dad on the Condor."

Khorii was afraid hed unfasten the top of his shipsuit then and there and show everyone the receiver
screen attachment with which he and Maak both had augmented their chests. Calla had dready taken her
aside and told her that it went against the school's custom for studentsto disrobein front of students of
the opposite sex. Khorii had expressed confusion. She had naturaly assumed that since dl of the
poopuus swam without clothing, it was the custom, when among them, to be smilarly unclad. Cdlasad
well, yes, but that was among the LoiLoiKuans and it was not the custom for the rest of the students.
Khorii asked if this had something to do with mating. Callasaid that yes, for the most part, it did. Khorii
could not see the relevance since she was a different species from humans and not ready to mate
anyway. Neither were most of the other kids, judging from their stages of development.

However, Elviiz had his own sense of what was correct. Communications took place in the computer 1ab.
Therefore, they would recelve the Condor 's transmission in the computer lab, which was empty now
sncethe sudentswere dl grazing—er—dining, Khorii corrected herself.

Furthermore, Elviiz had another idea about propriety, having overheard Calla's admonition earlier in the
day. "One moment, Khorii, and wewill both view the transmission on one of these screens. Anyone
passing by watching you staring intently a my upper torso might be puzzled and possibly darmed. Unlike
Captain Becker, or even Uncle Hafiz, these humanoids gppear to be somewhat skittish." Thus saying he
gpparently took hisown pulse, but with the result that one of the larger computer screens suddenly lit
with the faces of Mother, Father, Uncles Joh and Maak, and RK. Khiindi hopped up onto the tablein
front of the screen and sat there, hislithe silvery body obscuring RK's brindled gray furriness. Khorii
lifted him off the table and held him, scratching his belly so that he forgot to be jedous and overly curious,
abandoning himsdf to blissful purrs.

They didn't redly need him to blur the screen anyway, as the reception was unusualy poor. The Condor
had the very best communications equipment the wreckage of the gaaxies had to offer and that Maak
and Captain Becker could modify to meet their needs. Even o, itsrange was largely dependent on the
booster relays set up by the Federation within its territories and by Uncle Hafiz to connect House
Harakamian and the Moon of Opportunity. Since MOO, Vhiliinyar, and narhii-Vhiliinyar were not yet
officidly Federation members, and at any rate would not fall within the heavily traveled spaceways
regulated by it, Hafiz would have been cut off from his supply lineswithout his own network. The
Condor operated on both Federation and House Harakamian frequencies, but judging from the
snowiness of the video and the static in the sound, both had been affected by the current crisis. Either the
personnel who manned or maintained the relay stations were themselvesill or somehow incapacitated by
the Side effects of it—such as having staff members quarantined away from their duty stations, or needing
to attend to family members, perhaps. Khorii couldn't quiteimagine dl of the reasonsinvolved. After al,
thiswas her first plague. She hoped it would be her last.

"Greetings, younglings,” Uncle Mask said.



"Greetings, Father," Elviiz said. "What isyour current position?'

Maak gave the coordinates, which placed them abit |ess than hafway to the point Uncle Joh had
indicated on the star charts. "There is not actualy much to report, but we missed you and
communications are becoming increasingly unsatisfactory, asyou must perceive.”

"The plague sounds very deadly and extremely widespread,” Khorii said. "I do not see how you can cure
it, just the two of you."

"We can't, of course," Mother said. "But by healing afew of the cases, we may be able to determine the
etiology and make other observationsthat will help the physicians of this area—those who have not
succumbed to the illness—in finding a specific cure that does not involve the use of our horns.™

"Weve been hearing most disturbing reports,” Khorii told her. "It sounds asif it's spreading and
Sporeading.”

"You can't take al of those reportsto heart, honey,” Uncle Joh said. "It's probably just adow news day
for the Com Channels, and they're blowing it out of proportion. Onerelief ship became infected and
before they discovered that they'd contacted the disease, they infected some of the personnedl on the relay
gations—it madeit al alot more visble than it would be ordinarily. I'm sureit's bad, but | doubt it's
anything your mom and dad can't handle. And, hey, if they can't, well go for reinforcements.”

"The disease, from the datawe have gathered," Maak told them, "has an erratic gestation period of
between one and seven Standard deep cycles. It appearsto have along life away fromitshost and is
probably transmitted by droplets, asit appearsto be highly communicable.”

"We are much needed, Khorii," Father said. Hisface was as gentle and loving as dways when he |ooked
at her, but strain showed around his eyes and the edges of his mouth. "The hedlth-care providers have
apparently been affected worse than any other sector of the population, and thereis no oneto care for
theill, especially where the disease has hit hardest, like Paloduro. We are glad you are safe on Maganos
Moonbase, which is naturaly isolated and has alower probability of becoming an infection site”

"What if they find a cure, and because communications are so poor, you don't hear about it?" she asked.
And then, since everyone was being so open about answering their questions, she asked the one that was
redly bothering her. "What if you get this disease?"

"Now, honey, don't get dl panicky,” Uncle Joh said. ™Y our folkswill befine. Maak and the cat and | will
seetoit. | guessyou haven't been out and about enough to know thisyet, but you Linyaari don't get
Sck."

Khorii nodded, but her worry must have shown on her face, since Mother leaned closer to the screen
and touched it with her horn, asif she could transmit her fedlings of safety and comfort across the many
light-years separating her from her daughter. "Dear one, please do not worry about us. Weve certainly
been in more difficult spots than this, and I'm sure that as we work with the Federation's resources at our
disposal, welll be able to bring this crisisto an end very soon.”

The transmission began breaking up then, and Khorii and Elviiz barely had timeto say their good-bye
before the friendly faceswere lost in asea of Stic.

"Don't worry, Khorii," Elviiz said. "They'll figure out how to stop this plague soon enough.”

Khorii nodded, but she couldn't help nibbling on her lower lip and wondering, but what if they can't?



Chapter 8

Hafiz Harakamian had not attained hiswealth and high position by being a patient man—not unlesshe
was deliberately plotting or stalking something. He expected to be kept informed. And he aso expected
to be made godfather to the baby being born to Declan and Judit Giloglie aswdl as any children bornto
Caum and Mercy Baird or to his nephew and adopted son and heir, Rafik and hisdluring lady. These
children were related in spirit if not blood to his beloved adopted daughter Acornaand therefore, by
Hafiz's reckoning, they al belonged to him aswell. Hewas far too young and virile to be agrandfather,
but a godfather—ah!

Hemade hisfifth vist in as many hoursto the Moon of Opportunity's communicationstermind. "We have
heard nothing from them—any of them—for two days! Two days! | know that R&fik fed's he needs no
advicein the adminigtration of House Harakamian, but he could send word that heiswell, he could say if
he has had word from the Giloglies, he could say if the Condor has arrived yet at Maganos M oonbase.
Am | sointerfering, so difficult to talk to, that | am abandoned by my beloved family when they could
most use my wisdom? |s consultation with me desired only when they wish to avail themsdves of my
wealth? By the three books and the Three Prophets | am sorely distressed and fedl greatly wronged.”

"Now, Haffy, my potentate of passon,” hislovely wife Karinasad, laying ascrumptioudy plump
beringed hand upon his chest while regarding him from her large and lovely eyes made degpest purple by
art and by proximity to the priceless cat's-eye chrysoberyl jewel s she bore in abundance upon her
shell-like ears, her delicate wrists, and her delicious décolletage. The parts of her person not covered in
jewdswere swathed in drifts of gossamer in asunset of purples, lavenders, violets, and plums. His
treasure, his beauty, his bride, and yet even her presence did not soothe him.

"Maybe something's just wrong with therdays" she said. "Onelittle glitch in the nearest one, and you
know how that affects our communications.”

"Y es, my delectable dumpling, but to hear nothing! Now that | ponder upon it, no merchant ships have
docked of late, none of the cargoes for which | have already paid good currency, no one from home at
al”

"l understand that you are disturbed, O my lord of love, and it pains me to see you 0. Therefore, | shdl
look into my scrying pool and employ my heightened sensitivity to the harmonies of the cosmosto
determine what is causing this deplorable lack of congderation on the part of our beloved friends and
relaions.”

"Oh, that would be nice, dear, how thoughtful, thank you,” Hafiz said, atrifleflatly. Karinameant well
and truly believed she had telepathic and even magica powers, dthough even to him, her doting husband,
it was very obviousthat for the most part she had dl of the psychic sensitivity of afood replicator.
Perhapsless. But it did not take any mind-reading ability whatsoever for Hafiz to redize that any
implication on his part that her powers were less astounding than she proclaimed them to be would be
hurtful to her and detrimentd to the recreationd marita activitiesthey so deeply and mutualy enjoyed.

So hewould gracioudly support her efforts to seek information in her way while he sought the same
informationin his

"Go you to prepare yoursdlf, to meditate and free your mind to receive theimagesin your waters, my
lavishly endowed love, and | will joinyou in an hour'stime.”
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"Certainly. | go now and await your pleasure, most spectacular of al spouses.”

When she had gone he turned back to the communications termina and to the young Linyaari boy,
Miikaye, interning with his chief communications specidist, and said, " Send for the captains of thetwo
shipsin my private fleet that are docked here. | have amission for them.”

"That would be finding out why we've had no word from the relays, Sr?' the boy asked. Hafiz smiled
paterndly. Most Linyaari addressed him as Acornadid, as Uncle Hafiz, but it was good that the child
had learned the proper form of addressto one's employer early. Of course, "sir" was not as good as "my
lord" as Hafiz's more experienced vassas called him, but it was adtart.

"Yes, my lad. Y ou have interpreted my order most correctly.”

The boy smiled, with his mouth closed so as not to show his teeth, since to do so was considered hostile
inhisculture. "Yes, gr. Not too difficult congdering the number of inquiries you have made yoursdlf

dready today."
"Even 0, my son, even s0."

When his captains came his orders were smple, " Go forth and seek the truth. Also seek to repair the
accursed relaysif they are down again. Y ou, Captain Ling, will follow the course set by Captain Becker
and my beloved daughter to thefirst relay. Y ou, Captain Gallico, will travel to Makahomia, and confer
with the regent Nadhari Kando concerning the presentation of akitten for my new godchild and will dso
gather intelligence from Nadhari and other useful informants during your journey.”

Both men nodded and withdrew to prepare their ships for their respective voyages.

Practical matters seen to, Hafiz retired to the private and personal garden of delight he shared with his
beloved. She was seated beside the glass and titanium birdbath he had ordered to be installed when she
requested asmall body of water for her prophetic pursuits. Her arms were crossed on the edge of the
small pool, her head upon them, and he thought she was meditating perhaps, or catching aquick nap
until, hearing him, she raised her head and turned. Her eyes and nose were both red and rather wet.

"Oh, Hefiz, itistruly truly awful. | don't know what we areto do!"
"What, my anxious angel? What demons dare distress you? Tell methat | may day them!”

"No demons. No clear images at al. But the waters turned black, then red, and that means only one
thing, wdll, two actudly.”

"YS?I

"Gloom and doom. Disaster and despair. Bad omensindeed. Our loved ones are headed into terrible
cataclysmic danger. Whatever will they do? However will we help them?”

He peered across her into the birdbath, which looked clear except perhaps for abit of pond scum. Hed
have to speak to the gardener about that. He sighed and stroked her hair. "Come, my darling, you are
overwrought and will spoil your complexion and your appetite. Y our Hafiz has dready taken stepsto
evauate this doom of which you speak. Asfor worrying about what they will do, pleaserecdl, my
ravishing raven of revelations, that we are speaking here of Acornaand Aari, who destroyed the Khleevi
menace. They will manage.”

"Y es, but, Haffy, they have Khorii with them, and sheisjust achild.”



"Ah, but sheis their child. And inthat you must take comfort.”
"But that may just be the problem, Hafiz. Have you consdered that?"

You know, Hafiz thought, she might have a point.

On thefringes of theindustrid didtrict of the city of Corazon on the resdentia and tourist world of
Pdoduro, third in prominence in the Solojo star system, insde arented high school gymnasium, abattle
raged in an dtogether different dimension.

Jaonzo Allende, as Quetza coatl, struggled for hegemony over the game world with the other contestants
in theweeklong Carnivale Marathon Brujartisano Tournament. Asusud, hisfull attention wason his
game. Asusua, he waswinning. Thus he was unaware of exactly when the plaguefirst struck.

A madter drategist, JAlonzo made up his decks and plotted his moves with the high intelligence and grasp
of complex patternsthat had alowed him to progress far beyond his chronological agein his studies of
the sciences.

Heknew his abuelita, his grandmother, devoutly hoped he would someday apply histaentsto more
redigtic and lucrative pursuits than gaming. JAonzo had plans, but since the degth of his parentswhen he
was nine, he hadn't bothered telling people about them much, not even Abuelita. For the moment, the
game was what mattered.

Though he had only been playing it four years, since just after his parents died, Jaonzo was a seasoned
veteran, amighty warrior-mage, with more wins than anyone in the city of Corazon. He was proud of his
comparatively vast library of gamerules, history, variations, and back stories, hisabumsfull of cardsand
his collection of unusua dice—enough to fill most of his clothing locker a home. He had had to pay for
only atiny fraction of these treasures—the rest were hisloot, winnings from hisvictories.

The other playerswere not dways glad to see him, but most of them said nothing to hisface. They all
knew that someday soon he would beinvited to participate in the holographic tournament held every year
on Bruja Prime, the smallest moon of Rio Boca, amoon leased exclusively to the Brujartisano
Corporation, who had invented and controlled the game. Also, at six feet five inches, Jdonzo towered
over mogt of the other players, who saw him asjust alittle scary. Heavy and powerfully built, with black
hair and the faint black shadow of an incipient beard, helooked far older than hewas.

He had no ideawhen thefirst desth occurred in the outside world, as he had been busy for the preceding
three days daying the characters of his opponents. The first real death he was aware of was the nacho
guy. Camazotz the Bat God was the one who found him. Camazotz, known outsde the game as Jaime
Martinez, anervy, thin, redheaded kid who had been losing often enough to have lost interest in the game
infavor of food, cameinto the gym yelling that there was a dead guy on the sdewak outside the gym. A
dead guy with the thermal case of Mucho Nachos, the only placein this part of the city that delivered.

"Isheredlly dead? How do you know?" Apocatequil the Thunder Bringer, who was aso the Prince of
Evil, asked, sounding just like Jalonzo would have expected his character to sound: bloodthirsty and
excited.

"Ishedl bloody?'
"Why would the nacho place send adead guy, anyway?'

"Can we gtill get the nachos, or did he do something grossto them?”



Jalonzo almost suspected thiswas atrick to get him to quit, go outside to check, then they'd shut him out
s0 he wouldn't win anymore. But that was silly. Somebody had to win, and it was atournament after dl.
Thefunwasin playing the game.

And evenif it wasatrick, he had to look, didn't he? The guy might till be dive.

Jalonzo rose and quickly walked through the sweat and strong-sogp-smelling locker room, through the
front hall to the entrance. He didn't have to open the door to see the guy. The door was clear plas, as
were the Sde pandson either sde of it. The guy redlly did look dead. There werefliesfor onething, but
then, they'd swarm around anyone living or dead. But there were an awfully lot of them dl over the guy's
face. So, yeah, dead probably.

But if hewasn't and the curanderos could sill save him? The other contestants crowded against the
pand s and the door, gawking at the maybe-dead guy.

Jalonzo, mindful of his size and powerful build and careful not to push or hurt anyone, gently moved them
away from the door and opened it. Fanning at the flies, he reached for the guy'swrist to find apulse, as
Abueitahad shown him how to do when he was aboy. As soon as hisfingers touched the guy's skin,
Jalonzo could tdll that he was dready gone. The skin was way too cool on such ahot day. Also, he stank
of something alittle more rotten and less rank than most people smeled when it had been hours since
they last washed.

Backing away from the guy, he pulled out his holato cal the curanderos. But he couldn't even get atone.
Funny. He had juice, the power cdll wasfull. Thelittle holalooked asif it was eager to talk to him, eager
to find who he wanted, al ready to go, but it couldn't. It just sat therein his hand. He looked down the
sreet, thinking, and he noticed that everything wasredlly very quiet for aholiday in that part of town.
Usudly thered be alot of loud music blaring from flitters and maybe some guyswho'd had too much
pulque, people in costume headed uptown to join in one of the Carnivale parades.

The only flitters on the street were silent and grounded, including the one with the Mucho Nacho logo
docked afew feet from the door. Where was everybody? L ooking back at the gamers, with their faces
and hands pressed againgt the glass, he shrugged. Some of them were scanning the street as he had.
Othersturned away and were frowning into their holas.

Mucho Nacho'slogo was emblazoned like aherddic device on the therma container cushioning the
upper half of the dead guy's body. Jalonzo could see the hail number and tried it. Thistime therewasa
tone but no answer, which was very weird since Mucho Nacho was abusy place, three or four people at
least there in the restaurant part to serve customers aswel asthe delivery guy. The smell of food made
Jaonzo's somach rumble, but he didn't much want any of the nachos under the corpse. He wandered
over to theflitter to see what was there, haf-expecting someoneto ydl a him to get away from there.
But nobody did. There was nobody, but nobody, to yell anything actualy.

He found another order of nachos, a'so in atherma container, and took it. After dl, the one they ordered
was under the delivery guy, through no fault of theirs, and they were owed an order. Then he saw there
werefive other therma containers aswell, tamaesin cornhusk wrappers, a huge basket of taquitos,
more nachos, a couple of complete dinners, and some cinnamon churros. And drinks. Wl it wasn't
theft. All that food was just going to get cold and rot out there by the time anybody cameto seeto this
guy, so the gamers could eat the stuff and pay for it later.

The containers were easy to lift, and he lugged dl five of them plusthe drink cooler back to the gym. At
least, burdened as he was with food, there was no question about the others letting him back in.

They stood away from the door when he camein, then three tried to push past him to go outside. He



shoved thefood into their arms, keeping them ingide the building. "No, man, wait," he said. "It'sno big
dedl. Nothing we can do. Nothing the euros can do. | called them."”

"How, man?| couldn't even get aring!"

"Me, neither. But | tried. WEll try again later. Must be a sunspot or something. Or maybe the Carnivde
lights have overloaded the grid.”

"What waswrong with him, man?"

Jalonzo shrugged. "1 don't know. Maybe a heart attack? He wasn't bleeding or anything. Anyway, we
got eats. We gonnaplay or what? We haven't finished the game. And it's dead out there."

Chapter 9

<N »

It wasn't until the end of the first week on the Moonbase that things began to go wrong. Up until then,
while Shoshisha's public fawning over Khorii was annoying, and there were afew more mean looks from
the one boy, looks that were not only for Khiindi but for Khorii and even Elviiz, classeswere, if not
chdlenging academicdly, at least good opportunities for studying human nature.

And then, before sheredlized it, Khorii's psychic ability began to manifest itself, and she was studying
human nature far too closdly for the comfort of most of the humansinvolved.

Furthermore, without redlizing it, the human studentsin her applied astrophysics class were privy to some
of her thoughts. This became apparent after atest, when the teacher, Captain Bates, reviewed the results.
Shortly afterward, the captain, a pleasant-faced woman with soft, wavy, brown hair, asmile asquick as
her keen intdlligence, and a pantherlike prowl when she was unhappy about something, prowled back
and forth in front of the class. Her expression said that this panther had found more prey than she knew
what to do with and was just congdering how to use them up without ruining her digestion.

"If | were going to plagiarize atest paper,” she said, "I would have sense enough to change some of the
words and at least acouple of the answers, especidly if | were dumb enough to plagiarize answers from
the paper of someone esein thisclass. | would not pass out the test answersto everyone elsein the class
ahead of time ether.”

Everyone looked baffled. At first Khorii was, too, but when she saw the papers, she understood what
had happened. The answers on the paper she turned in were hers—and so were everyone e se's. All of
her classmates thought the answers they'd turned in were theirs because they had put down the answers
that were in their heads. She'd put the answers there. Her answers.

She had been sending. Ulp. Aunt Maati had told amusing stories about Mother when shefirst arrived on
narhii-Vhiliinyar, after shefirst began redlizing and developing her psychic abilities. Shewasastrong
sender. Everyone on the planet could know what she was thinking dmost before she hersdf did. Of
course, that was on narhii-Vhiliinyar, where everyone el se past puberty was a so psychic, but astrong
sender could influence nonpsychics aswell. Oh, dear.

She should tell Captain Bates and she would. She would. Only, maybe not right now in front of
everybody.
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Unfortunately, Captain Bates had to rush off after class, and Khorii had no opportunity to speak with her.
She started to go after the teacher, but suddenly she smelled food and the thought occurred to her, Why
bother? It's not like we're real students here anyway. We're only observing. Our education in these
matters already far surpasses what they're learning. If everyone else heard our answers, then they
heard the right answers, didn't they? Maybe they learned something. Isn't that the point?

But then she wondered, What am | thinking? Our answers? They were mine. Elviiz certainly isn't
telepathic. It's not the kind of thing his father could programinto him. But before she could pursue
that line of thought, Khiindi looked up at her with awide-eyed stare, whiskers, ears, and tail tip all
atwitch. Hmm. He hadn't had anice fish Sncethefirst day they were there, at least, not that she knew of.
And sometasty varieties of reed grew in the poopuus pool. Redly, it would be more interesting to lunch
with the waterbound students than sitting in the cafeteriawhile her own lunch wilted watching that nasty
boy, Marl Fidd, make threastening faces at Khiindi and make fun of Hap for talking al thetime. She
wondered what made him so unpleasant. It was asif he wanted to do her harm but was waiting for just
the right moment to take her on. Right now, for instance, she knew very well that he would have been
nasty to her, too, but Shoshishamade a point of sitting with her and showing everyone what great chums
she and her "dien" roommate were. And Marl liked Shoshisha

Mogt of the boysdid, in fact. Shoshisha, Khorii had noticed, depended on thisfact and cultivated her
male acquaintances carefully. All except Hap. Shewasn't very niceto him at dl. Shelaughed at the jokes
Marl and Fawndramade at Hap's expense. Like there was something wrong with him. Redlly, hewas
just smarter and alot more skilled at so many practical things, he ended up doing much of the
maintenance in their bubble. For some reason, according to the ranking among the students, that was
supposed to make him inferior.

Khiindi put apaw with claws dightly extended against her knee and narrowed hiseyesat her.

"Fsh," shesad. "Very wdl, Khiindi. Wewill vist the poopuus.” So she and Khiindi headed for theiris
door between the bubbles. Meanwhile Elviiz explained to anyone who would listen how the laws of
probability were againg dl of the studentsin their class coming up with identical equationsin answer to
the questions asthey al headed to the cafeteria

Insdetheair felt fresh and moist. Light dapples danced on the inner skin of the bubble, diffusing the
busnesdikeillumination into something dightly mysterious.

Khorii did not need to call out. Her friends of afew days ago bobbed in the water at the pool's edge,
watching their approach.

Oneof them dived and surfaced with awriggling fish, which Khiindi pounced upon the moment it hit the
deck.

Khorii didn't disrobe thistime. There was no practical need to since her shipsuit was waterproof aswell
asfireproof and windproof. It was made of alighter version of the same fabric from which the pavilions
of Vhiliinyar were constructed. She'd undressed on her previous visit to be palite, only to betold that it
was actually consdered not merely rude but shocking to the other students. The poopuus did not appear
to care. No one greeted her in the conventiona way, but once she dived in, she was surrounded by so
many swimmersthe water lapped in waves around her chin and face.

She noticed that the bobbing in the water and the swimming back and forth was rather nervous. "What's
wrong?"' she asked.

"What do you know of the sickness?' one of them asked.



"I know that it's very widespread,” she said. "But my parents have gone to the place whereit'sthe worst
to try to contain it at that source and cure as many as possible with—our Linyaari technology.”

"What placeisthis?' asked another one.
"A place cdled Pdloduro. Why?*

"Because the disease has come to LoiLoiKua, according to the 'puters,” another said, pulling her
underwater and pointing at the screen which, benegth the lessons being transmitted, had a plague status
banner scrolling through the current Satistics, place names of the newly quarantined areas, and, in some
cases, linksto find the names of the dead in certain locations.

"What's LoiLoiKua? she asked.

"It isour homeworld. Our parents and elders are there. They sent us hereto learn in fresh new waters,
hoping that if we do not find away to save our own world, we might at least escape the destruction of
our sees. But dl welearned isthat now we are far away from our kinsmen while a sickness comes upon
them that strikes elders but not children. And we are not there to care for them. | am Likilekakua. | want
to go home."

"I know what you mean. | want to go home, too. Thistrip isnot working out at dl intheway | thought it
would. But the Federation won't allow any of usto go home now."

It cameto her that she and the poopuus had in common something the other students lacked: living
parents.

Khorii did not deep well that night. She dreamed she was |ooking through atelescope and saw her
mother drowning, much too far away for Khorii to save her. She scanned the pool—which turned out to
be a seq, and saw something circling overhead. It was RK, carrying Khorii'sfather in his mouth asif he
were amouse. Khorii wanted to tell RK to put her father down, but if he did, then Father would drown,
too. But someone had to save Mother. Then the dream turned around and it was Khorii who was
drowning, though she was actualy her own mother. But then RK knew about it and reached out for her,
fishing for her with one paw, claws cruelly extended, digging into her shoulder.

She cried out and RK gave her adisdainful look and turned tail. The underside of thetail brushed her
face, which was not so bad, but RK also "marked” her at the same time with some of the hormonally
charged tomcat urine that Uncle Joh claimed could egt through stedl.

Khorii wasredly drowning now, gagging and coughing and wiping at her mane. Of course, the smdll was
dispersed dmost immediately by her horn, but the sound of her mother screaming was not.

However, it did change. It was not her mother. It was Shoshisha screaming. "1'm going to kill it!" she
wailed. "That cat just sprayed al of my new sk underwear. | waited monthsfor it to arrivel”

Khorii sat up, fully awake. That part of her nightmare, at least, was quite red. Shoshishawas on her feet,
brandishing a shoe and dodging back and forth around her cot in an effort to head Khiindi off. Khiindi, of
course, thought it was a great game. Khorii rose, lay across Shoshisha's bed, and picked her cat up by
the nape of the neck before holding him firmly, though perhaps not tenderly, against her.

"Bold, bad cat," she scolded, but stroked his head as she did, so he broke into aloud purr.

"Heruined it!" Shoshishawas crying. | forgot to close the drawer dl theway last night and he got inand



soaked it with that horrible smdl.”
"Let mesee” Khorii said. "Maybeit's not as bad asyou think."

She wasn't surprised Khiindi had found her roommate's clothing. Shoshishawas very untidy. No doubt
thiswas the result of having been brought up with servants who picked up after her. Sheleft thingslying
around, drawers half-open, clothing draped from every possible surface. Anyone could have told her that
you just couldn't do that around a cat, especialy not with anything you prized. But she probably wasn't
used to cats.

"Maybeit's not as bad as you think," Khorii said, raising ahandful of soiled silk to her face and amost
gagging on the cat musk. Her horn, asif accidentdly, touched the affected garments and the smell went
away. "l think if we put them through the swash right away they'll be good as new," she said, using the
students term for the sonic wash they dl used to bathe and do laundry.

Shoshishas lips clamped together to show that she didn't believeit.
"May | try or not?" Khorii asked.
Shoshisha shrugged irritably and flipped her hand in adismissive gesture.

Khorii carried the garmentsinto the lav between their room and the adjoining one. Khiindi'sinterest in the
clothing had not lessened, but he carefully kept Khorii between him and Shoshisha

Khorii closed the door behind her. Thewalls automatically glowed with light by which she saw that the
horn touch had turned the cat urine as clear and odorless as water. She stuck the underclothesinto the
sonic wash—seven pairs of silk pantiesand lacy bras, plusan extradeep shirt, dl of thefinest qudity,
soft and sheer as moth wings. Shoshishamight be an exiled and orphaned princess, but she was evidently
not a poor one.

"You arevery lucky that | am your friend, Khiindi Kaet, or that girl would have your pelt for her
knickers" Khorii scolded. "And after what you did to her knickers, shed need it." Khiindi wound himsaif
around her ankles. When she pulled the underwear out of the swash he mewed for her to returnit to him
for further destruction.

She hadld the silken bundle out to Shoshisha. "' See? Good as new."

Shoshishasnaiched it away from her, unbelieving. Then sniffed it, looked surprised, and stuffed it back in
her drawer. "Thisisaschool, you know, Khorii. I'll bet if your grandfathers were here, they would never
alow you to bring that—that—Ilivestock in here."

"Wll, he can't go outdoors. There's no aimosphere,” Khorii said reasonably.
"A very good reason to put him out if you ask me," Shoshisha said.

Of course, nobody had asked her, but Khorii decided to change the subject. She was, after all, training
to be adiplomat.

"I wonder how the grandfathers are doing and if the baby isall right.”

"I'm surprised they haven't contacted you before now," Shoshishasaid, clearly meaning to wound Khorii
by reminding her she was being neglected.

"I don't think they're ableto right now. Besides, everybody is probably busy with the baby," Khorii said.



"| sure hopethey'redl right. Are you going to deep now?"
"If I'm dlowed to, yes," Shoshishareplied.
"Wewill, too, but | have something to do first. Don't worry. I'll take Khiindi with me."

She decided to have alate snack and left the dormitories, taking the hubbub down to the 'ponics
gardens. The garden appeared much depleted from when she had first arrived. Khorii knew she hadn't
eaten that much since shed arrived. There was always plenty on the Condor , where the garden was
much smdler and there were two other Linyaari and ahuman to share the harvest. Of course, the school
used the 'ponics garden for fresh nourishment for the other studentsin addition to the starchesand
proteinsthey had from different sources.

Leaving the gardens, she decided to try to contact Kezdet and headed to the computer 1ab and holo
auites.

Chapter 10

At thelab Khorii found Hap and Elviiz building aholo-modd of avery futuristic-looking structure she
assumed was a space station or vessd of some sort. Or perhaps it was smply acat toy. Khiindi had
great fun jumping through it severad times and getting scolded by Elviiz until Hap scooped the cat into his
amsand held him, belly and paws up. Khiindi struggled, and Hap tickled the fur of histummy until the
cat relaxed and started to purr.

Khorii sat at the console and input the hospital's code. Elviiz asked her what she was doing, and shetold
him, whereupon he said, "Y ou will receive no answer. | have tried many times today on my persond
unit."

"But it doesn't take arelay to contact Kezdet," she said.

"No, but if oneistrying to contact the hospita, it may be that the communications personnd are
incapecitated. If they are lucky, they are no longer there. | do not think a hospital would be avery hedthy
placeto beat thistime."

He was speaking in Standard out of courtesy to Hap, and she answered in the same language. "No. |
suppose not. The whole idea seems very odd, doesn't it? Having children born in the same place where
plague victims might come to be healed? Especialy when the plague and some of the other illnesses aren't
something the people at hospitals can cure anyway. If only the baby could have waited until we arrived,
we could have seento itssafe ddlivery ..."

Hap snorted. "Y ou? What could you have done? Y ou may be auni—aLin—whatchamacalit ..."
“Linyaeri," Elviiztold him.
"A Linyaari, but yourejust alittle girl. What do you know about ddlivering babies?'

"What's there to know?" she asked, puzzled. "Y ou just encourage the mother, and the baby comes out dl
by itsdf."
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"Hal" Hap said. "What if it'sturned wrong or has the cord wrapped around its neck? Do you know how
to fix that?"

"Widl, no. But why would that happen?'

"You redly don't ask when it does, you just have to get the baby turned or the cord unwrapped. With big
animasit's hard enough, but with humans—well, and Linyaari, too, 1'd think, since you look alot like
us—it often takes surgery.”

"And | suppose you know how to do that?' she asked, feding alittle outclassed.

"No," he said, sounding alittle miserable. "Not how to do surgery. But | helped deliver cavesand coltsa
lot back home. It'sjust part of life on an agro colony. | wanted to be a veterinarian, but they don't have
classesfor that here. Khiindi hereisthe only four-footed critter around, actualy.”

"Y es, and according to some people he shouldn't be here ether," she said. She told them about Khiindi's
encounter with Shoshisha's wardrobe, leaving out the part her horn played in salvaging the garments.
Elviiz would know what shed done without her having to say, and Hap ought not to know. She had been
warned many times by her parents, grandparents, and others that the healing and purifying power of
Linyaari hornswas a secret. Of course, the secret was only known to every single Linyaari, Uncle Joh,
Maak, the human grandfathers and their wives, Uncle Hafiz and Aunt Karina, and other people Mother
had helped before she knew to keep the horn's abilities secret. But it was a secret from everyone esein
the universe who didn't already know.

The secret was safe from Hap. "Wow," he said. "What wasit like? Shoshisha's underwear, | mean?”

"Smelly," Khorii said, wrinkling her nose, "once Khiindi got donewith it. But fortunately | got it cleanin
the swash. Shewasredly mad.”

"She's pretty sensitive,” Hap said, dreamily.

"Oh, yes," Khorii said. "To anything that seems counter to her own interest, she'svery sensitive. But she
doesn't care at dl that Khiindi isfar from home and other cats and was only trying to mark as histerritory
something he thought would make anice nest.”

"Shel'snot acat person,” Hap agreed, reluctantly admitting this small fault in his otherwise perfect dream
airl.

Khorii rolled her eyes, and Elviiz, seeing this, rolled his, too.

Khiindi stood on Hap'slap with his paws on the boy's shoulder and rubbed hisface against Hap's
lovingly. How could anyone not be a cat person, he seemed to be saying, when he was so adorable?

Elviiz said, " Since we cannot make contact with Kezdet or the Condor , there is no need for you to
violate your deep cycle any longer, Khorii. Y ou should return to your room and rest.”

"| did deep before Shoshishas shrieking woke me up, but | had bad dreams," she said. " The poopuus
areworried about their relatives still on their homeworld. The news banners reported that the plague has
spread there, but it didn't give details. | think they're the only ones besides us, Elviiz, who were not
orphans when they came here. | understand how they fedl. Of course, I'm not worried about Mother and
Father becausg’—she tried not to look at Hap—"well, because of our healing technology, but | wish we
had gone with them to help. | wish we could hel p the poopuus somehow."

"When the Condor hasfinished ministering to Paloduro, perhapsthey can goto LoiLoiKua," Elviiz said.



"Although the probability of that islow, since there are other Stes more heavily infected.”

"If my parentswere dill dive, I'd do abetter job of keeping them that way now,” Hap said fiercely. "
would have just refused to leaveif it had been me.”

Khorii started to say he didn't understand but all of a sudden she did understand what he meant, how
grongly hefdt he had failed hisfamily for having been the only one to survive when somehow he should
have been able to save them. So ingtead she changed the subject again. " Something's wrong with the
'ponics garden. The beets, turnips, potatoes, corn, and carrots are al gone, and so is much of the lettuce
and cabbage. Theres till plenty of afadfaand clover, but everything eseislooking pretty spotty.”

Hap said, "That's because the whole school's been eating out of it since the quarantine arted. | guess
you wouldn't notice, Since you don't eat what the rest of us do, but we've been on short rations since right
after you came. The supply shipislate. | overheard Callataking to Captain Bates, and they're pretty
worried about it. There'slittle to feed the replicators to keep them reproducing food either. Weve had
beans for the main course three times this week dready, and Calla said werre going to haveto raid the
poopuus fish hatchery next.”

By the time she left the computer |ab, Khorii felt so worried and twitchy she was sure she wouldn't be
ableto fall adeep no matter how hard shetried.

But the room was dark and Shoshishawas dready emitting delicate little snores. She had closed the
drawersfirmly and picked up al of her other belongings from anywhere a cat could mark them. Khorii
gave Khiindi awry smile and an extra pet and settled down. Khiindi curled between her shoulder and her
cheek, washing hisback and feet and her face with equa attention until shefell adeep.

She awakened sometime later, while the bubble was till dark, to an eerie echoing that sounded abit like
awhistle, abit like along moo, and other noises so peculiar she could not readily identify them. Then she
was suddenly overcome with longing for her parents and for her homeworld, where the waters covered
the ugliness of theland. No, wait. That wasn't how Vhiliinyar looked. Vhiliinyar had mountains and
meadows, rivers and streams, as well as the ocean. Then she heard the Singing undernesth the eerie
sounds and understood. Thiswasthefar talk of the LoiLoiKuans, calling home.

While the other gamers stuffed their faces, JAlonzo tried again to contact the euros and also Abudlita.
When again he had no luck, he thought perhaps the gymnasium was interfering with the sgnd, though it
had not done so before. Certainly the devices had been working when they called Mucho Nacho for
delivery. Sometime between then and now something had happened to their holas, to the building,
maybe—and he had no reason to think so, really, except for avery smal nagging fedling in the back of
his mind—maybe to the world?

There was one other person he could contact—as the sponsor of the tournament—who should till bein
his office in an old three-story warehouse building a couple of blocks avay. He ought to know about the
dead guy on the doorstep of his tournament anyway. The sponsor, Miguel Lopez, owned the local
Brujartisano franchise. He came to the gym long enough to get the tournament started and tell everyone
to have agood time and what the stakes were, but he only sold merchandise to gamers. Hewasn't a
gamer himself, so held given Jaonzo, because he knew him better than the other players, the building
keys and gone back to his office. JAonzo knew where it was because held been over there a bunch of
timesto pick up prizesfor other tournaments hed won. Y ou could see the warehouse from the top floor
of the building containing the gym.



Jalonzo climbed the sairs to the top and went back to the hallway between the gym wing and the school
wing of the building. It had agood view of this part of the city.

The sun waslow in the sky but it never exactly set thistime of year—it smply rotated around the horizon.
Y ou could Htill see everything clearly. Usualy at thisend of town people didn't decorate alot for
Carnivale—that was more to stimulate business uptown and for the tourists. When Jalonzo wasllittle, he
had enjoyed going to the parades with his parents, dressing up in the Diablo costume Abuditamade for
him. But now it was either too childish or more adult than he wanted to dedl with.

Hewas surprised at first to see the yelow flags with the designsin the middle and mistook them for
Carnivae decorations. But he could not avoid seeing the one on the Brujartisano office's warehouse. The
design wasn't decordtive; it was a biohazard symbol. Most of the buildings he was|ooking at had
quarantine flags on them.

How could that be? It wasn't that way when they'd come to the tournament just three days ago.

Hedidn't sse any activity in any of the buildings, though admittedly he couldn't see much as the windows
were al shaded against the sun.

Everything looked about the same as usud, except that there were some people deeping on the
streets—more than the usua homeless who somehow or other found their way there to be homelessina
good climate, where they would not freeze to desth. But maybe those weren't homeless after all, or
deeping. Maybe they were like the nacho man. Maybe they were bodies. Here and there he spotted
some animaslying in the street and in yards, too.

Heredly wanted to go out and see what was going on, check on Abudlita, make sure she was okay, but
he knew right away that was probably the dumbest thing he could do. Other than getting food out of the
truck where the driver had undoubtedly died of whatever it wasthe yellow flags were aboui.

Not everything was quarantined yet, but evidently the disease, whatever it was, had spread asquick asa
rumor and that, he decided, must be what brought down the communications. The workerswere al sick
maybe. Onelittle glitch in the system and with no oneto fix it, the holas went silent, and probably
computers and vid screensaswell.

He unlocked the computer lab and tested histheory. There was till power, but the network was down.
The vid screens came on but showed static.

Very well. Hetried to think what Abudlitawould do. She would not panic, she would be thinking of how
to help other people. Not the people in quarantine probably. The euros would be hel ping them. The best
thing he could do there was stay out of the way, keep the rest of the gamers out of the way—and keep
them from leaving until somebody said it was okay to do so. Not that anybody had told them to stay. If
the sponsor was in that building, behind that flag, and the parents of most of the gamers were aso behind
flagsin their pueblos, then perhaps nobody who knew about the tournament could tell anyone elseto
check on them.

Hereturned downgtairs. He didn't really want any of the food now, but it wasn't like he was sharing it
with the nacho guy. It cameinsde packages after al. And it smelled good. And he was very hungry,
when he thought about it. Who knew what €l se they'd get to eat for quite awhile?

He sat down at the table, stared at his cards and the dice for amoment, then threw the cards faceup onto
the table, where everybody could see he was set to win again.

"Amigos, I'm bored. | know it's no fun for you guys with me awayswinning, and it's getting to be where



it'snot that much of athrill for me ether. So I'll tell you what. Let's play another game—I've been
working on thisone for awhile, and | want to try it out, but | can't do it by mysdlf. If you guyswill play
aong with meon this, I'll forfat the tournament to whoever winsthe new game—and | will just be the evil
overlord thistime, not aplayer.”

"Y ou don't mean you are giving up your chance to go to the hologames on Bruja Primel” Maria
Maddanado said. "Y ou've been heading for that Snce you started—we dl have."

"l candoit later. If | till want to. It'snot like | can't beat you guys anytimel want to,” he said, grinningin
his best evil overlord fashion.

"What about cards?' one asked. "What do we do with the cards?"

"S, and what about our prizesfor winning the individua games? We get thosein thereal game, not in
something you make up.”

He thought abouit it. Y es, there would have to be incentive. Getting his glory wasn't going to be tangible
enough for some of them—some of them weren't very into abstract concepts like glory. They wanted
stuff. He had another idea. One that would definitely keep the other gaming fresksinterested and
occupied. Hesghed. Hedidn't likeit. Heredly didn't likeit. But it was the only surething.

From his pack he extracted three heavy notebook folders packed with his collections from the last four
years. "Wejust use the dice for my game—I'll explain the rules. And at the end, when we total who won
the most games, each winner starting with the champion and working down to the onewho winsthe least
getsto pick their choice of my cards. Agreed?"

By their words and nods and the expressions on their faces, he could see he had them. He began
explaining the new game, al the while wondering when—or even if—hep would find them.

Chapter 11

<Ny

The entity in feline form who was commonly called, but who did not necessarily answer to the name
"Khiindi" reflected, while cleansing the fur below hisrib cage, that this misson had somehow strayed far
from hisinitia concept of it. Thiswas, of course, due to the poor planning and incompetence of his
bipeda subordinates. If they weren't so young and cute, he would have serioudy considered showing
them the rough side of his paw. However, sincethey werein his care, and he was actualy rather fond of
them, he exercised the patience and strategy al catkind employed when stalking agodl, atidbit, or, if
thingswere dull, aleaf or adust mote. All of hiswiliness, feline and otherwise, would be required to turn
thistrip around, and he knew it. Fortunately, he was more than up for the challenge.

Evenif hislast few missons had gone abit out of his control, he had never logt his native resourcefulness
or the cocky ability to believe in himsdlf that had once been hishdlmark, especidly back in the days
when held been known as Grimalkin.

Thusfar he had successfully introduced his companionsto useful people (even if to date they had proved
their ussfulness only by providing him with fish). He had aso caused less desirable beings to show their
true colors by irritating them, so they would identify themsdalves as enemies. And naturally he had
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ingratiated himsdlf with dl potentid alies.

It wasredly rather exhausting managing so many personnel. No wonder frequent naps were necessary to
stay fresh and dert.

Supervising mealtimes was a so essentia. Because Khorii grazed in the 'ponics garden and Elviiz did not
actually require organic nourishment, the poor kidswere socidly impaired when it cameto breaking
loaves and fishes with the others. Khiindi sought to easethisgap in socid customs by making himslf the
Linyaari ambassador, alowing other studentsto pet him and offer him tidbits from their plates. That
should encourage them to engage in conversation with Khorii and Elviiz about what a beautiful cat they
had, and how friendly, inteligent, etc., etc.

It had come to Khiindi's attention, however, that not al of the students admired him or spoke to him
kindly. On one particular day, Khorii was having to search a bit harder than usua for ediblesin the
garden, and also wastrying to think of away to simulate new growth. Khiindi, who had no interest in
vegetables, got bored and scampered ahead of her up the hubbub and into the lunchroom where Hap,
young Sessdli, and severa other friends could be counted on to see that afellow didn't haveto rely on
the Condor 's crunchies for sustenance.

Nothing particularly tasty was being served, Khiindi found to hisdismay. Beansagain. And not al that
many beans, at that. He thought that perhaps, in the absence of vermin and birdsto offer to the
commund pot, he should start bringing crunchiesto the lunchroom and offer to share. All those beans
also made for avery heady atmosphere throughout the school.

Of course, he did know one place where atasty med could still be had for the asking. With aflirt of his
tail, which he dlowed Sessdli to stroke as he gracioudy declined the bean she offered to him, he left the
lunchroom and headed for the pool, where hisfriends swam with hisintended med.

So focused was he on thisddlicious goa that he was taken totally by surprise when alarge hand reached
down and grabbed him by thetail and held him aoft. "Gotcha, you mangy fleabag. Youwanttogoin
there, do you?'

Pain shot through Khiindi's whole body. Everything from histail to hiswhiskerswasin agony. Spots of
light swirled before his eyes. He snarled and twisted and did manage to sink clawsinto flesh atime or
two, but the other hand brutally dapped him away. Sick and dizzy, hewas carried like adead rat into the
poolroom, whereupon his captor began to swing him by thetail. Through hispain, Khiindi heard agirlish
scream, then awonderfully familiar voice say in an uncustomary tone of command, "Put the cat down and
step away from him, Marl. Do not hurt the cat.”

"If it's not the bionic boy!" Marl said, and instead of putting Khiindi gently down, he svung him out over
the water and let go, so that Khiindi flew out to the deepest part. When he hit the water, he should have
landed hard and possibly injured the parts Marl had not aready broken, but instead something held him
up and he drifted rather than smacked down to the surface of the pool.

Whereupon, just as he was getting soaked, L edlikilekua dived under him so that he landed on her round
back, the water lapping hisinjuries. By the time she brought him to the edge and deposited him there, the
scene had changed.

Out of eyesblurred with pain, Khiindi saw his assailant lying flat on hisback on the deck, blood pouring
from his nose and mouth and hisarm sticking out a an odd angle. The big bully's friends backed away
while Elviiz, fistsclad in sted attachments, swiveled 180 degrees on hisright ankle, chalenging any of
them to take him on.



Khiindi fet asif hispoor tail had been amost torn off. His back was on fire, and his hind legs would not
obey him. He wanted to wash hiswounds, but his neck would not movein the regular way, so he could
not turn his head even to seeif histall was till attached to his hindquarters. He thought probably his back
was broken.

Stll, it was some comfort to see that his honor was being properly defended and that he was being
avenged. Though he could have done without the screaming.

The little-girl scream that cried his name wasloud, but Marl's screaming in anger and pain that held been
murdered was louder. Loudest of al was Shoshisha, bending over the vicious boy, just screaming
because sheld never seen anything like that before.

Thenoise, so closeto him, hurt Khiindi's ears and he spat at them al, though the spit actudly came out as
droal dribbling from the side of his mouith.

Shoshishawas atwit. Asfor Marl, Khiindi thought for amoment that perhaps he was a shapeshifter who
wasredly at least partly descended from the Khleevi, the horrible buglike race that had had no purpose
except to waste, destroy, and eat the rest of the universe.

Ledikilekua, surface-diving for the less noisy depths of the pool, made sure to splash water high enough
to soak Shoshisha

That made Khiindi brighten up alittle, as much as he could, under the circumstances.

Hap approached saying something soothing, and Khiindi hoped his friend would help him, but Hap
seemed not to see him, intent instead on the embattled Elviiz. Khiindi could not hear what he was saying
because of the screaming.

Khorii and four teachers ran into the bubble.

"Turnit off!" Shoshisha shrieked up a the teachers. "Make her turn that monster off beforeit kills
someone.”

Timefor an injection of perspective here. Khiindi mewed weekly and tried to drag himsdlf forward, giving
Shoshishaand Marl aswide a berth as possible. His back legswould not hold hisweight and histall
dragged listlesdy behind him. He cried and cried, trying to dert people to his presence there at their feet
so they would not injure his poor tail again or squash him.

Findly, he saw Khorii's beloved two-toed hooflike feet, impossibly far away. Once more he was lifted by
invisible hands and carried to Khorii's feet, his battered body gently deposited upon them.

Hefelt small hands caress his head and heard a childish voice saying, "Poor Khiindi Kitty!"
Hetried to answer with another plaintive mew but it died before it escaped histhroat.
He saw no more of what was going on around him.

Instead, his past lives, none of them lived wholly in the form of asmal cat, flashed before him. He had
been many places, seen many things, traveled through many times, and sired many many offspring. In
fact, what with the Sring and thetime travel, he was doubtlesdy literdly hisown grandsire. Hislives had
aways been s0 big, so grand, so full of activity and vitdity, that it seemed impossibleit took only one
mean male—not even an adult at that—to do him in. It seemed incredible that when his people had
decided he would assume the small cat form that they intended—that they would allow—him to bekilled
whileinit, smdl and rdatively defensdess. They hadn't been that angry, had they? Thiswasjust a



punishment, atemporary humiliation which, when he had proved how well he could look after Khorii,
they would rescind and he would be alowed to shift shapes, forms, and sizes a will as he dways had.

And yet, Khiindi knew that something was broken insde. He fdt the breath huff out of himself in one last
long sigh as his spirit saw the sun come out and pounced toward it, no longer hurting, ready to bask. He
wouldn't have been ableto eat that fish anyway.

Khorii had just emerged from the 'ponics garden and was on her way to the cafeteriawhen shewas
amost bowled over by stampeding teachers, Calla Kaczmarek, Captain Bates, Steve Reamer, and
Headmaster Phador Al y Cassidro himself.

Calaand Captain Bates grabbed her by either arm. "Come aong, Khorii."

"Why?What?' She couldn't be in trouble, could she? She had just been minding her own business,
trying, in fact, to improve the moonbase food supply.

"Y our droid has gpparently mafunctioned and injured one of the students,” Phador Al y Cassdro told
her.

"Elviiz?Hedidn't! Hewouldn't. | don't think he can!"

"Nevertheless, he apparently did," Cdlatold her. "l first ... redized hewasan android ... when | asked
... who his people had been ... and hetold me hisfather ... wasamodified KEN unit ... | remember
fromwhen ... | wasachild dave ... before your mother ... and Mr. Li freed us? ... that the Piper ...
used KEN units ... sometimes ... to enforce hiswill ... They were definitely able ... toinflict harm on
people ... | know ... from persond ... experience.”

Calla's speech came in short gasps because she was talking as she rushed to keep up with the much
faster Captain Bates. Asit was, her grasp on Khorii's arm was so far behind Captain Batess grasp on
Khorii's other arm that Khorii felt torn between the two.

Onthe other Sde of theiris, the bubble was crowded with students and filled with screams, shrieks,
oathsthat had to do with excretion and mating, and, from the poopuus, splashing. Khorii wastaler than
mogt of the kids, however, and over their heads she saw Elviiz swinging from side to Sde, brandishing
fistsreinforced with stedl. At his feet someone was moaning, shrieking, and swearing while Shoshisha,
who was visble, screeched and ranted. Sessdli was emitting a high-pitched childish scream, and the
poopuus were squeding agitatedly to one another in their own language.

Only Hap seemed cam. He spoke to Elviiz in akind and reasonable voice. Shoshisha squeaed suddenly
as she was drenched, and something landed on the deck beside her. Khorii edged forward, stopping just
behind Sesi.

She started to speak to Elviiz, but Hap persuaded him to lower hisfistsfirst. The teachersclosedin.
Something wet plopped onto Khorii'sfeet in al the confusion, but she couldn't see her feet for Sessdi,
who suddenly let out her own shrill squedl. "Poor Khiindi Kitty!" she cried, and started wailing again.

Khorii bent down and saw Khiindi. He was sopping wet and so limp and thin without hisslvery fur
bushing out that he seemed amogt transparent. His back legs splayed out oddly and when she touched
histail hisfront end contracted in a gpasm.

At least he was dive. She kndt to lift him, touching him with her horn as she did so. She couldn't let the
others see her hedling him, but she couldn't et him suffer needlesdly either.



Therewas no timeto explain or to argue. Shelifted him, feeling through her armsthat his pain had
abated, and turned to leave the bubble, Sessdli, il crying, following, trying to give comforting strokesto
the parts of Khiindi that dangled from Khorii'sarms.

"Khorii, where are you going?' Callaasked. "Y ou are aheder like your mother, aren't you? Thisyoung
manisserioudy injured.”

"Beback soon," she said, her voicetight with anger.

Sessdi followed ill, 0, crooning to Khiindi with her face—and horn—againgt hiswet fur, Khorii carried
him (purring by then, but she didn't mention that to Sessdli yet) to the 'ponics garden. Nodding to thefirst
shoots of one of the plants whose growth she had been accelerating before she lft the garden, she
instructed Sessdli to pick it.

Thelittlegirl did so and brought it to her.

"Now, you put it on Khiindi while| hold him and well seeif he gets better,” she said, not giving thegirl a
chanceto get agood look a Khiindi, who waswriggling around in her arms, until she put the leaves on
him.

Whereupon she raised her face and horn from him and looked down into wide and relieved golden green
eyes. "It took you long enough,” she could almost hear him say.

Now Sessdli's squealswere of delight as she jumped up and down. "'l healed him! | hedled him! Isheall
better now?'

Khorii nodded. "All better."
"Now do we go back and hedl that boy?"

"Ye-es" Khorii sad. "But Khiindi isjust alittle cat and it doesn't take much to fix him. The boy isvery
large and it will take alot more leavesto hed him. So let's keep looking.”

Findly, they found the leaves, which she ground up using the hard soles of her hoofed feet, and mixed
with water. Khiindi watched attentively throughout this procedure, fully recovered and ready to hunt and
vanquish the bits of leaf that flicked out from under Khorii's hoof.

Grinding the leaves gave her achance to work off alittle of the anger she was fedling toward Marl and
Shoshisha It wastotdly ka-Linyaari to be so angry she didn't want to heal someone. Of course, she
would hed him, but, she reasoned, when there was more than one person wounded, you had to decide
who to do firgt. Khiindi'sinjuries had been life-threatening, whereas Marl, from her observation, would
mend without her help, though dower and more painfully.

They carried the makings of the poultice in agarden pot back to the pool bubble. Khiindi mewed
plaintively before going through theiris, and Sessdli picked him up and held him, stroking his heed.

Many of the other students had left, including Marl.

"It's about time you came back, young lady," Phador Al y Cassidro said. "Marl has been carried to the
infirmary. Heisin great pain. Y our droid gpparently doesn't know his own strength. It makeshim
dangerous. He just attacked that poor boy for no reason."

Captain Bates stepped in front of him and gave Khiindi'searsarub. "How isthelittlefdlow? All better?"



Khiindi licked her fingers.
"Y es, thank you."

"The poopuustried to tell Calawhat happened but they were so overwrought they had trouble with their
Standard.”

"Didn't Elviiz tell them?" she asked, looking around for her friend.

"He didn't get the chance, I'm afraid. Or rather, he didn't take the chance. When you left with Khiindi,
before Hap could get him to tell hisside of the story, he deactivated himsdlf. Droids have progressed
quitefar sncel wasagirl but—can they fed shame?'

An excellent question, Khorii thought as she looked around the poolroom that still held residua tension
from the violence that had just happened there.

Chapter 12
«>»

| think Maak programmed Elviiz to fed much of what | fed," Khorii said. "And I'm il redlly redly angry.
Why would that horrible boy do such athing to apoor defensdesslittle cat?!

"I don't know," Captain Bates said, shaking her head. "Maybeif you fix him up, hell tell you. Maybe,"
shesad, lifting her eyebrows, "if hewon', you can read hismind. Although persondly | wouldn't want to
go there"

Khorii looked at her uneasily. Had she found out about the test papers before Khorii could confessto
sending her answersto the whole class?

(Can you read me, Khorii? I'ma good friend of your grandfathers, you know. From things they've
let dlip, I've gathered that Linyaari are telepathic.)

(I read you, Captain. My telepathy has been dormant until recently, but I'm learning. Sorry about
the exam papers. I'm like my mother. A really good sender.)

(At least you sent the right answers), Captain Bates replied philosophicaly.
"Where is Elviiz?' Khorii asked doud.

"Phador was dl for locking him in amaintenance closet, but | thought maybe it would be best if hewere
placed in the shuttle you arrived in until this matter is sorted out,” Calla Kaczmarek said.

"I'll go there now," Khorii said. "He can't deactivate just because he defended Khiindi from that bad
boy.”

"Hedidn't just defend Khiindi, Khorii," Calasaid sternly. "He badly injured another student, however
much the kid had it coming. With his strength, Elviiz could have prevented Marl from causing more harm
to Khiindi without damaging him so badly. Apparently hisemotiona rangeincludesanger ... and that's
not something most people like to seein abeing that is o much stronger, faster, and smarter than
humans. For now, Elviizisfine. If you want to help him, you should take your specid poultice up to Marl
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and seeif you can help. We got the arm and jaw set, but it was pretty painful for him. | know what you're
thinking, but my guessisthat thisian't the first time that kid has had his bones deliberately broken. The
way Marl iscarrying on, it seems he knows from hard experience just exactly what a broken bone fedls
like, and how long it'll taketo hedl. And he's saying things about revenge—'Just like last time," ishow |
believe he put it. HEs awreck, and he'sfurious. I'm not saying you have to forgive him. Just think about
cutting into his plansto get even by heping out alittle.”

It was al Khorii could do not to snort with derision at Calla's suggestion. She didn't want to go near Marl
Fidd and didn't want Khiindi near him either. And in her opinion, Elviiz should be congratul ated, not
meade to fed ashamed for defending hisfamily. It was not adiplomatic, pacifistic, or particularly Linyaari
way to look at things, but it was how shefelt at that moment. Maybe she was athrowback to the
Ancestors. The origina unicorn forebears of the Linyaari could be rather fierce, according to the old
stories about them.

Khiindi, and by extension she and Elviiz, were the injured parties. Just because they were outsders, and
Khiindi was"just" acat, and Elviiz was"just" adroid, while Marl Fidd was one of the students, the
teachers seemed to be implying she should make up to him.

Full of indignation, she staked toward theinfirmary, Sessdli following behind with Khiindi till in her arms.
When they neared the infirmary, with its medicina and antiseptic smells, Khiindi legped down and
sorinted away asif held never had histail so much astugged. Khorii forgot being mad long enough to say
to Sessdli, who looked asif she might start to cry, "It's okay, honey,” she said to the child. ™Y ou don't
need to be herefor this. If you could keep Khiindi out of trouble while I'm healing Marl, I'd appreciate
it

Marl was easy to find, being the only patient in the room. And snce hewasydling dl kinds of things
about what he was going to do to her when he got better, Khorii paid him no attention. The health
teacher doubled as the medtech. Hap had told her that students were examined by doctors before they
came to the moonbase. They were not sent to Maganos until they had recovered from any illnesses or
injuriesthey had. So, for the most part, the student population was healthy and required only a medtech
to see to the usua minor health problemskids had. Ordinarily, if someone came down with something
more serious or got badly injured, planetside care was within less than atwao-hour trip.

Even if there had been a hospitaful of students, Marl would have been noticeabl e because he was so
loud, what with his curaing and fussing and moaning with pain and yelling at the medtech, Mr. Singh, ina
most disrespectful manner for refusing to give him more and stronger medication.

Squaring her shoulders, Khorii marched up to hisbed. She would heal him, but not before she gavehim a
piece of her mind aong with the touch of her horn. In truth, she felt more like goring him with it than
hedling him, fedings she knew should shame her, but didnt.

Khorii addressed the sadistic Marl, adopting the same no-nonsense voice often used by her Father-Sister
Maati, who was raised by the legendary Grandam Naadiinaand often had to bring her handsome but
rather flighty mate, Thariinye, back down to earth. She hoped that Marl, like Thariinye, had some good
buried in him somewhere. Sheld seen no sign of it so far. " Some of my peopletried to tell methat my
coming here was dangerous becauise humans are aggressive, warlike, and barbaric people. | did not
believe them, because until today al of the humans| have known have been askind and caring asthe
Linyaari. But you are evidently a specimen of the bad kind. What isthe matter with you, trying to kill an
innocent little cat who never did you any harm?"

"Oh, get over it, you spoiled brat. It'sjust astupid cat. Y ou shouldn't have brought it here anyway.
Everybody e se here was lucky to arrive with their own skins. You come parading in like somekind of a



celebrity with an entourage, no less. Who the hell do you think you areto judge me? All | did was give
your fraggin' cat flying lessons. At homewe killed lesser beagts dl the time. The oneswe didn't kill to eat
we killed to keep them from esting our food. It's survival, brat. Something you have never had to face
what with your famous mamaand your important human family.' "

Khorii wasn't sure how much she was reading and how much he was saying, but the unfairness of it
struck her anyway. "1 can understand how you might resent me," she said. "But Khiindi isnot me, and he
isnot alower beast. Hisfellows are worshiped on his homeworld, sacred creatures who guard temples
and possess great wisdom. If you want to wound me, try throwing me in the pool. But you wouldn't do
that because you are afraid, are you not? Y ou know if you attempt to hurt me, you might be hurt instead.”

"Y eah, that robot of yoursisvicious. | thought they were under ordersin their programming not to hurt
red people.”

"That shows how much you know. | understand that at onetime, Elviiz's father, whom | have known only
asalearned and conscientious person, was evil and hurt people dl the timeto please his mistress.
Perhaps Elviiz retains some modd, if not racia, memory of that aspect of hisfather's past. Furthermore, |
would not need Elviiz to hurt you to stop you from hurting me. | have other ways, nonviolent ways
practiced by my people, of Stopping aggression againgt my person. Right now | fed like forgoing themin
favor of somping on your broken arm with my hard ‘alien' feet, but that would lower myself to your leve.
Instead, | am culturaly compelled to minister to your injuries. So shut up and do not make me any angrier
at you than | dready am unlessyou wish to remain in your current condition longer than necessary.”

"You'relying! You'regoing to hurt me! Singh! Stop her. Shel's going to torture me.”

"Alas," said Mr. Singh, "I am much too busy to hold you down while she does so, evil punk of aboy. So
be «till and dlow the gracious girl to heal you and get your worthless anatomy out of my infirmary.”

Marl let out alow moan, and his eyes shifted back to her. Shefelt real fear radiating from him. Calawas
right. Hed clearly been abused in the past. "If you are afraid of me simply because I'm standing and you
areinjured, how do you think poor little Khiindi, who has known only gentleness and love a the hands of
bipeds, felt when you nearly killed him?

"Cat'sdon't have fed—" he began.

Khorii saw her vison flicker and burn with shades of red. It was very odd, but she was too angry to think
about the phenomenon at that moment.

As she dammed the poultice container down on the table beside his bed, Marl decided that perhaps his
statement was the wrong tack to take with her. "How was | to know you worshiped the damned things?'

"l did not say | worship Khiindi," shereplied. "1 said he comesfrom a planet where his sort are
worshiped. He has been my companion since | was ababy. Heismore like a brother or Sster to me, as
is Elviiz, than the subservient creatures you seem to think al four-legged animals should be."

"Wéll, you have a pretty mixed-up family, if you ask me" Marl said with agrunt. "Animasare only there
for peopleto eat.”

Khorii felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up in shock and anger. "1 do not believe that | asked
you for your opinion.”

As she spoke, she concentrated on holding his gaze with her own as she had seen her elders do, and
gpplied the poultice to hisvariousinjuries. In avery ka-Linyaari fashion, she hoped it hurt Marl like fury.



"I must remove part of your cast to finish the trestment,” she said asformaly as possible.

He flinched when she knelt to ingpect hisarm. Sheraised it and looked underneeth it, asif looking for
flawsin the cast. While doing so, of course, shelaid her horn against the underside of hisarm and
imagined the bones mending straight and knitting whole. Then, asif dill ingpecting it, shetook hishand
and examined it. She was surprised to fed how warm and normal this hand felt. How could something
that seemed 0 ordinary be so vicious? It had so recently held her poor cat friend in such acrud grip and
with such murderousintentions.

Fedling that the arm was mended, she began removing the boy's cast, smearing on the poultice as she
pulled sections off.

He panted with fear at first, but then said, "Hey, that stuff works pretty good. Bet you could get plenty
for it on the black market.”

Her hedling gift wasamiracle, and dl this stunted monster could think of wasthe profit therewasin the
process! She glared at him and turned her back. She had taken two steps away from the bed when he
said, "I guessyou did thisto your cat, too, didn't you? | mean, | guesshe'still dive. You didn't say |
killed him." The words sounded both grudging and disappointed.

"No, helives. But it was not for lack of trying on your part,” she said. "Without my medicine, he would
have died. And, yes, fortunately for Khiindi, our medicineworksfor all species.” She turned suddenly
and faced Marl. "For your heding to redly be complete, you should attempt to make amendsto Khiindi
for what you did to him and to Elviiz for forcing him to ded with you so harshly.” Once again, she gave
the boy a chance to show any mercy or goodnessthat he had insde him.

"What? Are you crazy? Apologize to a cat? And that robot kid dmost killed me!™ Marl was almost
spitting with hisindignation.

"Elviizisan android, not arobot," she said. "Y our violence activated the aggresson in him. He strivesto
beasLinyaari as| am, having been raised as my foster brother, and we do not believe in such aggressive
behavior. Y ou have done him more wrong than he did you. To fed better, you should atempt to mend
the hurts you have caused.”

"Yeeh, right.” Marl snarled. "Inamillion years, if ever!" So much for Marl'sinner heding. Then shedid
walk away. Behind her she heard Mr. Singh say, "Now then, Marl, pick up the mess your cast has made
and get back to your classes. No malingering, no malingering. Go, go. And it would please meif you did
not come back."

It seemed that she wasn't the only person who didn't think much of Marl.

Hafiz brooded over the lists of supplies he had ordered from company headquarters—ordersthat were
asyet unfilled, though some of them were more than six weeks old.

Miikhaye, the Linyaari communicationsintern, gppeared in the doorway.
"Uncle Hafiz, sr, Comoff Harui sent me to inform you that Captain Ling and the Dervish arereturning.”

"So soon? Did they fix my relays? Did they see the supply ships en route to us? What in the name of the
Prophets and Booksis causing al of thisdelay?

"No, sr, they did not do any of that. Asthey were entering Federation space they encountered adrone



ordering al vessasto return to their last ports of call.”

"Why in the name of al that is holy and vauable? Ships do not conduct interstellar commerce by
remaningin port."”

"No, sr. The drone refersto the need for treatment, decontamination, and observation of aquarantine.
What isaquarantine, Uncle Hafiz?"

"A quarantine? Why aquarantine?’
Miikhaye shook his head to indicate he did not know and looked expectantly at Hafiz.

"Ah, yes, my son, aquarantineisarule passed by hedth officias and other authorities to prevent those
who are sck with acommunicable disease from mingling with those who do not haveit.”

"Oh, well then, i, that'sardief. At least we do not have to worry about Acorna, Aari, and Khorii. They
are Linyaari and can hed any illness.”

"Ah, yes, true. And yet—"
IIS r?l

Hafiz made awave of dismissal. "Never mind, my boy. Ask Captain Ling to report to me upon hisreturn,
please. And you did well to keep meinformed. Do the same when Captain Gallico returns from
Makahomia. And, Miikhaye?"

"Yes, 9r?

"Y ou are the son of Khaari, communications officer of the Balakiire, the ship commanded by my
adopted daughter's aunt Neeva, are you not?"

"Khaari ismy mother, yes, sr. Why?"

"Would you tdl her for me pleasethat | am desolate that it has been such avery long timesince | have
had the honor of her company and that of the rest of the Balakiire's crew. | am alonely old man except
for my beloved Karina, and | seek the solace of the companionship of my dear Linyaari friends,
especidly in the absence of my daughter and her family. Please convey my desire for their presence. As
soon as possible. Sooner, even, if they can manageit.”

Chapter 13

<Ny

Hap sat beside Elviiz in the spacecraft, wondering how to comfort the droid, if he could fed comfort
while he was turned off, and why adroid should need comforting at dl. The droid hadn't done anything
Hap wouldn't have doneif held seen what Marl was up to before Elviiz did. Elviiz probably had done it
better, of course. Hap wasn't reinforced with titanium and stedl.

"Look, my friend, he had it coming. He's had it coming for along, long time. | don't know why they even
sent him here. Mot of the kids here are basically good kids who got bad breaks and had no place to go.
Marl hasaplaceto go, if you ask me. Prison. Not politica prison or anything like that—just somewhere
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where they put scary people so nobody el se has to deal with them. A nice strong place to keep them
ingde and the rest of us safe out here.”

Elviiz, of course, said nothing. But Hap liked to think he was listening.

It was nice out in the shuttle bay. Even during "night” insde the bubbles, the stars did not seem asclose
asthey did out in the bay, through the viewscreen. Hap had only ever taken one ride in a spacecraft.
He'd been superexcited about it and talked about nothing else for days before until everyone he knew
looked pained when he started telling them about it. He'd thought back then, Boy, if they think I'm full
of it now, wait till I get back!

The truth was, he probably wouldn't have had alot of high adventure to relate to them if things had
worked out like he planned. He was only going to make the runs with the agro tech rep, Scaradine
MacDonald, showing peoplein colonies on other worlds how to use different tools, fertilizers, feeds, and
seeds. Scar was agood friend of hisfamily and he had always had time for Hap. Hisinvitation to teke
Hap with him on thisrun waslike adream. Redlistically, Hap thought Scar might be recruiting him for the
companies who employed him. Hap was good with machinery and could fix or build anything, was
enthusiastic, loved to talk, loved to teach, and enjoyed agriculture best in the short term—preferably at
harvest-time when it came to eating some of the produce. He loved the animals, taking care of them,
helping them give birth, bottle-raising the babies. He hated the butchering part, though, and il refused to
eat meat, something the other colonists thought wasjust plain silly.

When he and Scar |eft New Fredonia, and he watched it grow smaller and smaller asthey shot into the
atmosphere, he thought he didn't care if he ever saw it again. For along time he felt bad abouit that,
because he hadn't meant that he never wanted to see hisfamily again. Hewasn't redly closeto his
parents, but he liked his brothers and sisters. But al of them had till been home when the planet blew up,
asfar ashe knew. By then he and Scar were at Rushima. When the news came, he hadn't been ableto
talk for two weeks, and for along time after that, he couldn't do anything at all. It waslike he'd been
paralyzed. Scar was very wise about people and tried to comfort him, but when Hap did something redly
stupid and tried to space himsdlf, thinking that in some way held be going where he belonged, with
everybody else he knew, Scar decided he wasn't equipped to ook after Hap. He'd needed a hel per, not
somebody to babysit. So, reluctantly, Scar got ahold of Calum Baird and Declan Giloglie, who were old
friends, and they agreed to take Hap at Maganos Moonbase.

That had been two years ago, when he was twelve. He was fourteen now. Before long, Scar would keep
the promise he made when he dropped Hap off and come back for him. When hefelt up to it, Scar said.
When he was sane again, Hap thought he meant.

It wasn't such abad place, though alot of the other kids seemed sort of babyish to Hap. Not Shoshisha,
of course. Shefdt like—well, he had never got close enough to know what exactly shefelt like, but he
wanted to. Or had. Having seen her throw afit about Marl Fidd, her beautiful face twisted with what had
to be an unreasonable fear and loathing of Elviiz—on Marl's behdf, he wondered? He was beginning to
think she was even more screwed up than he was, and not in agood way. What was that thug to the
princess anyway? Had Marl maybe attacked Khiindi because of the underwear incident, which
Shoshisha had confided to ahaf dozen of her best friends?

If she put someone up to being crud to aharmlesslittle cat because of abit of urinary carelessness, well,
shefor sure wasn't the girl he thought she was, and she wasn't the girl for him. Too bad. She looked like
the girl of hisdreams on the outside, but it was arting to look to Hap like the girl insde was dl wrong.

Some people thought Khorii was exotic-looking, but to Hap she looked too much like him, too much like
the people he grew up around—that is, if you didn't count the horn and the hooves and mane and that



kind of thing. Tdl, willowy, blond people of both sexes had been plentiful in New Fredonia, dong with
large, heavy, blond people of both sexes, and redheads of al shapes aswell. His sister Fri had hair
amogt exactly like Khorii's—well, she had had.

Asif thinking about Khorii had summoned her, she waked onto the dock and entered the shuitle.
"It was very good of you to stay with Elviiz," shetold him.

"Is he—you know, aware? When he's turned off, | mean? It wasweird leading him aong behind me
like—well, like a broken toy that just went where told it to go."

"Elviizisnot arobot, he'san android,” she said. "His bionic parts and attachments are powered down
now, but the organic part of him isasaware asyou or | would be when werre adeep. I'm sure he
gppreciated your company.”

"But you want meto go now, isthat it?"

Shelooked startled. "No, | just thought you'd want to. That you had other thingsto do. I—have you
seen Sesdi? Shewent to find Khiindi while | healed his assailant.”

"You healed Mal?'

"l had to. It is—um, what you would say is—a Linyaari thing. | think the only time someone wasinjured
that we did not try to heal them—I mean by ‘we' my parents and other Linyaari—was when Khleevi
werekilled. Of course, Khleevi were not like people. They were more like armed weagpons.”

"That's what everybody says about their enemy du jour.” Hap said. "If you're going to be better than us
a being pacifigs, you'll have to do better than 'not quite like aperson.' "

"Sincel never persondly met aKhleevi, | cannot effectively argue your point,” shetold him. "Also, | did
not realize that the degree of pacifism was a competitive issue? That seems contradictory to me.”

She wished Elviiz were not deactivated. He could sort these things out more logically than she could, and
also confuse everyone esein the process.

"Y ou're right about that," Hap said. He had been sitting till too long and, without redlizing it, had begun
pacing the small spaceinsde the shuitle, looking insde storage compartments to see what was there. He
was rewarded with afind. A bar of chocolate! "I didn't know your people ate chocolate," he said.

"Wedon't," shesaid. "But Captain Becker, whose shuttle thisis, loves chocolate. | don't think held mind
if you had that, however."

He unwrapped it, Suffed athird of it into his mouth, and chewed thoughtfully. She might not know how
to argue like apacifist, he decided, but she knew how to make a peace offering when the opportunity
presented itself.

She stood behind Elviiz and seemed to be massaging his hair, then scalped him, ignoring Hap's surprised
ydp. Placing afinger delicately inside his head, sheflicked something, and replaced the scalp patch.
"Come on, stop fedling sorry for yoursdlf,” shetold him. "Marl and Khiindi are both mended, so thereis
no need for you to be disabled.”

Sowly, theandroid lifted hishead, and said in asurprisingly level voice, considering the misery reflected
in hisposture, "But what | did was ka-Linyaari."



"Elviiz, you are my foster brother, and as annoying as any blood relative, from what | have seen of such
relaionships. You areas Linyaari in spirit as| am. | felt like taking Marl gpart myself when | saw poor
Khiindi."

"Thank you, Khorii. That meansalot to me," the droid said.

"However, and | do not say thisto be unkind, you are not organicaly Linyaari. Y ou are not descended
from the Ancestors except perhaps to some degree spiritualy, nor were you formed by the Friends. Y ou
are the child of your father, and, like him, are stronger and possess far more knowledge than any of our
people. Have | mentioned recently how annoying that can be?"

"Yes, Khorii. But you see, my position is an ambiguous one. On the one hand | am your foster brother
and playfellow, but on the other hand | am your tutor and mentor in matters of dataand learning. And |
amtolook after you—"

"And protect me, right? And S0, to keep me from being hurt, you protect Khiindi, too. Which you did.
So now, can we please try to contact the grandfathers or the Condor from here again? It is possible that
the bubble was not as conducive to your transmission asit could have been. Let ustry from here.”

"Very wdl, Khorii, but first | would like to clarify an error in the corallary to your initia hypothess. |
protected Khiindi because heis my friend, too. And thereisagreat dea of evidence to support the
theory that those who harm the small and hel pless four-footed beings will dso harm two-legged beings
when those beings are at their mercy. Therefore, the behavior of those who torture the weak should be
corrected when it isfirst perceived.”

"By breaking hisarm?' she asked. "Perhaps a nice chokehold and alecture would have sufficed.”

"Oh, come on!" Hap said. "He had it coming. I'd have corrected the daylights out of hisbehavior mysdlf if
Elviiz hadn't doneit first."

"In retrospect my reaction to Marl'strestment of Khiindi was—excessive, | redize," Elviiz replied. "'l will
have to modulate my behavior in the future to ensure that it does not happen again.”

Elviiz seemed restored to full functionality, and sent hails to both the hospita frequency on Kezdet and
the Condor 's private one. There was no answer from either. Khorii sighed and turned to go when the
com receiver abruptly crackled to life.

"Maganos Moonbase, thisis Rgan Tgj, second officer of the supply vessel Maria of the Krishna-Murti
Company subcontracting to House Harakamian. Do you read me?' The man on the vid screen had dark
skin but still managed to look pale, a green undertone beneath the deep brown complexion. His eyes
were red and he looked as though he had been crying.

He repested the hail several times without success.

"Ooops," Hap said. "My fault. I'm supposed to be com officer tonight, but it's been so dow, what with
the quarantinesand dll, | forgot.”

A man's brisk voice replied to the hall. "We read you, Maria. Thisis Phador Al y Cassdro headmaster
of Maganos Moonbase. What isit?"

The officer from the Mana spoke dowly and, Khorii thought, reluctantly. "Mr. Al y Cassidro, two
things." The man paused for abreath, then said, "We came to resupply your base, but | regret that we
cannot bring your suppliesto the surface. Our crew has been stricken with what is surely the plague. Our
captain wasthefirst to die, purser followed him six hours ago, and my wife, who isthe ship'sfirst officer,



and the chief engineer are gravely ill. | don't fed very well mysdf. | hope you have some food stored
away somewhere because we cannot deliver thiswithout bringing the plague to you."

"That ismost unfortunate. Y our parent company has aways been religblein the past. You redize | have
many hungry youngstersto feed aswell asa staff?"

"Yes. | redizethis. And so | tell you the second part of my message. Our young daughter Jayaison
board, the only member of the crew who does not appear ill, though sheis nursing her mother as best she
can. But that isno longer her place. Please dlow usto send her to you in our shuttle. If you will makea
decontamination chamber for her, shewill go through it, wash hersdf thoroughly, cut off her hair if you
ingg, and change her clothing before entering an isolation chamber of your choice until you can seethat
sheisdisease-free. But do not leave her up here with us—with our bodies—alone on the ship. Promise
meyou will do this."

"It's absolutely out of the question. I'm sorry for your daughter, but we are dready on short rations, and
sgnceyours are unusable, we will have al we can do to feed the children we have. If you are amply
supplied, | see no reason why the girl shouldn't do better than my students will, as she will have enough to

Raan Tq looked stricken. "Please, air. It isnot her fault that we areill. Sheisonly agirl. You must care
for children to have so many there. Take pity on her, | beg you."

"I'm sorry. Thereisno use arguing. My decision has been made. When the quarantineislifted, we will
contact the Federation Health Authorities to decontaminate your ship and deliver the cargo we paid you
for dready. If your daughter survivesuntil then, sheis certainly welcome until some suitable arrangement
can be made for her. That isthe best | can do. We have student communications officers running our unit,
and | hope that you will not distress them by repeating your futile entreaties. Maganos M oonbase out.”

"Have | mentioned that we don't like that guy much?' Hap asked.
"What isthe matter with some of these people?' Khorii asked. "Elviiz, get second officer Tg back.”
Elviiz was dready hailing the stranded supply ship.

"Mana, thisisthe space shuttle Crow currently under Linyaari command. Please comein, Second
Officer T§."

"l—read you," Tq said, acough between thefirst and second word. His face was streaked with tears,
and his cheekbones seemed even more sharply pronounced than amoment before.

Khorii stepped up so that her face would appear in the Manas viewscreen. "Mr. Tgj, do you know of
House Harakamian's connection with the Linyaari people?' she asked.

"Lady Acorndl Isit redly you? We have dl heard of you, of course, but never ..." He broke off,
coughing hard.

Elviiz garted to correct the man again. Khorii was surprised that Tg) mistook her for her mother, because
shedidn' think they looked very much dike. Shetook after her father's sde of the family. But maybe
outsderscouldnt tell. She said, "Well, perhaps you've heard that I'm here to help with the plague. We
will board you and, using our people's specid medical skills, hed your crew members of the plague, after
which my friend hereand | will decontaminate your ship and the supplies for the Moonbase. Permisson
to board?

The man looked incredulous and hopeful at the sametime. "What seemed adisaster now revedsitself as



the best of luck. Gracious lady, we could not have picked a better place to come.”

When Tg signed off, Hap asked, "Can you really do that? Y ou're only akid, and that guy thinksyou're
your mom."

"Yes," shesad. "Only two people need to be healed and ardatively smdl ship—not like othersI've
seen—needs to be purified. My parents are doing awhole planet, maybe a star system! They would
expect meto take care of smdl problemslike this by myself. We—our hedling technology—is certainly
up to that. We—it—can hed anybody."

Chapter 14

<Ny

Elviiz began the countdown and instrument check while Khorii took the copilot seet and Hap the "jump
Sedt,” an anachronigtic term left over from inner-atmaospheric flights when it was conceivable, with the use
of apersond sall, actudly to jump out of acraft and survive.

Before Elviiz finished his countdown, the hull came under attack. Pounding at first, then a horrible screech
like—exactly like—claws scratching metd.

Khorii unstrapped and opened the hatch. Sessdli and Khiindi looked up at her reproachfully for a
moment, then Khiindi, tall fully hedled and waving mgesticadly, marched aboard. Before Khorii could say
anything to elther of them, Sessdli darted after him.

"Wait," Khorii said, as Elviiz continued hisinterrupted countdown. " Sesseli, we are going on a specia
mission to asupply ship orbiting this moon. There are sick people aboard, and they might make you sick,
too."

"What about Hap? Hap could get sick,” thelittle girl argued.

"Thank you for pointing that out,” Khorii told her. "Hap will haveto stay in the shuttle when we go up,
until everyoneis healed and the atmosphere and cargo are cleansed. Even Khiindi will haveto stay inthe
shuttle until Elviiz and | decontaminate everything and hed everyone.”

"Then I'll stay in the shuttle and keep them company,” Sessdli said.

"There's no room," Hap said reasonably. "We don't have another secure sest.”

"Then | can st on your lgp and you can strap us both in and Khiindi can st onmy lap.”

"No, Sessdi, that isnot safe,” Khorii said.

But just then another hail came from the supply ship. "Please," Tg gasped. "Can you giveusan ETA?"

Khorii took a deep breath, and said, "We are on our way. Please conserve your strength and try to hang
on." Totheothersshe said, "Very well, then. Well dl go. Thereésno timeto argue. Strap yoursalvesin.,
Blviiz?'

Elviiz had been counting down and checking himsalf while the others argued, and now he said, "Prepare
for launch.”


chapter_14
contents
chapter_16

Thisflight seemed much longer to Khorii than the one from the Condor to Maganos. During thetrip,
another message came, with no video.

"Where are you?' Thiswasnot Tg, and the voice was young, femae, and distraught. "Hurry. Please
hurry.”

"Well be there as soon aswe can,” Khorii promised. "Please, just be patient alittle longer. Do whatever
you've been doing to treat each other. When we get there we can cure you. Just please hang on.”

Elviiz tranamitted their coordinates and an estimated time of arriva but the Mana made no reply.

Khorii wasn't worried about being able to cure the sickness once they arrived, but occupied hersaf with
wondering how to do it and hide what she was doing. Elviiz would help, of course. She just hoped Hap,
Sessdi, and especialy Khiindi stayed out of the way. There was no way to secure the hatch from the
outsde that could not be undone from theinside. If harm befell either of the human kids, she would never
forgive herself nor, she suspected, would anyone else. On the other hand, she thought, brightening, she
could dwaysjust cure them, too, soit redly wasn't such a big risk.

She began to fed alittle darmed when they requested docking instructions and received only the
computerized voice directing al procedures. Shetried to hail the bridge again but got no reply.

Shewas out of her seat and through the hatch door while Elviiz was till securing their vessel inits berth.
"Hurry," shesad.

The ship was not very large, and Khorii and Elviiz found their way to the bridge from the diagram on the
wall of thelanding bay, but when they got there, no one greeted them. AsKhorii and Elviiz disembarked
from the shuttle, Khorii felt asif she wereright back on the Blanca, though the ship was not dark, and
there was plenty of oxygen.

It was, however, very quiet, and Khorii's senstive nogtrils picked up the smell of human excrement and
something worse before her horn purified the air. Passing adoor with ayellow biohazard sgn oniit, and
looking through the smdll viewport set into it, she saw asingle examining table which borea
sheet-covered bulk with feet sticking out at one end. On the floor beside the table lay another
sheet-draped figure.

"We can do nothing for them," Elviiz told her. "They have been without life for sometime.

Khorii nodded, and they made their way straight to the bridge. On the bridge were three more people,
one of them covered with ablanket. Beside the shrouded body lay the man whose face they had so
recently seen on the com screen. Rgan T4.

Khorii let out an involuntary cry and knelt beside him, lowering her horn to his head. He could not be
dead. Not so suddenly. They had just spoken. Hadn't shetold him to be patient?

"Heiswithout life" Elviiz sad.

"Maybe," she muttered, and tried to will him to return. Grand-sire Rank had told her a story once about
Mother bringing Grand-sire Gill back to life when he was shot in front of them. Grandsire Rafik had been
certain that hisfriend was dead, but Mother would not give up, and sherestored hislife. It was, asfar as
Khorii knew, the only time Mother or any other Linyaari had done such athing, but that sngle story
made it possible. If only shetried hard enough. Thiswas not a"stiff" as Captain Becker had so
dismissively termed the people aboard the Blanca. This man was a person. She knew what hisvoice
sounded like and how his face looked when he was worried. Not al blank and waxy like this. He should



not be dead. He had a daughter to take care of. He should be here to look after her.

For amoment she saw her own beloved father lying there and with al her might, al her newfound
psychic power, she urged him to return. Spotsflew in front of her eyes and vanished, but his closed eyes
did not open. His chest did not move. His breath did not cast a breeze onto her skin.

"Areyou praying for my father?"

Khorii turned away from the body that had contained Rgjan Tqj. A dark-haired, dark-skinned girl who
seemed to be about Hap's age |ooked down at her from desolate black eyes.

"Because I've dready donethat,” the girl said. "I've prayed for dl of them."

"l was—trying to seeif therewas anything | could still do to help him," Khorii said, risng. "But there was

"No, yourealittle late for that, Lady—wheat did he call you?"
"He cdled me by my mother's name. He used to know her when she lived here, or had heard of her.”
"She's not with you?"

"No, she and my father are fighting the plague on another world. But | have the same ills, and | cameto
help. 1 did not take the time to explain that | was not my mother."

"Oh. Wdll, you might aswell have done. He died anyway," the girl said, turning away.
"You are Jaya?'

Thegirl haf fdl into the command chair, asif her legs could no longer hold her. Her dusky complexion
was underlain with afeverish red. Khorii felt hegt rising from her skin. The girl's breathing was ragged,
shalow, and irregular. "What'sleft of me," Jayasaid.

Knedling next to the girl, Khorii touched her, first on the pulse point at her jawline, drawn sharply againgt
thelong curve of her neck. She squirmed away and coughed. Khorii gently raised Jaya so she could put
her head next to the girl's chest, asif listening to her heartbest, but redlly to touch her horntoit. Jaya
coughed once more and sat up, the fever draining from her like an outgoing tide.

"Soif you're not your mother, Lady whoever, then who are you?' Jaya demanded.
"I amKhorii; thisisElviiz."

"Khorii, Elviiz, what took you so long? I'm sure my parents are sorry they missed you." The wordswere
bitter and reproachful.

Elviiz said, "Had our civilization devel oped teleportation technology, we might have been quicker, but as
it has not we were forced to use a space shuttle. That requires sometravel time. Y our father was no
doubt aware of thisflaw."

"Wetruly are sorry we could not be herein time to save your father and mother and are very sorry for
your loss" Khorii said gently, to soften the edge of Elviiz's correct but unhepful assessment of the
gtugtion.

Jayalooked from one of them to the other, and her eyes, so dry and hot before that there seemed to be
no water for tears, flooded and overflowed with them. Khorii reached out a hand to touch her shoulder



and comfort her but the girl shrugged it away, demanding, " Now what am | going to do?'
Khorii wished she had an answer.

Commander Ray Alcade reflected that when it came to keeping the subordinates under your command
pacified and happy, the Federation could have taken alesson from him. He had the best record of any
Federation liaison governor of aremote and primitive outpost. That was, for the love of the heavens, why
he had been chosen to present his work to the Command Council held thisyear on Rio Boca. He had
been unusually excited because the councils were for the most part dull, dry affairs, administrators
ingtructing and admonishing other administrators. Only the odd recreationa tour, generally of the most
bland and band variety, was ever included to break the monotony of the droning lectures and award the
attendees for traveling so far to participate.

Definitely not what Ray would have chosen as hisonly trip away from the endlessrolling waters of
LoiLoiKua, the mournful chanting and dreary singing of the whale people, the drumming on the waters
that woke him at al hours. It was hard on the nerves. Before the young were transported to that school
near Kezdet, Ray had dways liked the snging. That was the period during which he established his
reputation as agood governor. The truth was, though they were a superdtitious lot and a bit too given to
passvely accepting whatever befdl them—otherwise, they would have moved on when the water
overtook the land, not just adapted and evolved into water dwellers—they were easy to govern. They
had been happy, satisfied, content. And then someidiot told them that a solar catastrophe was damaging
their environment. They did not adapt thistime. They became whirlpools of anxiety. What would happen
to their young? Their beloved children would perish aswould dl LoiLoiKuansif their sun and their water
betrayed them.

Will, sure. Ray tried to tell them that sort of thing was years, maybe decades, in the future, and they
didn't really need to worry about it, but there was no shutting them up until the Federation took the
problem under advisement. With unusua speed and efficiency, the children had been lifted into tanks that
were loaded aboard a huge cargo ship and transported to Maganos Moonbase. The locals didn't write,
of course, ancethey lived underwater. Neither did the kids. Ray certainly had not been given

communi cations equipment sophisticated enough to dlow the kids to hail the home-folk every week or
0.

So the adults had stayed unhappy and just atinge bitter, though they gill considered Ray their friend.
Little did they know how happy he would have been to turn the whole moist mess over to some fresh
new officer who was, as Ray confided privately to hisfellow commanders, heh heh, wet behind the ears
to, heh heh heh, get hisfeet wet.

But he thought, when he got the invitation to speek at the council on Rio Boca, that at least the
Federation recognized hiswork and was rewarding him by sending him homein timefor Carnivae.

That would have been wonderful, to see his brothers and sisters again, to get into a costume that excused
al sorts of behavior unbefitting an officer and a gentleman, and to parade through the streetsto musica
wholelot livelier than aLoiLoiKuan lament.

He smply could not believe it when the council ended early and everyone was dismissed, told to report
back to their duty stations at once. Just because afew guys had gotten sick. Probably the hotel food. It
didn't keep very well in hot climates, and dl of the planetsin the Solojo system were pretty tropical. The
incomers who had set up some of the new industries should have paid attention to his mama and other
localswho knew how to preserve and prepare food in the climate. He hadn't had any trouble himsdlf,



well, not at first, but he had been ordered back two days before the start of Carnivale. His ship left four
hours before his sisters and brothers were due to arrive from Paloduro to catch him up on the news and
takein thefirgt of the parades on Rio Boca

After that, al of them were going back to Corazon on Paloduro to see the hometown events where Ray
could let hishair down without quite so much Federation scrutiny.

He was s0 disappointed and angry he fdlt literdly sick by the time his shuttle docked on the small idand
containing the goofy sand castle outpost building the LoiL oiKuans had designed as an acceptable surface
Structure on their world.

Hefdt asif hewas burning up, had started to cough and yes, findly, the effects of whatever bug had
ended the conference early began to tell on his own digestion. He threw up on the beach ashe
disembarked from the shuttle, and amost didn't makeiit to thelatrine. He sat in there for hours afterward,
coughing when he wasn't making use of the bowl from one end or the other. Hefelt asif hischest werein
avise. Finaly, he had to abandon the |atrine and the castle because there smply wasn't enough oxygen in
there. He couldn't get his breath. He dragged himself out onto the beach. He had no ideawhat time it
was when he reached the water because he kept conking out every time he pulled himsdf forward alittle
and collapsed into the coughing fits again. What he coughed up had become bloody. This was some
case of dysentery!

Findly, in hisfever, he reached the water's edge and dipped hisface and handsinto it. He knew it was
only lukewarm, about like swimming in pee he dways thought, but he was so hot that it felt delicioudy
cool.

He didn't know when the LoiL oiKuans found him and dragged him the rest of the way into the water,
carefully keeping his head above water, while they cdled for their heders, cleaned him, and sang to him.

He didn't know when the hedlers reached him and saw him, no longer coughing, eyesfixed and glazed,
limbs dangling limply, doing their own dow danceto the rhythm of the waves.

Chapter 15

«N»

Jalonzo wastold by his school counsdorsthat, like alot of extremely bright youngsters, he was
intelectudly too far advanced beyond his peersfor norma sociadization. Which meant basically that he
didn't have much in common with alot of the kids at school. He tended to watch other people alot and
not say much unless he had something to say, and sometimes other people misinterpreted his actions and
had trouble understanding where he was coming from. He had the same trouble understanding them at
times, too. But he pretty much understood gamers, and that and his knowledge of the Structure of the
games was the only protection he had for dl of them.

Hefelt bad about the nachos. Redlly bad. Two of the older guys got sick pretty quickly after the new
game began. The others, even the girls, were so absorbed in the new game they barely noticed. When
Atl of the Flowing Waters cried out as Avilix the Stone-faced dumped across the dice, Jdonzo walked
around the table and patted Avilix, who was actually Jorge Ramirez, on the back saying, "Good desth,
Avilix! Now you haveto leave until the others can bring you back to life again! | will take you now to the
underworld to await rebirth."
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It was agood thing for Jalonzo he was so much bigger than the other kids, even the older oneslike
Jorge, who was dmost twenty. He haf carried Jorge away up the sairs. The smaller boy spewed once
and Jalonzo ran with him to the upstairs bathroom and got himin astal just in time. He went back to
clean up the mess, then returned to the bathroom. Jorge had fallen forward with his head against the
door. Jalonzo couldn't crawl under the door very far but managed to push Jorge's upper body back
enough to get the stall open, flush, and with agrimace, clean Jorge before laying him as gently as possble
onthetilefloor in front of the stal. It was agood place to be for someone who felt the way Jorge did.
Thetile was cool but not cold because the air temperature was too warm for that. Jorge was burning up.

Lupe Sanchez, Princess Papan in the new game, threw up on the floor. Jalonzo didn't want to be cleaning
up girls, so hefigured it wastime to let somebody € se know what was going on. "Princess Atl, you and
Princess Papan have been kidnapped by the Trickster Twins. Y ou come with usto the underworld now."

"But Jaonzo, | mean Quetzacoatl, [—"

He shot her apleading look and nodded to Lupe. Her eyes opened wider, her mouth forming an"O,"
and she got up and took Lupe's other side.

He helped Maria get Lupe onto the stoal, then went to clean up the mess downdtairs.

The gamers might be focused, but they could till smell. "What's the matter with Jorge and Lupe,
Jdonzo?'

" think there was something wrong with some of thefood," he said truthfully enough. "If any of the rest of
you start feeling bad, let me know. We still can't call our folks or the euros or even the sponsor, and of
course you forfeit your standing in the tournament if you leave the building without permission. So were
just parking people near abathroom till they fed better.”

L ater, he switched the game around so that people played in shifts, some of them deeping on their pads
near the bleacherswhile three or four kept the action going at the table.

When the power went off in the middle of the night, he found candlesin thejanitor's pantry and flashlights
in the security office and everyone agreed that made the atmosphere alot more authentic.

Only two other people got sick that night which was agood thing, because Jorge died the next morning.

When Lupe died shortly after noon, Mariawent baligtic. "One of us hasto go get help. Who cares about
the stupid game! People are dead, Jd onzo. Dead!"

"Shhhh," he said, blocking the sound of her voice by standing in front of her, even though everyone else
was gtill downgtairs. "We can't go. It's not because of the game. | need to show you something. Come
on."

Heled her upstairs to the window and showed her the bodiesin the streets and the quarantine flags. The
flieswere so thick around the bodies that you could hardly see them for the black cloud. "Nobody has
picked those people up, Maria. Not since yesterday. And those yellow flags mean nobody is supposed
to go into those houses or come out of them. Abudita—" His voice caught as he thought about his
grandmother. Was shelying sick alone at home worrying about him? Was she dready gone? He couldn't
believeit. Not histough little grandmother. She was adoctor. She knew al about thiskind of
sckness."—shetold methat in the old days, when they had really bad plaguesthat killed people, the
authorities would shoot people who tried to leave a quarantined building.”



"I don't think we need to worry about that,” Mariasaid. "Doesn't |ook like the authorities are bothering
with us one way or the other. If they were worried about well people catching something, they'd have
taken away the bodies.”

"Y eah, but the thing is—I mean, it'sredly bad about Jorge and Lupe, but not that many other people
seem to be very sick, so maybe the food wasn't very contaminated. If we go out there, with the bodies
and the flies and everything, more will get sSick, maybedie. Sotheway | seeit, weredl better staying
here aslong as we can and keeping it quiet aslong as we can so everyone can concentrate on the game
instead of worrying about their folks and stuff. Because from what Abuelitastold me and I've read,
there's nothing we can do without probably making thingsworse.”

"If you'll unlock the cafeteria, I'll check the freezers and the pantries and seeif there's enough food to
keep usfrom starving in the meantime. | might have to get Carlosto help me. He'sagood cook. | hate to
tell him, though. He'skind of excitable. But well haveto tell the others something beforelong. The
tournament is supposed to end the day after tomorrow.”

"Maybe help will come by then.”

One thing about the lack of deep and the hypnotic concentration on the game. When they did haveto tell
the others, and Jalonzo took them one by one up to the window and told them what he'd told Maria,
nobody said much or even seemed very surprised. Jalonzo wondered if maybe some of them hadn't
figured it out on their own. He felt very proud of the gamers then that they kept their heads about them.
After dl, there wasredly nowhere for them to go. He kept trying to think of something to do, some way
to get in touch with people. Maybe hedd go out himsalf one more time and try to find someone. After dl,
he'd even touched the dead guy and hadn't gotten sick, so probably he wasimmune or at least resistant
to the mystery disease. Maybe everyone hadn't gotten sick, so maybe there were people out there who
were gtill okay. It was acomforting thought. He hoped it wastrue.

Khiindi tried to follow Khorii and Elviiz, but they were too fast with the hatch door. Of course, had it not
been for his recent traumatic experience, Khiindi knew he would have been plenty fast enough to thwart
them, but in hisweakened condition he was stuck insde with the youngsters.

They were nice youngsters, but they were not his responsbility, and he wanted none of their "NiceKkitty,
it'sokay, Khiindi kitty, they'll be back soon. We can't go out there because the air isbad.”

Nonsense! Assoon as Khorii'shorn hit the oxygen supply it would be plenty safe for anyone to breathe.
He knew the power of Linyaari horns better than the average Linyaari did, and he had every faith in her
ability to neutrdize any contaminant foolhardy enough to cross her path.

Shewas amere child and she needed his help. Elviiz, of whom he thought rather kindly at the momert,
was, of course, of remarkable intellect, strength, and versatility, but despite his programming, he was also
achild. Hisfather had designed him that way, with regular upgrades for "'growth spurts' so that he would
be a suitable companion for Khorii.

Of dl of the ship's occupants, Khiindi was the only one who was an adult, and not just in cat years. He
was agreat ded older than any of them knew, older than anyone they knew, and if he wished to get even
older, no harm must come to Khorii.

However, in theinterests of continuing to grow old, he thought it would be best if he looked after her
somewhere other than Maganos Moonbase, where youthful thugs waited in ambush to wreak
excruciating destruction on his poor little cat shape.



Khiindi, feline though he was, could never be mistaken, even remotely, for atiger or alion or another of
the large predatory members of his genus. Well, there had been atime of course when he could change
his shape to resemble one of them, but temperamentaly it was not histhing. He was more of alover than
afighter, more brain than brawn, more gpt to use his quick wits than his clawsto extract himsdf from
unhedthy Stuations.

And it seemed to him that the best course of action for him, and therefore, naturaly, for Khorii, would be
to take charge of this perfectly good vessel, decontaminated by hisyoung Linyaari charge, of course, and
go find her parents. He knew from past experience that Aari and Acorna could and would look after him
aswel| astheir daughter. Whereasin times padt, in other incarnations, in other shapes, he had delighted in
exploring new worlds, meeting new people, sring new races upon the most friendly females among those
people, new places were infinitely more threstening when one was stuck with a shape that was no more
than two feet long, tail extended, ten inches high, ears erect, and fifteen pounds after aparticularly
stisfying med.

They thought his present form was descended from sacred Temple Cats who guarded the holy places of
their homeworld, Makahomia. The truth was, the Temple Cats were descended from him. He was smart
enough to know that temples were not to defend, they were to hidein, and once they lost their value as
shdters, you found another shdlter. Preferably afamiliar one and preferably nearby. With a steady supply
of food and water and, not unimportantly, armed two-leggeds to defend the temple and the cat.

Thething they had to do was commandeer the ship, find Aari and Acornaand the Condor, and leave this
plague-infested place to sort itself out while they went home. Acornas human fathers, should they survive
the plague, were dways welcometo visit them on MOO, weren't they?

Unfortunately, clever though he was, he could not open the secured hatch by himself. For that, he needed
an accomplice. Widening hiseyesto their largest and most golden green, knowing that his pupilswould
be round and black aslavain the subdued light of the cabin, he fixed Sessdli with hisbest stare. "Open
the hatch,” he thought."l need to use the litter box, and thereisn't one here. Open the hatch now. | will be
fine. Theair isfine. Open the hatch now. Y ou must do what | tdll you, little girl. Y ou are under my spell,
within my power. Open the hatch now."

Sessi findly noticed him staring and gave him aquizzical and dightly worried look. "1 think the kitty
wants something, Hap," she said, though she kept her gaze locked with Khiindi's.

"Doeshe?' Hap bardly looked up from the instrument panel, which he was studying and experimenting
with. "Don't stare back at him. Catsdon't like that. It's okay if they stare at you, but if you stare back,
they think you're trying to dominate them.”

"No, | don't think so. | think he'strying to tell me something. What isit, Khiindi cat?"

Never let it be said that he was acat to miss his cue. Still holding her gaze with his own, he stood,
looking back over his shoulder in such ameaningful fashion that even avery stupid child couldn't missthe
point, and walked over to the hatch.

"Areyou getting this, kid?" he asked mentally, and turned away long enough to rise up on hishind paws
and scratch vigoroudly at the hatch. "Meyowwwt," he said, quite clearly, but he might aswell have been
gpesking aforeign language for dl the compliance with hiswisheshe got.

So helifted histail and gave amighty squirt of essence of tomcat.

"Oh, boy, Elviiz is gonna have to decontaminate the shuttle, too, now!" Hap said. "I thought you were a
pussycat, Khiindi, not acivet cat!"



Khiindi looked at them pointedly, gave alick to his shoulder, and scratched at the hatch again.

"No, Khiindi cat," Sessdli said in her childish but regrettably quite firm voice. She walked over and
picked him up under hisfront legs, compressing his chest and making it abit difficult to breathe, which
made him squirm, but still he was careful not to bite the child. Thiswas not because he was agood kitty.
Thiswas because he was beginning to think there was moreto little Sesseli than met the eye or the nose.
"Y ou can't go out there. Y ou would get sick, and Khorii and Elviiz would have to heal you, too. | guess
youll just haveto go in hereif you haveto go.”

He considered going on her shoes. But actudly, he didn't have to. He was smply trying to communicate
his wishes and was extremely frustrated to have them thwarted. His Linyaari people never failed to
comply. Wdll, usudly not. And it didn't generally matter anyway. But it did now.

Then heredlized he had been frozen in cat form far too long and was thinking like some stupid lowbred
dispatcher of vermin. He didn't need a person to open the hatch. It was eectronic after al, not
mechanicd. All he had to do was reach the right buttons on the console, which was easy enough to do.

Hap was dill playing with everything, reading diagrams and going through sequencesfor various
procedures without actudly touching the buttons. He was pleased when Khiindi, seemingly having
forgotten his agenda, hopped up beside him and began playing, too. When he thought about the task
rationdly, he knew perfectly well which buttonsto push. He had seen it done often enough in the past
and had seen Khorii do it just a short while ago. Pretending to paw innocently at Hap's fingers as they
darted for the buttons, he "accidentally” hit the onesin question. Then before Hap or Sessdli could
register the sound of the opening hatch, he leaped, flashing through the opening like a shooting star. He hit
the deck running and was far into the landing bay before the hatch reclosed. No onefollowed. They
wouldn't dare. They might catch the dread disease, or so they thought. Khiindi, knowing the power of
Khorii's horn, was sure that the area was cleared of contaminants by then. All he had left to do wasto
get this ship back into space and away from the likes of Marl Fidd.

Heraced out of the docking bay but dowed his pace to an exploratory prowl! as he entered the ship's
centra corridor. Hmmm. Thiswas asupply ship, yes? No good, asit was. No good to anyone without a
nice Linyaari girl to purify things, but of inca culable vaue to someone who had accessto such agirl.
Now then, what supplies did this ship carry exactly? Spices? Replicator fodder? Tools and building
supplies?

Thefirst cabin he cameto, he stood on his hind paws and put his front ones againgt the hatch. It gave
eadly under the full weight of hisbody, and he strolled in, then bolted out, wishing he till had the ability
to hold hisnose. Dead bodies! Oh, dear. Did histhroat fed alittle scratchy al of a sudden? Wasthat
pain in his middle the beginning of someinternd leson? Were sores erupting under hisfur, making his
skin twitch? Wasit not suddenly most terribly hot? And stuffy. Terribly stuffy. Hadn't these people ever
heard of O,?

How long could he live before needing to seek out Khorii to get heded? He didn't want to find her just
yet, or have her find him. He did not wish to be found until it was too late for her to leave the ship.

Chapter 16

«N»
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Y ou look surprised, Uncle Hafiz," Neevasaid, as he gaped at the horde of Linyaari crowding like abig
white cloud with multiple silver liningsinto his office in responseto his request that the crew of the
Balakiire vist him. "Did it dip your mind that we are telepathic?'

"Not that we would eavesdrop, certainly not!" Melireenya protested, grinning without showing her teeth.
"That would not be courteous. But when afriend is distressed over the fate of those beloved by both him
and us, we cannot help but overhear.”

"l am overwhelmed at your response,” Hafiz said mildly. Neeva, Mdireenya, and Khaari were there, but
so were Laarye, Aari's brother, Maati, hissister, her mate Thariinye, Aari's parents, and Acorna's
parents, plus assorted friends. Even Liriilyi was present, a poisonous femae and undoubtedly the least
popular Linyaari dive, she had no doubt cometo gloat over the fact that the most popular were missing.

"Sinceyou have al read my mind, gpparently—" (though he thought it more likely they had heard the
newsin amore straightforward fashion from young Miikhaye), "you will be awvarethat | have been
informed that much of Federation space isnow under quarantine. Apparently the disease in question has
attacked many worldsin many sites and has been particularly hard on the administration and troops of
the Federation itsdf. Their rlays are down and o, das, are those of House Harakamian, though | pray
our servants and employeeswill recover. Now that you have undoubtedly read dl of my thoughts and
probably my wife'saswell on the subject, | would like to hear yours."

"Obvioudy Aari, Acorna, and Khorii have been called upon to help cure the stricken,” Neevasaid. "And
just asobvioudy, if the disease is dready so widespread, they will be unableto contain it done.”

"And therefore" Acornasfather continued, "we must help.”
"Obvioudy," Hafiz said. "But entrance into Federation territory isforbidden & thistime.”

"Soweunderdand,” Laarye said. "But if the soldiersare dl sick, who isgoing to stop us?”

The midday sun melted acrossthe brilliantly colored spires, cones, and domes of Corazon, the heart of
Pdoduro and itslargest population center. Many of the city'sinhabitants were in the streets, but a playful
breeze that stirred bright yellow flags at doorways, jewd-toned fluffs of feathers and flimsy gilded masks
provided the only movement Aari and Acorna saw. Off to the west, aduggish river clogged with large
chunks of some mysterious materia struggled to reach an unseen sea.

Strange contraptions of delicate workmanship and rainbow hues seemed to have been cast adrift amid
slent flitters and aircars, and—corpses.

Never in her entire life had Acornabeen so thankful for the purifying qudity of the Linyaari horn. The
putrid stench stewing in the heat of the sun gagged her, and she saw Aari's knees buckle. By the time she
held out a steadying hand, though, their horns had filtered the air reaching them, and the stink was more
bearable.

Acornawas possessed of a peculiar talent no other Linyaari had ever exhibited. She believed it came
from being raised by asteroid miners and learning at an early age which drifting rocks might be profitable
to exploit. Over the years, her sense of which minerds an asteroid might contain had developed into a
finely honed sense of spatial relationships, so that at times, if she concentrated, she could determine what
rooms and spaces—and activity—Ilay behind otherwise impenetrable walls.

The dtillness behind the facade of each and every building they passed was as stifling asthe hest, as



oppressive asthe smdll, and as appdling as the vast numbers of bodies strewn through the streetslike
discarded dolls.

Discarded decaying dolls.
"Weretoo late," shetold Aari. "Thereisnobody hereto cure.”

"Itisalargecity, yaaz," he said, using the Linyaari endearment he applied to both his mate and their
daughter. "Everyone cannot possibly be dead already—can they? We had communication from here only
forty-eight hours ago. | had the impression there were many people there, athough some were sick.
Everyone cannot possibly be dead," he repested, trying to convince himself.

"Of course not,” she said. "We aren't giving up, but we must search farther from the city center. | sense
no lifein any of these buildings, anywhere."

He scanned the buildings with awild and haunted expression on hisface. "What if it isvery fant?' he
asked. "What if someoneis hanging on to the last thread of life and we are their last hope—when we
leave, they will die

Shelad her horn gently againgt his, and said, "l sense no one, yaaz. But if such aone exists, we must
trust that they will find happinessin their trangition. If we search each of these buildings, think how many
more may die who are farther away but easier to find."

He nodded. "Of course.” Looking at the debris and the bodies, he said, "A colorful people. What strange
dress and customsthey had.”

"The plague caught them at the height of their Carnivale season,” she said. "It isaspecid celebration
during which both people and conveyances are costumed, decorated, and disguised to dancein the
dreets. It isvery crowded and peopletravel from al over the planet and al over this star system—even
some others, to be herefor it."

Helooked at her quizzically. A multicolored paper pompom whirled past them like the spores from the
puff flower until itstendrils caught in ablack pool of something that dragged it down.

The Federation had transmitted an informationa vid on the Solojo system for them before they landed. It
was an unusua system in that it contained four planets nearly equidistant from their sun, adl of them class
M, habitable worlds, on which the colonies established many years before had thrived and grown.
Whereas P oduro was the most beautiful of the four planets, the center for tourism and the resdentid
center of the system, another world, Dinero Grande, was the administrative and business center. Rio
Boca, the planet most distant of the four from the sun, was the usua entrance and jumping-off point for
interstellar traffic. However, no communication had been transmitted from there or Dinero Grandein over
aweek, whereas Paloduro had sent an urgent mayday only two standard days before the Federation
enlisted the Condor 's help.

"| researched the archives from the beginning while | was on watch,” she explained. "From what we
know of this disease, some of the younglings and the elders should be |eft here somewhere. But we
cannot possibly search dl of thison foot."

They found an abandoned flitter that activated a once when Aari toggled the switch. Using the point
where they had landed as the center, they flew in ever-widening circles over the moribund city. The
evidence of the Carnivae disappeared within afew blocks. Severa timesthey saw plumes of smoke
from the cinders of buildings or vehicles. Then they came to abroad gash in the green of apark. Insdeit
were the bodies of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of people, not even covered, smply deposited there



for later buridl.
When the plague was over. Now there would be no onel&ft to haul the dead to this makeshift morgue.

But two streets over they saw what looked like purposeful movement—just the flash of what appeared
to be adeevethat quickly passed into abuilding.

Thisareahad fewer structuresthat had the businesslike fagade of public buildings.
"Thisistheresdentid area," Acornasaid. "Peoplelive here. At least, | hope some of them till do.”
"Ah," Aari said, nodding. "Y es. Theyellow marks on the doors. Do those mean what | think they do?!

"Yes. A yelow flag was the old sign for quarantine. If you recall, we saw some with intricate symbols
flying over severd of the buildings. But probably by the time these people started getting sick, whichever
agency or individua had been doing the marking couldn't keep up.”

She stood till, closed her eyes, and let her sense of what spaces contained guide her through their
surroundings. Opening her eyes suddenly, she said, "Come, yaaz. Thereislife dill indde some of these
buildings. Wecan hdp.”

Without a second thought, the two tall, white-clad, silvery-maned, and golden-horned beings crossed the
thresholds of each entrance marked by yellow paint, flags, plastic ribbon, kerchiefs, or bits of clothing.
Such symbolswere not for Linyaari hedlers.

Nanahomea sat on shore long enough to strew sea flowers over the body of Ray Alcalde. "What were
wethinking, letting him off-world on hisown likethat?" her friend Mokilau asked mournfully.

"He had hisdutiesto do," Nanahomeasaid.

"Y es, but we could have had acrissthat kept him here. He wasn't very bright. We might have known
hed get into trouble.”

"He wanted to go home," Nanahomea said, staring sadly at the flower mound that had been their
Federation liaison and so-cdled governor. They didn't need agovernor, of course, since they had been
governing themsalves quite successfully for more years than the Federation had been federated. In fact, if
she wanted to get stuffy about it, Nanahomeawas actually the queen, but she was only queen aslong as
sheruled the way her people wished to be ruled. "He was from that place, and he missed it. People do
misstheir homes™

"Yes," Mokilau said. "Our young ones do, too. Leave him to the sky now, Nanahomea."

A singleturn of thetide, and she regretted wasting sorrow on Alcalde, who brought degth to her people
as nothing had ever done before. Her own beautiful daughter, Haina-kolo, and her daughter's mate
Keaunini were among thefirst to die. They did not lose their food as the man did, but though it took two
more tides to finish, they gasped and choked and could not dive. At the last, they could breathe neither
air nor water, and drowned. Before their funera chant was ended, many of the mourners who were their
friends sickened aswell. In two more tides, three in some cases, they, too, stopped breathing.

"Itisatraveling sickness, this" the ancient hedler, Nakulakai, said. "Raedlakadai brought it with him from
the stars and when we brought him into the water, he passed his death to us."



"Why Haina-kolo, then, and Keaunini who were young and strong?' Nanahomea asked. "Why not me
and Mokilau, who havelittletime | eft?!

Nakulaka blew bubblesat her. "If thisdeath iswhat | believe, you will be joining them soon. Wedl will.
But we must give Keaunini and Haina-kol o back to the sky dong with Raedlakadai and these others,
too. When they stay in the water, the death rides the tide from their mouths to the mouths of others.”

Nanahomea knew the sense of this, but ingisted that each |oved one passing into death should be treated
with al of the love theliving could send with them. Nanahomea and Mokilau bore the bodies of Keaunini
and Haina-kolo to the beach themsalves and covered them with flowers plucked from the ocean floor by
others. The parents of her children's dead friends bore their own children to the beach and did the same.

But that did not stop the tide of death. The lines of mourners grew sparser and the heaps of the
flower-covered dead grew larger until they blanketed the beach near the sand house. The ocean floor
was bare of itsflowersfor asfar asthe eye could see.

Nakulakai told everyone in Nanahomea's home pod that travel was forbidden, asthey would take the
desth with them to the distant pods. Meanwhile the sickness traveled from them like the ripples on water
and for many daysthey heard reportsin the far talk of families sickening and of new bodies on other
parts of the crater reef. Nanahomeas old sster Hiilel lived beyond the crater reef with her pod, and
Nanahomea sent her amessage in the far talk the ocean carried for leagues and leagues, asking after the
hedth of her people and the hedlth of the people near them. At first the news was not so bad, asif the
sickness had not reached them or been stopped by the reef, but then the word came, far talked from one
pod to the next, that Hiilei's eldest son was sick, and his mate.

Nanahomea was glad that the young ones were not there to see their parents die. How would she get
word to her granddaughter, Likilekakua, of the last moments of Keaunini and Haina-kolo? That was
when she had the most terrible thought of al, worse than anything that had happened upon LoiLoiKua

If the Federation officer had brought desth to them, might other Federation officers have spread the same
death to other peoplesin other places? The Federation men were as many as dropsin the ocean and had
people everywhere. If others among them had the same sickness as Ray Alcalde, they could takeit to
Maganos M oonbase, where Likilekakua and the other children lived.

Chapter 17

Jayasgrief surprised Khorii alittle. People on Vhiliinyar didn't grievein quite that way, seeing death asa
smpletrangtion. It tore at Khorii's heart how hard it was for Jayato accept her parents trangtionsto
their next lives. Also, she felt asneaking suspicion that if something happened to her own parents, even
though she knew the acceptabl e atitude of a Linyaari toward deeth, she might fee much the same as

Jayadid.

And athough Jaya seemed to want to grieve by hersdlf, and clearly needed time to adjust to the
dterationsin her world, to the disappearance of the familiar and the invasion of strangers, it didn't take
Khorii's newly developing psychic skillsto know that the girl should not be left completely aone.

Standing aside, Khorii returned her attention to the bodies on the deck.
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"What are you doing, youngling?' Elviiz asked. "They are, as you have observed, in amoribund State,
beyond your help.”

"I know," she said, softly, wishing she could adjust his volume control. "But | need to study them for a
moment and try to form an image of what the plague looks like, as opposed to other illnesses, so | may
identify it if we encounter it again and take preventive measures. Also, we must purify the bodies so that
when they are set to rest they won't spread the disease through the flowersif they're buried, through the
smoke if they are cremated, or to some curious passerby if they are spaced.” She pulled the sheet aside
from the unknown man on the deck. His eyes were sunken deep in their sockets, the flesh of his cheeks
had collapsed inwardly, and his skin was aswaxy asthe artificial fruit Auntie Karina decorated her
private dining quarters with because the redl thing rotted or was eaten too quickly.

The smell of the man'sillness, and probably his desth, was strong upon him as she touched her horn to
hisface. She was glad now that they had not known about the plague when they'd found the Blanca. She
had been able to imagine the lives that had inhabited the bodies floating around her without having to ook
at them, and because of the lack of gravity and low levels of oxygen aboard the Blanca, the smdll had
not been as bad asit was here.

No wonder Captain Becker and the cats had been ill. There had been toxic gasthere, asthey said, but
before the gas, the plague had claimed at |east some of those people. Luckily her parents and she had
been with the Condor 's crew and cats when they were stricken. Otherwise ...

There were stories among the books and vids on the Condor that treated the dead as frightening or
malevolent. She could not understand this. The body she touched with her horn was solid to her touch,
much more substantia than ahologram of aperson, for instance, and yet, dso much emptier somehow.
There was smply nothing there any longer. No one & home.

Khorii arose feding abit dizzy, the spotsthat swirled and vanished adding to her sense of vertigo. It was
amog asif she had been leaning over an unfathomably deep hole and wasin danger of faling in hersdf if
she lingered too long on the edge.

Shetold Elviiz, "Let's notify Maganos M oonbase of our location and that we're decontaminating the ship
and—er—personnd so the Mana can dock. | wonder if Mr. Al y Cassidro had considered that the ship
could crash into one of the school's bubbles, which would a so be bad for everyone's hedth.”

"It would kill everyone," Elviiz corrected her.
"Yes" shesad. "Definitely unhedthy.”
Elviiz did as she said. Shoshisha had taken over com off duty and did not look very happy about it.

"Wheat are you doing on the com screen, Elviiz?' she demanded, ignoring the information he had
automaticaly imparted when he hailed the Moonbase.

""Communicating with Maganos M oonbase, obvioudy," he said.
"So—you guys are up there on that supply ship, right?'

Khorii interrupted. It was rude, but Shoshishawas being curious and not helpful. " Shoshisha, Khorii
here"

"Oh, redly?| thought it was some other student with ahorn in the middle of her head.”

"|sthere another one?' Elviiz asked. "l do not bdievethereis."



"No, Elviiz. Thereisnot. Shoshishais being facetious. Shoshisha, we need to spesk to the teacher in
charge on this shift."

"I'll bet you do. That would be Cdla. Just anan.”

It was a bit longer than a nanosecond before Calla Kaczmarek appeared in the com screen, but she was
out of breath and red in the face, so she had been hurrying.

"Khorii, Elviiz, where are you? Have you seen Hap or Sesseli? We've been looking dl over for you
kids"

"That'swhy I'm cdling, Cdla We are aboard the Mana with Jaya."
"All of you?'

"Y es, we took the shuttle. Elviiz and | were going to come aone, but Sesseli and Hap inssted on
accompanying us"

"Oh, no! That'sterrible. Khorii, you know you can't return now, don't you? Not until the quarantineis
over."

"l don't seewhy not. Elviiz and | are capable of decontaminating the ship so the Moonbase can use the
suppliesit brought, and Jayais fine now, except that she grievesfor her parents. Mr. Tg died before we
arrived. But no oneissick now, and no one will get sick aslong aswe are hereto prevent it."

"Y our self-confidence is admirable, dear, but it isn't enough of a guarantee to risk the entire student body
if yourewrong."

"Found them!™ Shoshishas voice piped up behind Cala, and in the viewscreen Khorii saw Asha Bates
and Phador Al y Cassidro. Someone el se was back there, too; she sensed him but didn't see him.

"l am not wrong," Khorii said. "Y ou know my mother can hea and purify—so does the Federation,
which iswhy my parents went to that other planet. My father hasthe same skills. SodoI. Itisnot a
matter of agewith us. | candowhat | say | can, Cala. | would not boast in such serious circumstances.”

Jaya suddenly cameto life. "It'strue, maam! | was sick, too, and she did something to me and I'm not
anymore. If your stupid boss had sent her to begin with, my dad might still be dive, too.”

"I'm very sorry for your loss, dear, but casting blame does no good. Y ou smply cannot land here. |
know you, Khorii, are certain that your speciad methods can make the ship safe, but what if you are
wrong? Thisisnot just any disease. If other students becameill ..."

"Then wed hed them. We could hed dl of you with no problem,” Khorii said.

But Callawas shaking her head. "You'll just haveto St it out up there, dear. Quite aside from bresking
the Federation's rules, despite your assurances we cannot risk infecting the other students with the
plague. I'll send messages to the Federation and anyone else | can reach to relay to your parents the facts
of your situation, but that'sdl | can do for now. I'm terribly, terribly sorry."

"But can we not at least land?' Khorii asked. "No one would need to come near us until you were
convinced that we are not Sick or carrying any disease, but even though the ship has plenty of fuel at
present and the requirements for maintaining orbit are not high, eventudly it will run out. It might even
crash into the bubbles, then everyone would be dead.”



"WEell smply have to hope that the Federation finds a cure for this soon and lifts the quarantine,” Cdla
said, shaking her head. "When you first docked on Maganos, you came from aclean vessdl that had not
yet been exposed to the plague. That's no longer the case. Y ou must al remain aboard until the
quarantineislifted or the ship can be tested and we have clearance from the Federation.”

Khorii amost told her how wrong she was—that she had been exposed to the plague before she even
got there. But that would be telling a secret that was Uncle Joh's. He had been so right about not trying to
do anything about the dead people on the Blanca. She'd gpologize to him as soon as she saw him again.

Stupid fraggin’ bureaucrats Darn suckers are gonnakill usal," Hap said, overhearing the transmissions
between the Mana and M oonbase.

Sessdli patted his shoulder, and said, "It's okay, Hap. But one thing'sfor sure. We can't just stay inthe
shuttledl thetime. Let'sgo find Khiindi and Khorii and Elviiz."

"Okay," he said. "But we might get sick, too."
Shesad, "If wedo, Khorii will fix uslike she said, like shefixed Khiindi."

He amiled at her certainty. Little kids. Even one who had been through what Sessdli had suffered il
believed everything would be fine and someone would save them. Held thought that, too, at onetime.
Hed thought Maganos Moonbase was his salvation. Think again.

It was okay for him. He was used to it by now and had learned to take care of himself. But Sessdli was
just achild. It wasn't fair to leave her on her own likethis,

Shewasright though. Thetwo of them couldn't stay insde the shuttle indefinitely. He hailed the Mana's
bridge. "Khorii, don't forget Sesseli and me. Let us know when you've cleaned the place up enough that
we can come out.”

Elviiz appeared in the screen. " Decontamination of the landing bay and corridors up to the bridge has
been completed, Hap. Y ou and Sessdli may join usif you wish, but it will not be pleasant. There are
dead crew members here, and the one survivor israther upset.”

In the background he heard Khorii speaking soothingly while another girl ranted.

Hap turned to Sessdli. "Y ou better wait heretill | come and get you, Squirt. Well get the bodies moved
fromthe bridge."

Sessdi put her hands on what would someday be her hips, and said disparagingly, "Redly, Hap, | can
handleit. Almost everyonein my colony got killed before the Federation cameto help us. Besides, I'm
worried about Khiindi."

Chapter 18

Khiindi was getting worried about himsdlf. Hedidn't fed at al well. It was probably dl that talk of illness.


chapter_18
contents
chapter_20

He had never actudly beenill before, but then, held never been dung into a pool—waell, amost into the
pool—by histail before either. Much as he liked novelty, al new experiences were not necessarily good
just because they were new. The truth was, being frozen in this one shape dl the time made him less
inclined to accept change in other ways, too. Not that anyone sane would like being flung by their tail, but
he found it dl too easy to degenerate into apurry, lap-gtting, nip-sniffing, kibble-vacuuming, common
pussycat, and that darmed him. Still, his persona philosophy aside, he couldn't see any upside to being
ill.

Hefound acargo bay and hopped up onto the topmost container for a contemplative scratch and wash.
He needed to scratch far more than usua. Hisleft ear redlly itched, and something bit him near the base
of histail. Fleas? They had fleas on thistub? He hadn't seen afleasince way back before he became
Khiindi, while traveling to the more rustic agro colonies. Back then, for the most part, hed had no fur to
infest and did have opposabl e thumbs capable of wielding antidotes to the nasty bugs.

But now it seemed that as soon as he got one spot quieted, another two itches flared up on other parts of
his body. He scratched and bit himsdlf in first one place, then another, until the blood seeped through his
fur, but that didn't help anything. What would help was a horn touch, but those among his kind who felt
he was s0 self-centered that he would consider persona comfort above explorations possibly beneficia
to the good of dl mistook hisinherently noble nature.

Besdes, there might be something tasty back herethat Linyaari and humans would overlook because it
chiefly concerned cats.

Not that he had hisusua hedthy appetite, of course, as poor as he was feeling. But he would need to
keep up his strength, no matter the sacrifice involved or his persona feglings on the matter.

Hetried stalking stedthily through the [abyrinth of containers but had to keep stopping to scratch. And
suddenly, with hisfoot in midair after a swipe at the patch behind his|eft ear, he heard his scratch being
echoed. An echo of ascratch? That was anew one, surely.

"Someone's out there."

"Of course someone's out there. Someone has to fly the bloody ship, don't they? Unless you've
grown opposable thumbs recently.”

"I don't mean one of those. | mean someone on four feet. Our sort of feet unless | miss my guess.”
"Areyou sureit isn't the quarry?'

"Oh, yes, of course I'msureit isn't the quarry. | can see through these big opaque containers, can't
I? How should | know!"

"Just asking," the other voice said, making itself smdll.

"Mmyow?" Khiindi inquired. And since the rest of the didlogue was, as best he could tell, conducted by
thought transference, he used that mode to ask, "Who's there?'

"Vermin Eradication Specialists,” replied the loudest and most mature of the voices. " Thisis our
patch, you know. You're intruding. Move along now."

"Where are you?' Khiindi asked, looking around. Were his eyes growing dim? Therewas very little
ambient light in the storage hold—only afaint glow tube around the perimeter of the bulkhead. But ashe
rounded the edge of a container the light was sufficient to glitter off three sets of coin-bright eyes.
Between him and the eyes were crude bars. These belonged, it seemed, to the ordinary sort of cats. It



did not surprise Khiindi that he understood their language, as he had been, in histime, widdy traveled,
and athough his ability to change forms had vanished, his knowledge of languages and customs had not.
Also, quite possibly these cats were not as ordinary as they seemed. Khiindi had sired many offspring
throughout time and in many galaxies. Some resembled one form and some another, but the most
common shape was finoid. These could therefore be distant descendants of his own, but they wouldn't
redize that, and he did not fedl it prudent to treat them as anything but common house cats. Or ship cats,
inthis case. He had, after al, been rather generous with his—uh—affections—and being related to him
did not necessarily recommend them as creatures worth cultivating though they would, of course, be
superior to creatureswho were not of hisline. " Oh, yes, of course, you're incarcerated for the journey
" he said, with an approving glance at the bars partialy concedling their faces. " You would be. Mustn't
have animals running loose on shipboard, or they make an awful mess like that beast aboard
Becker's Condor ..."

"What is he talking about, mammy? It doesn't make any sense,” said the smallest voice.

"Naturally not, child. He's an unstabilized male. Can't you smell him? You have to watch out for
his sort. Nothing on their so-called minds but rape and murder."

The kitten's voice reflected the natural bloodthirstiness of the young. " Really, mammy? Why does he do
that? What's unstabilized mean?'

"It means he has not had his hormone balance surgically adjusted, as we all have had." Khiindi saw
her tail lashing in the dark like some kind of awhisk broom sweeping back and forth as she paced the
front of the cage. " His kind can think of nothing but sex and lives only to kill little kittens like
yourself to force their mothersto go into heat again so he can have his way with them and make
mor e kittens, which he would not scruple to kill any more than he would you."

"I assure you, madame, that although | am, as you say, unaltered, | have no designs on you or
your adorable offspring,” Khiindi said in hissmarmiest tone. Y ou had to be gentle with beasts such as
these—they were only cats, without his superior knowledge or experience. It wasn't their fault they were
mere beasts, but to Khiindi that fact made them far less stable and their reactions more voldtile than the
femae supposed hisown to be. "I am Khiindi, and | have worn many guises before donning this cat
formfor the duration of thislife. You arein very grave danger, though not from me. A plague has
overtaken the humans—your humans.”

"These people are nothing to us,” amaevoice sad, "and we are only cargo to them. They have not
brought us food for weeeeks."

By this he knew he meant weeks in terms of feline feeding schedule, which meant they had probably
missed two feeding sessions at mogt. Inflation of the times between food was an ingrained feline cultura
characterigtic, asurvival mechanism to ensure that if asteady supply of food was not received according
to schedule, those responsible would be shamed into correcting their derdliction of duty at once. Khiindi
had heard Uncle Hafiz Harakamian and Captain Becker discussing this topic once, with the comment that
cats would make excellent bill collectors, if only the language barrier could be overcome.

"Perhaps, but they wer e the ones flying the spacecraft and if they cease to do so, none of us will be
in very good shape,” Khiindi told him."1 will help you as best | can.”

"Very good of you, I'm sure," themae said jovidly, but the female spat and hissed.

Thekitten said, "I'm called Kali. If you aren't going to kill me, would you like to play? I'd very
much like to have a go at your tail "



"That's only because yoursisn't long enough to play with yet," Khiindi told her kindly. " And some
other time, 1'd be delighted to accommodate you, little one. But we are all in danger now. And the
truthis, | don't feel very well. | could do with a little therapeutic grooming, actually." He heard
himsdalf mewing quite plaintively. He pressed himself againgt the bars and the kitten stuck her muzzle
through and went to work on hisright ear.

"Get away from him, Kali, he's probably infested with those itchy things," the belligerent queen said.
"Yes, madame, | am," Khiindi admitted rductantly. " But surely you all are similarly beleaguered?'

"Wearenot, and it ismy belief that it is my enforcement of good hygienic practices on the family that has
kept us safe from them. Oh, they tried nibbling at us, but they were quickly discouraged and

disappeared.”

"He's crawling with them,” Kali informed her mother with ghoulish stisfaction. "1 expect if we don't pick
them off him and kill them, they'll eat him all up. Maybe not histail, but everything else."

"I don't think they eat anything up,” Khiindi said, moving away from the barsto preserve hisdignity,
then ruining it by having to scratch compulsively a hisleft ear while biting the base of histall on the other
sde. Hefound it hard to work up the necessary vigor, however. Hislimbsfet heavy, his breath came
with difficulty. Even hisnose felt swesaty. Also, thefigures of the other cats behind their barswere less
distinct than they had been. Histhird eydlid, the nictitating membrane that covered his eye from theinner
corner to the middle, had spread across hisvision asit did when there was too much light or hewas
otherwise indisposed. " But they make you very sick—they are making me very sick—and | hear
many have died already."

"Poor hygiene,” thefemade said smugly. " You're speaking of the two-legged sort, are you not? You
know they never wash, don't you? I've never seen one grooming himself. | don't suppose that
bothers an unstable male like you though."

"You have no idea to whom you are speaking, my dear—uh—puss. Although | am indeed endowed
with rather splendid reproductive equipment, | am, far from being unstable, as you put it, the
most stable | have been in far more years than you have seen in all of your lives put together. And
| can tell you for afact, stability is highly overrated.”

"So isyour opinion of yourself," shesaid, with aflick of her tall.

Hmm, perhaps the lady was protesting too much? That would beit of course. The mere sight of hisown
magnificent physque was enough to send any femae of the appropriate speciesinto heat. He kept
forgetting the effect he had on the fair sex, having weightier mattersto occupy hisintellect. Poor puss.
Shelll just have to wait. He scratched again. Why didn't the vermin leave him and go to the others, where
they could, if the reputation of these cats was truthful, be eradicated?

"You lot don't seem to be bothered by these space fleas. What did you use?'

"Sabilization," thefemaesaid. "It protects us froma variety of ills, including this one.
Unfortunately for you, the crew member in charge of stabilization and other procedures
pertaining to the health of the four-legged crew members was among the first to die. She
neglected to stabilize hersdlf, it seems. So you, too, will be dying soon.”

"Nooooo!" heyowled.

"Khiindi!" avoice cdled from far away, "Where are you, Khiindi? Here, kitty, kitty."



Hetried to arise from where held been sitting and run back the way he'd come, but found he could no
longer move. It was asif someone were lying on hisface and upper torso now—he couldn't seem to get
his bresth. He yowled again but could barely hear himsdif.

"Help me!" hetold the others.

"Why should we?" thefemae said. " There's not enough food left for us, much less an unwelcome
stranger .

"Food ..." hetold her, though it was difficult to focus his thoughts enough to make aclever answer. "My
people will bring food. Enough for all of us. Fishes ..."

The caterwauling of starved, neglected, and mistreated catsfilled the cargo hold, spilling into the
corridors beyond.

The lagt thing Khiindi heard was his own pitiful mew.

Chapter 19

«N»

Across the street from the building where Aari and Acorna stood, a curtain twitched in an upstairs
window. Acorna caught the movement in her peripherd vison and immediatdy felt the shifting of the
gpoacein that building. "Wait," shetold Aari. "Someoneis coming.”

The someone was asmall, hunched woman, who walked with adight lurch and regarded them through
squinted eyes, her mouth screwed up in concentration.

"What exactly are you?" she asked them.
"We are Linyaari—arace of heders" Acornaexplained. "Weve cometo help you.”

"We have alot in common then," thewoman said. "1 am Luz Allende, but everyone cals me Abudlita. |
am acurandera. Not a euro, not like these modern ones. | use old things because | am an old thing. But
thisisgood. | am dive and the young euros are not, so evidently my medicine works better on this
sckness™

"What isit that you've used successfully?' Aari asked.

She shrugged. " Symptomatic stuff. Heat for comfort, cold for swelling, blankets, food when they can take
it, liquids dways, flam-go for fever, Sit them up when they cannot breathe. That sort of thing.”

"And it works?'

"More often than anything else. And more often on people my age and the children. The others—well,
they were mostly too gone by thetime | reached them. The younger euros, too. The Federation hedlth
teams and epidemiology people, the hazmat teams, dl are gone. It issaid that many of them died o, in
spite of their precautions. | do not know who would wish such adisaster upon us, but it is better for you
if you go." The old woman's voice was cracked and broken, but matter of fact.

"We have specid protection,” Acornatold her. "We have come from many galaxies away to help, and
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wewill. Can you take usto those who are il alive?’

"Ohyes, | can do that. First wewill find my grandson. Heiswith many other young people, playing a
game. | hopethey aredl 4till there. Our holas—communicators—no longer work, so | have not been
ableto reach him. But | know whereitis. | will take you there."

They walked to the gymnasium where the woman knew her grandson to be. It was good that they
walked, because asthey passed each street, doors opened and youngsters came out to join them,
sometimes assisting older people, sometimes carrying infants or toddlers.

They wered| very frightened, and it seemed to Acornathat the older the children were, the more likely
they wereto be sick. She and Aari promptly treated everyone showing any symptomsat al and
decontaminated the others so that they would not get sick. All of thiswas done with the aid, they said, of
Linyaari medica nanotechnology. The people they trested were soiill, frightened, shocked, or
grief-gtricken that they probably could have pierced each person with their horn tips and claimed that
cured them without causing astir or having anyone take notice of it.

"We have no datawhatever about the possibility of someone being reinfected once they have been cured
of the plague. Nor do we know how well disinfecting will correct their prior exposure,” Acornatold
Abudlita, which smply meant "grandmother.”

The older woman shrugged. "Timewill tdll.”

By the time the three of them reached the building where Abudlita's grandson Jal onzo was supposed to
be playing in agaming tournament, the crowd following behind them had swelled to hundreds of people.
Each of these had been touched by either Acornaor Aari but no one had seemed inclined to go home.

Abudlitatook alast look at them. "I believe they now look to you to feed them, aswell ashed them.
These are not, you understand, the vigorous and sdlf-sufficient. All are either too old or too young to care
for themsdves. Something must be arranged. Have you been in touch with the government? Will they
send help? At least someone to carry away the bodies and cleanse the homes so that the people will have
shdter?'

"We saw no living person until we met you," Aari told her. "And welost contact with the communications
center before we landed—the officersin charge did not sound well at thetime.”

Approaching the gymnasium, they saw addivery flitter moored in front of the building. A black cloud
hung between it and the door. Asthey moved closer, they saw that it consisted of thousands of insects
buzzing around the swollen corpse of aman whose shirt proclaimed mucho nacho.

"Aiyee" Abuditasaid, shaking her head and amost surreptitioudy making thesign of acrossintheair
with her fingers. This was the remnant of an ancient religion, asthe profile of Poduro explained inthe
section on local customs.

Pushing past them, Aari knelt beside the fallen man and discreetly touched his horn to the man's body,
dispelling the flies and the odor of degth, though not, of course, reviving the corpse.

"Y ou can no longer hep him, my son,” Abuditatold him.

"So | see" he said. "But we know so little about thisdisease, | felt | must just make sure. I've cleansed
the body of the infection at least, so that our friends there’—he nodded to the massesin the strest—"may
passwithout harm.”

"Bueno,” she said. She squared her shoulders and stepped around the corpse and up to the door, pulling



on the handle. But it did not open.
She rapped sharply on the plasglas and peered inside. ™Y ou, chico, open this door!"
Inside, some distance up the hallway, a boy trembled and shook his head.

Abudlitalooked asif she would try to kick in the door, but instead she backed away and yelled,
frugtrated, " Jaonzo Allende, you open thisdoor right now!"

With a deep sigh she turned back to Aari and Acorna, who did not look at her, but stared steadily at the
door, reinforcing her command by sending amental message to the boysinside. Before Abudlitalooked
to the door again, it was being opened by avery tal, very large, dark-haired boy.

"Abueital How did you know? Y ou're just in time. Some of the older kids areredly sick.”

He saw Aari and Acornathen and stared curioudly at the crowd behind them. "Who are they? Nest
costumes! I'm sorry, but the tournament is about over so if you've cometo play ..."

"Thetimefor play has ended, Grandson. These people are heders from another world,"

"Take usto your gtricken," Aari sad.

"What kind of people are those?" Jaya demanded angrily. "Because you cameto try to help us, they are
going to make you stay here, too? That's not fair!"

Khorii wasalittle rdlieved that the girl's anger was now aimed at Calla and the Moonbase instead of at
her and Elviiz. "l know. It isn't reasonable. They do know we can make the ship safe to land. My mother
has done that sort of thing lots of times, and it's her fathers who run the Moonbase.”

"Thereisthe quarantine, however," Elviiz said. "Therearerules.”

"They should be gpplied sensibly,” Khorii said. She sighed. "I think al of these people must be distantly
related to Liriilyi. They put rules and caution over good sense and the proof they dready have of our
skills. Thisis dangerous and silly, and awaste of time when there are dying people that we could help.”

"Yes, it lacks perceptive andyses given the data; however, it isnot as silly as suggesting that the teachers
arerdated to Liriilyi. They are human, and sheis Linyaari. Our species cannot mate, and therefore
cannot be related by blood. She might be an adopted relative, such asthose in our family through
Mother. But Liriilyi does not care to meet humans when given achance, so that isaso unlikely.”

Khorii rolled her eyes. "Y es, Elviiz, and that speech was ample chastisement for my little joke."
"Oh," he said, and lifted the corners of his mouth, then let them drop.

The com unit was switched off now, and shefdt isolated and frustrated by the stupidity of others. These
were the people who were supposed to be taking care of her and were too frightened to redize that in
this dtuation, she was the one who could take care of everyone. Well, most of them anyway, under dl of
the circumstances she had seen so far. Why would otherwise intelligent people choose blindly to follow
dumb regulations that should be suspended in this case?

But before Khorii could discussit any further with Elviiz or Jayaor hail the Moonbase again to try to
convince Callashe wasright, she heard Sessdli cdling her from far back in the corridor. "Khorii! Khorii,
you haveto help poor Khiindi!"



Thelittle girl ran forward and grabbed Khorii's hand, tugging it for awhile before running back to Hap,
who was cradling alimp and drooling Khiindi in the crook of one arm and holding a cage containing three
more catsin his other hand. Sessdli tugged ahandful of Hap'stunic, asif that would pull him to Khorii
fadter.

Khiindi was indeed a sorry-looking little beast. For the second time within afew hours, he seemed at
death's door. Gently, Khorii scooped him up and buried her face in the soft hot fur of his panting Side,
burrowing her horn into the nape of his neck. She could almost see—could see—hundreds of smdll
organisms deserting his body. They fled to Hap, who set down the cage of catsto scratch.

Khiindi looked up and Hap sat down, hard, on the deck. Bending to help him up, Khorii brushed his hair
with her horn and the organisms fled again. That was very odd. These microscopic attackers were not
large enough for her to see, they did not attack her so that she could fedl them, but she nonethelesshad a
sense of them deserting Hap, then being—well, indecisive, if such tiny things could make decisons. They
seemed trapped, unable to invade the other cats, or Sessdli, unable to transfer to Jayaor Elviiz. They
shimmered in the air for amoment, then, as Khorii lifted her head, they disappeared. When they were
aone, shedd haveto talk to Elviiz about it. Maybe there was something in his data banks about similar
phenomena.

It wasinteresting, though, that the organisms did not wish to attack Sessdli, Elviiz, Jaya, or the other cats.
If her—wal, vison, she supposed it could be called—ypsychic ingght perhaps?—proved reliable, it might
help her discover something about who wasimmune to the plague and how it spread.

Elviiz carried Jayas parents and the other stricken crew membersto the room containing the first two
victims. Hap offered to help, but although Khorii thought that probably would be safe enough, Elviiz was
less susceptible and much stronger.

Instead, Hap manned the helm while Jayatook her on atour of the ship, so that she could cleanseit of
thetaint of disease. And a0, as Sessdli reminded her, find cat food for the four feline crew members,
two of whom werein Sessdli'slap as she sat on the deck. Thekitten stood on her shoulder. Khiindi
paced back and forth across the console, "assisting” Hap.

Although the ship was alarge one, it was not very complex. The engine room was quite straightforward
and the drives built for rdliability and amodicum of speed so that the ship could make its rounds
efficiently. The crew quarters were neither spartan nor luxurious, the cabins situated near the various duty
gations rather than in ablock. The cabins for the engineers were adjacent to the engine room, those for
the captain and first mate and their daughter near the bridge, and so forth. The seven people aboard the
ship when it hailed the Moonbase were the only ones required to run it. The vast mgjority of the vessel
was taken up by acavernous, warehousdlike cargo hold that aso contained three tractorlike machines
used, Jayatold her, for loading, lifting, and positioning the cargo containers.

"First we should see how the other animasare doing,” Jayatold her.
"There are others? Besides the cats?'

"Oh yes, wetrangport livestock, companion animals, service animals, and breeding stock fromtimeto
time aswell asfoodstuffs, building materids, tools, machinery, and whatever e se the various worlds
cannot or do not manufacture themselves," Jayatold her with some pride. "They are dwaysvery glad to
seeus”

"I canimagine. | don't know how the Moonbase plansto get dong without your supplies. That worries
me more than our own Stuation right now. Food suppliesthere are extremely low, and who knows how
long this plague will last? Speaking of which, have you a'ponics garden or some seeds and soil where|



might start one? If were going to be on your ship for awhile, 1 would like to be able to grow my own
food. My people are vegetarian and grazers.”

While Jayalocated the supplies Khorii would need, Khorii, under the guise of curiosity, poked her head
and horn into everything she could reach as she went about the work of cleaning the hold and its cargo of
contamination.

"What are you doing?" Jaya asked, descending from the lifter, at the foot of which was a neat stack of
various seed sacks, fertilizers, and other gardening supplies.

"Decontaminating the ship,” shesad.

"I heard you say you could do that, and | wondered what you meant exactly,” Jayasaid. "How do you
know how to do that?"

"How do you know how to run that equipment?’ she asked in return. "It'swhat my people do.”
"What? Be like some sort of sentient two-legged Lysol ?'
"What's Lysol 7'

"It decontaminates things, too, "Jayareplied. "And stinks to high heaven—not that you do because, you
know, you don't. Y ou smell good, actualy.”

"Thank you," Khorii said, sincerely appreciating the compliment from the so far rather thorny girl. "You
do not stink, either.”

Jayagrimaced. "Thanks. So, do you ever think you might want to do something else? 1 mean, something
your people don't do?

"I do not understand. My people do many things. Do yours not?”

"Wadll, sure. Hobbies, like. Or at least, things that didn't turn out to be what they did for aliving. Mom
was ascholar before she met Dad. And Dad had wanted to play nine-dimensional chess professionaly
but when my grandpa died, he took over the businessingtead. He till plays though—" Her voice shrank
to awhisper as she corrected herself. "Played.”

Khorii, who had continued prowling the containers as they talked, turned back to Jaya and reached out
her hand. "1 am so sorry.”

Jayablinked hard. "Me, too. Mg, too. It's till not red, you know? And—I'm sorry if | made it sound like
it was your fault for not being faster. | mean, | know it takes a certain amount of time to get someplace, |
just ... wel, I'm sorry, okay?'

"Of course." She cast around for something elseto talk about. Grief was not an emotion familiar to her,
and seeing Jaya's made her fed helpless. It was good to know that her own mother and father were
saving other parents so their children would not be left donelike Jaya. Like most of the kidson the
Moonbase. "Do you know what you will do now? | mean, after the plague is over? Will you continue
working for the Krishna-Murti Company or is there something else you'd like to do?"

"I'mamusician,” she said, sounding asif she weretrying on theterm for thefirst time. "I would liketo
work at that. Maybe go to schoal for it."

"Do you—play an insrument?'



"Y es, Star sometimes and drum, but aso | sing and dance. | learned the traditional dances from the vids
Mom brought for studying cultura history. She says| am very good. Said." Again, the reluctant
correction.

"Maybe you would show us sometime? | know thisis not agood time now, but perhaps whilewe are
waiting for the quarantineto lift?"

"No, | would liketo doiit. I would do it in my mom and dad's honor."

"l understand that my people also Sng when someone leavesthislife.”

"If you know the songs, | think my parentswould likethat too ..."

"l do not know them, but Elviiz does. | will have him teach me. He sings very badly."

"Which oneis Elviiz? The cute white-haired boy with the cats and the little girl or the one with the funny
screw-looking horn?"

"The one with the horn. Elviizismy foster brother, made by hisfather to be my companion. Hisfather isa
very good friend of my parents.”

"Oh?1 thought hewasadroid.”

"Heis, and soishisfather. That iswhy Elviiz did not need to have amother. But he considers my mother
to be his parent aswell. He lives with usinstead of with hisfather Maak, so his own father ismorelike an
uncleto him, whereas my father islike hisown."

"They must have more advanced droid technology where you come from,” Jaya said. "Nobody | know
would ever consider adroid to be arelative, like areal person.”

"Elviizisared person. He smply has some eectronic and mechanica componentsin hisphysica and
intellectual makeup. At times his extensive knowledge is very annoying, but at others| confessit is
hepful "

"How about the white-haired boy?"

"That is Hap Hdllstrom. He has befriended us since we arrived a Maganos Moonbase. Heisnot an
android, but heisahighly intelligent boy and seemsto have many practica skillsaswell.”

"Good," Jayasad amply. "Because | have afedling well need adl the help we can get.”

Chapter 20

Ordinarily, mutiny was not an option that Asha Bateswould consider, but since the people in command
on Maganos weren't using their heads, she had no choice. They might not mind being responsible for the
deaths of two students, two guests, and an orphaned supply ship crew member, but she refused to Sit
back and do nothing.

Not that she said anything to anyone about the situation or her plans. Asha had kept her background
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quiet during her stay on the moonbase, but unlike the others she had not been adave dl of her childhood.
When shewas six years old, she and her mother had been captured by daversfollowing thefdl of their
home city. On the way out of their system, the transport ship carrying them had been hijacked by
renegades, former Federation space corps troops turned free enterprise traders—pirates, to be honest.
Her mother, who had worked as an entertainer in various bars and clubs, and who could be very
convincing to acertain type of man, made sure that the first mate of the pirate ship took ashineto her. As
aresult, she and Ashajoined the crew, and Ashawas brought up in the trade. The members of her new
family were very successful in their endeavors, and Ashaspent severd yearslearning anything anyone
would teach her, from spaceship piloting to circumventing security systemsto seduction and the art of the
con.

Her stepfather's commander was a prudent and wily character. He kept enough military disciplinein
effect among his crew to ensure that everyone stayed in line and believed in the doctrine of honor among
thieves, so that by the time Ashawasin her teens, the crew had accumulated enough wedlth that they
were al ableto retire without having ever been arrested. Ashadidn't much care for her stepfather, aman
named Y an Gron, but he taught her many useful skills. When she expressed adesireto go to the
Federation Academy, wanting to do something more with her life than fal back into the legacy of piracy,
he saw to it that she was supplied with doctored files that qualified her to attend. Later, she had become
an ingructor a the academy, but hated dl the suffocating regulations. Maganos M oonbase was much
moreto her taste, dlowing her the freedom to accomplish the training that she thought the students
needed for the harsh regimen of living and working in space. And if that training bypassed afew dozen of
the Federation'srules, then so beit.

But even here, she found hersdlf thinking less of the Federation quarantine and the head mistresss edict
than of one of her stepfather's favorite sayings, "It's easier to ask pardon than to ask permission.”

She had her own shuttle under atarp in the maintenance hangar. It didn't need any repairs but was
stowed away for the time being. Two hours after Calla had reluctantly informed the kids on the Mana
that they were on their own until quarantine had lifted, Ashahad her shuttle fueled and ready to launch.
Having finished her preflight checklist, she was about to board when she redlized she was not done amid
the previoudy deserted docking bays.

"Going somewhere, Cagptain?'

Sheturned to see Marl Fidd leaning againgt the doorway, hishead & atilt, eyes narrowed, watching her.
"Not redlly. Just getting her ready since there's no one out here. Shouldn't you bein class?!

"Yeah. But thisismy practica navigation period. Y ou're the ingtructor, remember?’

Ashashook her head in disgust. Damn, she had forgotten about it in her rush to get out to the supply
ship. "With everything that's happened recently, it completely dipped my mind, Marl. Give my apologies
to the other students and tell them I'll betherein afew minutes.”

"l don't think so, Captain,” Marl said, with amocking notein hisvoice.
"What wasthat?' she asked, with ahint of warning in her own.

"I don't think you're going to class. | think you're heading out to that ship. Y ou believe them, don't you?
That the dien and the android can purify our supplies and make them safe, then return without bringing
the plague with them.”

Sheturned and met his gaze, then dowly lifted an inquiring eyebrow, chalenging him.



"Because," Marl continued, managing not to gulp under her hard-eyed stare. "Because | do. I've seenit.
The dien kid—Khorii—she healed my arm right up. She said it was the poultice she used, but Singh tried
it later on some little kid who hurt hisknee, and it didn't do a damn thing. I've heard the stories about her
old lady, too—that she can also do that healing thing. Besides, | saw that transmission—yeah, | know the
kids weren't supposed to, but | hacked in—wouldn't want to miss something important just because
somebody decided not to consult me for my ‘own good.' None of those kidsissick, arethey? 1 think as
long aswe gtick with Khorii, werefine. | dso think we don't have enough suppliesto get usthrough
more than aweek, even with pretty gtrict rationing which, you know, isn't much fun. Sowhat | think,
Captain, isthat you think the same thing, and you're going to go up there and bring the ship down. Aren't
you?"

Aghadidn't know thiskid very well at dl, but she knew histype even before he opened his mouth. Marl
was very much like the crewmen she had grown up around. She had no qualms about lying straight to his
face, and she was sure he would have no qualms about doing the sameif telling the truth had proved at all
inconvenient, which, in this case, it hadn't. Even as shetried to persuade him that she had no intention of
doing what he had just said, she had to respect him putting it al together so fast.

"Why, no, Marl. That would be disobeying orders, and | would never do something likethat. I'm a
teacher, after dl.”

"Y eah. So when do weleave?' He held up hishand, "And don't bother telling me again that you're not.
You can't kid akidder, Cap."

"That's Captain Batesto you. And you're not just akidder, Marl, you're well on your way to becoming a
junior crimind. Y ou assaulted Khorii's cat, fought with Elviiz, and lied about what happened. If | were
going up there, you certainly wouldn't be welcome.”

"Hey, gimme abreak. Haven't you heard? I'm an impressionabl e youth traumeatized by being orphaned
and left adl on my lonesome. A guy can change, you know. Besides, the fight with the droid was pretty
one-sided. | may not make top grades, Cap—Captain Bates, but that doesn't mean I'm stupid. | just
want to be on thewinning side, that'sall. And | figure that's where you're going. Y ou keep feeding me
thisline of exhaust fumes, and I'll just have to go get my speculation vaidated by other authority figures, if
you know what | mean?"

She sighed, but actudly, thiswasthefirst red indication Marl had shown that he was nat, in fact, anything
other than sullen and stupid. And if he was with her, then she could keep an eye on him rather that
worrying about what he might be doing unsupervised around the moonbase. Besides, evenif hetried to
cause trouble up there, she had no doubt that Elviiz and Hap Hellstrom could restrain him if she herself
could not.

Asha pinned him with her most forbidding stare. " Okay, then, get on board. And no funny business; I'll
be keeping my eye on you the entire time. Let's cut the chatter, shal we, before we have the entire
student body joining usfor afied trip.”

Hap's voi ce boomed through the intercom and echoed through the cargo hold. "L ooks like we've got
company, Khorii. How isthe decontamination coming?'

"Fine, Hap. | believe we're clean now. Who's coming? A Federation inspection team?"

"No, it looks like a ship from the school. They've kept radio silence so far, but | happened to look at the
screen and see them,” Hap said. "'I've opened a channel and hailed them, but so far no—oh, wait, now



they're responding.”
"Correction,” Elviiz said. "They are not merdly responding, they are docking.”

"Whoisit?' Khorii and Jaya asked together, Jaya sounding territorial. She was the de facto captain of
the ship, after dl. Evenif shewasachild, the set of her small jaw told Khorii that Jayathought someone
should have asked her permission to board.

"Dunno,” Hap said. "They've not turned on the visuds. Just asec. I'll patch it through.”

"Thisis Captain Asha Bates aboard the shuttle Nakomas en route to the Mana. Permission to dock?"
"What is she doing here?' Hap wondered.

Khorii told Jaya, " She's the practica astrophysics teacher.”

Jayanodded, and said doud, "Permission granted.”

"Okay, Mana, prepare to be boarded.”

"Prepare to be boarded?" Jaya asked. "Sounds like freebooters.”

Hap waslaughing. "No, that's just Captain Bates. She talks like that sometimes. Captain, thisis Hap.
Haven't you heard we're supposed to be space lepers?”

"I heard. But | did think you might find some small usefor my skills. And it seemed like more fun than
being trapped in aclassroom for what might be the rest of my life. Situationslike this, aperson hasto
decide which way to jump. What can | say? I've dways been a sucker for the out group. So do you
open the docking bay, or isthere a secret code word? Ah! Thanks."

Jayaand Khorii returned to the central corridor, where they were joined by Hap and Sessdli, the latter
clutching Khiindi to her thin chest.

In the docking bay, adim figure emerged from the Nakomas. " Captain Bates!" Hap said. "If anyone at
Maganos would listen to reason, | should have known it would be you." Then, seeing the second person
climbing out behind the teacher, Hap scowled, and demanded, "What's he doing here?'

"Niceto see you too, Happy," Marl Fidd said, grinning in pure sdlf-satisfaction.

Khiindi hissed, and Sessdli screeched asthe cat laid bloody tracks across her arms and shoulder and
shot off back down the corridor.

Khorii knelt and examined the wound, leaning her head close so that her horn touched thelittle girl's
shoulder. She needed amoment to think about these new devel opments.

"There now. Better?' she asked Sessdli, who nodded, though tears spilled down her cheeks. "Khiindi did
not mean to harm you, yaaz ," she said, using the Linyaari endearment that trandated meant "little one,"
though her mother and father used it as an endearment for each other aswell asfor her, and none of them
were paticularly smdl. "He wasfrightened.”

"I know. He'skind of a'fraidy cat. But | would have protected him. Doesn't he know I'm hisfriend?”

"Yes. | am surethat he does. But he is acat and they scratch and run first and think it over later. Y ou
would probably do the sameif you were his size surrounded by people our size. Perhaps you should go
find him now and tell him that you are not too hurt and that you forgive him and will protect him from



Marl."
Sessdli nodded solemnly and ran back toward the bridge.

"Marl assuresme," Captain Bates said, with ameaningful glare at the bully, "that if he harmsany crew
member, whether on two or four feet, we will not have to space him as helll gladly jump out without a
suit. Since there are no barnaclesin space, and we can't kedlhaul him like they did in the old days, it will
haveto do."

Marl's eyes widened as he looked at his teacher during her speech. She narrowed hersin return, and he
nodded once.

"He came aong to help load the supplies,” Asha continued. "If Khorii has decontaminated the cargo, we
can safely trangport it to the surface as originaly planned. Un—how's everybody feding?”

"Fine," Hap said. Jayaremained silent and looked down at the deck.

"Wedid not arrivein timeto save therest of the crew,” Khorii told her. "Both of Jayas parents were
unfortunately beyond our help.”

"I'm sorry to hear that, Jaya," Captain Bates said, laying ahand on the girl's shoulder. "They used to
come into the school after their ddiveriesand visit with us. They brought you to meet us shortly after you
were born. They were fine people and good spacers. They'd want thismission fulfilled, don't you think?"

Jayas mouth twisted, and she stared at the floor, nodding dightly. Khorii caught two trains of
thought—A sha Bates chiding hersdlf for being so trite and teacherly when what this girl obvioudy needed
was comfort, and Jayafeeling that her parents would have liked to see her grow up into her own life even
more, but that they weren't going to get the chance now. That, and the sudden, crushing fegling of being
al done, surrounded by strangers, well-meaning ones, perhaps, but strangers nonethel ess.

"Okay, then, where'sthe food?' Marl asked, clapping his hands and rubbing them together. "I didn't
come up herejust to haul crates, you know."

Hap snorted and turned hisback on al of them, especially Marl and Asha Bates, for bringing him.
Over theintercom, Elviiz said, "Maganos Moonbase for Captain Bates.”

"Asha, when did you first become suicidd, and why didn't you come to me for treatment?' Phador Al y
Cassdro's strident voice demanded.

With afrown Ashaheaded toward the bridge, followed by Khorii, Jaya, and Marl. When she arrived,
the dim woman confronted the vid screen. "I'm not going to dignify that remark with an answer, Phador.
Asyou can see, I'm not dead yet, nor is anyone el'se who's come since Khorii arrived. Great galaxies,
man, our school was founded by Khorii's mother, who aso saved the origind student body by means of
her extraordinary giftd If her daughter claims some similar abilities, why should we doubt her? We are
going to load the shuttles—mine, Khorii's, and the Mana's ddivery shuttle—and al of uswill returnto the
surface with enough suppliesto see us through this quarantine. | don't know why 1'm the only one who
redizesthat thisisthe only sane solution.”

"We are teachers, Asha. Wefollow the rules, however difficult or painful, and set an example for our
studentsto follow," Phador replied, speaking dowly, asif to astubborn child. "I've sent arequest to the
Federation ingpection teams to come and ingpect the Mana and exempt us from quarantine restrictions,
but until they respond in the affirmative—"



"Havethey replied a al?' Hap asked. "Because | sure wasn't getting anywhere on any Federation
channels. Face it, the plague has broken down the system. We are on our own, and we have an
advantage—we have Khorii and Elviiz."

"Dr. Al y Cassidro?' Khorii said, mesting the teacher's gaze with her own and trying to hold it by sending
to him psychicaly aswell as convincing him with words. "There is no plague here anymore. It went away.
| saw it go."

CdlaKaczmarek intervened, asking, "Y ou saw it go? Khorii, we don't know what causes this plague,
but it's nothing visble to the human eye.”

"I know, but I am not human,” shesaid. "I am Linyaari. My mother sometimes seesthingsthat are not
visbletothe physica eye"

"Does she?"

Elviiz answered. "Y es, she does. She can tdll about the mineral content of asteroids, for instance, just by
looking at them. Thisisdocumented in your own filesby Grandsires Baird and Giloglie. Khornyacould
do thisfrom avery young age, even before developing her other Linyaari psychic abilities.”

Cdla, Al y Cassidro, Reamer, and Mr. Singh conferred, then Mr. Singh asked, "And how long have you
been able to see the—er—microorganismsiin retreat, dear?”

"I have only just discovered thisability,” Khorii admitted. "I imagineit will develop morefully astime
passes. That ishow these things usually go, or so | understand from my elders.”

"l see," the doctor replied. "Well, you can hope that it doesn't develop too rapidly. Everything around us
teemswith such microorganisms. | would think that, after awhile, such an ability would become quitea
burden. Y ou wouldn't be able to see the forest for the—er—trees."

"l believe | haveto betrying to see the particular organismsto do s0," Khorii said, redlizing the truth of
thisonly asshesadit.

"Maybe s0," Phador Al y Cassidro continued. "But unless the health inspectors can determine that the
plague has gone away for themsalves, we cannot risk the entire school on the basis of what you clamis
your newfound talent. We al so cannot accept cargo from a contaminated ship any more than we can
alow you to return before the health inspectors have cleared you."

"Phador, Cdla, Singh," AshaBates said, shaking her head. "Y ou're dl suffering from an overdose of
overcautiousness, if you ask me. In case you've forgotten what life outsde theivory tower islike,
everything involves somekind of risk. But theré's asimple enough test here. | am now exposed. If | don't
get sck and die asthe other crew members did within ‘whatever the incubation period is supposed to be.
A week? Two? Then you'll know Khorii's gift worked, and you can accept the food and | et us come
back to the base. Okay? | think that should be perfectly clear even to the most hidebound bureaucrat. |
aso think that continuing to argue the obviousisawaste of energy. So on behdf of Acting Captain Jaya
and theentire crew | will sgn off now. Mana out."

Chapter 21
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Jaya had never loaded the ddlivery shuttle by herself before, but with Elviiz's strength and Hap's
mechanical aptitude, the task went quickly.

Marl Fidd, unsurprisingly, was not agreat ded of help. He was supposed to be hauling cargo, but instead
felt it necessary to sample the more interesting varieties of food firgt, flinging the cartons every which way
in his search for goodies. The Vermin Eradication Specidigts flocked to the emptiesto seeif there were
any tasty bitsleftindgde.

From a safe high perch, Khiindi hissed down &t them. " Watch your tails!"

The team leader pulled her head out of acarton, glared up a him with gold eyes, and twitched her
whiskersin disgugt. " You stop watching our tails, you pervert.”

"You wrong me again, female," Khiindi replied as hefeigned adisinterested yawn. "Were it not for the
tiny and rather charming products of your now-barren loins, which | assure you are of no interest
whatsoever to me, | would not bother to warn you. But that big thug stuffing his face and tossing
around the cartons and boxes from which you feast is a cat killer. He tried to drown me by
picking me up by the tail and hurling me into a deep pool of water ."

"I already think more highly of him," the queen said, with an upward jerk of her tail. But shecalled to
her brood, saying, " Come along, all of you. We have vermin to catch and we don't want to spoil our
appetites.”

Marl didn't seem to notice the other cats at dl, but Khiindi made sure that when hefell adeep it was
somewhere high and hidden, but close to Elviiz and Khorii. He dso made sure histail was securely
tucked beneath hisbelly.

When Khorii dept, he tucked himself up tightly against her, ready to defend her against Marl or anyone
dse

Once the shuttles were loaded and ready to take to the surface, Mana's new crew hailed the moonbase
agan.

"See, Phador?' Ashasaid, when the other teachers were on the com screen. "Y our canary inthe mineis
gtill dive and kicking. | told you Khorii's technology could overcomethis, and it has. So if you're not
dying to eat your shoes, could we please come back and bring these supplies?’

"We have conferred on thisissue, and | have consulted the Federation directives on this subject. You
may send the supplies down to us, but none of you may return until the quarantine has been lifted.”

"Why?' Marl demanded. "Fewer mouthsto feed, isthat it?'

Phador glared a him. "The planisthis. | will expose mysdlf to the questionable cargo. If | experience no
ill effects, then we may unload it for the use of the compound at large.”

"If it's not contaminated,” Callaturned to him, looking nonplussed, "surely it standsto reason, since
they've been handling it, that they, too, are safe to return?”

"Not necessarily,” he argued. "We are still unsure about the incubation period. And some of them may be
carriers. We cannot take the risk."

"Wl then, you can sarvefor dl | care” Marl said. "l didn't bust my hump so that you could take dl the
food and leave us up here like space trash.”



"No," Khorii and Asha said together. "WEell take the shuttles down, unload them and return.”
"Y ou should leave onefor our use—for later,” Phador said.

"QOurs belongs with thisship,” Java said stubbornly.

"The shuttlewe arrived in isthe property of Captain Becker and the Condor ," Elviiz sad.

"And since you're going to be so unreasonable about this" Ashasaid. "The Nakomas ismy persond
property, and | will bring her back into exile with me. | suggest that if you need a shuttle, Phador, you do
what you do best—run to the Federation.”

They signed off before while the headmaster of Maganos was till spluttering areply, with Asha
muttering, " Pettifogging bureaucrat.”

Khorii frowned. She didn't have to be atel epath to understand that Phador was very angry. "Whilel
appreciate what you're doing for the people down at the base, Captain Bates," Khorii said, "aren't you
worried about what Phador might do to you when thisisdl over?"

Asharegarded the girl for along moment before replying. "Don't you fret about that, little one. He
wouldn't darefire me over this, or I'd spill the news about him keeping the supplies avay from the
moonbase, when there was absolutely no danger from it, to everyone who would listen, including the
Federation. I'm sure thisincident will quickly fade avay once the plague has been eiminated.” She
pushed back from the com console and stood up with aquick smile. "Of course, if you and your mother
had anything to add regarding my conduct, | would be very gppreciative.”

Khorii smiled back. "1 think my mother will certainly have something to say about thiswhen shefinds out
about it. But right now we should get those supplies moonside as soon as possible.”

Elviiz and Khorii both piloted the little shuttle from the Condor, dthough it was packed so tightly thetwo
of them could bardly squeeze insde—accompanied by Khiindi, who indgsted on going, too. The docking
bays were barren of personnel aswell as other spacecraft, and the three shuttles set down in an isolated
area, with Kezdet shining huge and bright over them and her other moon floating in the Sky nearby. Jaya
and Hap, Asha Bates and Marl, and Khorii and Elviiz unloaded by hand everything they had used
meachinery to load on the Mana. Khiindi stayed aboard the shuttle and was the only one to see when the
com screen, formerly containing Phador's disapproving face, changed to show the picture of afish. As
Elviiz and Khorii reboarded the shuttle, a song poured through the intercom, acomplex harmony of many
voicesfilled with melodic melancholy.

"The poopuus are singing," Khorii said. After the backbreaking work of moving the cargo, shewas glad
to be able to dump down in the command chair, wipe the swesat from her skin, and stare into space while
the chorus of beautiful voices washed over her like the scented and softened waters of Uncle Hafiz's
fountains.

"Nice of them to entertain us," Jayaremarked, from her own shuttle.
"It's not entertainment,” Hap said. "It'slike ahymn. Can't you hear?!

Khorii shook her head silently, but said nothing as the song on the intercom accompanied them back to
the Mana. Whilethey flew, she saw imagesin her head of groups of poopuusfloating listlesdy in their
oceans. Then suddenly there was apicture of Khiindi with his paw extended to take afish, but thefish
was not shining, and it did not try to escape. And then Khorii herself appeared beside Khiindi and the
fish, and she bent over the water, her body stretching as she reached out to the floating people who



yearned toward her. Then shewasin the water and al of the other peoplein it opened their eyeswide
and waved their arms back and forth as the song ended on a celebratory note.

When the shuttles emptied out into the docking bay, she told them, " The poopuus song contained a
psychic messageto me," Khorii said. "An entreaty. They want meto go to their planet and save their
elders”

"Oh, well, don't let us stop you!" Marl said. "Why don't you just hop aboard a passing meteor shower
and go out and save the poopuus and the whole fraggin' universe while you're at it! They're bound to
make you the princess of the poopuusin gratitude, and we can al be your grateful subjects, too.”

"Stop that, you mean boy!" Sessdli said, stalking up to him with her hands on her hipsand her small chin
angled belligerently upward. "Khorii wasjust saying what happened. She wasn't bragging, like some
peoplewould.”

"Get your petite feet out of my persona space, pet, or I'll take you by thetail and throw you into the
great beyond," Marl snarled, indicating the star-spangled black bits that showed between Kezdet,
Maganos, and the other moon outside the docking bay.

"What do you think, Elviiz?' Hap asked. "I think in Marl's case, histongue isabirth defect. Maybe we
should perform a procedure on him to correct it." Elviiz didn't reply, but glanced at Khorii ingtead, his
face flushed with embarrassment.

Marl's eyes narrowed, and he pointed adightly shaking warning finger a Hap, "I'm ready for you,
smart-ass. And if that monster comes near me, I'll—"

"Yes, tdl us, just what will you do, Marl?* Asha, who had been leaning againg her shuttle with her arms
folded, asked. "Bleed alot and hope Khorii can understand your screams well enough to help you with
another of her remediesthat you're so scornful of ? 1 seem to remember being near her wasthe main
reason behind your noble sacrifice of joining forces with us outcasts.

Khorii sghed, and sad, finally, reasonably, "Marl, you do not haveto be afraid. We Linyaari are
peaceful people, and | will not let Hap hurt you. Elviiz is degply ashamed he broke your arm and will not
doit again. But you must not hurt Khiindi or Sessdli or anyone else either, or you will have to be isolated.
| think that under the circumstances, that would be rather frightening for you."

"Frightening? Do | look likeasissy?"
Sessdli glanced at Hap, who stared back at Marl. They both shrugged and nodded.
"Hey, | don't need this—!"

"That isenough,” Jayasaid. "Thisismy ship now—at least until the Krishna-Murti Company decidesto
reclam it—if—if ever anything goes back to normd. And if Khorii thinks her skills can help some other
people who are smart enough to let her, | say it'sjust about crimina to keep orbiting and wasting fud and
wondering if well die beforewe go dry. | think we should go and seeif we can savethem.”

"That would be breaking the rules, sunshing," Marl said.

"Since when have you ever had a problem with that, Marl?' Ashaasked. "If you do, however, I'll be
happy to let you keep orbiting in the Nakomas. Persondly, | think Jaya has apoint. Khorii, what do you

sy?

Relief blew across Khorii like acool breeze. "I hate being idle when there is so much to be done.”



Khiindi hopped onto her shoulders and twined himsalf around her neck, careful to keep histail tucked.
He gtared intently at Marl Fidd, who—fortunately—was not looking at him, and tried willing the bully to
accept Captain Batess offer of the perpetudly orbiting shuttle. Then the rest of them could head
spaceward, finding Aari and Acornaonce more after many exciting but not very dangerous adventures,
which would somehow, never mind the detalls, result in glory and adulation for himsdif.

"Good," Ashasaid. "Shall wetel Phador were leaving, then? With any luck helll forbid it, which will
make the trip worthwhile even if we don't manage to save another single soul.”

Spying on people was rude, of course. Liriili would have said it was inexcusable; but then Khorii did not
want to think of Liriili for arole mode, as she was the least empathetic and flexible Linyaari ever born, at
least according to Aunt Masti. Besides, thiswas an emergency Situation and, except for Elviiz, Khorii
was about to embark on aniillegd trip to astrange world with people she did not know very well.

She had found out alittle about each of them by then. Hap, for instance, cared about animals, knew how
to do many things usualy done only by adults, and talked alot. He could tell you dl sortsof thingsin the
sameway Elviiz could. But did he talk about the things that were actualy important to him? For instance,
he seldom mentioned Shoshisha, but the way he had looked at her back on Maganos said that she was
probably on hismind alot. Khorii hoped she was mistaken. Shoshisha she knew well enough to know
that she was avery sdfish and somewhat hysterica person. Khorii was very thankful that Shoshishawas
not on the Mana.

Captain Bates was ateacher, and obvioudy a sympathetic one, since she was here. She meant well, and
truly had the base's best interests at heart. But on the other hand, she had brought Marl Fidd with her for
some reason that Khorii could not fathom. And Marl was angry, sdlfish, violent, and abully. Oh, and dso
besotted with Shoshisha, and very messy.

Jaya had spent just enough time on the Mana to learn to operate the loaders, but though she'd managed
to load the cargo back on the trip to Maganos she couldn't redlly fly the cargo ship without help. She
missed her parentsterribly and had continued visiting their bodies until decomposition took the comfort
out of that.

Sessdi was smadl, friendly, and loved animas. And aso stood up to bullies, even &t risk to hersdlf.

Which left Marl Fidd, whom Khorii tried to avoid as much as possible. The last thing she wanted to do
was to see what was on his mind.

All indl, it wasn't much to go on.

Shetried listening in to the thoughts of everyonein generd, but they were so confused that she sometimes
seemed to hear more inner conversations than there were people on the ship. No, if shewas going to
learn anything useful, she would have to do it while talking to each person.

Or, in Hap's case, listening to him talk to her. Since he was the first person she met and full of
information, she decided to try him firgt. Finding him turned out to be difficult, however.

Captain Bates sat at the console with Sessdli on her lap. A kitten was curled up inasmal furry bal on
Sesi'slap. "Thisistheradar screen," Captain Bates was explaining. "And do you remember what this
is? Wetaked about it in class"

"Navigational computer?' thelittle girl said, pointing to one of the screens.



"That'sright," Captain Batessaid. "Y oulll beflying thisshipinnotime.”

Shewasthinking, | need to get these kids ready to be on their own. With things the way they are,
any or all of us could die at any time, and whoever isleft needs to be able to fly this beast. How
could Phador be so pigheaded? | thought he really cared. And Khorii backed off as she got a picture
of the captain and Phador Al y Cassidro, locked in a sweaty embrace that she recognized from books
and vids aboard the Condor as mating, human-style.

So that's really why she wasn't worried about him doing anything, she thought. "Captain, do you
know where Hap is?' she asked quickly.

"I'm not sure. He's been hanging out in the engine room quite abit lately, so | decided to hold an
impromptu lecture down there. He was explaining to us alittle while ago about how the drive on this
particular model of ship works, but then Marl camein and made aremark that upset Jaya Before | could
stop them, he and Hap got into it, and Jaya ran out of the room. Hap followed her. I'm not sure where
Marl went, but I'm keeping Sessdli and the catswith me."

Sessdi was smiling as she put asmall hand on each control in turn, but her large blue eyes were very
serious. Her fine curly blond hair wastied into two pigtailswith bright-colored ornamentd cordswith little
gold bells on them. Khorii recognized them as being two of the bracelets Jaya liked to wesar in thick
bunches on each wrigt.

Sessdi's thoughts were transparent at that moment. Just like with Mama, shewasthinking. But Mama
didn't know how to drive a spaceship, | don't think. Thelittle girl's recollections of her mother were
blurred around the face, but seemed to be starting to resemble Captain Bates.

Khiindi jumped off the top of avent and landed on Khorii's shoulder.
"Except Khiindi," Captain Bates continued.

"Y es, hewill hep me search for Hap. They'refriends," Khorii said. Khiindi purred and for amoment she
thought she picked up on histhoughts. "I am not a dumb beast, but | am a beast, with nothing
interesting at all for you to read. Concentrate on the people. | have no thumbs. | cannot fly a ship.
And by the way, feed me." But of course he wasn't redlly thought-talking to her. Was he?

From Jaya's cabin came the sound of weeping. Khorii had learned that it was best not to bother her while
shewasgrieving, a least not until she gave some indication she wanted to talk. Jaya's thoughts were
broadcast through the door and unsurprisingly were of times she spent with her parents, cooking, eating,
learning, fighting over whether or not she could go with them, go to aschool, a dance, afriend's house.
And there were aso blurred thought-forms of avery tiny Jaya hunkered down and looking up with
enormous eyes at huge feet and legs of other people, happy, powerful people, going about their business
all around her. They could step on her at any moment, and there was no one there to protect her.

Khorii raised her hand to knock on the door, then sensed another fegling beneath those Jayawas
projecting. Some part of the other girl was enjoying scaring hersdf in thisway, fedling helplessand done.
That was the part that did not want to and was not ready to start living on her own again. Khorii lowered
her hand and continued down the corridor.

The door to the cabin where the bodies had been stowed was open, and the room was empty. Khorii
closed it quickly, hoping Jayawouldn't notice.

Was this some macabre prank of Marl's? Didn't that boy have any fedingsfor anyone but himsaf? Khorii
strode angrily down the corridor. Hearing alot of thumping and bumping coming from one of the cargo



holds, she shoved open the door.

Marl waslying flat on his back with abox labeled SCRUBBERS on his chest. "Oh, Khorii," hesaid, in
an uncharacterigticaly friendly voice. "The very person | wanted to help me. | just spotted some peanut
butter on that shelf up there, but | can't reach it. Give me aboost up so | can stand on your shoulders and
grab it and passit down to you, okay?"

"Wouldn't it be easier to use the loader?' she asked.

"l don't seeit, do you?' he said. "That Hellstrom geek's probably taken it gpart to see how it runs. And
I'm redlly hungry." Hetried to look pathetic, but in the days they'd been en route he looked asif he had
put on at least ten pounds. "Please?" he asked. She had never redlized he knew the word.

However, histhoughts were anything but polite. In his mind he was huge, especidly hismade part, and
she was comparatively smal, and could be broken in half. After he did that mentally, he put her back
together again. She also walked very strangely, dinking around asif she were acat in heat. He had more
violent images about what he wanted to do concerning her, before hislust for peanut butter overcame
them. Khiindi, he thought, might taste good roasted and covered with peanut butter. Thiswasfollowed
by other disturbing images of himsdf with every other female on the ship. | have to warn Captain Bates
about Marl, she thought.

Khiindi dug hisclawsinto her shoulder and tried to hide in her mane as Khorii began backing away. |
have to do something right now," she said.

"l said 'please, "he said, scowling. "What do you want anyway?"

"Jug alittletime," she said sweetly, but definitely not seductively. "I'll come back and help you in alittle
while, honedtly. | just have—" She decided not to tell him that she was looking for Hap. That wouldn't go
over very well. "I have something | redlly need to do first.” That wasn't alie exactly, but there was no
way she was corning back alone. Sheld bring Elviiz with her maybe, or just send him, but she was not
going to be alonewith Marl again. Not with what she saw in his mind. Shewould also have to make sure
that the rest of the girls were never done with him, ether.

"Your loss" He shrugged and turned his back on her, looking for footholds among the shelves towering
overhead. "I'mwilling to share.”

Khorii leftin ahurry. If hefel again, she did not want to be there to fed compelled to help.

Thumping and swishing sounds came from the next cargo bay, and she could see dim light through the
open door. When she stepped inside, she saw that al of the light was concentrated in one corner. Both
loaders were parked between her and that area, and cargo had been rearranged in new stacks that
formed another wall in back of the loaders. The thumping and swishing sounds came from behind the
new wall, accompanied by conversation.

"Y ou redizethat thiswill not impede the decomposition of the bodies?’ Elviiz was saying.
"It's not. Supposed. To." Hap's voice replied, grunting after every other word or so.

Khorii could not see them and walked over to the cargo wall. But it was more complicated than that. The
stacked containers did not just form awall, they enclosed anewly created raised courtyard, aman-made
hillock compaosed of specid soils and manures intended for farming coloniesthat filled the enclosureto a
height of about ten feet. The neatly stacked empty bags and boxes that had contained the soils and
fertilizers now formed part of the retaining wall. The smell in the bay reminded Khorii of home: rich,



loamy earth, and occasiona whiffs of other, not so pleasant smellsaswell. Atop the mound sat five long
wooden boxes. Behind them, Hap labored, digging with ashovd, while Elviiz dug with his entrenching
attachment, flipping dirt out of his growing hole twice asfast as his human counterpart. She wrinkled her
nose as she watched the two boys work.

"What are you doing?' Khorii asked.

"Oh, Khorii, hi," Hap called. "Theresaramp over on this side we used to bring the loaders down. Come
on around and take alook."

"We are cregting aburid ground, Khorii," Elviiz answered her question. He always answvered her
guestions, that was the thing about Elviiz. Even ones she asked someone else. Sometimes even if she
never actudly asked aquestion at al. That was one of the most infuriating things about him, hisamost
Linyaari-like ability to know at timeswhat she was wondering, even if shedidn't say it. Now, however,
his predilection to answer her was coming in handy.

"Why?' she asked.

"In order to bury Jayas parents and the crew of the Mana," Elviiz replied. "Hap fedsit would be
beneficid for Jaya's grieving process to observe certain ceremoniad folk customs humans useto dispose
of the discarded bodies of their fellows."

Hap planted hisshove in the dirt and mopped hisface with his hand, spreading dirt in acomica mask
around hiseyes. "l don't think it's good for her to keep looking at the bodies," he said. "Her people arent
there anymore, and the longer she looks, the harder it will be for her to remember them how they were
when they were dive. I've been building coffins and hauling dirt dl week and today, with Elviiz's help,
digging the graves. | made some nice markers, too. We can plant fast-growing flowers and shrubs and
stuff and make anicelittle memoria garden for her to visit.”

Khiindi hopped down onto the mound and began digging enthusiagtically in the loose dirt, then squatting
over hisholewith alook of feline bliss curving his crescent moon cat lips up into hiswhiskers.

"Eeanvww!" Hap said, shaking hishead. "'l was going to start on that areanext! Elviiz, you've just landed
pooper-scooper duty. Funny, I've never seen acat actualy smile before.”

"Khiindi isnot like any cat you have ever known," Elviiz said, before returning to work on hishole.
Khiindi gtrolled off, histail held high, thelook on hisface seeming to indicate that he had just blessed the
entireareawith his offering.

Khorii nodded as shetook it al in, not knowing what to say. Between shovelsful of dirt, Hap continued.
"Anyway, we couldn't just space them. For onething, it'skind of gross because you can see the body
float off into space from the ship. It doesn't seem respectful somehow, especialy not with the dead
person's daughter watching. And aso, | would think that the Federation might worry about bodiesin
space being time bombs for future epidemics. Say everything gets back to normal and we go about our
business. Jayawould be held responsible for the ship and what happened to the bodies by both her
company and the Federation. We could cremate them, | guess, if we could land somewhere, but we can't
right now. And it costs too much in power to refrigerate the room al the time to atemperature that would
stop decomposition. Were definitely not storing them in the gdley freezer. We don't know how long well
haveto stay on thisbird or try to keep it flying. So this seemslike the thing to do, you know?"

Khorii smiled and nodded. Only Hap would think something so odd and work-intensive was the logical
dternative, but he meant it with akindnessthat was amost selfless. She caught a fleeting thought image of
him holding Jaya, comforting her, kissing her hair. Boys! Mating was certainly abig part of their thoughts.



At least Hap had settled on agirl closeto hisown agefor his fantasies and was doing something nice for
her. But she aso knew that one reason he was talking so much wasthat he was afraid it was not theright
thing to do. Maybe Jaya would be offended. Maybe her people didn't bury their dead. Maybe she liked
being able to look at the husks of her parents and the other crew members. He tried so hard, and yet he
fet like he never quite did the right thing to make other peoplelike him. Under his enthusiasm and outer
cheerfulness, Khorii felt agreat void edged by intense sadness. Hislife before Maganos Moonbase lay
withinit, she thought.

"Can | help?' she asked.

"Y eah, we've got the graves about dug now. Y ou want to go get Jayaand let the captain know what's
up?'

Elviiz said, "1 will help inter the remains of the crew members, then take the helm, if Captain Bateslikes,
s0 that she may make the gestures considered culturaly appropriate in this situation. She did say that she
knew Jaya's parents.” Khorii nodded and trotted down the ramp, heading for the crew cabins. She
passed thefirst cargo bay at arun, haf-afraid Marl would jump out and remind her of her promise. She
exhaled with relief when she cameto Jayas cabin, but the smadler girl was no longer there. Khorii found
Marl, Sessdli, Captain Bates, and Jaya on the bridge, staring at the viewscreen. A huge Federation ship
drifted past, broadcasting the same kind of mayday pulse asthe Blanca.

"What shall we do?' Khorii asked.
"We can't do abloody thing," Marl said. "They're donefor."
"I might be ableto help, in case anyoneisdive," Khorii said.

"No," Captain Batestold her, the tone of command firm in her voice. "It'stoo dangerous, and it would
take too much energy. That won't be the last derelict we see before thisis over, ismy guess. Let's save
our energy and your skillsfor one that shows some sign that somebody has survived.”

To Khorii's surprise, Jaya agreed with them. "Anybody can use the com unit. If they're not well enough to
get toit to answer our halil, they would not live until you could board, Khorii."

Khorii didn't argue. She closed her eyes and opened her mind and tried to fedl if therewas any life
aboard the ship. Whether there was someone and her psychic skills were unable to perceive them, or
whether there was nobody |eft aive there, she couldn't tell, but she nodded. If she had been ableto sense
anyone, it would have been different.

Jayalooked away abruptly, and Khorii touched her shoulder. "Jaya, Hap and Elviiz have prepared a
resting place for your parents and friendsin cargo bay two. They'd like you to come and see now."

"Me, too?"' Sessdli asked.

"Yes, you, too," Khorii said, hugging the youngster to her sde. "Captain Bates, Elviiz will relieve you so
you can come back, too, as soon as he's finished helping Hap."

Captain Bates nodded, just glad Khorii hadn't made more objection about the derelict. "1 would be
honored to attend.”

"Well, I'm coming too. | wouldn't missthisfor theworld,” Marl said.

He amost choked on his own laughter when he saw the man-and droid-made hillock, but Elviiz took one
step toward him, and he shut up abruptly. Khorii felt certain Elviiz wouldn't attack anyone just for



laughing, but she wasn't surethat she could have stopped herself from smacking Marl if hedidn't stop
ridiculing other peoples efforts to be helpful.

Hap offered Jayaalast ook at her family and fellow crewmen before putting the lids on the coffins, then
he and Elviiz lowered them into the holes. Elviiz filled them in with such speed and energy it detracted a
bit from the somber tone of the event, but Hap helped Jaya place the markers he had made at the head
of each grave. She knelt between the graves of her parents, looking lost. Khorii had anidea. Sheran
back to cargo bay one where she had made her "ponics garden and gathered some of the gold and
orange blooms aready growing on the flowering edible species she had cultivated. Returning to cargo
bay two, she climbed the hill and handed the flowersto Jaya.

Jaya stopped crying and looked up at her in surprise. "Marigolds! How did you know? These are the
traditiona flowersfor funerds and weddingsfor my people.”

Khorii amiled. "And they're delicious, too, so they're the traditiond flowersfor grazing for my people.”

Astouching as the makeshift ceremony was, she hoped the memoria garden would have little chance to
blossom before the ship reached LoiL oiKua, then Paloduro, and she saw her own parents again. Jayas
grief made her nervous, and she couldn't help wondering where her mother and father were and what
they were doing.

The gymnasium had been transformed into a makeshift clinic and emergency shelter for anyonewell
enough to get there. Most of the people were not actualy sick, or not very sick, but did need to be
decontaminated before they mixed with the others. Findly, after three days of healing, with only an
occasional break for one of them to eat or deep while the other continued to tend the new arrivals, the
flow of patients seemed to be staunched.

Aari and Acornaworked tirdesdy until every last person who came for their help had received it. Then
they made an announcement.

"We need to let any other survivorsin the city know that we're here and thisisthe place to come for
help. We dso need more suppliesto take care of you al. Could we have some volunteers to come with
usto try to reestablish the communications systems so we can broadcast to anyone who might be left and
a so to acquire enough supplies for the people here until we know it is safe for them to return home?"

"I helped design the emergency broadcast system for the entire city grid,” athin, older man with a shock
of white hair told them. "I can show you where the station is, and I'm pretty sure | can get the equipment
going again.”

"Great. Thank you," Acornasaid.

"I will help you hunt for supplies” Abuditasad.

"We can go to my son'sstore,” awoman said. "He sdlls—sold—camping supplies, deeping bags, cots,
tents, dehydrated food, that sort of thing. It's quite alarge place. He was |eading an expedition into the
jungle when the plague broke out. I—don't know how heis. But | know he would be glad to help, even
if he hasto start dl over—if he can, | mean, I—" Flustered, she broke off asthe impact of her words
sank home.

"Excdlent,” Aari said, smoothly filling the sudden silence. "I will come with you. We will need more
volunteersto load and carry things."



"l own afleet of florries. Some of my drivers—died in them. If you can make them safe enough to drive
again, we can pick up stuff al over the city." Thiswasfrom atiny bird-like woman. Despite ahuge,
sculpted, and lacquered wave of blond hair, now a bit bedraggled, and extremely tight skin on her face
with eyebrows that looked asif they'd been drawn on with ink, shelooked to Acornato be about the
same age asUncle Hefiz.

"Y es, that would be wonderful." Horries, flying lorries with a capacity to haul large loads, would be
tremendoudy helpful.

"You two are very tired,"” Abuditasaid. "We have many people with resources here. Let us organize
ourselves, determine the priorities, where we need you first and who isto help with what. Both of you
need to rest. When we are ready, we will let you know where you should go first."

"The emergency broadcast isthe mogt critical,” Acornasaid. "We must let people know where to come
before they lose hope. While they are making their way to us, we can be readying a place for them and
for the people dready here.”

It took three additional daysto gather other survivors, heal them, and decontaminate the meansto
support them. Aari and Acornawere constantly on the move except when Abuelita and some of the
other eldersingsted that they stop and rest. They grazed in parks and in the vegetable departments of
empty supermarkets. Much of the produce was beyond saving, but some could be restored enough to be
edible. Once they felt they had done dl they could for as many aswere ableto receive their help, they
moved on.

Corazon contained the largest population on Paloduro, so with help from Jalonzo, Abuelita's grandson,
they flew to more remote portions of the planet. Two of the newest settlements, pioneered by agroup
congsting mostly of men looking for new frontiers, had been totally wiped out, without asingle survivor.
Some of the other less recently established had afew middle-aged women and a scattering of children,
not so much sck from the plague as garving and suffering from other allments resulting from living in such
amoribund environment. Thiswas where the freeze-dried foods and nutrient bars the parties carried with
them were tremendoudy helpful.

But they aso needed hedling and a safe haven to stay at until more permanent arrangements could be
made. Aari and Acornarose to the task, until the last patient was cured and sixteen centers had been
organized, staffed, supplied, and decontaminated. By thetime al of that was finished, both Linyaari were
utterly drained.

Jalonzo had expected them to betired, but he was also baffled by the changes taking place in them. He
had begun to consider the benign aiens as creatures much like the charactersin his games—a constant
st of attributes that could be applied in a certain way to achieve acertain result. Inred life, hefigured,
the attributes should remain stable and reliable.

However, both of his heroes began to falter, despite longer rest periods and more open grazing. "Have
you used up al of your secret powers now?" he asked Aari, when they were back inside the flitter,
heading back to the place where they had |€ft the space shuttle.

Near the landing Site, two retired heavy equipment operators had dug a mass gravein the city's center.
Using their gigantic tools with the sameintricacy asalaser surgeon, they lifted the bodies from the street
and took them to the site, where Aari and Acorna had decontaminated the bodies and the soil. The dead
were buried, side by sidein neat rows, identified when possible by their ID cards, which were attached
to markers erected above each mound. Prayers were said for them, and asow and beautiful song,



accompanied by the haunting, clear notes of anine-stringed guitar, served asafarewell.
It was an enormous task, and only one of many that till remained.

Acornawanted to deep as soon as she sat down in the shuttle. Jalonzo did not leave them, however, but
continued to regard them with studious concern. "Is that why your horns are transparent now and kind of
floppy instead of al golden like they were when you first came? Because you used up al your powers?!

"Who areyou caling floppy?' Aari asked in between yawns. "Our hornsare Smply in their regenerative
date.”

"My lifemateisjoking, JAonzo," Acornasaid, in reponseto the boy's puzzled look. "The answer to your
guestion isyes. When we become depleted, it showsin our horns. | fed like | could deep for weeks, but
we cannot afford to do that yet.”

"Areyou going back to your spaceship now?" he asked.
"Yes foratime.

"Can| just ask you one more question?"

"Of course.”

"What if some of the people get sick again? Will you come back?1 mean, you couldn't clean up al the
plague from the whole city yet."

Acornasmiled in spite of her exhaustion. "Actudly, that's three questions. Well try. But we have to hope
that meanwhile the Federation will devise acurefor thisillness so people can be protected by means that
do not require our presence.”

"Hmm. | think | might have an idea @bout that, but I'd need to use thelab at the university. Y ou didn't
decontaminate thet, did you?"

Aari shook hishead. "No, and | do not think we could at thistime. When we are rested and have seen to
the other worldsin your system, we will return to check on the progress of the people here. At that time,
we will clear alaboratory for you and othersto work."

"It should be as soon as possible," Jadlonzo said. "'l should have asked you before, | know, but | only got
thisideawhile you were curing everyone. What | was wondering was—I know | am not a Linyaari, but
could you show me or tell me something about how your techniques work? Maybe until we havealab |
could use some of them to help people here.”

Acornashook her head sadly and laid her hand on hisfor amoment. "If only we could. Y ou have been a
great help. But it is something only aLinyaari can do.”

"I'mredly pretty smart,” the teenager ingsted.
"We have seen that. But our—methods—are built in."

"I kind of thought so, but | wanted to ask," he said with awesk smile. "I hope your methods get dl solid
and gold again soon.”

So do I, Acornathought but didn't say, fedling more depleted than she ever had in her life. So do I.



Chapter 22

<Ny

LoiLoiKuaappeared in space as ashimmering ball of aguamarine with afew tiny dots of green. Only one
moon orbited it, and the water planet was close enough to its own sun that the star was much larger than
Our Star gppeared on Vhiliinyar.

The Nakomas was well equipped to make awater landing. Captain Bates had tried to insst that she pilot
her shuttle, but Khorii pointed out that the risk to her from the plague was much higher than it wasto a
Linyaari and an android aone, and she was needed on the Mana. They would stay in close contact on
the com so the captain could monitor their landing and progress.

Asthe shuttle set down, bearing only Khorii and Elviiz, the Linyaari girl had the odd sensation that instead
of having spent a dozen deep shifts between Maganos and LoiL oiKua, she had smply closed her eyes
and opened them to see the vast ocean below her. The scenery had shifted since the Moonbase, but the
mel odious chant-song of the LoiL oiKuans amost seemed to flow steadily from the voicesin the pool to
those on the planet below.

"We who are about to die welcome you," they sang. The line was followed by aharsh, staccato phrase
that meant " Enter at your own risk." Khorii heard their message clearly, athough they were ill too far
out of visua range to see any of the aguatic creatures.

She was glad she had finally started reading thoughts, because the chant was not in the same Standard
the poopuus used. They must have learned that or improved it once they got to the school. Elviiz, on the
other hand, did not read thoughts but had avery sophisticated processor for interpreting languages.

He aso had a built-in sensor suite that andyzed planetary environments. "The water is perfectly safe” he
told her. "Except for the plague, of course, and the dead fish and other creatures. | imaginethe
atmosphere is quite pungent by now.”

The poopuus had described their homeworld as having once had landmasses, large idands scattered
across the blue-green waters. They spoke alot of the crater reef, and Khorii saw what she thought must
beit asthey swooped in to land. Mountaintops poked out of the water in along line, seeming dmost to
bisect the portion of the sea-covered planet visbleto her.

Closer in, however, was another idand and from it rose alarge gold-speckled building, topped with
many towers, some capped by square chunks of stone that |ooked like teeth with gaps between, some
tapering to graceful points. Its main door was ahuge arch, and its windows congisted of smaller arches.
From one of the pointy towers flew abiohazard quarantine flag.

"I know what that is!" Khorii said, excited to recognize something from Captain Becker's books. "It'sa
big sand castle! Either the LoiLoiKuans or the Federation command here has a sense of humor, or a
least they used to.”

"Sand cadle?' Elviiz asked.

"Children on Old Earth used to take pails and create them on seashores, modeling and scul pting them
from wet sand,” shetold him. "Adults did it, too. Of course, that one would have to be made of more
than just sand and water to do the Federation any good, but the form seems to be some sort of bow to
traditiond architecture. Arewe getting asignal ? It sounds week."
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"Intruder, you have been detected by the ASP, atmospheric surveillance program, and are commanded
to return to space. This planet isunder gtrict quarantine. Failure to comply congtitutes an intergalactic
crimind offense punishable by death.”

"If the plague don't getcha, the Federation will, huh?" Captain Bates said over the com unit. The Mana
had attempted to contact the Federation outpost before establishing its orbit around LoiLoiKuaand
digpatching the Nakomas to the surface, but had recelved no response. The only reply Captain Bates's
remark drew this time was a somewhat wesker and dower repest of the previous message.

"I don't think anyone from the Federation ishome," Captain Bates said from the Mana.

Khorii tried to detect thoughts other than those within the song of the LoiL oiKuans, but found none.
"Perhaps the plague got them dready,” she said.

"Probably,” Captain Bates agreed. "Which meansthey're not likely to shoot us down anyway. Still,
proceed with caution.”

"What's that on the beach?' Khorii asked, redizing that what she had first thought was heavily flowered
foliage was growing in an odd place, right at the high-tide mark on the beach. Insects swarmed around it,
and it looked asif they were encased in alow-hanging cloud of somekind, full of tiny particles.

Elviiz was slent for amoment as he scanned the motionless forms, then said, "The remains of severd
dozen LoiLoiKuans, the blossoms of some mutant form of bottom-feeding frangipangi, seaweed, minerd
deposts—ahdl | ligt them?!

"No, that's enough. Y ou got good eyes, young fella," Ashasaid.
"Thank you. My father upgraded them for me just before we parted.”

"| don't suppose they're just, you know, sunbathing or something?' Captain Bates asked asthe
Nakomas's cameras provided the Mana with acloser look, close enough that the rest of the makeshift
crew also could make out the shapes.

"No, maam. They arewithout life." Elviiz's voice was calm as he relayed the information. "Certain aquetic
mammals have been known to swim up onto the beach beyond the point where the tide can lift them
back into the sea. They do thiswhen they are dying or wish to die, according to my files."

"But we cannot betoo latel" Khorii said. "1 hear them singing. Some are definitely il dive. Quitealarge
number, judging from the volume."

Asthe Nakomas extruded the pontoons and outriggers that would stabilize it during the water landing,
the ocean beneath them swelled into a series of rolling waves that fanned out around the shuttle.

Once the pontoons hit the water and Elviiz shut down the shuttl€'s engine, several heads broke the
surface. Round benign faces, older than those of the poopuus at the moonbase, regarded the shuttle with
amixture of curiosity and dismay. Most of the creatures bore strands of white ribboned through their long
dark hair.

She heard them talking among themsdlves, what they were thinking aswell aswhat they said.
"Who do you suppose thisis, some others fleeing the plague and seeking our help?'

"I hope not. We've little enough to give trying to care for our own. | can still hear the ravings of
those young Federation troops as they burned with fever .



"Yes, and many tried to cool themselves by drowning in our water before we could reach them. A
lot of protection that was."

An older female bobbed up to the surface and gestured with awebbed hand, shooing the shuttle. " You
there, don't you know an intergalactic signal for plague when you see one? Go away! If you don't
have the sickness, you could catch it from us. If you do have it, you may bring a mutant strain to
finish off what's left of us."

"No, we won't. Really. | am Khorii, a Linyaari healer. Your children at Maganos Moonbase are
friends of mine and are worried about you. They were all well when we left. The plague hasn't
reached them. But they wanted me to come and help you."

"You cannot help us, KoriKori. We are dying."
"Yes, | can. I've already cured several people.”
The woman looked at the others, who shrugged the water off their shoulders and nodded.

"Ah," Elviiz said. "They seem to be accepting you, Khorii. Note how they wave their aamsin agraceful
wel coming gesture, combining kinetic symbolism for diving and beckoning, followed by arms crossed
over their cheststo indicate welcome.™

Khorii was dready at the hatch, hearing the spokeswoman as she thought and spoke, though in her native
tongue, saying, "In that case, come on in. The water isfine."

She took a deep breath and dived into the ocean. Just before she hit the surface, dl of the onlookers
dived deeper into the water, too. She opened her eyesto see them beckoning to her to follow.

"Come away from the island where the dead are laid to rest. It is very dangerous to be there."
"Yes, | know. Please take me to those who are. still sick.”

"That iswhere we are going,” the spokeswoman told her. "What do you know of this plague, young
healer? Why doesit kill my children and spare me? It is unnatural that children should die before
their mother

"It doesn't always affect creatures that way. On the ship in which | came here, only the daughter
of two of the crew members survived. All of the adults died."

"Itisnot a natural illness. It goes against the pattern.”
"That'swhy it'sa plague, | suppose,” Khorii sad. "Do you know when and how it came here?'

"Yes. Raealakaldai, the Federation kahuna, brought it with him when he returned from his
Federation council. He was very pleased to go and told us all about it. He was to read a paper on
how he well he governed us, and the big council was to be on his homeworld. Or perhapsit was
the next world over."

"Rio Boca, Nanahomea," said the old man.
"Yes, Mokilau, that is the name of the place. Rio Boca. Raealakaldai was from Paloduro.”
"Hewas? That's where my parents are. The plague thereisterrible, | guess.”

"He caught it and brought it back to us when we tried to heal his sickness. He died, and so did my



daughter and her mate. | hope we will not be too late for you to treat my sister's children. They
live across the reef far from the house of sand. Of the great population that lived near here, all
but a few of us ancient ones are gone."

"Thisisagood girl," anold male said. Khorii knew that he was old because he thought of himself that
way, but she saw few of the usua signs of long life. Hislong black hair bore only afew threads of white,
his skin was dmost entirely unlined, but his cheeks were no longer round and hiseyeswerered, as
though he'd been rubbing tears from them. How could you tell you'd been crying when you lived in st
water?" Look how our ocean clears an ever-widening path before her, asif strewing her way with
flowers. All of the living fish, fry or old creatures like us, rush to meet us, anxious to swim here."

"I have on my purifier," Khorii said. "It's something our people know how to do. The same thing
that letsus cureillness.”

"A wonderful gift, to clean the ocean. Does your purifier make the dead fish and bodies drift to the
beaches, too?'

"I don't think so. But if it cleans up the water enough, then you'll be able to see better what needs
to be—uh—yput to rest, will you not?'

Asthewater cleared, Khorii once more had the sense of many little things fleeing before her, then
disappearing entirely. Were those the organisms causing the plague? Surdly they must be, since she only
experienced the sensation when she was trying to decontaminate something or someplace. It couldn't be
al microorganisms her new awareness alowed her to "see," or she would be seeing spots before her
eyes S0 much of the time that she might aswell be blind. The universewasfull of tiny things. Her new
sense must have focused itsalf on the plague in the way that Mother's had once focused itself on the ore
content of asteroids.

Though the water was wonderfully buoyant and had been refreshing &t first, now, even though the
LoiLoiKuans swam on the surface or just beneath it to accommodate K horii's greater need for oxygen,
shewas overcome by alassitude that increased the longer she swam. So tired. Shefdt asif the ocean
was pulling the life out of her, and wondered if she could be catching the plague hersdlf, but that was
impossible. Still, the brighter and cleaner the ocean grew, the moretired she became.

"Don't know if I can go much farther," shesadfindly.

"We can pull you so you don't have to swim," the old woman said. " You just keep up here on the
surface, put your hands on my shoulders, and I'll swimfor you. A turtleback ride, like | used to
give my little granddaughter, Likilekakua, before she was taken to that school you come from."

"I know her " Khorii said.
"Tell her her grandmother, Nanahomea, misses her. How is she?'

"Well, the last time | saw her. The poopuus— mean, your grandchildren, have their own facility at
the Moonbase with underwater computers, and they're doing really well. My cat Khiindi made
friends with them first because they gave him fish."

"If you can help us here, your cat may have all the fish he wants."
"Are you hungry, with so many fish dying?'

"No, actually, we don't eat fish very often. Seaweed is more nourishing and easier to harvest. Are
you still feeling tired?'



"Getting better, | think. Having my head out of the water helps.”
A swdll of water heaved toward them from the horizon.
“I'll leave you for a moment, my dear. | think my sister has come to meet us."”

Khorii let go, and the lady dived benesath the glittering waters, which had become so clear that Khorii
could see her through it, swimming away toward the swell. Khorii could not tell whét, if anything, passed
between the wave and Nanahomea.

In afew undulations Nanahomea paused, then flipped over and swam back to Khorii. Her smilewas as
broad as the horizon.

"My sister and all of her family come to greet you, KoriKori. In the past few hours since you
dlipped into our waters, the sick onesin her family have suddenly begun to feel better. No longer
do they cough or bleed, or lose their food fromtheir orifices. They feel well. They are happy. All
wish to have a great celebration in your honor."

"That isvery kind," Khorii said, "but actually, | am not feeling very well myself. | think | had better
return to the shuttle.”

Before | get any wor se, she thought.

Chapter 23

So how bad isit down there?' Becker asked, as Aari and Acornatrudged from the shuttle onto the
Condor 's lower deck.

"Joh, it is bad enough to make any Khleavi very happy,” Aari told him.

Becker gave alow whigtle. "Whew, that bad, huh? Sorry. Y ou guys were down there for quite along
time. | tel ya, Mac and | have been getting kindalonesome up here. Hell, we could have been to
Vhiliinyar and back by the time you guys medeit here.”

"That would have been agood thing, Joh," Aari said wearily. "There are far too many sick peoplefor just
two Linyaari to take care of ."

"What'sworse," Acornaadded, "isthat in order to prevent others from getting sick or relapsing, we
redlly should decontaminate the entire planet—any of the planets where theillness has run unchecked
over the population.” She sighed and stumbled as she stepped up onto the grated meta ramp.

Becker caught her asshe started to fall. "I don't think 1've ever seen you thistired. | wish | could tell you
I've been able to get a message through to Hafiz on MOO telling him to send in the cavary, but the relays
are down. Everybody'srelays. His, the Federation's, everybody's. | thought they might have sorted it out
by now, but apparently not. The good newsiswere not getting any more bad news. The bad newsis
we're not getting any news whatsoever."

"Um," Acornasaid, and she and Aari deepwaked back to their quarters.
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"They seem to have exhausted their fuel supplies,” Maak observed.

"Yeah, well, if they don't wake up in about a day, wed better wake them and make sure they refud.
Meanwhile well twirl around this planet afew moretimes.”

When Aari and Acornahad not stirred exactly twenty-four hours later, Maak said, "'l will go pick their
favorite vegetable matter and grasses from the hydroponics garden now. Would you carefor any,

Captain?'
"No, but | want to talk to them if they're up to it, so let me take the salad in, okay?"

Maak returned with a Linyaari-woven basket stuffed with grasses, flowers, and vegetables. Becker
knocked on the cabin door and when a degp-muffled voice cdled for him to comein, hedid, and was
amost bowled over by alarge furry body streaking to the berth of his Linyaari shipmates.

RK hopped onto Aari's lap and sniffed, then sniffed at Acorna, hopped down, and streaked off asfast as
he could.

"I hope Riidkiiyi was not offended because | did not pet him," Aari said. "My mind is not working very
efficiently, and my hands and legs dtill fed asif we are on aheavy-gravity world."

Acornayawned and stretched, then dumped back against her mate. "Y es. My thoughts exactly.”

"We just thought you kids ought to eat something," Becker said, holding out the basket. "Y our hornsare
looking alittle perkier, and | can't seethe wal through them anymore, but you've got awaysto go before
you're one hundred percent.”

"Very kind," Acornamurmured.
"Thanks, Joh," Aari said, before stuffing succulent purple bean sproutsinto his mouth.

"L ook, guys, thismission redlly took it out of you. From what you said and the way you look, | think this
isabigger problem than the two of you can deal with. | say we head back to MOO and get
reinforcements. It's going to take awhole bunch of Linyaari to stop this bug that's going around.”

"Y es, Joh, but we would need to go back and get Khorii and Elviiz," Acornasaid.
"And Khiindi," Aari reminded her, in their daughter'stone.

"Of course. Khiindi. That trip alone requires several days, during which more people may sicken and die
when we could save them. Not to mention that even with your shortcuts, it isalong trip back to MOO.
By the time we returned with other Linyaari, the entire Federation could be infected and much of it
depopulated.”

"Y eah, but maybe not. Therewere alot of folks down there on Paloduro ill dive.”

"And many many dead,” Aari pointed out. "It isavery strange disease. Some seem to die dmost
immediately, others appear to have avery high resistance, while still otherstake alonger period to Sicken
with the same exposure as those who have dready died. Most of those who are Ieft on Paloduro are
eldersand children.”

"Hmm, and they're gonna be pretty helplesstrying to run a planet without sturdy young adults to manage
things," Becker said. He started to scratch his chin and felt awave of nauseawash over him.



"Not entirdly,” Acornasaid. "The elders have much accumulated knowledge of how their city works, and
from what we saw the youngsters are very bright and resourceful. We met one very impressive boy who
wants us to make the university's laboratory safe for him to work in so he can begin finding acure. As
soon as we have rested enough that our horns are back to normal, | think we should do that.”

Becker, one hand covering his mouth, held up his other hand for her to wait and ran from the room with
his thighs|ocked together. Without the benefit of their horns air-purifying powers, the Linyaari caught a
disagreeable odor from the wind in hiswake.

This dissuaded both Aari and Acornafrom finishing the rest of their meal and both flopped back against
their berth and fell deeply adeep before their heads hit their respective pillows.

Khiindi stalked back and forth in front of the viewscreen yowling his head off. He was very upset indeed
and didn't care who knew about it. The screen was filled with the huge blue-green wet planet veined with
red-and-black craters and chock-full offish. How could both Khorii and Elviiz have gone off and left him
aboard the Mana? They did know he liked fish, didn't they? And they knew that they wereleaving him
with Marl Fidd, who wasjust biding histime until he could get ahold of Khiindi again when therewasno
Linyaari girl around to hed him.

Sessdli was swest, but she was not big enough to protect him from Marl. She could not pilot a shuttle
down to thefishy planet. And worst of al, she had been seduced away from him by the feline wiles of the
VES, those sexless and superior-acting animals with whom he could converse, but who had no more
sentiencein thelot of them than the average turnip.

Forced to find other suitable company, he had tried Jaya next. She had petted him initidly, but was alittle
thick when it cameto hissignasfor treats. Now she was upset with him, holding her ears and squinting
her eyestightly shut asif his quite legitimate protests made her head hurt. If Khorii had stayed here where
she belonged, she could have fixed that.

Jayahailed the shuttle. "Elviiz, any sgn of Khorii yet? Will you be returning soon?"

"Isthat Khiindi'svoicel hear?' Elviiz asked. "My auditory sensors can barely read your voice patterns,
Jaya, but Khiindi's are transmitting quite clearly.”

"I'll bet! HE's driving me completdy nuts. If he doesn't stop, I'm going to lock him in one of the cabins or
inthe cargo hold.”

"Here, Jaya," Marl Fidd said smoothly. "Pop himinto thisbag, and I'll get rid of him for you."
Sessdi heard that and jumped up, dumping kittens from her 1gp. "No!"

Marl fell back onto the deck asif he'd been shoved, and Khiindi found himself suddenly sailing through
theair, though not in hisnorma jumping posture at al. Helanded behind Sessdli in the middle of the
senior VCS, who smacked hisface and hissed at him, so his position, though improved, was gill not
idedl.

Marl gaped at Sessdli in surprise, then grinned, baring lots of teeth in away that would horrify most
well-brought-up Linyaari. "Whattaya know? Theinfant istelekinetic."

"Only when | get redly mad,” Sessdli said, jutting out her lower jaw. If she were acat, her earswould
have been flat and her back up.



"l guess!'ll haveto be careful not to let you know if | do anything I think might make you mad then,”
Marl said.

Khiindi decided to stay near Sesseli. Not that he didiked Hap. Hap waslarge. Hap would protect him.
But Hap had discovered the engine room, which wasfull of smellsthat offended Khiindi's sensitive
nostrils. So Sesseli had suddenly become his best bet for protection until Khorii returned.

"Thisisthe Nakomas cdling the Mana. Do you read me, Mana?'
"Jayahere, Elviiz. Y es, weread you. When are you coming back?'

"We're preparing to leave now. The LoiLoiKuans swam back with Khorii afew minutesago, and | just
strapped her in.”

"How wasthe misson?"

"Oh, it was successful. The LoiLoiKuans are as pleased as arace that haslost athird of their population
can be. But Khorii isn't well. | think we should try to contact her parents again, Since we're somewhat
closer now."

"I'll get right oniit, if you'll give methe data. What's wrong with Khorii?"

"The problem isthat she ended up not only hedling the sick LoiL oiKuans, but also purifying the ocean
here when she dived in. There aren't many boundaries, and it'salot of water."

"She can do that?' Jayasaid.
"Something likethat," Elviiz sad. "Thisisthe Nakomas en route.”

"So that's how she doesit,” Marl said. "Duh. It took awhileto sink in, but | knew that damn poultice
didn't do any good. It'sthe horn, right? Her handy little al-purpose tool for making everything dl better.
Wel, wel, well."

Khiindi did not like the way he said that.

"And the android's horn isjust because he'sasily ass, right? He wantsto look like her. I notice he never
does any of the actua hedling even though she dways says 'we' are going to decontaminate something or
other."

The scaredy-cat part of Khiindi afraid for hisown tail and pelt faded into the background, and the ol der,
moreintelligent, if not wiser part took over. Thisfellow could be athreat to more than him. Something
should be done about him, and soon. Khiindi sat and considered, histail lashing back and forth. Marl had
caught him by surprise once, but the truth was that a bully like him was no match even for merely asmart
cat, much less a cat who was only apparently a cat and had Khiindi's background. The thing about bullies
was, you had to stand up to them, even if you only came to the middle of their shins. Cats could leap,
claw, bite, tear, ride, jump, and do many other thingsto protect themsalvesif necessary. But very few
possessed the witsthat Khiindi did, at least when he remembered to use them. It wasdarming, redly,
how being frozen in cat form was causing him to Snk into the bestidity of his nature, rather than
remembering who he redlly was and using the skills that had dways stood him in good stead. The mentd
ones anyway. He was an empath by nature and he had not even attempted to figure out why Marl hated
him so much. All he could sense was that the fellow |oathed felines, or maybe just didn't like HIM. Hedid
not seem particularly bent on destroying the VES at all, did not send them the sneers and narrow-eyed
threatening looks he cast a Khiindi.



That was not the point now, however. The point was that this—what was the word? Punk? 'Y oung
thug?—showed signs of being athreat to Khorii. Mogt of thetime, Khiindi let Khorii protect him, even
though he was actualy with her to protect her. Ordinarily if she needed protecting, Elviiz did it, and often
irritated her when he did.

But while Marl had been lazy, annoying, and insengtive, he had not done anything dangerous to anyone
gncetheincident with Khiindi at the pool room. Meanwhile, Elviiz had been shamed by hisviolent
reaction to Marl back on Maganos. He might process twice before acting against Marl again, and that
would not be good for Khorii.

Khiindi rose and stretched, putting a paw on Sessdli'sleg just to remind her he was there. He would be
asvigilant asthe VES were at amousehole. More vigilant, snce Khorii and the secret of the Linyaari
people were at risk.

Khorii drifted in her deep, strange, deeply resonant sounds reverberating through her mind, echoing off
something far away, or perhaps they were answered? Thiswasthe far talk, she redlized, the LoiLoiKuan
adaptation of the ancient speech of wha es from millenniums ago on aworld long deed. Like the whaes,
LoiLoiKua's people spoke to each other across the miles of water separating one community, or pod,
from another. But now she thought it might be going even farther.

Then she saw that it was her parents sending amessage to her through space. They were swimming
through a sea of thelittle motes that Khorii had come to associate with the plague asthey called out to
her. But though their faces were straining with the effort and their mouths moving, no sounds came ouit.
She studied their facesto try to read their lips and listened as hard as she could with her mind, but al she
heard was "purrrr purrr purr.”" She was no longer swvimming, she knew, because most cats didiked water
and soft, heavy, furry weight seemed to be piled al over and around her.

"She'swaking up,” Elviiz said. "And she'sfeding better, too. Y oung Linyaari recover from overexertion
much faster than their elders, I've been told. See? Her horn is already tranducent, and you can detect the
golden color now."

"Elviiz!" Khorii said, Stting up and dumping cats everywhere. 'Y ou aren't supposed to emphasize that
kind of thing to—you know?"

"Oh?Y ou have not been very subtle about it at dl," hereplied. "It isnot asif they can fail to seethe
changesin your horn, Khorii. It wasright there for everyoneto see.”

"Of courseit washbut ..."

"And these aredl our friends," he said, waving to Asha, Jaya, Hap, Sessdli, and the cats. It wasa
sweeping gesture that even included Marl. "They will not ask questions.”

"l haveafew," Marl said, holding up hishand. Elviiz gave the arm, the one he had broken, ameaningful
look, and Marl quickly tucked it behind him.

Khorii observed thiswith amusement. Shewas till quitetired, but dso felt light and rather cheerful. "I
just saved awhole planet full of people, didn't I?" shetold, rather than asked, her crew mates. "Redly, |
did very well. Mother and Father should have taken us with them, Elviiz. We could have helped.”

"Y es, we could have," he agreed. "But you must remember to hedl people out of the water next time.
Hedling an ocean that covers an entire planet israther ambitious.”



Sheyawned and siretched and leaned over to pet Khiindi. "1t wasn't al that big aplanet redlly. I'mfine,
And | didn't have to swim all the way out to touch the people near the reef because, when | purified the
water, it carried the healing with it even to the Sick poopuusfar away. | must havekilled al of the
organismsthat were in the water, and therefore in the people breathing the water."

"Too bad you can't do it with people who don't breathe water," Ashasaid. "That could comein handy.
Asitis, | don't know if anything can redlly be done to check the spread of this plague now."

Chapter 24

<N »

Aari and Acornawere awakened by a strange sound. A dow, rhythmic pounding shook the door of their
cabin. Caling for the pounder to come in evoked no response, so Aari rose and opened the door.

Maak stood there, something limp and furry draped over onearm. "We are broken,” hesaidinadow,
durred voice much like arecording played on adamaged machine. Aari hurriedly took the raglike form
of RK from the android. Maak was emitting sparks from hisora cavity, and the arm that had been
holding RK stayed upright, asif carrying something invisible.

"Whereis Joh?"
"Broken," Maak sad.

Acornawas now fully awake. Neither of their horns had returned to full opacity yet, but she fdt alittle
better. "Who ison the bridge, Maak?"'

"Brokennn," he repested, his aready dowed voice deteriorating further into unintelligible noises.
"I'll go, Aari. Here, giveme RK."
"He'svery—"Aari darted to say, but when Acornafelt the cat's body she gasped in darm.

"Hislifeisnearly gone!" she said, and immediately lowered her horn into the cat's fur while she carried
him to the bridge.

To her chagrin, RK didn't immediately rally as she had expected, though he did give amiserable mew
and coughed. His eyeswere crusted shut with discharge, and the fur of histail and hindquarterswas
meatted and filthy.

How long had she and Aari dept anyway? Thelast time they'd seen RK he was his usud boisterous,
bouncing, and bossy self. His sicknesslooked like afeline version of the plague, but how could that be?
She and Aari had thoroughly decontaminated the ship before they left. All of the Condor 's crew had
been in good hedth then.

Her horn was not functioning fully yet. She could smell the foulness of RK'sillness, and it was growing
stronger rather than weaker. She saw the side of Captain Becker's head and hisarm in the command
chair.

"Captain, RK isvery ill and Magk appears to be mafunctioning. He said the Condor was aso
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malfunctioning. | cameto help. We are so sorry weve rested for so long when you needed us. Y ou
should have awakened us."

But there was no reply from Becker. Shelaid RK in the copilot's seat and knelt beside the captain. His
head lolled, and the hand she had thought was merely relaxed actualy flopped back and forth when she
rasedit.

The amd| had been coming from him, not RK.
"Oh, Captain Becker, Joh, why did you not call us?' she asked, Hill regling from her weariness.

Laying her horn dongside Becker'sface did no good. It did not even take away the smell of illness.
Unzipping the neck of his soiled shipsuit, shelaid her ear againgt hischest and fdlt it risealittle and fall
back asif taking in oxygen wastoo much effort, each dight breath he took wheezing through his clogged
passages as he exhaled. His heartbeat was loud but quiteirregular, asif it was beating any way it could to
try to pump hisblood, but had to make an extremely difficult effort to do so.

She looked away from him long enough to see that he had set the Condor on autopilot, but that their fuel
was low.

Aari cameout. "'l shut Magk down,” hesaid. "l am giving him afresh energy charge until we can solve
what iswrong with his organic components. Whereis RK?*

She nodded to the very quiet cat in the copilot's sedt.

"Joh, too? Yes," he said, wrinkling hisnose. Automatically, he lowered hishorn to hisfriend's head, but
shook his own head when he received no response. "Y ou tried your horn aready, aso?"

"Y es, but we are not yet recovered enough to be able to cure even RK. We must take them to the
captain's cabin and clean them and try to make them comfortable as we saw Jalonzo and Abudlitado
with the victims who were waiting for usto treat them.”

"Fine. | will clean the captain while you clean RK and monitor the Condor 'singtruments.”

"When you have finished cleaning him, try to deep again so that your horn will regain its strength, my
love. Otherwise | fear ..." Shedid not finish saying it, because she could not bear to, and athough she
tried to hold it back, asingle tear welled in her eye.

"Yes," hesad briskly. She knew he ached for their friends, but his eyes held the same stedly glint and his
jaw the same stubborn set as they might have shown when the Khleevi had tortured him so long ago. In
some ways, this had to be worse, for there was no enemy here to be spotted and fought against, only an
inddious invader that seemed to threaten them time after time.

"l cannot deep. Right now | fed about as helplessas| have ever fdt in my life. We cannot even pilot the
ship back to Vhiliinyar so that other Linyaari could hedl them. | do not know what humans do to help
each other in these stuations. Without horns, they have to rely on other methods, and | have never
learned what those are. If | can make Joh somewhat comfortable, | will ransack hislibrary and try to find
away to hdp him and Riidkiiyi."

"That isavery useful idea, but we still must continueto rest, yaaz, so our hornswill recover their power.
Nothing humans have done for the plague so far seemsto work very well. | don't know if they've ever
had to deal with such a disease before. There have been other plagues, but never one so widespread. |
fear what those books can tell you may be of limited use. Rest ..."



"We must keep them aive until we recover enough to hed them though, musin't we?" he said. "I do not
know how to do that. Joh saved me from adow death by starvation after | escaped the Khleevi.
Because of him, we were able to defeat the Khleevi and rebuild our world. We must do everything
possible to save him now."

"Yes, of course we must. Find the books and when you can rest, give them to me, and | will research,
too. Human medicineisimprecise, but surdly thereis something that will hep.”

The com unit beeped for Acorna's attention. It had been so long since anyone had been on the other end,
it sartled her. "Acornaand Aari, are you okay? Oh, thisis Jalonzo." He waved from the vid screen.
"Hola | wasjust wondering because you're till up there, aren't you, and | thought you were going to go
to the other planets.”

"Weve had a problem, Jaonzo," Acornasaid. "We can't go anywhere just now."

"Wéll, if you're not, would it be possible for you to come back down here and fix thelab so | can start
my research? | have some good ideas about this, and one of the edersisabiologist who isgoing to help
me with some experiments, but | need somewhere to work."

"No, I'm sorry. We haven't recovered our strength yet." She thought about mentioning Becker'sand
RK'sillness, but decided againgt it. It might darm Jalonzo and everyone else to know that the Linyaaris
own human crew was sick.

"Too bad. As soon asyou're better, would you do this before you go, please?| redlly think | can help.”
"Let's see how things progress, Jaonzo. We have some complications here.”
"Oh. Well, okay. Good-bye then. Uh. Jaonzo out.”

RK coughed and coughed, but produced no hairballs. She wished that was his problem. He was so
wesk afterward, and his breathing was very fast and shdlow. Shelad her face and horn in hisfur again.

It felt hot, spiky, and damp. Fedling helpless, she stroked him until he stopped writhing and lay motionless
in her lap.

The intercom from Becker's cabin made a scratchy noise. She jumped at the sound, then flipped the
toggle, dmost afraid of what Aari might want to tell her. "Acorna, yaaz, | have bad news," he said.

"Worsethanitisdready?'

"I am afraid s0. | have been reading about plaguesin these books. | believe that we have both become
what was once caled aTyphoid Mary."

"What?' Shewondered if Aari was succumbing to the fever himsdif.

"Typhoid Mary," he said, and began to read, "In the early part of the twentieth century on the part of the
Earth known as New Y ork City, an Irish cook named Mary Mallon was identified as ahedthy carrier of
typhoid fever. Although she claimed never to have had typhoid hersdlf, outbreaks of the fever followed
Mary from job to job. The health department found typhoid bacilli in her blood and stool. Many people
became very ill from her contagion and three died. Eventualy she wasisolated on atiny idand for the rest
of her life

"Y ou think we brought the plague back onto the ship to Joh and RK, even to Mac's organic parts?' she
asked.



"Yes. | think in our weakened condition, our resistance to disease was down and the plague attacked us.
It could not make us sick because we are Linyaari, and we don't get sick, even if our horns are not
functioning normally. But we brought it with usto Joh and the others, and even worse, | don't know how
we are going to savethem.”

Khorii waited her turn for the sonic showers. Hap, who had been in the engine room, went firs. Elviiz,
whose nonorganic components could be adversely affected by the shower's sonics, sought privacy to
initiate his sdf-cleansing routine and change his clothing.

When Hap emerged, Khorii stripped off her shipsuit and shook it. Linyaari shipsuits were extremely
resistant to dirt and body soil and could be worn continualy for monthsif necessary with nothing more
than an occasiona good shaking. A piece of paper fluttered from one of the deep pockets down onto the
deck. Khorii picked it up.

It was a page from the passenger manifest to the Blanca. She must have missed it when she gave therest
of thelist to her mother. Tucking it inside her shipsuit, she showered, came back out, and dressed. The
list could go back in her pocket until later.

Then Elviiz, histoilette completed, returned to the bathing area.
"Look what | found," she said.

"Ah," hesaid. "The hard copy of the passenger manifest. Y ou do not really need it though, you know. |
downloaded dl of that information from the ship's computer while searching the Blanca's bridge."

"Y ou've been holding out on me," she accused.

"Not really. | have never taken the timeto collate the data other than by general categories.”
"We havetime now. What genera categories did you download?’

"Passenger manifest, crew roster and schedules, personnel files, cgptain'slog ..."

"Y ou found the captain'slog? Why didn't you say so? That's one of the things| waslooking for."
"Why did you not say s0?"

"I'm saying so now. Please upload it to the Mana's sysem so | canread it."

"| could reciteit for you," he said.

"Actudly, | hateit when you do that,” shetold him.

"Haveit your way then."

That was one of the good things about Elviiz's being an android. Unless she wanted to do something that
would cause her immediate injury or degth, he usually agreed to dmost any scheme she came up with,
and was more than ready to provide any information she wanted. The only thing he wasn't very good at
was taking the blame if something went wrong. Her parents always|ooked straight at her. Being a
Linyaari child definitely had its drawbacks. Adults could read your mind, and you couldn't read theirs,
But shewasworkingonthat ...

Once Elviiz hasfinished uploading the information, Khorii settled down a a screen and started from the



beginning.
Captain'slog Day 1:

Shipped out of Dinero Grande with a passenger roster of dignitaries, ambassadors, corporate heads,
royaty, and Federation and locd government officids. Most arrived in their own shuttles now docked in
our bay. We carry acargo of the best the Solojo system hasto offer, including the finest new vintages of
Rio Boca Rojo, the distinctive wine of that world that is much better fresh than aged.

Day 2: The ship's surgeon reports four cases of fever and respiratory distress among the cargo handlers.
The supply officer isasoill. Fortunately, they have timeto recover before we need to off-load the cargo
to the Stella Nuevo at Santa Catrina Station.

Day 3, Hour 14: Two of the handlers, the supply officer, and the ship's surgeon have died of the fever.
Two stewards and sixteen of the passengers are now displaying symptoms aswell. Infirmary packed to
capacity, with only medica aidsto provide care. Have contacted the Federation regarding our condition
and am awaiting further ingructions.

Day 4: | went to see about the welfare of the stricken passengers. All but one had died, and that one died
an hour ago. Thisisavery virulent and aggressive disease, whatever it is. Federation reply advocates
staying away from populated areas for fear of spreading infection. They have promised help, but were
strangely vague about when to expect their arrival.

Day 5: We aretrying to maintain cam and a sense of business as usua among the passengers and crew
but forty-six people are now dead or dying. We bypassed Santa Catrina, angering some of the
passengers, who threatened to take their private vessels and jump ship. | cannot alow thisto happen.
Have imposed strict quarantine on the sick, but as soon as one group isisolated, others outside the group
come down with the symptoms. The service crew, what remains of it, refusesto interact with passengers.
The ship's navigator does not look well ether.

Day 8: Peculiar how people refuse to believe evidence they don't like. With crew and passengers
dropping like flies around them, the Premier Class passengers, so far mostly unaffected by the disease,
have demanded that they be put ashore at Luna Sangre for the event they plan to attend there two days
hence. | have been informed that if the Blanca does not dock, these people will be leaving in their private
vessds. This| cannot alow. The crew is aso turning mutinous. Have contacted nearby Federation
outposts, but they seem to be having their own problemswith thisillness, and no Saions near usare
equipped to handle more patients. Everyoneis frightened, but thisillness must be confined to the ship.
We have seventy-five dead and fifty near death at this point. There ssemsto be no treatment. | will do
anything necessary to prevent anyone from leaving.

Day 9, Hour 23:1 have confined al crew members except essentia bridge personnel to their quarters and
ordered the passengersto stay in their cabins. Thefirgt officer is attempting to wrest command from me. |
made the mistake of confiding my contingency plan for the passengers should any of them carry out their
threat to escape quarantine. To prevent any from carrying the plague with them, | have changed the
course of the Blanca to an uninhabited section of space outside of their shuttles ranges.

Day 10: | am not amongter. It was amedical necessity for the entire universethat | did what | did.

| was forced to execute the first officer and navigator for mutiny. They attempted to stop me from
detaining the passengers who panicked and ran for their persona vessels. | could not permit that, of
course, and at first | thought | succeeded in hiding it from my senior officers. | did, long enough to
achievemy godl. | tried to make it as quick and painless as possible. I smply turned off the scrubbersin
the ventilation system on the passenger decks and docking bay and back-flushed the vents, reversing the



air flow. Though two of the passengers reached their private vessals, as| see on the surveillance cam,
none succeeded in leaving the ship. Everyone suffocated. It was not pretty, but it was rlatively fast.
Oncethefirst officer, Francisco Martinez, looked at the screen and saw the bodiesin the corridor, he
ordered the second mate and the communications officer to assist the passengers. Of course, | could not
alow them to open the door and pollute our air—not that it would have ultimately mattered, but | still had
to try to save some of us. | ordered them to stop and when they didn't, | shot them. Martinez looked at
me as | resheathed my sidearm. His expression could not have been more amazed if 1'd suddenly turned
into an dien right before his eyes. He asked, "What have you done?' So | tried to explain. He directly
countermanded my orders, immediately resetting the controls. He succeeded in turning the scrubbers
back on and reestablishing normd ventilation, but by then it wastoo late. Redizing that anyone ill dive
would not long survive and if they did, would bein no condition to oppose my orders, | dlowed himto
do so. When he saw that his countermeasures were of no use, he became deranged and attacked me.
While he attempted to restrain mein abear hug, | was able to free my arm and my weapon. | shot him
through the chet, then, once | wasfree again, | shot him at the base of the skull. It was ardatively
painless death, though not, as | had hoped, instantaneous. | made him as comfortable as possible a his
duty station, and it won't be long until he'sgone. It ismy turn now. | cannot operate thisship alone, |
cannot allow othersto enter it in an attempt to detain me, and | cannot leave the ship for fear of carrying
the disease to the outside world. God forgive me and have mercy on usal.

Captain Maria Grimwold, M.D.
"So | wasright," Khorii said, looking up as she finished reading. "It was the plague.”

"No. It was the captain, as you can see, who was responsible for the total annihilation of the crew and
passengers, as | mentioned before,” Elviiz, who had been standing beside her reading over her shoulder,
sad. "The plague did kill many of the passengers, but the captain killed the rest.”

"Only to stop the plague from spreading,” Khorii said. "But this makes mewonder. Why didn't dl of the
passengers get it? From reading this, it sounds asif isolation really wasimpossible to enforce. And why
didn't the captain herself get Sck?"

"She sounds asif she may have been insane at theend,” Elviiz said.

"She knew what she had to do. But she does not mention being sick with the plague. She wasamedical
doctor hersdf. What aterrible decision to make!™

"Yes, terrible. It was ka-Linyaari," Elviiz sad, in aseveretone.

"Had she been Linyaari or had anyone aboard been Linyaari, no one would have died and none of that
would have been necessary,”" Khorii replied.

Danger! Warning! Quarantine dert! Thisentire sector isunder quarantine by order of Federation
directive number 000472985-2-FDR. All ships are ordered back to their homeports. Any vessel not
complying will be destroyed. Reverse course a once. In precisaly fifteen minutesthis ship will target your
vessd with aditerium warhead.”

The announcement continued over the loudspeakers of the Linyaari ship. "Firing will begin in fourteen
minutes and fifty-eight seconds. Fourteen minutes and fifty-seven seconds. Fourteen minutes and fifty-ax
seconds ..."

"What alovely voice she had" Maarni said to her husband.



"Yes, ign't it? Especidly consdering the message,” hereplied.

"Federation vessd, thisisthe Linyaari vessel Mahiiri. We are plague-free from another quadrant and are
hereto help. Do not fire. Have you any plague victims aboard who need our assstance? We havethe
meansto cure them.”

"Firing will begin in thirteen minutes and forty seconds.”

"Wll, dear, extrude the boarding apparatus. They are not responding, but it does not look like adrone
tome"

"Nor me. Boarding apparatus extruded. Fasten your hemet, Yiitir."
"Already done, my love. Shal we?'
"Fring will begin in thirteen minutes and fifteen seconds”

Once aboard the Federation vessdl, they disarmed the warhead as they had been taught and examined
each crew member to seeif, contrary to appearances, any of them ill lived.

"Oh, how sad. All gone. And so very young, too. This makes how many of these shipsweve
encountered, dear?’

"Sx."
"And how many survivors we have been ableto asss.”
"None."

"I do hopethe Balakiire will have better luck at Maganos M oonbase, while the rest of ustidy up space
out here and maintain communication lineswhile patching up the Federation's. Surely the youngsterson
the Moonbase will befine. Aari and Acornaare well able to protect asmall moon and il prevent the
plague from spreading e sewhere."

"One would think. It does seem to be a very widespread plague, judging from al of the threats and
warnings we've been recaiving. But then, | have no ideawhat isusud in this sort of Stuation. There's
certainly nothing in our history to inform one, isthere?'

"No, dear. Certainly not."

After conducting a thorough decontamination of the ship so it could be retrieved later by the Federation
without risk of infection, they returned to their own craft. Likedl Linyaari vessals, the Mahiiri was
egg-shaped. It distinguished itsdf from othersin the Linyaari fleet by the appearance of its hull, which was
decorated with swags of gilt and tasteful patternsin lavender, mint green, and purple.

"Oh, good, the com signa is on. Perhaps theresword from the vanguard even now!"

"Mahiiri, thisis Naarye aboard the Haatniiri. Tranamisson from the Balakiire saysthat Aari and
Acornadid not land on Maganos Moonbase. Acornas fathers and their wives are al safe at ahealth
facility on Kezdet. The baby boy was born at two o'clock in the morning Kezdet Standard time. He was
fifteen incheslong and weighed seven and one-hdf pounds. Heis being named Harry, in honor of Uncle
Hafiz Harakamian, according to the father. That isthe good news."

"Itisindeed,” Yiitir said. "Hafiz will be so proud. Wdll, actualy, headwaysis, but thiswill please him very



"Thereisaso bad news," Naarye continued. "Acornaand Aari left without seeing the baby or her
fathers. The Federation asked them to hel p contain the plague.”

"That was to be expected, | suppose,” Yiitir said.

"That isnot dl. They left young Khorii and Maak's son Elviiz at Maganos Moonbase, but the younglings
took a shuttle to an infected cargo ship and | eft the system. Since communications are down, nobody
knows wherethey are except, of course, for the guessthat they are probably going to try to intercept
Aari and Acorna, whose missonisin astar system called the—it is not something we can pronounce. |
will writeit for you in Standard. S. O. L. O. J. O."

"My dars, that israther darming! The younglings out in space dl aone on an infected ship.”
"Not entirely done. Three of the other students went with them and one of the teachers aswell.”
"Ah, wdll, ateacher,” Maarni said, somewhat relieved.

"The Balakiire stated itsintention of joining Aari and Acornaand probably Khorii's ship aswell, but the
Federation has requested that we continue to hel p plague victims and decontaminate critica areas such as
the communi cation chain and hedlth-care facilities. We have agreed, of course, aslong aswe may
maintain our own relay back to MOO aswe do o, and the Balakiire isfreeto seek our friends.”

"That soundsfair enough,” Yiitir said.

"Poor children,” Maarni said. "'l hope they can be located soon so that Khorii can return to the safety of
her own family."

"I believewe aredl in sympathy with that sentiment, Maarni. Y our assgnment will beto vist Uncle
Hafiz's headquarters on the planet of Laboue. House Harakamian's enterprises are crucid to the smooth
recovery of this sector, according to the Federation.”

"Delighted, Naarye. Y ou can count on us. Please keep usinformed.”
"Yes. Naarye out."

Chapter 25

«N»

The Solojo system, at last!" Khorii said, giving Captain Bates the thumbs-up signd Uncle Joh used to
sgnify he was pleased with the progress of certain events.

"Y ep, there's the sun, and we're gpproaching Rio Boca," the captain said. "Khorii, it's your turn to take
the helm. Y ou kids are coming along very well. Elviiz took very little ingtruction, Jayawas dready fairly
familiar with this ship, though she's a bit vague on programming in courses, Hap was one of my best
students and much to my surprise, Marl hastaken to piloting like an extinct water-treading avian
to—er—water. Even Sessdli has done pretty well a her lessons. Y ou're going to make me redundant if |
don't watch out.”

"Do we have enough fuel to make it straight to Paloduro?* Khorii asked. "I'd love to see my mother's and


chapter_25
contents
chapter_27

father'sfaceswhen | fly this ship over to rendezvous with the Condor."

"Lookslikeit to me" Captain Bates said.

"We carry extrafud," Jayasaid. "That'swhat cargo bay threeisfor—extrafud, extra parts.”
"No problem then," Khorii said. "We're on our way."

She wished Elviiz was there so she could rub hisnoseinit, just alittle. Or Hap, because he'd be pleased.
But only Captain Bates, Jaya, Sessdli, and Khorii were on the bridge when she took the helm. And the
cats, of course, were degping somewhere close by.

Rio Bocawas the outermost planet in the Solojo system, but the others were comparatively closein their
distance from the sun. All of them had been inhabited for along time, according to Captain Bates.

"Rio Bocaisthe'port planet’ of this system, where most of the shipping to and from other worlds takes
place. It also hasafew tourigt attractions,” Captain Batestold her.

"Yesl" Jaya said with more animation than Khorii had seen her show before. "Once Mom and Dad and |
took agreat vacation to thefals. Y ou can see |a Catarata de la Llorarona, the Weeping Woman's
Waterfal, from space. I'll show you when we get closer. Also the Sangre de Frida, FriedasBlood in
Standard, mountains. The waterfal carriesthe runoff from them and it'sthe head of the river that
becomesthe Rio Bocawhen it reachesthe Sea of the Pilgrims Tears."

"They have alot of sad namesfor things, don't they?' Khorii asked.

"Well, the earliest colonizers gpparently had some difficulties. But it'savery rich planet. They havelots of
good farmland for coffee, bananas, pinegpple, and sugar aswell asalot of the kinds of thingsyou liketo
eat, Khorii. Fruits and veggies and stuff. They aso supply alot of pharmaceutical companies with crops
that have medicina uses. We actualy pick up—we did pick up—quite alot of cargo hereto export to
other planets. And they have beautiful jewelry here, too! Dad said it was because the rivers and
sreams—the Rio Bocaand dl of itstributaries, are full of gemstones and mineral deposits.”

"It looks beautiful even from here," Khorii said. She had to concentrate not to be hypnotized by the
greenery ribboned with sparkly slver-and-turquoise waters.

"The city of Rio Bocaiskind of ugly, actualy. Full of docking facilitiesfor spaceships and boring
warehouses full of goods. But once you get up the river, away from the port, it's beautiful. Long stretches
with no towns or people, just huge plantations.”

"Where does everybody live then?"

Captain Bates sad, "They've divided this system's planetary assets into the functions the people here
need. Mogt of the government and administration for the entire system, aswel| as the banking and many
of thefancier homes of officids and wedthy indudtridists, are on Dinero Grande, Big Money."

"I've dwaysliked the sound of that one," Marl said, coming up behind them.

Captain Bates continued, disregarding hiscomment. Y our parents were supposed to be on Paloduro,
which isthe planet where most of the population lives. Thereis some industry there, too, and Corazon,
the main city, isfamousfor its Carnivale, amonth-long masguerade party and parade that wasin
progress when the plague struck.”

"That'sso sad,”" Jayasaid. "We got to go to that once, too. It wasalot of fun. | was only little, but Mom



made me aleopard costume so | could dancein the parade.”

"I heard something about that when my folks were asked to come here," Khorii said. "The Federation
hedlth officia who talked to them said that Paloduro wasthe last of these three planetsto report an
outbreak, so they thought Mother and Father could save the most peopleif they went therefirst. The
plague must have started way earlier though, before it got reported even.”

"How'sthat?'

"Y ou know the captain'slog Elviiz uploaded to the ship's computer for meto read? It was from aderdlict
luxury liner we found with al the people dead either of plague or killed by the captain to keep them from
breaking quarantine. The registration was from Dinero Grande.”

"Now | find that fascinating,” Marl said, though nobody wastaking to him. "'l did when | read that
captain'slog, too. What afix they werein. | recognized alot of big names from that passenger roster.
Not dl were from these parts, mind you, but asignificant number of them were. Just thetrillionaires and
loca government people, none of the roydty. Moresthe pity. I'd love to get my hands on some crown
jewds. I'm aromantic that way, | guess. But actudly, I'm afarm boy at heart. There are some agricultura
crops and their by-products that particularly interest me.”

"Y ou're not getting your hands on any of it, Fidd, so just forget it," Captain Batestold him. "Those
planetsare dl sill crawling with plague. Theré's probably nobody |eft dive by now."

"My point exactly," he said, reaching between the two of them to the instruments. "They'll have no usefor
any of it. Why should it go to waste? Asfor the plague, we have our own little cleaner-upper herein our
Khorii," he said, laying aheavy hand on her shoulder. "It's perfect, redly.”

"Except it's not gonna happen,” the captain told him.

"Oh, I think it will," he said. "It seemsto meit was meant to be. Here we are in this nice big cargo ship to
carry away lots of loot, what with loaders and cargo shuttles and everything and our Khorii to makeit al
safe as a Federation outpost. Safer, even. It'sfate. Hasto be.”

"We arenot looters," Captain Bates said. "We're helping Khorii with her rescue mission and taking her
back to her parents.”

Hewaved hishand dismissvey. "That's dl fine. She can do that, too, especidly if we bring up enough
suff tofill the bays. Jaya, sweetie?'

"What?' she demanded, her eyes glittering rebdlioudy.

"Y ou can save usalot of time, my love. Find your parents files on the layout of Rio Boca's warehouse
digtrict for us, won't you? That way we can be mogt efficient by heading straight for the oneswith the
best goodies.”

"No!" Jayasaid. "Why would | do that?'

"Becauseif you don't, | will start by killing Hellstrom, who had a close encounter with aspanner | just
happened to be holding at the time. No, don't shriek, he'sfine. Or will be when he comesto, if you dl
cooperate.”

"And if wedon't?'

"Then | will grab little friend here'—he squeezed Khorii's shoulder—"and take the biggest shuttle to the



surface. Once we won't get caught in the fringe of the blast, I'll set off the detonator that will explodethis
ship and dl of you with it. And that would be a shame becausg, like| said, it hasall these half-empty
cargo bays just waiting to befilled. But there are no doubt other ships docked down there. Khorii can
decontaminate one for usto fill with treasure, then sheand | will continue on our merry way to Dinero
Grande and who knows after that? Y ou |ot could come in handy, but you're not really necessary.”

"You're hijacking us?' Jaya asked. "Y ou're hijacking my ship?'

"Not yours, little girl. It belonged to the Krishna-Murti Company, but probably most of them are dead.
So it will bethe flagship of my new enterprise, and you are al on the payroll, figuratively speaking. Now
then, Captain Bates, you take over the helm again and put thisbird into orbit around Rio Boca. Y oull
gtay here with Hellstrom, but don't think you can plot anything. I've got him locked in the engine room,
and | changed the pass code.”

"And you think we're going to do what you say just because you claim to have set explosives here?' Jaya
sad. "Puh-leeze”

Frowning, Captain Bates said, "I think that'swhat we'd better do, dl right, kids."

Marl smiled, showing lots of teeth. "Good for you, Captain. Did your research on us students, didn't you?
Saw my background with the Cholaran Resistance Movement? They hated to let me go, you know. I'm
surethey sill missmy taent with fireworks."

"| till don't believe you, you nasty boy," Sessdli said. "If you'veredly got a detonator, let us seeit.”

"Y ou'd like that, wouldn't you, chicklet? Then you could snatch it out of my hands, couldn't you? What
you and Khorii, great telepaths that you are, failed to notice isthat old Marl hasabit of agift, too. So I'm
on to both of you, so don't try to be cute. Just be useful, and well get on fine. Now, then ... | wonder
how much cargo you can lift with that tiny mind of yours? Could be quite useful. Ah, ah, don't even think
about trying to pick me up and throw me across the room—you might set the detonator off accidentdly,
and wouldn't that be too bad for poor Hap."

Khorii wondered where Elviiz was. Asif he could read her mind, Marl said, "Oh, don't go looking for
help from your pet android, Khorii."

"What did you do to him?" she demanded.

"Not athing. Not athing. Hell be alot of help when it comesto loading my cargo, | figure, once you tell
him to do exactly as| say. | gave him abit of abrain teaser to figure out, and | think hell be chewing on
that until | require hisservices."

"Think again, sucker," Elviiz sad, in alow, menacing voice, not unlike one Marl himsdf used fromtimeto
time

"Stop him, or I'll make you dismantle him piece by piece yoursdf,” Marl said to Khorii.
"Elviiz, dop," shesad.

"He asked me some ridicul ous riddle about some stupid polygamous man who carried his many feline
companionsin sacks and expected meto ponder it!" Elviiz said. "Father warned me about that sort of
thing. Hewastrying to trick me."

"Yes, | was," Marl said complacently. "And it worked long enough to accomplish what | needed it to.
Now be agoad little android and go stand next to Jaya."



"We're entering Rio Boca's orbit now," Captain Bates said.
"Great. Let'sdl go down to the shuttle bay then.”

"Not until you let melook a Hap'shead,” Khorii said, folding her arms across her chest. 'l won't leave
without knowing that he's not going to die while we're hel ping you steal from dead people.”

"You'rein no Stuation to demand anything, missy," Marl said.

"I think I am," Khorii replied. "I am the only one on board this ship you really need to carry out your plan.
What | am asking is reasonable and not difficult to do. Y ou should consider what might happen if you do

not have my cooperation for decontaminating your precious treasures before you threaten anyone else or

refuseto let me see Hap."

"|—oh, dl right. He's adl taped up, and he's going to stay that way though, so don't think you'll get meto
change that. Come aong then. Just you. Captain Bates, you are areasonable person. Y ou know what
will happen if any of you try to take control. Make sure that doesn't happen.”

She gave him aglacial look but nodded once, sharply.

AsKhorii followed Marl to the engine room, she wondered—he was so sure of her that he didn't mind
showing her his back—if he redlly had known she was reading him because he could read her, and had
deliberately thought repulsive stuff make her back off. It had certainly had thet effect. She had given up
trying to read him, and therefore had seen none of his plan coming. She was disgusted with hersdlf. It
wasn't the thoughts you read that could hurt you, it was the onesyou failed to read. She was going to
remember that from now on. She doubted, despite his boasts, that Marl had a great dedl of psychic
ability, but he was shrewd enough to use the smdll talent he had to his greatest advantage. And shed
fallenfor it. Her doubts about histaents were confirmed amost immediately.

At the engine room door, heinput the new code. Apparently she was giving him too much credit to know
how to block her from reading him, because she picked the code out of hismind eadlly. If shewassuch a
good broadcaster that she could give her whole classtest results, she hoped the people on the bridge
could pick up thistransmission, too—D.R.U.A.7. If nothing else, Khorii could send the code so Captain
Bates could free Hap after the rest of them left. Although the teacher did not flaunt her abilities, as Marl
had just done, Khorii knew she had them. She'd shared thoughts with her teacher on the day of that
disastrous test.

Marl stood aside with mock courtesy and motioned her into the engine room. Hap lay on thefloor, his
hands taped together with heavy utility tape, hisarms taped to historso, hislegs taped together at ankles,
shins, knees, and thighs. The side of his head was matted with blood, and ared patch had pooled
underneath him.

Khorii rushed forward and bent over him, letting out asigh of relief when she saw that he was till
bresthing, though very shdlowly.

"Do your thing, horn girl, and let'sgo.”

Shelaid her horn againgt the wound, bloodying itstip. At once the scalp wound stopped bleeding and the
skin and bone knitted itself together. Hap's eyes opened, and he started to say something, but Marl
shoved Khorii aside and dapped another piece of tape over hismouth. Leaving Hap lying in hisown
blood, Marl grabbed Khorii's arm and yanked her up and out of the room, the door sealing shut behind



them.

Marl dragged her to the docking bay door and flipped the toggle on the intercom. "Okay, you lot, get
down hereand let's go get my treasure.”

Chapter 26

The Mana's shuttle was the largest and roomiest of the transports that they had, with chairsfor three
people and a couple of jump seats, besides having alarge empty space and nets for cargo.

"Where are the maps | told you to get?' Marl asked Jaya.
"They'rein the ship's computer,” she said.

"I know they'rein the ship's computer,” he said, mocking her last three words, then shouted at her.
"Where e se would they be? Access them, you sniveing idiot, and let's have alook."”

A schematic appeared on the screen at Jaya's fingertips. "Magnify thewriting by each of those," Marl
ordered.

Shedid this, and he looked until he came to the warehouses for the coffee cooperative, the precious
gems and metawork guild, and the herb and spice growers agricultura cooperative. He made a pleased
sound and stabbed hisfinger at thelast one. "There. Well start there. Our bel oved teacher forgot to
mention that this region is one of the top producers of medicina and recreational drugsin the entire
Federation. Not that the Federation likesit, but they can only control the importing of this stuff, not the
exporting from here. Those people on Dinero Grande didn't get rich from hard work and saving their

pesos, urchins.”

"Did you plan thisal dong, Marl?' Captain Bates asked from the ship. "Isthat why you redly inssted on
coming with me?'

"I'd liketo say | wasthat farsghted, Teach, but actudly | have just been well trained to take advantage of
drategic opportunities, and thisis a huge one. I've been thinking about these warehouses since | heard
about the plague starting in Solojo and taking out so many of those pesky Federation plods. And when
swet little Khorii healed my wound | began to redlize what an asset she could be. With the Mana
handily vacated of anyone who could be a serious deterrent to arising entrepreneur, | knew that fate was
in my favor, the Cholabrian gods of pillage were with me, and herewe are.”

"Touching success story,” Captain Bates said.

"Oh, shut up and orbit,” he said. "And let me remind you not to try anything on the ship while we're gone.
I've ds0 rigged my bomb with atimer that will go off if | don't come back intimeto deectivateit.”

When they had docked where he told them to, he said, "Khorii, you first, my dear. Make the atmosphere
safefor usdl. Android, you get usingde. Then Khorii will do her thing again and decontaminate dl my
souvenirs”

Khorii left the shuttle, but she wasn't sure what he wanted her to do out there. She saw none of the
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specks that had vanished before her horn in contaminated areas of the past. Of course, it might be a
good thing if Marl imagined the very atmosphere was deadly without her. So she held her head up and
walked azigzag path to the door of his chosen warehouse, and touched it briefly with her horn. Then
looked back to the shuttle and nodded.

Elviiz in the lead, the others emerged from the shuttle and joined her. Marl camelast. "Doit, droid,” he
sad. "Therest of you stand back and give it room." He said the"it" with enjoyment, speaking of Elviiz as
if hewereathing.

Khorii looked at her foster brother's stoic face and rolled her eyes. The sides of Elviiz's mouth turned up
dightly, and he waved her back. He put his hand on the lock and, with rapid calculation, computed the
code key and opened the lock, then the door.

"Y ou are no fun, mongter,” Marl said. "Khorii, debug it.”
Khorii stepped forward, but Elviiz pushed her back and stepped in front of her, striding through the door.

Something inside exploded, and Elviiz staggered back into the street and fell, ahuge hole in the skin of his
chest reveding the metal shell underneath.

Khorii rushed to hisside, and lowered her horn to the wound. Marl stepped across Elviiz's legs and
grabbed Khorii by the arm, jerking her to her fedt.

Sessdi screamed, her high, piercing cry echoing in the sudden silence.
A man'svoice called out from the warehouse. " Nina?'

With onefluid move Marl swept thelittle girl into hisarms, holding her tight to him. Shetried to turn and
glare at him, but the older boy grabbed her by the chin and forced her to look at the warehouse.

"Hey, you, inthere! I'll kill thislittlegirl if you don't throw out your wesgpons right now!"

From insde, heavy footsteps sstumped toward the entrance, then they al heard astring of profanity as
two pistols flew over their heads and landed in the street beyond them.

Sessi'sface twisted with rage, and Marl suddenly let go of her, hisarmsflung away from the small child.
She turned back toward the warehouse and ran past dl of them, crying.

Seeing her chance, Jaya snatched both pistols up and pointed them at Marl as he rushed after Sessdli
through the doorway. The man shouted, then let out ayell that ended with aloud crash againgt something
at the opposite end of the warehouse. Jayareflexively pulled the triggers of both guns, but the bullets
burrowed harmlesdy into the side of the building, and Jaya hersdlf flew backward and hit the side of the
shuttle, diding down to the ground unmoving.

"Theforce of the recail of the Colt 54 Alhambramodel pistal is exceeded by the velocity of the projectile
by amerefifty percent,” Elviiz said to no onein particular.

Khorii had pulled away from him as Jaya shot and now ran back to help the other girl. She was stunned
but otherwise uninjured. Khorii picked up the pistols with two fingers of each hand on each barrel and
flung them across the street. They might have comein handy, she could almost hear Hap saying, but she
fdt aracid revulson inherited from generations of pacifist Linyaari forebears. Handling firearmswas
Oefinitely ka-Linyaari.

"Y ou coming, Khorii?' Marl asked from the doorway, apparently unfazed by recent events. "Didn't



anybody ever tell you that little girls shouldn't play with guns?* He sounded amused rather than threatened
and when she drew near him, shoved her forward into the warehouse.

"Purify the loaders over there and start on the stacks,” hetold her, then stepped back through the
doorway.

A figurelay sprawled againgt apile of cartons and Khorii ran past the loadersto it. An old man looked
up at her, blood trickling from the side of his mouth. Still she saw none of the plague aura, as she had
darted to think of thetiny specks associated with it, surrounding him.

He had abig white mustache and thinning hair on top and looked very angry. " Thisisours," hewas
thinking, though he did not spesk.

"It will do you no good if you're dead,” Khorii told him in thought-talk as she lowered her horn to heal
hiswounds. " The boy you shot and all of us girls are innocent and mean you no harm. But the tall
boy in the doorway is a looter and possibly a killer. 1 do not know how you survived the plague,
but | advise you to run away or hide quickly, before he uses your own weapons against you."

The man thought about it only amoment, then flipped himself onto his hands and feet and made a
stooping run behind arow of stacked crates. She did not know if he was till there or if he fled through
another exit. However, he was not in sight when Marl dragged Sessdli with him by one arm and Jaya by
the other. Jayas right eye was blackening, and her mouth was bleeding. It had not been amoment ago.
Khorii regretted throwing the guns away. He was not going to let them go ever, was he? They were going
to be hisdaves, hisminionsto create hisown little empire, stealing things that belonged to the dead and
sling them to anyone who had the money to meet his price, she supposed. Since the Federation forces
had been hit very hard by the plague, there was no longer anyone to oppose Marl and people like him.
No one but she and a power to heal and purify that, unfortunately, didn't seem to extend to the evil part
of human nature.

If her parents were there, she knew they'd think of something clever to do, something Marl wouldn't be
expecting. She wished they were there to take charge. This adventure had ceased being fun when Marl
had hijacked the ship. Better yet, she wished she were with them and nowhere near Marl Fidd. If she
weren't here, if he hadn't figured out her secret, he wouldn't have dared to exploit the plague as he was
doing. Maybe she could convince Marl to go to Paloduro. Then held be sorry hetried to use the Linyaari
to hep him carry out hisillegd, immord, and repulsve scheme.

Meanwhile, she went through the motions of purifying the loaders and the stacks of cartons of drugs he
pointed to. Actudly, they did not gppear to be contaminated, showing none of the plague aura. But she
pretended to cleanse them and hel ped stow them on the shuttle anyway.

"Snaptoit, kiddies. Thisisjust thefirst load. Therésalot of room in the cargo baysfor valuable stuff like
this. | want as much of thiswarehouse as you can fit in those cargo bays.”

"It will go faster if you'l let merepair Elviiz," shesad. "He's very srong.”

"Fine, but try anything, and we're going to have to load up another ship because the Mana will go nova.”
Marl lorded over them with asuperior smile on hisface, like aman who held dl the cards. Right then
Khorii knew that, pacifist nature or not, she would do whatever she could to make sure he didn't get
away with his despicable plan.

Khiindi was right where he wanted to be, but now what was he going to do? He sat down and thought



about it for awhile and caught Hap's thought, " Come on, kitty, it's you and me, why don't you help me
?" It wasn't that Hap knew what Khiindi reglly was, or that the cat could understand his thoughts. Hap
was smply in the habit of talking to, and thinking at, hisfriends who were gifted with more than two legs.
Khiindi consdered the Stuation.

Stupid boy. He was nice enough, but how had he managed to get himsalf so thoroughly taped up
ayway?

Unseen, Khiindi had managed to dip into the engine room behind Marl and Khorii. Hisorigina impulse
was smply to go where Khorii went since he did not want her anywhere done with Marl. Unfortunately,
there had been no opportunity to dip out of his hiding place before Marl sedled the door again. Not able
to reach the control panel set into thewall, Khiindi could not open the door himself. He thought about
legping at the control panel in an effort to open the door, but the nearest counter was severd feet away,
and while he could cover the distance, the chances of his hitting the correct button were very small, while
the chances of him bashing his head into thewall werefairly high. Captain Bateswas on the bridge and
was the only other human aboard except for Hap. She was much too far away to help and evenif he
went to the intercom, what was he going to do? Mew at her? He doubted sheld get the point. Besides,
even if she did come down, she couldn't get through the locked door either.

No, the hapless Hap was his best hope for release. He was not about to gum up his fangs with that vast
amount of tape binding the boy, however. Maybe the hands. That was where those handy thumbs were
located. He did in close to Hap'sfingers, which automatically moved to scratch hisfur. In spite of himsalf
he purred, but then set to work on the tape. It was not that difficult to puncture, but Khiindi found that he
could not position himsalf properly to tear it away. He stood with one hind paw between Hap's hands
and the other outside, while using hisjawsto try to rip the tape away without ripping Hap. Hap,
ungrateful lout that he was, kept complaining that Khiindi'stail tickled his nose and ouch, hefdt that. So
Khiindi then tried it from the other direction, back paws on the deck, forepaws and teeth working at the
tape from between Hap'swridts. It got too dippery from blood to be of any use, and Hap's mental
cursng offended Khiindi's pointed ears. He was just trying to help after al. His claws and teeth wouldn't
be any good to Hap if they weren't sharp enough to pierce alittle flesh. Some humans were entirely too
delicate.

Findly, he clawed a gtrip about a half inch deep in the tape. Then it wouldn't budge any farther. He
grabbed the edge in histeeth and pulled with al his might. Maybe it wastrue he dug his clawsinto Hap's
hands while he pulled, but even a cat needed traction.

Andfor al of Hgp'smenta cursing and muffled moaning, Khiindi finaly found the way to freethe boy's
hands of tape. Hap bled into it so much, it came loose, and between him and Khiindi they managed to
wiggleit loose.

By that time Hap had managed to rub the tape off his mouth aswell. "Okay, boy, | don't know how I'm
going to stand it, but you have to do my arms next."

Khiindi sat back on his haunches, panting like adog. The hands were free, and not lacerated serioudy
enough to be life-threatening. Nothing Khorii couldn't fix when she returned. But he smply didn't have the
strength to go through al that again, and it was entirely possible that by the time they werefinished Hap
wouldn't have asufficient amount blood l&ft in him to do anything ether.

Let the cursed kid free himsdlf the rest of the way, Khiindi thought, washing the blood from hisfur and
whiskerswith apristine paw. Hewould get dl matted if helet it set.

Meanwhile Hap was making a nuisance of himsdlf, mentaly urging, " Come back here, you wretched



cat, and finish this, will you?'

No, redly, he needed a nap and some refreshment before continuing. He hopped up on the table Hap
had set up to repair or fabricate some of the things these people used in their spaceships. Khiindi had no
ideawhat they were. Much too primitive for histaste. However, among the toolswas apair of cable
shears. Picking these up in histeeth, which would probably be faling out after the abuse they'd just taken,
he used the chair, then Hap'sleg for stepsto get down, stepping carefully. If he jJumped too fast, the
shearswould fall out of his mouth and be much harder to pick up from aflat position.

He did drop them before he got them to Hap's hands, as they were just too heavy for a cat's mouth.
However, there was more than one way to free ahuman without skinning him. Khiindi was a powerful
batter, and he dapped the scissors between his forepaws until they rested within Hap's reach. Once he
saw the boy's fingers touching the handles of the shears, he figured his work was done and jumped back
up on thetableto curl up for awell-earned nap. Everything was in Hap's hands now.

Chapter 27
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The cargo shuttle docked aboard the Mana. Khorii and the others were forced to unload it. Marl didn't
even bother bringing the loadersin to stow the cargo properly. Once they emptied it, he couldn't wait to
go down and get some more.

Khorii had never met anyone like Marl before. She thought Captain Becker, whom she had called
greedy once, was the soul of generosity and restraint by comparison. He didn't hurt people to get his
salvage, or wak over their injured bodies. And he put away what he acquired before acquiring more. Of
course, the Condor was much smaler, usudly. It varied depending on what parts of what ships Becker
was using at the time to patch hisown vessdl, but it did stay more or lessthe same size. The size made it
necessary to use imagination to find placesto put everything. Neatness counted, on aship like that.

But as soon as the boxes were stacked in the next docking bay, Marl herded everyone back into the
shuttle, and they returned to the surface for another load.

On theway down hetold Jaya, "Find us awarehouse where they keep weapons. We're going to need
somefirepower to hang onto thislot.”

"What do you mean 'we'?" Jaya asked.

"Okay, maybe not you babies, but I'm sure | can find some like-minded guysto work for me. Thisis
wonderful. | dwayswanted to be awarlord when | grew up, but never thought I'd actualy have the
opportunity. It just goesto show that dreamsredlly do cometrue.”

Khorii asked cautioudy, curious but not wanting to set him off, "Why do you wish that? | just want to
know. We don't have them where| come from. Was your father awarlord, or your mother?"

"How the frag would | know?' he asked. "I never met my dad, and | don't recall having a mother, though
| suppose | probably did."

"How did you survive until you got to Maganos Moonbase then?' she asked.
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"At Maganosthey like to quote the old saying about how it takesavillageto raise akid. In my casg, it
took amilitary encampment. Actudly, my—role models, shall we say?—were on the opposite side from
Lord Bendiz, but | aways had a snesking admiration for him mysdf."

The odd thing was, since that background would have made perfect sense for breeding the sort of
crimina Marl wanted to become, it wasn't true. She could see very clear imagesin his head of his
mother, whom he envisioned in her uniform as a Federation magistrate, and hisfather, adevotee and
minister of ahuman religion that seemed to involve paralelograms asits most potent symboal.

He had parents. He just didn't like them and had run away from them as soon ashe was ableto join the
Cholaran Res stance M ovement, which was where he learned how much heliked blowing things up and
the benefits reaped by Lord Bendizi from being awarlord.

Hewas avery twisted sort of person. Reading him did not confer understanding. At least hislust for the
cargo spared her the images she had glimpsed before. She wondered where the detonator was. If he
could be separated from it before having a chance to useit, hiswarlord dayswould be over before they
started.

She was much too new at the psychic stuff. Shetried to probe unobtrusively for the location of the
detonator and the devices he claimed to have set but he caught her. Abruptly she encountered more of
the repulsive images of what he would like to do to the crew of the Mana—thistime not only ugly violent
mating practices with the femaes, but quite hideous disassembly for both Elviiz and Hap and even more
terrible fates for poor Khiindi and the other cats.

Marl leered at her. "Gotcha. | told you | know how to dedl with your sort. Give you something to think
about, eh, little girl? Get used to it because even if | haveto kill everybody ese, you and me are ateam.
Maybe after you've been around me for awhile you'll change your attitude about some of it."

Khorii snorted. She didn't mean to. She wouldn't have doneiit if sheld thought about it because obviousy
he was a pretty dangerous person. But he sounded so much like Aunt Magti's mate Thariinye boasting,
as he dways had done, about hisway with femaesthat she couldn't help it. Theimagesin Marl'smind
blew away with anger and, very strangdly, embarrassment, and she saw amomentary flash of him giving
Shoshisha something and her laughing a him. He knew about dl that dreadful stuff he put in hismind to
stop her—he had probably seen it and had memories of it. But she was very glad to see that it wasn't
redlly him. He was bad enough, but there might be something in him to salvage, as Becker would say, if
she could just think of away to stop him.

"What wasthat, horn girl ?"
"Nothing," shesad. "l got something in my noseisdl.”

They picked up the second load, and this time he and Jaya used the loadersto stow it in cargo bay one,
while Elviiz, hisorganic bitsrepaired by Khorii and the manufactured ones sdf-repaired, carried the rest.
Sessdi couldn't lift anything € se with her mind at the moment. She had to deep. Marl had tried to make
her doit, and Khorii put her foot down. " She's exhausted. You try lifting al those heavy thingswith your
mind when you're no bigger than sheis. If you want her to do it when speed counts, then let her
recuperate now."

She carried what she could while on board the Mana, but kept reaching out with al her senses, trying to
find Hap. He was till ingde the engine room but he felt freer—in more pain than he had been after sheld
hedled him, but he was partidly free. While the others continued to the cargo bay, and Marl gloated over
his booty, she dipped away and used the code sheld read from Marl's mind to unlock and open the
engine room door.



Hap looked up, still gagged, hisarms till partly bound to his chest, but his hands and feet and lower legs
free. Blood was everywhere, but she saw that it was from minor wounds on his hands. Khiindi lay on the
table, deeping the deep of thejust. Well, the just fed, perhaps. Hap kept cat snacks in the engine room
for Khiindi and the other cats. She hadn't redlized the cat wasin there, but that did explain the wounds on
Hap's hands. Khiindi woke, stretched, yawned, jumped down, and legped through the hold in the dightly
irised door without so much asamew of greeting.

Khorii dipped insdeto free Hap, ignoring him shaking his head and bobbed it in the direction of the
door. Shetore off the trip of tape over his mouth first.

"Khorii, what are you doing? Get out of here," Hap said. "Don't give Marl areason to come looking for
you."

Khorii snatched up the shears and began cutting Hap's bonds. " Just afew seconds, and I'll head back.”
She understood what he was getting a. They would al be safer if Marl didn't know Hap was free, and
he could look for the explosives that way. With one more snip the last of the tape binding Hap parted.
She nodded and backed out, leaving the door unlocked, then hurried to the cargo bay.

Khorii wanted to send a message to Asha Bates, but she wasn't sure of her mental aim over the length of
the ship. She didn't want Marl to be able to intercept anything she had to say to the captain.

Picking up her load again, she toted it to the cargo bay. Marl and Jaya finished stacking their cargo, and
al of them returned to the shuttle. Just before sheleft the bay, Khorii thought she caught the glint of a
ditted green-gold eye high up among the stacks.

"Weve cleaned out dl the entire stock of cackle juice and rhiosgpam, which will bring an absolute
fortune on the black market,” Marl said, rubbing his palmstogether with glee. "WEell get therest, then go
for those weapons.”

But as Jayalowered the shuttle onto the street, it was suddenly surrounded by a group of old men and
young boys, al brandishing wegpons of either an explosive or agriculturd nature. The warehouse guard
who had shot Elviiz pointed angrily at the shuttle.

"Up!" Marl shouted, but Jayawas dready lifting off, amid ahail of bullets, pitchforks, shovels, brooms,
wrenches, crowbars, and other items that bounced off the hull. Sessdli, who had dept through the whole
thing, sat up and rubbed her eyes. "Huh?" she asked.

Khorii gathered her into her arms, and said, "Shhh. 1t's okay. There are more enterprising free
marketeers who survived the plague here than Marl counted on, that's al."

Marl pounded on the viewscreen and screamed at the people below, ™Y ou're al supposed to be dead!
Lie down and die and give someone else a chance, you sdfish zombies!™

Elviiz opened his mouth, no doubt to make some remark about the lack of logic in Marl's command, but
Khorii put her finger to her lips and shook her head.

Asthey returned to the bridge, she lingered by the engine room but sensed at once that it was empty.

"That place sucks," Marl told Captain Bates. "Take usto the Big Money, honey! | need to pick out my
manson, then well go borrowing from the neighbors.”

Hedidn't notice her turning on the signal beacon, because she'd done it while he and the otherswalked
from the docking bay to the bridge. He wasn't especidly looking for it, of course, Snce space wasfull of
such beacons now, and most of them went unanswered by other shipswith their own mayday beacons



pulsing into empty space.

Aari and Acornaheld on to the lives of their friends with every shred of will and skill they possessed. The
problem was, it took both of them to keep both Becker and RK aive and that meant neither of the
Linyaari had a chanceto get enough rest, and neither of their horns regained enough power to cure the
captain or even the cat.

Acornastroked RK and hung pouches of new fluidsto flow into hisveins. Abudita had taught them how
to rig up and Sterilize makeshift kits for administering intravenous fluids for waiting patients. But everything
they administered seemed to lesk out of the patients as quickly asit went in.

Furthermore, the water and air supplies were both getting low, and neither Linyaari had enough power
left to purify other sources.

In between putting cold cloths on Joh's neck, armpits, and groin to keep hisfever down, Aari kept up a
steady psychic stream of memories of their adventures together, of al the times Joh had saved hislife,

Acornarubbed RK's head and ears and the places behind hiswhiskers and reminded him of when they
werein close psychic communication on the cat's homeworld of Makahomia. She asked himto recall dl
of the beautiful jungle temple cats hed met, including the one who had borne him the litter of kittensfrom
which Khiindi had come. " Remember, Roadkill, that you are no common feline, but regarded as a
superior life-form on Makahomia. Think how sad Nadhari and Miw-Sher would be if you depart
this life without saying farewell to them. Also, you should remember that you are a very mature
cat, spiritually aswell as physically, and have probably already exhausted most of your other
lives. You must hang on to this one aslong as possible. Continue your long nap, continue your
passive feed, but do not leap into your next life yet. It may not be there when you land."”

If only they could take the two of them to the surface, where even inisolation they could receive the food
and water she and Aari had purified when their horns were potent. But from their research they both
feared that the plague they carried may have mutated when filtered through the Linyaari systlem. They
might kill the survivorsthey had just rescued, and Joh and RK aswell.

One at atime, each had taken abreak from their psychic interaction with their respective patientsto try
to send along-distance message to their own people, praying that somehow it would get through. Then it
was back to the gruding efforts of trying to keep their friends dive.

Jonas P. Becker was not ardigious man, even though hisfirst mate was of a species worshiped on the
planet of Makahomia. Becker had been orphaned, endaved, then adopted and raised by his scientist
foster father, Theophilus Becker, to be ascientist. Of sorts.

Thething was, when you got to acertain leve of theoretica physics, it wasvery difficult to tdl if you
weretaking science or religion. Much of it sounded similar. Rdligion—maybe—was more like theoretica
history with some miracles thrown in here and there. The courtesy and suspension of disbelief Becker
accorded dien priesthoods and cat deities did not extend to human holy rollers and missonaries.

He was not sure he had a soul. He knew there was a core of stubborn self, of course, but he felt that it
was unlikely to sprout wings, ascend any higher than he aready was above the Condor , or learn to play
aharp.



So hewastotally unprepared for what awaited him after he had emptied his guts, coughed up hislungs,
and fdt asif the Khleevi bug-eyed mongters were taking revenge on him by pulling hisbrainsout his ears
and hisskin off hismuscle, his muscle off the bone. That was the kind of pain that he wasfedling.

But then, although he wasin no less pain, he suddenly shifted places, asif held gone through awormhole
and come out the other side. The pain wasthere, but it was beside the point. The point was that bright
light at the end of the wormhole—yep, he wasin awormhole dl right. He became sort of darmed when
he realized that he was passing through the hole toward the light ass over teskettle without the Condor
surrounding him.

He became aware of avoicein hishead, Aari'svoice, and he said, just kidding, "What light through
this here wormhole breaks?' and Aari replied, " Light? Oh, no, Joh, you see the light when you are
dying, it says herein Ancient Terran Myths of Life and Death. Do not go to the light, Joh. You do not
belong there yet."

But Becker tumbled ever closer and closer, though now it seemed he was bodiless. Except, it wasn't true
that there was no Condor around him. Not exactly. He was the Condor, al patched and bolted
together, and he was roaring through that wormhol e focusing more and more intently on that light. If he
could just seewhat it was—just alittle closer.

"Joh. No! You are dipping from me. Do not go to the light. Do not look at it."

And from somewhere Becker formed the thought, " Then you look at the damn thing. Don't you guys
ever check the scanner array?'

That said, he continued dying.

Chapter 28
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As spaceflights went, the one from Rio Bocato Dinero Grande was amere commuter hop.

Onthe bridge, everything seemed uneventful. Marl remained firmly in charge, though he might have been
more suspicious of the unnaturally meek demeanor of the rest of the crew. But flushed with the success of
hisfirst venture, he no doubt figured he had them cowed. He had stepped out of sight outside the bridge
door to turn off the timer to the bomb, then come back inside.

Thistime, instead of orbiting, Marl insisted that since there was no one to enforce the Federation
guarantine, the Mana should land in the private port attached to the mansion of his dreams.

"You'rejust the most helpful little thing, Khorii," he said. "That passenger roster you brought from the
derelict isgreat. | just pick out the ones from Dinero Grande that | recognize—like these. The woman
was amagjor exporter to drug companies, and her husband wasin the shadier sde of the business. I've
heard about their place. It'sabloody paace. Ought to do nicely for my pied-a-terre here”

Whilethe Mana was en route, he enthused about the baths of rock crystal and the kitchen large enough
for fourteen chefswith an oven so large that it could hold two entire oxen.

Captain Bates suddenly said, "That's odd.”
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"What?'
"L ook, the com board just lit up. It looks like the Federation relays have been reestablished.”

Marl looked, and said, "All at once? Nah, that doesn't mean anything. Those are al remote. Nothing
from around here. Don't get your hopes up. Nobody's going to be calling up to rescue you."

Just then the com unit beeped. Captain Bates toggled up the vid. " Mana, thisis Acorna Harakamian-Li
aboard the Condor. Please do not count on usfor aid. We are extremely contaminated and have two
very sck crewmen on board. Weread that you arein trouble but if itisat al possible for you to get
word back through other vessels to Maganos M oonbase and the Federation, please ask them to send
word to the Linyaari homeworld. Our own peopleareour only ..."

Khorii ran forward. Her mother's voice had poured over her like ashower of comfort and warmth until
shetook in the words, then she felt frightened as she never had been before. Marl blocked her way and
pulled the toggle back, then reached over and shut down the distresssigndl.

"What aclever captain you are, Asha," hesaid. "I may haveto kill you onceweland. Thetruthis, | don't
need any of you anymore.”

"Marl, that was Khorii's mother we just heard,” Captain Bates said. "Why don't you get out here on
Dinero Grande and go live happily ever after, but let usgo try to help them?”

"Okay, fing," he said, and dthough Khorii couldn't believeit, she relaxed enough to release some of the
tightness that had congtricted her chest since hearing her mother'svoice.

"Everybody but Khorii can run off and rescue everyonein sght.”
"It'sher parents, Fidd. And she's probably the only one who can help them.”

"Tough," he said. "Because she's the only one who can help me, too, and in case you've forgotten, | still
have the detonator. Land thisthing, dammit. Y ou can off-load my cargo, then Khorii and | will leave, and
you can take off and go do anything you bloody well choose."

It cameto Khorii suddenly that they needed a distraction, and she flashed a message to Captain Bates,
hoping that Marl wastoo full of hisown plotsto intercept hers.

On the way down to the surface the ship began bucking and jerking asif it were alightweight flitter.
Everyone not seated fell to the deck.

"| thought you knew how to fly thisthing,” Marl said.
"Turbulence,” Captain Bates said, and shrugged. "Sorry. | don't make the wesather."
"Again," something told Khorii, and shetold the captain.

"The device is strapped to hisinner left forearm,” something or someonetold her. The voice was as
familiar to Khorii asher own, yet she had no ideawhose it was.

But the information did them no good at al. Marl was the only one besides Captain Bates who was
strapped into achair.

They landed, and Marl said, "'l can't really wait around while the menia stuff gets done before | see my
new digs. Come on, Khorii. Y ou can clear my path with pure air and uncontaminated luxuries. The rest
of thesefolks, if they wish to leave when | say the word, can unload my cargo.”



Her heart sank. Marl pushed her out the hatch ahead of him. She was aone with him on the ground,
while aboard the ship she imagined the others going to the cargo bay for the loaders.

She a'so imagined, because she sort of heard it from the same familiar and yet totdly strange source as
before, that it was entirely possible that there was no longer anything for the detonator to detonate.

There was an uncertain comfort if ever she had heard of one. Khorii couldn't take the chance that the
mystery voice was wrong, however, so she kept going, waiting for her chance to escape.

Shedid as Marl told her, clearing the way up through the wilted, unwatered gardensto the great carved
doors of the home. Sheled him through the halls to the bedrooms with the mattresses forty inchesthick,
hoping he might decide to fall adeep so she could escape, but of course that didn't happen. In two of the
bedslay corpses, and she purified the air there. Like the other places where she had seen the plague, the
air wasfilled with the specks that fled before her horn. 1t wasn't quite so bad here though, sincethe
roomswere so largeand airy.

"You'll haveto removethose bodieslater,” hetold her.

He saw the baths made of rock crystal, some of which were golden, some of which were pink.
Unfortunately, recent neglect had alowed scum to settle in the perpetua pools flowing over the sides of
the bath from waterfdlsthat fel across gemstone dliffs. The falswere reduced to atrickle now, clogged
with dead flowers and leaves from the untended gardens.

And lagt, she entered the kitchen with him. It stank of rotten food, but the freezers had not fully
defrosted, and there were dried stores as well.

"Yes," hesad, "thissuitsmefine. Let's seeif they've unloaded my cargo yet."

They waked back through the ruined flowers and weeds just as Jaya and Elviiz drove the |oaders back
into the docking bay.

"Isthat it?" he asked.
"That'sit," Jayasaid. "Now, let Khorii go so she can see her parents.”

"l don't think so. Likel said, | need her. Therest of you can go though. Give my regardsto the
moonbasa!"

They headed back toward the mansion as the ship lifted off and disappeared into the atmosphere. Then,
asthey waked into the kitchen, before Khorii could stop him, Marl pressed hisright hand againgt his|eft
forearm.

"What did you just do?' she demanded.

"Got rid of witnesses and evidence," hetold her. "Get over it. You didn't really think | was going to let
them go, did you? And the crowd management was getting to be stressful. Now come on and fix us
something to eat.”

"Can't make me," she said. She expected to be overcome with grief and fury, but actudly, felt her insgdes
freezeto anicy cam. "Y ou've just done your worgt, you vicious, stupid boy. Why do you think I'd ever
do what you say now?"

"How about because I'm bigger, older, smarter, and meaner than you, and | can make you afraid in ways
you cannot imagine?’ he said, advancing on her as she backed toward the door, not in ahurried or



frightened way, but dowly and deliberately.

"You had it theright way around before," shetold him. "Y ou need me. | don't need you. Thisentire
house, except for the very steps | took and the very places| touched my horn to, isinfested with
organismsthat will make you look exactly like those bloated bodiesin the beds. If you set afoot wrong
or try to go anywhere | didn't go before you, you will diejust likethem." And while he was thinking that
over and trying to decide when to pounce, she sent images of herself in three other placesin the room.
She sent images of the plague germs everywhere, of bodies lying asthick on the marble and carpeted
floors of the mansion asthey had on the beaches of LoiLoiKua When he started spinning around the
room trying to decide which one of her to attack, she dammed out of the kitchen, running through the
house by adifferent path than they had come and out into another garden.

Aninarticulate howl of rage rose from the house, and Khorii looked back to see Marl burst out of the
house and race after her, hisface a snarling mask. Although Khorii waslight on her feet at the best of
times, she still hadn't fully recovered from the healing she had performed on the poopuus planet, and her
energy flagged amost immediately. She heard the older boy panting over the dap of hisfeet onthe
ground, and knew that he had closed the distance between them. Then fear lent her speed, and she
practicaly flew down therest of the hill, heading back to the landing dock.

Rounding a corner of abuilding, Khorii staggered and nearly fell. She didn't see anyone who could help
her. The streets were still completely deserted.

"Stop—Khorii—stop right now!" Marl yelled from behind her. She kept going, looking for someone,
anyone.

Her legs buckling, her sides aching, Khorii reached the dock just as alarge shadow passed over her. She
looked up to see the Nakomas descending from above, interposing itself between her and Marl, who
screamed in frustration. The shuttle hatch opened and she leaped inside, relief making her kneesfed like
sap. Elviizwasin the pilot's chair, and Khiindi hopped onto her shoulder.

"The others are undamaged,” Elviiz told her. "Hap escaped his bonds and the engine room. Then he
located all of the explosives Marl Fidd set. Hap spaced them, using the airlock from the docking bay,
whilethe Mana orbited Rio Boca and the shuttle was on the ground. The detonator Marl wearsis out of
range of those explosives. Assoon asdl our friends were out of Marl Fidd's reach, Khiindi and | brought
the shuttle to fetch you.”

Even though Elviiz never redlly liked to be hugged, she hugged him anyway.

Back aboard the Mana, Captain Bates coached Jayain setting a course for the coordinates of the
Condor, still orbiting Paloduro.

In another relatively short commuter hop they were within boarding distance of the ugly,
awkward-looking patchwork ship. Khorii thought it had a certain style and distinction she had failed to
notice before, an individudity that madeit rather homey.

She could read the distress of her parents even before she | eft the Mana. But until she was safely aboard
the Condor, she could not read Uncle Joh Becker or RK at al.

She expected her parentsto rush up to embrace her, but she did not see them. However, over the ship's
intercom, her mother's voice said, "Khorii, yaaz , we cannot come out and meet you, but you have come
just intime. Go to Uncle Joh's cabin. There you will find him and RK 4iill alive, we hope. They werea



few seconds ago.”

"Whereareyou?' Khorii asked, bewildered. "Awvi? Mother? Mom? Pgpa? Daddy?' she said, using
some of the words she had learned on Maganos Moonbase. "Why aren't you here?"

"Wewill explainlater, yaaz," her father said. "Please hedl Joh and RK. We cannot for the same reason
we are not there to embrace the stuffings out of you."

Jonas Becker, lately absorbed by the Condor which was absorbed by awormhole, felt himself shrinking
back out of the hull and into his skin. It wasn't unbearably hot and dry anymore, hisskin. It was moist
and cool and histhroat and his butt and every other part of him didn't hurt anymore. His chest expanded
and contracted without complaint while the air went in and ot.

Opening an eye, helooked into Khorii's anxious face. "Uncle Joh, don't die, okay?"

"Doesthat mean I'm forgiven for being agreedy old goat who dishonors dead people by calling them
siffs?" he asked, and the words came out as smoothly as ever, though they sounded really loud to his
eas.

"Modtly," shesaid. ™Y ou were right about most of what you did with the Blanca.”

"Me? Right? My child, those are hedling words, abam to my soul and music to my ears. Hiya, Khorii,
giveyour old unk ahug?’

Her horn touch had even done something about the sickly odor that had been clinging to him.

He sat back up, and demanded, "Now, what do you mean ‘'mostly*?"

RK barely fdt the sweet touch of horn, for he wastoo far sunk in his misery. Even though he felt hisskin
tingling, hiswhiskers sensng the softness of someone holding him on one sde, the brush of ahand on the
other, he did not think he could possibly pull out of the nosedive he had been infor so long.

"Giving up that last life, are you? Good. You are a wretched old creature well past your prime.
You should die and bequeath your cushy job as a ship's officer to some deserving young cat who
will do the job properly. You're no good to anyone anymore anyway. You have been a fickle mate,
an abusive sire, and the fact that your two-legged companion is fond of you owes more to his
eccentricity and enjoyment of a good fight than to any virtue of yours."

Who was this unsympathetic, unperceptive, rude anima saying al of these terrible thingsto adying hero?

"Hero?' the upstart continued. "Why, | saved my girl and all of her friends with nothing but my wits,
my claws, and teeth. It'sa good thing for all of those children aboard the Mana that thereis so
much more to me than just your sorry DNA. | freed a boy who had been held hostage, then let
myself out to follow one who hid things that would have destroyed all of the others, including my
charge. | peeked into the destroyer's mind when he thought nobody was looking and learned his
secrets, and led the other boy to them. Together we spaced them so when he took our girl, he had
nothing to use against her and, of course, she came back to us like we were her food dishes."

"Braggart,” RK mumbled, the expression on hisface changing fromill to furious. "Upstart. Ingrate.
Heretic. Liar."



"Am not."

"Rrrrr, too," the older cat growled from his deathbed, then flipped to hisfeet, knocking the healing horn
away from his hide, leaped through the air, his no-longer-dank-and-matted fur bristling, and gave chase
to the other cat, who wore amocking smile as he streaked out of the room.

Chapter 29

Khorii was more devastated than she would have believed possible. She had waited so long to be with
her mother and father again. How could they lock themselvesin their cabin and refuse to come out to see
her? She wanted nothing more than to be held by them and reassured that she was not an orphan like so
many of the other kids sheld met recently. She had parents and they loved her and during the past few
weeks she had cometo redlize that she loved them so much it made her throat ache from the huge lump
that had appeared there as she tried to comprehend why they would not see her.

Shefdt asif sheld come through the desert, and they were withholding water. She stood touching the
door to the cabin in which they had locked themsdlves and absently stroked the plasted sheathing of it.
She understood now what they had done and why they had doneit, but it didn't make her yearn for them
any less. But at least she understood. At first she had not when they tried to explain, and Uncle Joh tried
to explain. Findly, it was Elviiz who explained it so that she could understand.

"Y our mother and father carry the disease, dthough they are not affected by it,” the android said. "They
think it is possible they can givethe diseaseto Linyaari now," hetold her. "They do not wish to
contaminateyou.”

She knew so much how letha the plague was, but the idea of her parents having it was ridiculous.

"Although they have rested and returned many days ago, their horns are il transparent,” Maak told her,
looking none the worse for wear after having his own organic parts heded by Khorii and his nonorganic
onesrepaired by his son. "While they were exhausted and their resistance was lowered, the plague
somehow attached itsdlf to them, your father said. It was they who infected the captain, thefeine first
mate, and me."

Khorii had come to the door then. "Elviiz and Maak say you carry the plague? How isthat possible?’

"Weare not sure, yaaz, but it certainly seemsto be," her mother said over the intercom. Since Khorii
had not had her psychic powers when she left them, they were used to talking to her with their voices
instead of sending thought-talk, and that took |ess of the precious energy they needed to revitdize the
power of their horns. She did not attempt thought-talk hersdlf because she liked the solidity of their
voices. If she could not actually see and touch them, at least she could actualy hear them.

Her mother continued, "This has never before happened with any Linyaari. Thisplagueis extremely
tricky. If you want to help, love, you might go down to Corazon and find Jaonzo Allende. He will show
you alaboratory to decontaminate for him to work in. You'l like him. HeE's anice young genius about
your age. Teke Elviiz. They'll befast friends.”

She wanted to whine that she did not want to leave them, that she wanted to see them both right now,
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but stopped herself. She was not a baby, after all. She was a six-and-a-half-ghaanye-old star-clad
Linyaari with full psychic powers. Did Father whine about what had been done to him? Did Mother
complain because she had been raised by humansfar from Vhiliinyar? No, they had made the best of
their dtuations, and astheir daughter, she would do the same.

Khorii stood back from the door and asked through the intercom, *Can my other friends come, too? |
mean, is the area decontaminated enough for them to land safely and leave the ship?”!

"Yes, | beieve so. JAonzo and the others can show you where we've been.”
"I think I'll be dbleto tdll.” shesaid.

Her parents sent mind touches. At last she was ready to receive them and accept reassurance and love.
It was dmost as good as physica contact, if not as satisfying. She could not smell their scent that was so
much apart of her own. She could not fed her father's strong arms close around her like afort,
protecting her againgt any harm. She could not look into her mother's beautiful silvery eyesor curl her
maneinto rings for her fingers. But the mind touches relaxed her and made her smile, and she sent one
back loaded with dl the love she could muster for them, which was alot indeed.

Straightening her back, Khorii put her hand to the door once more and nodded to Elviiz, who cameinto
the corridor with Khiindi on his shoulder, that she was ready to return to the Mana.

By thetime Khorii returned from decontaminating the huge college laboratory in downtown Corazon,
Jaonzo Allende, the large boy with the long black hair and brown eyesthat were shrewd yet innocent at
the sametime, had thoroughly bonded with Elviiz and Hap Hellstrom.

"Y ou should have seen them! Everybody got redly involved in thisgame, and | just madeit up. We didn't
even use cards or anything.” He explained to them the magica system held invented, and, as Khorii
listened, it sounded to her asif JaAonzo had turned the plague into a game with each symptom being a
monster or a curse and each person who survived being gifted with some kind of specid protective
amulet.

Although Jalonzo's first language was Spandard, he spoke excellent Standard as well. When he could not
explain something adequatdly in that language, Elviiz trandated for Hap, and did the samefor Elviiz when
Hap enthusiasticaly interrupted saying, "It's cool that you don't need cards, Jalonzo, but wouldn't it be
fun to make up your own with somereally amazing artwork? | can just see San-grojo on acard, al oozy
and red, and Kuklukan as awind dragon with an Aztec-looking face, and Santaninawould be beautiful,
kind of likeafary."

"In addition to which, Jdonzo," Elviiz sad, "cards or some form of tangible artwork present amarketing
opportunity not to be overlooked. Perhapsinstead of dice you could employ some more distinctive
device?'

"S", 4," Jdonzo said. " Such as throwing bones—maybe shaped like vertebrae or small skulls—ahh, |
haveit, dice but with holograms of skullsinside them that glow in different colors, the colors representing
the magical properties..."

"Ahem," Khorii said, clearing her throat and trying not to roll her eyes. "The laboratory is cleared now,
Jdonzo."

"Oh, gracias, Khorii," he said, suddenly dl of the enthusiasm turned to awkwardness as he looked down



at the dender, silver-maned girl. "Uh, how are Aari and Acornadoing? Aretheir horns back to normal
yer?”

She shook her head. "'l do not think so."
"What do you mean? Haven't you seen them?"

"No. They wouldn't let me near them. They think they gave the plague to Captain Becker and RK, and
they're afraid avariety that can atach to them might befatd to Linyaari even when their hornsarefully
functiond.”

"Extremdy unlikdy," JAonzo said in an authoritative tone surprising for one so young, "But | can seewhy
they'd want to be careful. | mean, it makes sense, given the shape that they werein, that they passed it on
to their human—I mean, to susceptible beings of other species, since onewas a gatito. But | don't see
why that would change the plague.”

"But Linyaari have ways been able to destroy any illness or hed any injury with our horns," Khorii
reminded him. "If those organisms | kept seeing were able to attach themselves to my parents and mutate
into something that isimmuneto our healing abilities, then everyoneisredly introuble.

"True, but there are &till afew things that we don't know about this plague—like how it infectsitsvictims"
Elviiz said. "I have atheory about that that | have been collecting data on ever since this epidemic began.
Jaonzo, besides people, what other kinds of animals died here on Paoduro?’

"Welost alot of cats and dogs and horses and many other kinds of animals here, too. Not all of them,
but quite afew. But we noticed something interesting. Lots of people died, and their petsdidn't. A lot
more feral cats and dogs died than pets, | guess because the pets got good diets and regular visitsto the
vet and ... and alot of them were neutered,” hefinished.

"Aswe were coming down, | saw fieldswith steersin them, but no cows,” Elviiz said.

Jalonzo's brow furrowed as he pondered thisinformation. "Aari, Acorna, naturaly,” he said, grinning a
Khorii, who didn't quite understand his expression. "'Is RK? Neutered, | mean?’

"No," shesad. "Nether isKhiindi. Hegot sick, but | healed him."

"But dl of the mouserswe were carrying to Rushimawere,”" Jayainterjected. Sheld been slently watching
the boys bat the conversational ball back and forth. Jaya hadn't dways been aquiet person. Her mother
used to scold her for chattering so much and singing to hersdf dl thetime. Losing her parents had made
her fed empty of talk or fedings or even sengble thoughtsfor awhile. But listening to the boyswas giving
her alot of new ideas, even if she hadn't been able to get aword in edgewise. "Maybe that's why they
didn't get the plague.”

"Oh, what do you know about it?" Jaonzo said without thinking. Anger flared in Jayas eyes. The older
boy thought fast, needing to backtrack. He didn't want to make her angry. He only wanted to impress
her with how smart he was. This new girl was so pretty, and he knew he wasn't especially handsome or
ahletic or anything.

Khorii was reading everyone's faces and fedlings and thoughts effortlessy now as she had not been able
to do on the Mana. Maybe her friends were less guarded out in the open, and without Marl to use
everything they said againgt them. "I'm sure Jdonzo didn't mean what he said,” sheinterjected, with a
meaningful ook a him.

"Uh, no, I'm sorry, Jaya," Jalonzo said, recognizing the opportunity she had handed him. Then hiseyes



widened, and he nodded and gpologized again, thistime sincerdly. " Really sorry because you're actudly
right.”

"Yes, of course—" Jayasaid, then redized he meant more than that, she knew which catswere sick and
which onesweren't. Y ou think the neutering had something to do with it? But how could it? None of the
people who survived were neutered that | know of, at least.”

"No," hesad. "Not that. And of course the usud stuff like how hedlthy they were to begin with made a
difference—some of the kidsin our group who died had other stuff wrong with them, too. It was part of
the reason they got into the game. I'm not sure exactly what the trouble was, but | remember that one of
them had a heart problem from birth and there was something wrong with the girl, too. Before the plague,
| mean. But when you consider it, we were all exposed because everybody ate the nachos the dead
delivery guy brought. And we are dl, you know, kids."

"Hormoned" Hap said, snapping hisfingers as he got the point. " All of the adults say kids going through
puberty are amess of hormones. Either too active or not active enough—that's probably why | got it, but
Sessdi didn't. Jayas younger than we are, but she'sagirl and they—uh—gjirls are different.”

"None of us had been eating well," Jaya said. "There was food, but everyone wastoo sick to fix it, and
the air supply had redlly become polluted. I'd have had to be made out of plas—sorry, Elviiz, no
offense”

"None taken," he said.
Khorii said, "But Elviiz, if it was hormones, why did your father get sick, too? Droidsdont ... do they?!

"Father had been experimenting,” he said. "Making meindtilled in him the joys of fatherhood, and he ...
wished to experience it again. But you know my father, Khorii. He lways thinks the organic way is
better than the ectronic or mechanicaly engineered, even though | am living proof..."

"That's another thing!" Jalonzo said, so excited by his own idea he forgot to ask where Maak intended to
find the hormone-enhanced fema e android necessary to complete his experiment. "It'sengineered. The
plague | mean. That's how comeit selects certain people—or animals—based on hormones.”

"Y ou mean someone started it on purpose?’ Jayaasked. "Why?'

Before the boys could speak, Sesseli spoke up. "That's easy-peasy.” she said. " So that there would only
be little kids and grandmas and grandpas, but no moms and dads to take care of them."

"Or teachersto teach them," Khorii continued. "Or police to protect warehouses and valuables ..."

"Or Federdtion officiasto investigate the plagueitsdlf or anything ese" Hap finished. "Whichiswhy
we're the onesto figure al this out. Everybody who got close enough to study it got zapped. Weve
aready seen how the incubation period varies so some people were infected for along time before they
got sick and died and had achance to infect other people in the meantime. Or maybeit wastheir genera
hedlth again that decided when the disease struck, | don't know."

"It worked redly wdll, too," Jaya said. "Except for people who weren't in the arealike Captain Bates or
people lucky enough to have Khorii there to save them when they got infected, like you, Hap."

They dl looked at each other, then Hap summed it up. "Wdll," he said. "That sucks."

Khorii said, "With the lab now ready for you to use, Jalonzo, perhaps there is something we can do
about it after al."



"I'll help you, buddy,” Hap said. "I want to kick itsvira butt."
"] should be able to be of assstance, t00," Elviiz said.

"I can help," Khorii said. "Definitely. But firgt | think we should a so collect specimens from my mom and
dad to seeif they areincubating anew Linyaari-specific Srain, asthey fear.”

She, Sessdli, and Jayatook the shuttle back to the Mana while the boys ran off toward the lab. Sessdli
dipped one of her handsinto Khorii's left hand and Jaya's right as they walked through the ship. Captain
Bates hdf turned in her chair when they entered the bridge.

"There's good news and bad news, ladies," she said.

Khiindi, who had opted for the Mana over the Condor where hissire held the ironclad apha cat
position, deserted Captain Batesslap for Khorii's shoulder.

"The good newsis that the communications relays are now open al the way back to the Moonbase and
Kezdet. Congratulations, Khorii, you are agreat aunt. The bad newsisthat we've had anumber of other
distress cdls from coloniesin the next system. The nearest two are moons, Luna Frida Kahlo and Luna
Diego Rivera, colonized by acompany based on Dinero Grande.”

"None farther afield than that?' Khorii asked. If the plague was a ddliberate attack, asthey suspected, it
must not have been as thorough as the perpetrators hoped.

"Not that I've heard about so far. The Federation posts were the hardest hit, and the word about
quarantine got out esewhere. But it seems that the moons were infected after every other place. Some of
thefirg victimsare dill dive"

"Wed better hurry then," Khorii said.

Chapter 30

«N»

Asthe Mana left Paloduro space, Khorii watched the speck that was the Condor , then the speck that
Pd oduro became fade into the distance. Findly, the Solojo sun itsaf becamejust avery bright star, but
not so bright asthe red giant that illuminated the entire Solojo system. The planets themselves were harsh
and full of noxious gases, but the twin moons that orbited the third planet, Calacadel Muerto, had been
bubble-colonized like Maganos M oonbase. The purpose of the colonieswas to cultivate and tend
experimenta geneticaly engineered crops, according to the general information the Mana's crew had
downloaded from Federation data banks.

The com unit beegped, and Khorii saw her mother and father again. "Khorii, we heard you're on your way
to heal some people on two different moons," her father said. Y ou know we would never want you to
withhold compassionate aid to others, but do not |et them exhaust you. Thisisvery difficult to say, yaaz,
but even if afew people die while you rest, you must risk it, or you may have the same problem your
mother and | have now—and you could infect your human companions.”
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"Don't worry, Dad, Mom," she said, again using terms she'd learned on the Moonbase. Although she
understood why it had to be, she was till hurt and dso angry with them for refusing to see her. 'l have it
under control. Also, you should know that the boys have a theory, which so far has been borne out by all
of our observations. We think that the plague has been deliberately engineered so that it attacks beings
with certain hormone leves. We think it has something to do with being able to reproduce. Most of the
plague victims aren't kids my age or elders. The farm animals and pets who were atered also mostly
survived. So we think I'm immune. But we could bewrong. So | guessif | come back tainted, I'll goin
with you, and welll just haveto get Captain Batesto lock hersdlf airtight in the cargo bay or something
until we can curethis. Jayasaready had it, and, if we'reright, Sessdli isimmune. But we need you to
send blood and tissue samples down to the planet for anadyss, so they can work on understanding how
the plague in you has been changed.”

That would show them they should not underestimate her! She had grown up alot since she saw them
last and they needed to redlize that. Already she knew more abouit this plague they were supposed to
curethan they did.

"Yaaz," her mother said, holding her gaze through the com unit asif she were right beside her. "Captain
Becker and RK should have been immune, too. Remember, they were exposed aboard the derelict
which, aswedl found out from ElviiZ's data, did carry the plague. They had it and we cured them and
that should have made them immune if immunity is conferred by recovery from the disease. So Jaya could
dill catch it again if you become exhausted enough to expose her. We certainly hope you and the boys
areright and that you are dl immune because of your age and hormone levels, but we were immune as
well until we became very tired. I'm very proud to hear you thinking this through, but the things causing
these illnesses can mutate, Khorii. They can change the rules on you before you know what game they
areplaying. Promise usthat you will rest when you need to."

Chastened, Khorii nodded, and again felt like crying because she couldn't see her parents when she
needed them the most. But she swallowed her tears and gulped hard, then looked out the viewscreen
again. She had too many other thingsto do to st here and wallow in her misery.

Captain Bates touched her hand. "It'stime, honey."

Khorii had never felt so donein her life aswhen shefinally got her wish and piloted the shuttle down to
LunaDiego Rivera. But she had formed a plan even while discussing the risks of thismission with her
parents. A figure clothed in what looked like ahelmeted shipsuit waited for her at the entrance to the
nearest bubble.

"Sefiorita, we are o grateful you have come. Y our people are said to be able to work miracleswith this
disease. We have many afflicted now, and two have died.”

Aspolitely as she could, she said, "Then there's no time to waste. Do you have a pool 7

"Pool 7"

"Um—water—large body of water. A pond, lake, pool, sea?'

"SI" he said. "Oh yes, we have areservoir for watering our plants and for drinking water for ourselves.”
"Good. Please take me there and bring everyone e se, too."

"But we have quarantined the sick ones, sefiorita, as the Federation ordered.”

"If you don't want them to die, unquarantine them. Have the older children—but no one over thirteen



Standard years, and any elderswho live with you bring them to the water. I'll treat everyone before I'm
done—um, how many of you are there here?'

"Six thousand, sefiorita.”
"And how big isthe reservoir? How many people would it hold?'

"We do not put peoplein it normally, sefiorita, so | do not know," the man said. He was no doubt a
senior scientist, and he waslooking at her asif reconsdering the idea of having her help them.

"I suppose well find out. Which way isthe reservoir?'
"Straight ahead, following this street to the last bubble.”

"Fine. Y ou gather the sck ones and bring them there, and I'll meet you. Please trust me, and bring them
assoonasyou areable.”

Khorii realized her reassurance might not be enough, so she broadcast a silent psychic message and
hoped the colony had enough people who were sufficiently receptive that they would not haveto rely on
word of mouth aone. "Hola, people of Luna Diego. | am Khorii, of the Linyaari race fromthe
planet Vhiliinyar. | have the ability to help cure your colony of the illness, but | must treat many of
you at once. That iswhy | want you to bring your sick onesto the reservoir. When you arrive, help
theminto the water. Assist the ones who cannot support themselves so they don't drown.™

As she broadcast, people came, at first in pairsor trios, then a steedy flow from the rows of small
flat-roofed dwedllings lining the street. Beyond the buildings, to the edges of the bubbl€'s horizon, were
greenhouses and fields, untended and empty.

When Khorii arrived at the reservoir, she could see two or three hundred people already in the water.
She stripped off her shipsuit and jumped over the side of the round sunken pool. She clapped her hands
to get everyone's attention. "When | dive, duck the heads of the sick peopleinto the water at the same
time," she told them with both her voice and her mind. She saw nods of understanding, heard afew
spoken or shouted replies of " S'," and many questions from many minds she could not tekethetimeto
ansver.

She nodded and dived under the surface. At first she could not see even the nearest faces and bodies,
only the countless plague specks that clouded the water around her asif dirt had been poured into it. But
amost at once, the specks flowed away and vanished, and she beheld the faces and bodies of alot of
people who were having trouble holding their breath. By then she knew that once the specks were gone,
the people would be cured.

"Up!" she ordered, and surfaced hersdlf.

Once the others saw the condition of their friends and loved ones, the main problem was to keep them
from drowning each other in their hurry to get into the water with her.

It took about thirty immersionsto free everyone of the disease. At the end she felt abit soggy but
nowhere near as exhausted as she had been after purifying the ocean for the LoiLoiKuans.

"Does LunaFridahave apool likethis?' she asked the nearest convaescent.
"g, sefiorita, gracias, you aeanangd, asant ..."

Khorii shook her head, water dropletsflying from her slver hair. " Gracias. That's very nice of you, but



I'm not. | smply have accessto powerful aien medicine that works the way you just saw. Would
someone please get on the com unit here and tell the people of Luna Frida lI'm coming and whét to do?
But tell them not to dunk anyone until | get there, okay?"

Someone met her on the path in alittle curt. " Sefiorita, we do not normally swimin our pool. How can
we clean it so we can useit again to drink from?"

"I think you'l find it cleaner and more pure now than it was before we went for our swim,” shetold him
with asmile. "My medicine dso hasthat effect.”

The healing process on Luna Frida began in much the same way. But it was alarger colony than the one
on LunaDiego, with fifteen thousand people, and by her twentieth dunk, Khorii realized that she wastoo
exhausted to continue. More people wereill here because, Since she visited Diego first, more had had a
chance to become infected or to get sicker. She couldn't bear just to let people die, but her parents were
right. Could sheredly risk the lives of Captain Bates, Jaya, and maybe even Sessdli, not to mention the
people who were expecting to be saved and might not be because of her overextending hersdf? Also, if
she became too tired to finish thisjob properly, the ones she had already cured could become reinfected
if her parents were correct about Uncle Joh's and RK'sfirst contact being no protection.

Shefdt protest from some of the minds of the more receptive Luna Fridans who were aware of her
conflict. How could she let them down? She was as good as killing them!

Khorii thought and thought, then came to adecision. If she exhausted hersdlf trying to save asmany as
possible, she could be with her parents again. That was a better aternative than what these people had to
face. Shetook adeep breath, readying hersalf to plunge back into the water.

"Hey, Khorii! Are you going to hog the swimming hole or can anybody play?'
"Great-aunt Neeva?'

"Right behind you, youngling. Flying around trying to decontaminate all of those smelly old
Federation outpost relaysis dry work. Can we come swimming with you and your friends?'

"We?'

"Melireenya and Kharii of course, and Maati and Thariinye. We contacted the Condor, then the
Mana, to find you. Don't worry, little one. We, as the humans say, have got your back. And we
heard what you did on LoiLoiKua, so we have cleverly divined the moistened nature of your
master plan.”

The hard footfalls of two-toed Linyaari feet clatered behind her, and what parts of her had begun to dry
while she was debating her decison to continue healing were soaked dl over again asfive Linyaari
bodies dived gleefully into the reservoir, leaving agrateful Khorii to Sink to her knees, smiling and crying
with relief at the sametime.

Standing outside her parents cabin door aboard the Condor once more, Khorii cameto believe
something she had aways thought was mere folklore concerning the origin of the Linyaari people. It was
said that the Ancestorswho lived in a secret place on Vhiliinyar were part goat. They looked very much
like small, bearded, cloven-hooved, horned horses, and Khorii had never wanted to believe they could
berelated to alowly anima from old Terramostly known for providing smelly cheese. But now her



parents stubbornness made her think of the legendary hard heads of the goats, and she was pretty sure
that she numbered those humble animas somewherein her evolutionary chain.

"Okay, | understand. Y ou are trying to protect me and everyone el sein the multiverse, asusud. But,
look ... Therés something | forgot to tell you, probably because you haven't let me see you yet and it
dipped my mind. | can seethe plague.”

"Areyou sure?' her father asked. "How?"

"The same way Mother can tell the minera content of asteroids and that sort of thing. | can seethe
life-formsthat make up the plague. I've been able to ever snce we found the derdlict. | seedl theselittle
gpecks, and when they see my horn coming, they runfor it and just vanish.”

"I'm very proud of you, darling,” Mother said.

"But thething is, if you are ftill infected or affected or whatever, if you'd just let me see, | could tell you
for sure. Then you'd know."

"Khorii," her father said alittle ernly, "weve aready explained.”

"S, 9, 9," shesaid in the rather mocking singsong she'd picked up from Jalonzo over the last few days
while sheld been trying to decide what to do about her parents and the mission in generd. "But asl've
aready explained, and the boys assure me that thisis true, and furthermore Grandsire Kaarlye and
Grandam Miiri think they are using sound scientific logic, kids don't get the plague. At least, not yet. The
odds are we don't get any mutations either because we think thiswas ddiberately set to attack active
hedlthy adults during their reproductive years, not kids or elders. So—so you should let mein so | can
tell if you are carrying the plague.” Khorii's voice quavered for just amoment, and she sucked in adeep
bregath, trying to be strong.

What if they till refused? Would she ever seethem again? Don't be silly, she scolded hersdlf. Of course
you will.

Very much to her surprise, the door irised open. Although Khorii wanted to rush inside, she stepped in
dowly, and the door shut behind her.

"Oh," she said. Blue specks floated around each of her parents as they moved. None seemed to be trying
to drift toward Khorii, but they didn't vanish either, despite the fact that her parents horns were once
again their usud color and shape.

"Blue specks,” shesad.

Her mother nodded. "Wetold you. It'samutant strain. It would amost have to be. And it could infect
you or other Linyaari."

"Not me," Khorii said. "Not yet. And not elders or other Linyaari kids. So | want ahug. If you infect me,
the worst that can happenis| get to stay with you. But I'll know if I'm okay."

Stffly at first, then with great enthusiasm, al of them hugged and kissed and cried, and Khorii tried to tell
them dl of her adventuresin one long thought.

When shefinally stepped away, none of the blue specks clung to her but neither had any been removed
from ether of her parents.

Captain Becker'simpatient voice boomed over the intercom. " So, what's the verdict?'



"Guilty ascharged,” Father said, with asad smile.

Uncle Joh took a deep breath. " Okay, then. Well, as your captain and your social secretary today, |
need to tell you that there are some other people here to communicate with you."

"People? Who?"

"It'sus, Aari dear," Grandam Miiri'svoice said. " Your father and | have a plan we need to discuss
with you."

Two Standard days later, Elviiz, Khiindi and Khorii waved goodbye asthe Condor headed back to
Vhiliinyar, accompanied by Kaarlye and Miiri.

Khorii could hardly breathe for the tightnessin her chest that had nothing to do with the plague. Her
parents and the Condor crew were returning to their homeworld, where Kaarlye and Miiri would guide
them to aspecia private enclave built for the Ancestors, who were the oldest beings on the planet and
said to be thewisest aswell. Khorii had reassured everyone that the strain of the plague Mother and
Father carried could not attack her grandparents any more than it had attacked her. Therefore, they and
the elders should be safe. Although she had been able to cure Captain Becker and RK of the mutant
grain, her horn had no effect on the strain surrounding her parents, nor had she been able to disinfect the
Condor totdly. So dl of them, Mother, Father, Uncle Joh, RK and even Maak, would wait with the
Ancestorswhile she and her friends, human, feline, and Linyaari dike, searched for the malevolent entity
who had created the plague and for a permanent cure.

It was only atemporary measure, Khorii told herself. She had no doubt that soon they would al be
together again for good, but it could never be soon enough to suit her. And woe to the person or persons
or beings or whatever who had caused so much suffering throughout the gaaxy, for as she stood on the
bridge watching the Condor fade into space, Khorii vowed to find the entity that had done thisand bring
that entity to justice.

It was her mission. And it was amission that she would pursueif it took her to the end of the galaxy or

beyond.

Glossary of Termsand Proper Namesin The Acorna Universe

aagroni—Linyaari namefor avocation that isacombination of ecologist, agriculturaist, botanist, and
biologist. Aagroni are responsible for terraforming new planetsfor settlement aswell as maintaining the
well-being of populated planets.

Aari—alLinyaari of the Nyaaryaclan, captured by the Khleevi during theinvasion of Vhiliinyar, tortured,
and left for dead on the abandoned planet. He's Madti's older brother. Aari survived and was rescued
and restored to his people by Jonas Becker and Roadkill. But Aari's differences, the physical and
psychologicd scars|eft behind by his adventures, makeit difficult for himto fit in among the Linyaari.

Aarlii—aLinyaari survey team member, firstborn daughter of Captain Y aniriin.

Aarkiiyi—member of the Linyaari survey team on Vhiliinyar.
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abaanye—a Linyaari degping potion that can befatd in large doses.

Acor na—aunicorn-like humanoid discovered as an infant by three human miners—Cadum, Gill, and
Rafik. She hasthe power to hed and purify with her horn. Her uniqueness has dready shaken up the
human galaxy, especidly the planet Kezdet. She's now fully grown and changing the lives of her own
people, aswell. Among her own people, sheisknown as Khornya

Ali Baba—Azizasship.
Allende, Jalonzo—ayoung genius from the planet Paloduro.
Ancestor s—unicorn-like sentient species, precursor race to the Linyaari. Also known as ki-lin.

Ancestral Friends—an ancient shape-changing and space-faring race responsible for saving the
unicorns (or Ancestors) from Old Terra, and using them to create the Linyaari race on Vhiliinyar.

Ancestral Hosts—see Ancestral Friends.

Andina—owner of the cleaning concession on MOO, and sometimes lady companion to Captain
Becker.

Aridimi Desert—avad, barren desert on the Makahomian planet, site of a hidden Temple and asacred
lake.

Aridimis—people from the Makahomian Aridimi desert.

Arkansas Travel er—freight-hauling spaceship piloted by Scaradine MacDonald.
Asha Bates—teacher on the Maganos Moonbase.

Attendant—Linyaari who have been sdlected for the task of caring for the Ancestors.
Awi—Linyaari word for "daddy."

Aziza Amunpul—head of atroop of dancers and thieves, who, after being reformed, becomes Hafiz's
chief security officer on MOO.

Balakiire—the Linyaari spaceship commanded by Acornas aunt Neeva.
Basic—shorthand for Standard Galactic, the language used throughout human-settled space.
Beck er —see Jonas Becker

Bulaybub Felidar sach Pilau ardo Agorah—aMakahomian Temple priest, better known by hisred
name—Tagoth. A priest who supports modernizing the Makahomian way of life, he was afavorite of
Nadhari Kando, before her departure from the planet. He has aclose relationship in his young relative,
Miw-Sher.

Calla Kaczmar ek—the psychologist and psychol ogy/sociology instructor on Maganos Moonbase.
Calum Baird—one of three miners who discovered Acornaand raised her.

chrysoberyl—a precious cat's-eye gemstone available in large supply and great size on the planet of
Makahomia, but aso, very rarely and in smaller sizes, throughout the known universe. The sSonesare
consdered sacred on Makahomia, and are guarded by the priest class and the Temples. Throughout the



rest of the universe, they are used in the mining and terraforming industries across the universe.
Commodor e Crezhale—an officer in the Federation Health Service.

Condor—Jonas Becker's sdvage ship, heavily modified to incorporate various "found" items Becker has
come across in his space voyages.

Crow—Becker's shuttle, used to go between the Condor and placesin which the Condor isunableto
land.

Declan " Gill" Giloglie—one of three human miners who discovered Acornaand raised her.

Delszaki Li—once the richest man on Kezdet, opposed to child exploitation, made many political
enemies. Helived hislife paralyzed, floating in an antigravity chair. Clever and devious, he both hijacked
and rescued Acorna and gave her a cause—saving the children of Kezdet. He became her adopted
father. Li's death was a source of tremendous sadnessto al but hisenemies.

Dinan—Temple priest and doctor in Hissm.
Dinero Grande—aworld in the Solojo star system.

DoloresM. Grimwald—Captain of the ship La Estrella Blanca, deceased, an early victim of the
space plague.

Domestic Goddess—Andinas spaceship.

Dsu M acostut—Federation officer, Lieutenant Commander of the Federation base on Makahomia.
Edacki Ganoosh—corrupt Kezdet count, uncle of KidaManjari.

Egstynkeraht—A planet supporting severa forms of sulfur-based sentient life.

Elviiz—Mac'sson, aLinyaari childlike android, given as awedding/birth gift to Acornaand Aari.
According to Mac, the android is named for an ancient Terran king, and is often cdled Viiz for short.

enye-ghanyii—Linyaari timeunit, smdl portion of ghaanye.

Fagad—Temple priest in the Aridimi desert, who spied for Mulzar Edu Kando.
Felihari—one of the Makavitian Rain Forest tribes on Makahomia
Feriila—Acornas mother.

Fiicki—Linyaari communications officer on Vhiliinyar expedition.

Fiirki Miilkar —aLinyaari anima specidid.

Fiiryi—aLinyaari

fraaki—Linyaari word for fish.

Friends—aso known as Ancestral Friends. A shape-changing and space-faring race responsible for
saving the unicorns from Old Terraand using them to create the Linyaari race on Vhiliinyar.

Gaali—highest pegk on Vhiliinyar, never scaed by the Linyaari people. The officid marker for
Vhiliinyar's date line, anchoring the meridian line that setsthe end of the old day and the beginning of the



new day acrossthe planet asit rotates Our Star at the center of the solar system. With nearby peaks
Zaami and Kaahi, the high mountains are amystica place for most Linyaari.

ghaanye (pi. ghaanyi)—alLinyaari year.

gheraalye malivii—Linyaari for navigation officer.

gheraalye ve-khanyii—Linyaari for senior communications officer.
giirange—office of toastmaster in aLinyaari socid organization.

Grimalkin—an Ancestral Friend who became entangled with Aari and Acornain their voyages through
time. He even impersonated Aari for awhile. He was punished for hisimpudence by his people, who
trapped him in the body of acat and took away his machinery for timetravel and time control. He has
become Khorii's boon companion—she cals him Khiindi. He isthe key to anumber of secretsthat none
of the humansor Linyaari are privy to, including the fate of Khorii'slost twin.

GSS—Gravitation Stabilization System.

haarha liirni—Linyaari term for advanced education, usually pursued during adulthood while on
sabbatical from apreviouscaling.

Hafiz Harakamian—Raéfik's uncle, head of theinterstellar financia empire of House Harakamian, a
passionate collector of rarities from throughout the galaxy and a devotee of the old-fashioned sport of
horseracing. Although basicaly crooked enough to hide behind aspird staircase, heis genuinely fond of
Rafik and Acorna.

Hap Hdlstrom—astudent on Maganos Moonbase.

H el oi se—Andina's spaceship.

Highmagister HaGurdy—the Ancestra Friend in charge of the Hostson old Vhiliinyar.
Hissm—the biggest city on Makahomia, home of the largest Temple.

Hraaya—an Ancestor.

Hrronye—Mdireenyaslifemate.

Hrunvrun—thefirgt Linyaari Ancestra attendant.

liiliira—alLinyaari ship.

lirtye—chief aagroni for narhii-Vhiliinyar.

| kwaskwan—sdlf-styled leader of the Kilumbembese Red Bracd ets. Depending on circumstances and
who heistrying to impress, heisknown as either "Generd Tkwaskwan™ or "Admira Ikwaskwan,” though
both ranks are sdf-assigned. Entered into devious dealings with Edacki Ganoosh that led to his downfall.

Johnny Greene—an old friend of Calum, Rafik, and Gill; joined the Starfarers when he was fired after
Amalgamated Mining's takeover of MME.

Jonas Becker —interplanetary salvage artist; dias gpace junkman. Captain of the Condor. CEO of
Becker Interplanetary Recycling and Salvage Enterprises Ltd.—a one-man, one-cat salvage firm Jonas
inherited from his adopted father. Jonas spent his early youth on alabor farm on the planet Kezdet before



he was adopted.

Judit Kendor o—assgtant to psychiatrist Alton Forelle at Amagamated Mining, saved Acornafrom
certain degth. Later fdl inlovewith Gill and joined with him to help care for the children employed in
Delszaki Li's Maganos mining operation.

Kaahi—ahigh mountain pesk on Vhiliinyar.

Kaalrni Vroniiyi—leader of the Linyaari Council, which made the decision to restore the ruined planet
Vhiliinyar, with Hafiz's help and support, to astate that would once again support the Linyaari and dl the
life-forms native to the planet.

K aarlye—the father of Aari, Maati, and Laarye. A member of the Nyaarya clan, and life-bonded to
Miiri.

ka-L inyaari—something againg dl Linyaari beliefs, something not Linyaari.

Karina—aplumply beautiful wanna-be psychic with asmall shred of actual talent and alarge fondness
for profit. Married to Hafiz Harakamian. Thisis her first marriage, his second.

Kashirian Steppes—Makahomian region that produces the best fighters.
K ashirians—Makahomians from the Kashirian Steppes.
kava—a coffedike hot drink produced from roasted ground beans.

KEN—aline of generd-purpose mae androids, some with customized specidizations, differentiated
among their owners by number, for example—KENG37.

K ezdet—a backwoods planet with alabor system based on child exploitation. Currently in economic
turmoil because that system was broken by Delszaki Li and Acorna.

Khaari—senior Linyaari navigator on the Balakiire.

Khiindi—Heis supposedly Khorii's cat, one of RK's offspring. Heis, however, much more than that.
Heisactudly Grimakin, an Ancestral Friend who got into more mischief than his shapeshifting people
approved of. They trapped him in the body of a cat and gave him to Khorii, as penance for hisharm to
her family and also to alow Grimalkin timeto work out his destiny.

K hleevi—name given by Acornas people to the space-borne enemies who have attacked them without
mercy.

Khoriilya—Acornaand Aari's oldest child, adaughter, known as Khorii for short.

Krishna-Murti Company—The shipping and supply company that subcontracts to House Harakamian
and ownsthe Mana, Jaya's ship.

kit—aLinyaari time measurement roughly equivalent to an hour of Standard Time.
ki-lin—Qrienta term for unicorn, also aname sometimes associated with Acorna

Kilumbemba Empire—an entire society that raises and exports mercenaries for hire—the Red
Bracdlets.

Kida M anjari—anorexic and snobbish young woman, raised as daughter of Baron Manjari; shattered



when through Acornas efforts to help the children of Kezdet her father is ruined and the truth of her
lowly birthisreveaed.

Kmal Madari—achild saved from davery in amine on Kezdet, he grew up to become amidshipmanin
the planet's space force.

Kubiilikaan—the legendary first city on Vhiliinyar, founded by the Ancestral Hosts.

Kubiilikhan—capitd city of narhii-Vhiliinyar, named after Kubiilikaan, the legendary firdt city on
Vhiliinyar, founded by the Ancestral Hosts.

La Estrella Blanca—A luxury liner from Dinero Grande. It became a plague ship. Captain, crew, and
passengers |l perished.

LAANYE—deep learning device invented by the Linyaari that can, from asmall sample of any foreign
language, teach the wearer the new language overnight.

L aarye—Maati and Aari's brother. He died on Vhiliinyar during the Khleevi invasion. He wastrapped in
an accident in a cave far distant from the spaceport during the evacuation, and was badly injured. Aari
stayed behind to rescue and heal him, but was captured by the Khleevi and tortured before he could
accomplish hismission. Laarye died before Aari could escape and return. Timetravel has brought him
back to life.

L aboue—the planet where Hafiz Harakamian makes his headquarters.
lalli—Linyaari word for "mother.”

lilaala—aflowering vine native to Vhiliinyar used by early Linyaari to make paper.
Linyaari—Acornas people.

Liriili—former viizaar of narhii-Vhiliinyar, member of thecan Riivye.

LoiL oiKua—awater planet in the human Federation, with human-descended inhabitants that have
become fully water-dwelling.

L ukia of the Lights—a protective saint, identified by some children of Kezdet with Acorna.
Ma'aowri 3—a planet populated by catlike beings.
Maar ni—aLinyaari folklorist, mateto Yiitir.

M aati—ayoung Linyaari girl of the Nyaaryaclan who lost most of her family during the Khleevi
invasion. Aari'syounger Sger.

MacK enZ—aso known as Mac or Maak, avery useful and adaptable unit of the KEN line of androids,
now in the service of Captain Becker. The android was formerly owned by KisaManjari, and cameinto
the Captain's service after it tried to kill him on Kisias orders. Becker's knack for dealing with salvage
enabled him to reprogram the android to make the KEN unit both loyal to him and eager to please. The
reprogramming had interesting Sde effects on the android's persondity, though, leaving Mac much
quirkier than is usudly the casefor androids.

madigadi—a berrylike fruit whose juice isa popular beverage.

M aganos—one of the three moons of K ezdet, base for Delszaki Li's mining operation and child



rehabilitation project.
M akahomia—war-torn home planet of RK and Nadhari Kendo.

Makahomian Temple Cat—cats on the planet Makahomia, bred from ancient Cat God stock to
protect and defend the Cat God's Temples. They are—for cats—large, fiercely loya, remarkably
intelligent, and dangerous when crossed.

Makavitian Rain Forest—atropica areaof the planet Makahomia, populated by various warring
jungletribes.

Manjari—abaron in the Kezdet aristocracy, and akey person in the organization and protection of
Kezdet's child-labor racket, in which he was known by the code name " Piper." He murdered hiswife,
then committed suicide when hisidentity was revealed and his organization destroyed.

Mar| Fidd—a student on Maganos Moonbase, and a true cad.

Martin Dehoney—famous astro-architect who designed Maganos M oonbase; the coveted Dehoney
Prize was named after him.

M elir eenya—Linyaari communications specidist on the Balakiire, bonded to Hrronye.

Mercy Kendor o—younger sster of Pl and Judit Kendoro, saved from alife of bonded labor by Judit's
efforts, she worked as a spy for the Child Liberation Leaguein offices of Kezdet Guardians of the Peace
until the child-labor system was destroyed.

Miiri—mother of Aari, Laarye, and Maati. A member of the Nyaarya clan, life-bonded to Kaarlye.
mitanyaakhi—generic Linyaari term meaning avery large number.

Miw-Sher —aMakahomian Keeper of the sacred Temple Cats. Her name means "Kitten" in
Makahomian.

MM E—Gill, Caum, and Rank's origina mining company. Swallowed by the ruthless, conscienceless,
and bureaucratic Amagamated Mining.

Mog-Gim Plateau—an arid area on the planet Makahomia near the Federation spaceport.

MOO, or Moon of Opportunity—Hafizs atificid planet, and home basefor the Vhiliinyar
terraforming operation.

Mulzar (feminineform: Mulzar ah)—the Mog-Gimin title taken by the high priest who isaso the
warlord of the Plateaul.

Mulzar Edu Kando sach Pilau dom M og-Gim—High Priest of Hissm and the Aridimi Plateau, on the
planet Makahomia.

Naadiina—also known as Grandam, one of the oldest Linyaari, host to both Maati and Acornaon
narhii-Vhiliinyar, died to give her people the opportunity to save both of their planets.

Naarye—Linyaari techno-artisan in charge of find fit-out of spaceships.
naazhoni—the Linyaari word for someonewho isabit unstable.

Nadhari Kando—formerly Delszaki Li's persond bodyguard, rumored to have been an officer inthe



Red Bracdlets earlier in her career, then asecurity officer in charge of MOQ, then the guard for the
leader on her home planet of Makahomia.

nar hii-Vhiliinyar —the planet settled by the Linyaari after Vhiliinyar, their origind homeworld, was
destroyed by the Khleevi.

Neeva—Acornasaunt and Linyaari envoy on the Balakiire, bonded to Virii.
Neo-Hadithian—an ultra-conservative, fanatica religious sect.

Ngaen Xong Hoa—aKieaanese scientist who invented a planetary weather control system. He sought
asylum on the Haven because he feared the warring governments on his planet would misuse his
research. A mutineer faction on the Haven used the system to reduce the planet Rushimato ruins. The
mutineers were tossed into space, and Dr. Hoa has since restored Rushima and now works for Hafiz.

Niciirye—Grandam Naadiina's husband, dead and buried on Vhiliinyar.

Niikaavri—Acornas grandmother, amember of the clan Geeyiinah, and a spaceship designer by trade.
Also, as Niikaavre, the name of the spaceship used by Masti and Thariinye.

Nirii—aplanetary trading partner of the Linyaari, populated by bovine-like two-horned sentients, known
as Niriians, technologicaly advanced, able to communicate telepathicdly, and phlegmaticin
temperamen.

nyiiri—the Linyaari word for unmitigated gall, sheer effrontery, or other forms of misplaced bravado.
Our Star —Linyaari name for the star that centerstheir solar system.

Paazo River —amagjor geographica feature on the Linyaari home-world, Vhiliinyar.
pahaantiyir—alarge catlike anima oncefound on Vhiliinyar.

Paloduro—a planet in the Solojo star system, infested by the space plague.

Pandora—Count Edacki Ganoosh's persona spaceship, used to track and pursue Hafiz's ship
Shahrazad asit speeds after Acornaon her journey to narhii-Vhiliinyar. Later confiscated and used by
Hafiz for his own purposes.

Dr. Phador Al y Cassidro—headmaster and dean of the mining engineering school a Maganos
Moonbase.

piiro—Linyaari word for arowboatlike water vessd.

piiyi—aNiriian biotechnol ogy-based information storage and retrieva system. The biologica
component resembles avery rancid cheese.

Poopuus—water-dwelling students on Maganos Moonbase.
Praxes—aswampy planet near Makahomia used by the Federation to train Makahomian recruits.

PU#10—Human namefor the vine planet, with its sentient plant inhabitants, where the Khleevi-killing sap
wasfound.

Rafik Nadezda—one of three miners who discovered Acornaand raised her.



Red Bracel ets—Kilumbembese mercenaries; arguably the toughest and nastiest fighting force in known
space.

Rio Boca—aplanet in the Solojo gtar system.

Roadkill—otherwise known as RK. A Makahomian Temple Cat, the only survivor of a space wreck,
rescued and adopted by Jonas Becker, and honorary first mate of the Condor.

Roc—Rafik's shuttle ship.

Rushima—a planet invaded by the Khleevi and saved by Acorna.

Scar adine M acDonald—captain of the Arkansas Traveler spaceship, and galactic freight hauler.
Sesseli—a student on Maganos M oonbase.

Shahrazad—Hafiz's persond spaceship, aluxury cruiser.

Shoshisha—a student on the Maganos M oonbase.

sii-Linyaari—alegendary race of agquetic Linyaari-like beings developed by the Ancestra Friends.
Siiaaryi Maartri—aLinyaari survey ship.

Sinbad—Rafik's spaceship.

Sita Ram—a protective goddess, identified with Acorna by the mining children on Kezdet.
Solojo—agtar system in the human gaaxy, one of the first infected with the space plague.

Smythe-Wesson—aformer Red Bracelet officer, Win Smythe-Wesson briefly served as Hafiz's head
of security on MOO before his larcenous urges overcame him.

Spandard—A variant diaect of Standard Galactic Basic, once known as Spanish.

Standar d Galactic Basic—the language used throughout the human settled gaaxy, aso known smply
as"Basc”

stiil—Linyaari word for a pencil-like writing implement.

Taankaril—visedhaanye ferilii of the Gamma sector of Linyaari space.

Tagoth—see Bulaybub.

techno-artisan—Linyaari speciaist who designs, engineers, or manufactures goods.
Thariinye—ahandsome and conceited young space-faring Linyaari from clan Renyilaaghe.

Theophilus Becker —Jonas Becker's father, a salvage man and astrophysicist with afondnessfor
exploring uncharted wormholes.

thiilir (pi. thilirii)—small arbored mammals of Linyaari homeworld.
thiilsis—grass speciesnativeto Vhiliinyar.

Toruna—aNiriian femae, who sought help from Acornaand the Linyaari when her home planet was



invaded by the Khleevi.

Twi Osarn—planetary site of amgjor financia and trade center.

twilit—samdll, pestiferousinsect on Linyaari home planet.

Uhuru—one of the various hames of the ship owned jointly by Gill, Cdum, and Refik.
Vaanye—Acornas father.

Vhiliinyar —original home planet of the Linyaari, destroyed by Khleevi.

viizaar—ahigh politica officeinthe Linyaari system, roughly equivaent to presdent or prime minister.
Virii—Neeva's spouse.

visedhaanye ferilii—Linyaari term corresponding roughly to "Envoy Extraordinary.”

Vriiniia Watiir—sacred healing lake on Vhiliinyar, defiled by the Khleevi.

Wahanamoian Blossom of Sleep—ypoppylike flowers whose pollens, when ground, are avery
powerful sedative.

wii—alLinyaari prefix meaning small.

yaazi—L inyaari term for beloved

Yaniriin—aLinyaari Survey Ship captain.

Y ukata Batsu—Uncle Hafiz's chief competitor on Laboue.

Yiitir—history teacher at the Linyaari academy, and Chief Keeper of the Linyaari Stories. Lifemate to
Maarni.

Zaami—ahigh mountain peak on the Linyaari homeworld.

Zanegar —second-generation Starfarer.

Brief noteson the Linyaari Language

By Margaret Ball

As Anne M cCaffrey's collaborator in transcribing the first two tales of Acorna, | was ddighted to find
that the second of these books provided an opportunity to sharpen my long-unused skillsin linguistic
fidldwork. Many years ago, when the government gave out scholarships with gay abandon and the cost
of living (and attending graduate school) was virtudly nil, | got aPh.D. in linguisticsfor no better reason
than that: (a) the government was willing to pay; (b) it gave me an excuse to spend acouple of years
doing fieldwork in Africa; and (c) there weren't any redl jobs going for eighteen-year-old girlswithaB.A.
in math and aminor in Germanic languages. (Thiswas back during the Upper Pleistocene era, when the
Help Wanted ads were till divided into Mde and Femae.)

So there were al those years spent doing things like transcribing tonal Oriental languages on staff paper
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(the Fidld Methods instructor was Not Amused) and tape-recording Swahili women at weddings, and
then | got the degree and wandered off to play with computers and never had any use for the stuff again
... until Acornas people appeared on the scene. It required a sharp ear and some facility for linguistic
andysisto make sense of the subtle sound changes with which their language signded syntactic changes,
| quite enjoyed the challenge.

The notes appended here represent my first and necessarily tentative analyss of certain patternsin
Linyaari phonemics and morphophonemics. If thereisany inconsstency between thisanalyssand the
Linyaari speech patterns recorded in the later adventures of Acorna, please remember that | was
-working from avery limited database and, what is perhaps worse, attempting to anayze a decidedly
nonhuman language with the aid of the only paradigms | had, twentieth-century linguistic models
developed exclusvely from human language. Theresult isvery likely asinaccurate aswerethefirst
attemptsto describe English syntax by forcing it into the mold of Latin, if not worse. My colleague,
Elizabeth Ann Scarborough, has by now added her own notesto the small corpus of Linyaari namesand
utterances, and it may well be that in the next decade there will be enough data available to publish atruly
definitive dictionary and grammar of Linyaari; an undertaking that will surely be of inestimable vaue, not
only to those members of our race who areinvolved in diplomatic and trade relations with this people,
but also to everyoneinterested in the study of language.

Notes on the Linyaari Language

<N »

1. A doubled vowe indicates stress: aavi, abaanye, khleevi.

2. Stressisused asan indicator of syntactic function: in nouns stressison the penultimate
syllable, in adjectiveson the last syllable, in verbson thefirst.

3. Intervocalic n isalways palatalized.

4. Noun pluralsareformed by adding a final vowel, usually-i: one Liinyar, two Linyaari. Note
that this causes a changein the stressed syllable (from LI-nyar to Li-NYA-ri) and hencea
changein the pattern of doubled vowels.

For nounswhose singular form endsin a vowel, the plural isformed by dropping the original
vowel and adding -i: ghaanye, ghaanyi. Herethe number of syllablesremainsthe same,
ther efore no stress/'spelling changeisrequired.

5. Adjectives can beformed from nounsby adding afinal -ii (again, dropping the original final
vowel if one exists): maalive, malivii; Liinyar, Linyarii. Again, the changein stress meansthat
the doubled vowelsin the penultimate syllable of the noun disappear.

6. For nounsdenoting a classor species, such asLiinyar, thenoun itself can be used asan
adj ective when the meaning is smply to denote a member of the class, rather than the usual
adj ective meaning of " having the qualities of this class' —thus, of the charactersin Acorna,
only Acorna her saf could bedescribed as™ aLiinyar girl" but Judit, although human, would
certainly bedescribed as" alinyarii girl,” or "a
just-as-civilized-as-a-r eal-member -of-the-People” girl.

7. Verbscan be formed from nouns by adding a prefix constructed by [first consonant of noun]
+ii + nye: faalar—qgrief; fiinyefalar—to grieve.
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8. Theparticipleisformed from the verb by adding a suffix -an or -en: thiinyethilel—to destr oy,
thiinyethilelen—destroyed. No stress change isinvolved because the participle is perceived as
averb form and therefore stressremainson thefirst syllable.

enye—ghanyii—time unit, small portion of ayear (ghaanye) fiinyefalaran—mourning,
mourned ghaanye—a Linyaari year, equivalent to about one and one-third earth years
gheraalye malivii—Navigation Officer gheraalye ve-khanyii—Senior Communications
Specialist Khleevi—originally, a small vicious carrion-feeding animal with a poisonousbite;
now used by the Linyaari to denote the invader swho destroyed their homeworld. khleevi
—barbarous, uncivilized, vicious without reason Liinyar—member of the People

linyaari—civilized; likeaLiinyar

mitanyaakhi—Iarge number (dang—like our " zillions")
narhii—new

thiilir, thiliiri—small arboreal mammals of Linyaari homeworld
thiilel—destruction

visedhaanye ferilii—Envoy Extraordinary
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