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Roughly six 'weeks after she had joined the crew of the Condor, flagship of
Becker Interplanetary -SLnmRecycling and Sal vage Enterprises, Ltd., Acorna sat
on "sal vage watch" at the hel mof the ship, surrounded by the softly gl ow ng
console lights in the cockpit and the billions of stars beyond. She felt
contented, alnost as if she were once nore honme-back in the first home she
could really renenber, the mining ship she had shared with her adopted uncles.
Behi nd her for the noment were the intricacies of Linyaari society and
culture. Before her instead were the intricacies of the universe as recorded
in the notes, tapes, and files of Captain Jonas Becker and his illustrious
parent, astrophysicist and sal vage nagnate Theophil us Becker

To give herself something to do during the long watch, she was charting those
not ati ons nethodically so that the planets, nmoons, wormholes, black hol es,

"pl eated" space, "black water" space, and other |ocations visited by the
Beckers could be easily relocated, and the sites where they had once been
could be revisited if the need arose.

Becker had grunbled at first when she started this chore. Since the death of
hi s adoptive father, Theophilus Becker, fromwhom he had inherited both the
ConSor and the sal vage busi ness, Jonas Becker had been lord and master of the
Condor, with only Roadkill (or RK for short) the huge Makahom an Tenple Cat he
had rescued froma weck, for conpany. Becker didn't |ike his bel ongings
tanmpered with or noved. But Acorna had found plenty of evidence that RK
periodi cally nade nests out of the hard copies of the notes, often shredded

t hem when he felt the urge, and, in a few sorry instances, had added his own
personal ( and remarkably pungent ) contributions to them when he was

di spl eased with the state of his shipboard toilet. Though she could easily
eradi cate the odor and the stains, nothing could make the shredded notes
legible again. It was high tine soneone charted the notes before RK had his
way with the lot of them After a few "reasonabl e discussions,"” Jonas had
stopped grunbling and |l et Acorna get on with her task

At first RK had stayed at the helmto assist Acorna with her job, but later
had wandered off in search of food or a sleeping conpanion, probably Aari, the
only crew nenber other than Becker currently aboard.

Li ke Acorna, Aari was Linyaari, a race of humanoid people -w th equine and
alicorn characteristics (including a flowing, curly mane and feathery hair
fromankle to knee, feet with two hard toes each, and three-fingered hands

wi th one knuckle on each digit instead of two. The nost striking
characteristic of the Linyaari, to humans anyway, was the shining spiral horn
located in the center of their foreheads. But in Aari's case, the horn had
been forcibly renoved during tortures he'd suffered while he was a prisoner of
voraci ous bug-like aliens) the Khieevi. Wiile Aari's other wounds had been
heal ed on narhiiVhiliinyar, the world to which the Linyaari had fled when the
Khi eevi had invaded their original homeworld Vhiliinyar, Aari's horn had not
regener at ed.

This was an appalling wound for a Linyaari. A Linyaari's horn had amazi ng

(al most magi cal, even) properties. The horns had the ability to purify

anyt hi ng-including air and water and food, to heal the sick, and also acted to
some extent as an antenna for psychic comunications anong the Linyaari



Acorna had | earned a great deal nore about the powers of her horn and about

her peopl e when she had returned with a Linyaari delegation to
narhii-Vhiliinyar. Unfortunately, once she had arrived, her aunt and two ot her
shi pmat es had been dispatched into space again to deal with an emergency, and
Acorna had been | eft anbng strangers to try to adjust to her native culture, a
culture she'd left behind while she was still a baby.

Her only two real friends on narhii-Vhiliinyar had been the el dest el der of
the Linyaari people, G andam Naadiina, and Maati, a little girl -who was the
viizaar's messenger and the orphaned younger sister of Aari

When Becker had made his unauthorized | anding on narhiiVhiliinyar to return
Aari and all the bones fromthe Linyaari graveyard to the new Linyaari hone

pl anet, Acorna, Grandam and Maati had been in the greeting committee. Aari at
that time had still been terribly deformed fromhis ordeal with the Khieevi,
and the viizaar Liriili and some of the |l ess sensitive and conpassi onate

Li nyaari had not nade his return easy.

Acorna, perhaps because her own | oneliness had hel ped her identify with his,
had been drawn to Aari. Wen an energency signal had call ed Becker away from
narhii-Vhiliinyar, Acorna and Aari had shipped out with him They had been
able to help in a crisis that had threatened sone of Acorna's human friends as
well as the Linyaari. As a result of their intervention, a branch of a
Federation-w de crimnal organization had been destroyed and many of f - pl anet

Li nyaari, including Acorna's bel oved aunt, had been rescued, along with al

the other captives of the crimnals. Acorna, Becker, Aari, and Acorna's Uncle
Hafi z, who had al so been on hand for the rescue, were now in great favor anong
her peopl e.

Acorna coul d have stayed confortably on narhii-Vhiliinyar once her aunt and
t he ot her ship-bred and ship-chosen Linyaari returned to the planet. But she
had decided instead to | eave with Becker and Aari

She wasn't sorry. She m ght have been born on a peaceful planet popul ated by
bei ngs who had the ability to understand one another tel epathically, but her
upbringi ng had made her different, and that was sonetinmes a problem both for
her and for her people. Space was famliar to her, and its diversity of races,
species, and personalities stinulated her. O course, right now, just being
here, quietly charting coordi nates, resting her eyes by watching the stars,
wasn't very stimulating, but the serene surroundings felt wonderful. She was
conforted by the routine watch, at peace with the universe.

Per haps, she thought, happily ever after, the permanent version, only happened
in fairy tale, bat happy every once in a while wa® r& tful ane) healing.

The cabin lights flicked on, bringing the harsh light of the day shift to her
starlit world. She blinked a fewtinmes until her eyes adjusted.

"Yo, Princess!" Becker said. "Your watch is over. Watsa matter with you
sitting there typing in the dark? You'll ruin your eyes that way, didn't
anybody ever tell you?"

He strode up to stand behind her, peering over her shoulder so intently his
brushy nustache, which closely resenbled RK's ruff, brushed her horn. Becker
snelled strongly of the aftershave he had begun to use about the tine he began
to shave again, shortly after she arrived. It wasn't that he was trying to

i npress her in a courtship. and mating fashion, she knew. It was sinply a

rat her ol d-fashi oned, by human standards, sign of gender acknow edgnent and
respect. "Hey, now, how about that? You' ve charted the whole journey fromthe



time we left narhii-Vhiliinyar the first time, to that nobon where Ganoosh and
| kwaskwan hel d your people captive, and all the way back again! | figured,
with all the excitenent we ran into, and all the hopping around we had to do,
nobody woul d ever be able to figure that one out. How d you 20 that?"

"You kept good notes, Captain," she said, smling.

"Well, it's terrific!l And you did it so fast, too. Wiere' d a sweet young thing
like you learn that?"

"El enentary, my dear Becker," Aari said, sauntering up behind the captain and
towering over him Tall, slender, and graceful now that his injuries had

heal ed, Aari -was whiteskinned and silver-maned. These were traits he shared
with Acorna and the other Linyaari space travelers.

Aari had been reading a trashed-out copy of The Adventures of Sherl ock Hol nmes
| ately. Becker and Acorna could see the imediate result of his current
venture into fiction in the -way that Aari had |ayered two baseball caps from
Becker's collection, so that the bill of one hat stuck out in back above his
long silver mane, the other in the front. It was not only a pretty good
imtation of a traditional deerstal ker, but the hat covered the indentation in
Aari's forehead where his horn had once been. Aari also clutched a Makahoni an
cerenoni al pipe between his teeth. It was a bit |onger than an antique

nmeer schaum but with Aari's height, he could carry it off. The Hol mesi an
effect was only spoiled by the RECYCLER S RONDY ' 84 | ogo on the front of the
cap facing them along with an enbroi dered trash contai ner ranmpant beneath the
lettering.

"Space- bred and space-chosen Linyaari," Aari said, "devel op a hei ghtened sense
of navigational interrelationships between space and nasses, even energy
fluctuations. Many of those relationships are inprinted tel epathically upon
our brains by our parents when we're young. That is partially how | was able
to guide you to narhii-Vhiliinyar though |I had never been there nyself."

"Hrm " Becker said, surveying his shipmate's |atest odd outfit. "You make ne
wonder if my old man m ght not have been part Linyaari. You're sure finding
your way to the planet wasn't sinple deduction?"

Aari | ooked puzzled. "No, Joh. W do not use footprints, types of nud, or
tobacco ashes to do this thing. It is a matter of the mnd."

"Must be," Becker said. "Acorna's indicated the wormhol es and bl ack space with
a precision that you don't see on regular charts, given the instability of the
features being charted and the dangers of getting close enough to map them

t horoughl y. Even got the whol e wormhol e system we ducked back through to bl ast
Ganoosh and | kwaskwan to ki ngdom cone. "

Acorna gl anced up from her charting and shrugged. "W were there. The

not ati ons of the holes and folds are roughed out in your notes, and made
precise in my mnd." She paused to consider sonething el se Jonah had sai d.
"About your father-he is probably not part Linyaari. | do not think it is
possi ble for our two species to interbreed. In the pictures you have shown ne
of your father, he certainly doesn't |ook Linyaari, though I will admt his
intuition about such nmatters as spatial relationships, as well as yours, seemns
to ne to be simlar to sone of the psychic abilities our race possesses. | can
certainly understand that, |acking a crew and managi ng all phases of your
operation alone, as you do now and as your father did ewhen you were a child,
you did not take the time to properly collate and chart your observations.

But, frankly, only psychic ability would explain how you were ever able to
find anything in this chaos." Her spread hands took in the nmounds of papers,



chi ps, and recorded tapes scattered around the consol e.

"I usually know which pile or computer file to access for what | need," Becker

protested. "At least, | did once," he muttered. Then he added graciously, "But
I"msure it'll be helpful to have it all nice and orderly."
Roadki Il junped up on one of the piles of hardcopy and sent the papers into an

aval anche that slid clear across the deck

"RK, you silly cat, you already had your chance at these," Acorna said, madly
grabbing for the flying papers.

The cat chased the furthest sheets until they settled to the floor, pounced
upon one and shredded it with his back feet, then abruptly lost interest and
began washing his brindled belly instead.

Acorna bent down and shuffled the papers, somewhat the worse for wear, back
into order.

"I'"'mpl eased you approve, Captain. The task needed doing and it keeps ne
productively occupied."

"Yeah, | guess you nust have been pretty bored after you reprogramed that
junked replicator I had in Cargo Hold Two to nake all my favorite dishes, so
woul dn't have to eat cat food when | got busy, and after you and Aari turned
Deck Three into a hydroponics garden for your own noshing needs, while you
nmeantime inventoried and catal ogued all ny renaining sal vage."

"I't was not so nuch, Captain. It's not as if | amnewto this sort of thing. |

used to replicate food and hel p grow ny own neals when ny uncles and | lived
aboard our mining ship. | also catal ogued our specimens and assisted with
charting. | like to be helpful."

"No ki ddi ng! Between you and KEN," he said, referring to the all-purpose
KEN- 670 android unit that they had acquired, nore or |ess by accident, during
the Condor's | ast voyage, "the way he keeps the ship soooo-"

" Shi pshape, Joh?" Aari offered. "I have been reading the nautical works of
Robert Louis Stevenson, and that termis enployed to describe a flaw essly
mai nt ai ned vessel ."

"Yeah, what you said," Becker agreed. "Between you two and Aari, | could take
up knitting or basket weaving in the spare tine | got these days."

"A very good idea, Joh," Aari said. "You have sonme excellent references on
crocheting, beadwork, handweaving, pottery meking, and origam, as well."

"You shoul d know, buddy. I'm glad you've been getting so much out of the pile
of old books |I found in that landfill, not to nmention the vid collection. But
et me "warn you-steer clear of the do-it-yourself veterinary books." Becker

gl anced down at RK who had one leg poised in the air and was | ooking up at him
wi th suspicious, w de, golden eyes. In a stage whi sper Becker continued, "I
once tried some stuff out of one of those vet guides on the cat there. Bad

i dea. Neither of us came out whole."

Aan | ooked puzzled. "Why would | read veterinary books, Joh? If 'Riidkyii
"that was as close as Aari's Standard could come to pronouncing Roadkill's
nane" beconmes sick, Acorna could heal him W have no need for the invasive
nmeasures described in those books."



"Dam good thing, too," Becker huffed. "The problemw th using invasive

nmeasures on ol' Riidkyii is he can't get it straight ewho's the invader and
-who is the invadee. W were both short a few bits of choice anatony after
that little adventure. Luckily, Roadkill and | eventually got put back

toget her, courtesy of the Linyaan." He turned to Acorna and said, "While we're
on the subject, you know you're welconme to the library, too. Princess.
Anytime. "

"Yes, Captain Becker, that is very kind of you, but | already accessed nost of

t he readi ng sel ections you have available during the time | lived with ny

uncl es and guardians. | was raised by humans unlike Aari, who had no previous
exposure to human culture until he met you. So | won't be using the books. The
vids are another matter. However, | regret very nuch that we have only vid

goggl es available to viewthe films. It would be such fun if we could all view
t hem t oget her . "

Becker gave her a sly look fromunder his brushy eyebrows. Her psychic powers
had been increased while she |ived anong her own people, but she didn't need
themto know that he understood what she really nmeant. Teasing, he said, "O
course, really, only two people oughta watch at a tine because sonebody shoul d
be on sal vage watch."

He knew that she wi shed to share the books and vids with Aari so that he

woul dn't spend quite so nuch time alone, and so that they woul d have sonet hi ng
to enjoy together. She blushed a little. "I sinply thought it would be nore
conpani onabl e. "

"Yes, Joh," Aari said, "And, as far as sal vage watch goes, you once perforned
all the ship's duties alone, and your netabolismrequires that you sleep for

| ong periods. You nust have let the ship's conputers take over occasionally
then. You could certainly do so now. | do not see the difficulty of sharing
these vids."

Becker chuckl ed and shook his head. "What is it with you guys? Mitiny? But,
okay, "we'1ll keep an eye out for something we can convert to a full screen
setup for vids instead of the goggles."

"Thank you, Captain," Acorna said. She believed Aari would be rmuch better off
if he didn't spend nearly all of his time on his own. He had spent years al one
in a cave on the deserted planet Vhiliinyar, hiding fromthe Khieevi who'd
tortured him before Becker had found and rescued him Aari hardly knew how to
speak to people anynore. And every time he disappeared while she was not on
"wat ch and Acorna decided to go to himto try to initiate a conversation
Capt ai n Becker always seened to have sone task he needed her assistance with
or sonme errand for her to run. RK too, tried to deter her. Hi s claws and
piercing cries could be quite el oquent, even to one who possessed no hi gher
under st andi ng of cat | anguage than vul nerable skin that could be spoken to
with fang and claw. She sensed her friends were possessed by some sort of male
protectiveness toward Aari. She was sure it -was not a reasoned response to
her actions, but she was hard-pressed to understand it. She meant her fell ow
Li nyaari no harm and sought only to lead himto a deeper healing than had
been necessary with the wounded she had previously treated.

She was al so as perpl exed as she "was anused by Aari's "literary disguises,"
as Becker called them They were funny and sad at the same tinme. As he adopted
t he headdresses and costunes of various characters in the books and vids he
was exposed to, Aan |l ooked less like a mainmed Linyaari and nore like an
interesting, if rather oddly dressed, human. O course, she herself had at

ti mes donned di sgui ses that covered her horn and feet so that she could pass
for human, and it had been a useful skill. But in Aari's case, she sensed a



huge chasm of 1o0ss underlying his attenpts to be soneone else. It was as if he
no | onger considered himself fully Linyaari. The horn transplant the doctors
had attenpted on narhii-Vhiliinyar had not taken. A living horn transpl ant
froma close relative mght be possible with a speci nen from Maati when she
was ol der, but could not be attenpted just yet while her horn -was stil

growi ng. They'd have to wait until she'd reached full adulthood before they
could risk harvesting enough tissue for a successful transplant for Aari

The comunit button Iit and emtted a beep as Aari replaced the fallen papers
on the console, lifted RK to his shoul ders, and headed back into the hold to
conti nue his reading.

"You get it, Acorna," Becker said. "It's probably for you anyway."

She flipped the toggle, fully expecting to hear the voice of either her aunt,
viife()haanye ferliii Neeva, checking to make sure she was all right, or that
of the viizaar Liriili, spouting yet another list of instructions and requests
that Acorna was to pass on to her contacts in the Federation in general and to
her Uncle Hafiz in particular.

Since the rescue of all the off-planet Linyaari spacefarers, anbassadors,
teachers, students, scientists, engineers, healers and their famlies, and the
subsequent return of those rescued to narhii-Vhiliinyar, just six weeks

bef ore, big changes appeared to be taking place on the Linyaari world.
According to Neeva, the governing council had been in al nost continuous
session, trying to decide if, when, and to what degree the Linyaari should end
their isolationist policy with regard to nost of the gal axy, and whether they
shoul d open trade alliances with Federation planets and conpani es.

The council had al ready unani mously decided on a nost favored trade alliance
wi th House Harakam an, the enmpire Uncle Hafiz had recently handed over to his
nephew Rank Nadezda, one of Acorna's adopted uncles. The Linyaari hadn't yet
deci ded whether or not to all ow House Harakam an vessels enter Linyaari space,
however. At this point, the majority of the council favored off-planet trading
at some mutually agreeable location. But that wasn't a unani nous view. Sone of
the nore progressive Linyaari space travelers even favored entering the
Federation. As they pointed out, isolation had failed to protect their people
fromthe Khieevi or fromcapture and m streatnment at the hands of Edack
Ganoosh, the Kezdet robber baron. The vocal minority of the council felt that
know edge of other civilizations, both friends and foes, was better protection
for a peaceful people |like thensel ves than ignorance and isol ation

Since nost of the Linyaari diplomatic corps was currently recovering from
their ordeal on narhii-Vhiliinyar, the council was entrusting all of the
Linyaari's initial overtures to the Federation to Acorna, who was a newy
appoi nted Linyaari anbassador and al so, conveniently, Hafiz Harakam an and
Rafi k Nadezda's adopted niece. The council conpletely ignored her
protestations that Becker did not intend to return imediately to federation
space, preferring for the nmonent to search for salvage in the gal axies
occupi ed by the Linyaari and their current trade allies, an area neither he
nor any other Federation-licensed sal vage conpany had previously expl ored.
Acorna had passed on the Linyaari council's nmessages to Hafiz before his
flagship, the Sharazoi), departed from Li nyaari space.

Hafiz's | ast nessage to the ConSor, and to Becker in particular, had been
suspi ci ously expansi ve and nonchal ant .

"OfF course, dear boy," Hafiz had said, "there is no need for you to hasten
your business on our account. By all means stay in this congenial universe.
Get acquainted. Find useful refuse. As long as Acorna is happy, her Aunt



Kari na and her other uncles and | are content. We'l| see each ot her soon
enough. "

Per haps Hafiz was really serious about retiring after all? In Acorna's
experience, it -was very unlike himto fail to seize a business opportunity by
the throat and mlk it for all it was worth. If he wasn't retiring, he was
clearly up to sonething.

So she had reason to hear from nany peopl e of her acquaintance just at this
monent. But this time the corn unit surprised her. Wen a face appeared
briefly on the screen, it was not her aunt, or another Linyaari, or even the
wily Uncle Hafiz. Instead, a heavily bovine face was being transmtted, male
and jowy with a curving browni sh horn above each ear. It spoke in a | anguage
Acorna didn't understand, so she reached for Aari's LAANYE, a Linyaari device
that coll ected sanpl es of unknown | anguages, analyzed them then served as
both a translator and a sl eep-learning device to inplant foreign |anguages
into the brain of anyone who wi shed to learn them But the transm ssion
trailed off just as she got the machi ne acti vat ed.

According to the LAANYE, the last word the creature had said translated as
"Mayday" or "SOS" in Linyaari. The only other words she'd caught in the
transm ssion before the screen turned to white, crackling static were
"Niriian" and "Hangaan)." She did recogni ze the race of the creature who'd
appeared on her comscreen. He "was fromthe planet Nirii-the Niriians "were
regul ar trading partners of the Linyaari. Acorna scanned the frequencies,
trying to pick up the signal aeain, but to no avail. Becker put his hand over
hers and pointed. She followed his finger and saw that the screens of the

| ong-range scanners he used to detect possible sal vage showed blips of white
light in several |ocations. One of them was backed by a nass of green light.
"There," he said. "There's a solid mass under that one. According to the
readout, it's a small planet with an oxygen-based at nosphere. If the ship was
seeki ng refuge, that would be the nost likely place in this sector of space to
retreat to. Let's go see what we can find."

Acorna nodded. "Yes, | see what you mean. G ven the direction of the signal's
probabl e source, it is likely that the salvage is the distressed vessel whose
broadcast we just received. The LAANYE translated the I ast word before the
nmessage was interrupted to nmean ' Mayday.' Possibly the signal we intercepted
was a general one sent as the ship's systens were failing during sone sort of
accident or attack. | feel sure we received it only because we were within
range of their enmergency transmitters. If the signal had been meant for us,

t he broadcast would have been in Galactic Standard or in Linyaari."

Becker shrugged. "Yep. That's the way |'ve got it figured. Don't get your
hopes up, though. W're probably not going to find the cowboy who was
transmitting the nmayday alive, or anybody el se. None of those blips on the
scanners |l ook like an intact ship. But we may be able to tell what got him
fromthe fragments. The time stanp on the nmessage is a couple of days ago-if
the problem was i ndeed an attack instead of an accident, whatever nailed them
seens to be | ong gone."

So we will check the situation out and report exactly -what happened to the
Federati on?" Acorna asked.

Yeah, eventually," Becker said. "But nmostly -we'll know what to avoid
oursel ves. "

Intricately twi sted vines and stens joined and tw ned, braided, knotted, and
separated before bursting into jewel-toned rai nbows of richly hued bl ossons,
rem ndi ng Acorna of pictures she had seen of the illustrated borders in Celtic



holy books from ancient Earth. Except that this vegetati on was no nere border
but a lush tropical jungle so interconnected that it was inpossible to tel
where one plant stopped and the next began

At first, the tangle of plant |ife | ooked inpassible. She, Captain Becker, RK
and Aari had stood on the Iowered platformof the robolift, overwhel ned by the
sight of it. Becker was fingering the sharpened bl ade of his machete while
Aari held the portable scanner, waiting for it to indicate the hiding place of
the | arge piece of salvage that had shown up on the Condor's screen

Acorna was busy catal oging the mnerals and el enments that rmade up this

pl anetoi d. She had already notified the others that no breathing apparatus
woul d be required-the atnosphere was void of any substances lethal to
carbon-based life fornms and far richer in oxygen than Kezdet or
narhii-Vhiliinyar, and the soil was as rich in nitrogen. O course, that was
just her scientific opinion. In practice, once she was actually faced with it,
the air was so heavily scented with the aromas of the flowers it felt too
thick to breathe, laden with a heady mixture the |like of which she had never
snel | ed before. She detected el ements of the incenses that had perfuned Uncle

Hafi z' s pal ace, l|ike cinnanmon, cloves, vanilla, and the kind of human cooki ng
known as baking, and also snells like mnt, rose, violet, |avender, gardenia,
and lily of the valley, but all were nmuch deeper and ni xed together with new

scent s-things she'd never snelled before. The end result was so intense that
it al most took on substance and col or

Captai n Becker said the place reeked Iike a high-priced bawdy house, <which
seened to please him Aari had sniffed curiously. "I have no basis for
ascertaining the validity of your conparison, Joh, but | defer to your

know edge of such matters." For their excursion dirtside, Aari had renoved his
Hol nesi an basebal | caps and pipe in favor of a colorful scarf tied around the
top of his head and a pl askin patch, inked black, over one of his eyes. Acorna
deduced, Watson-like, that he had been readi ng Treasure Inland and -was
assum ng a piratical disguise in lieu of his Hol mes persona. Though he was
giving the soil a very Hol nesian inspection, what he could see of it from
where they stood.

Soil was clearly forempbst in RK's nmind, too. The ship's cat |eaped off the
pl atf orm and hopped through the vines-which parted, alnmpst as if the cat's
reputation had preceded him to allow himto pass easily through them The
roots and trailers along the ground seenmed to shrink away as RK pawed t he
soil, turned his back on his work, and deposited his own ecol ogica
contribution to the planet.

Acorna started after the cat but Becker touched her armand said, "Wait. Let
us see if he gets out again okay."

The cat pawed backward to cover his work but the vines and other ground cover
were al ready creeping back across the pile. Roadkill |ooked behind him saw
that this -was happening, gave a little shake that could have been a cat's
versi on of a shrug, and bounded back through the path that had cleared for him
on his way in. He then hopped up onto the robolift platformand proceeded to
wash his whiskers, as if they had been sonehow affected by his previous chore.

"Ckay, then," Becker said.

"That way, Joh," Aari informed himafter consulting the scanner, and pointed
in the direction fromwhich the cat had just cone.

"Well, then, onward." Becker raised the machete in one of the dramatic
gestures he was fond of and pointed. RK | eaped to his shoul der and the four of



t hem di smounted the platform As they set out, the jungle growh shrank even
further away this tinme, leaving a wide | ane open before them It gave Acorna
an odd feeling to see the plants noving and shifting out of their way. Becker
wal ked over to one side and raised the machete to hack at a thick stalk, but
the stalk bent in the mddle to retreat fromhim

"Wait, Captain," Acorna said. "The plants seemto be trying to accommodat e us
by getting out of our way. It hardly seens right to cut them"

Becker gave her a | ook. "Yeah, well, we don't know how long it will take us to
find the ship. And we don't know what ewecked it. W mght be |ooking at the
cause of the trouble right now. How do we know these plants "won't cl ose up
around the Coru)or and bury it so deep we -won't be able to get it |oose
agai n? They're several stories high, after all. W -wouldn't even be able to
see the suns if they had decided not to part for us."

"I think 'decided' is a relevant termin this case,"” she said. "These plants

seemto have sonme kind of linmted sentience, or at the very least the ability
to react quickly to stimuli. | think it mght be wise to sheathe the machete.
Maybe we had better not nake them angry. Besides, we could find the ship with
t he portabl e scanner, couldn't we?"

"Yeah, but | always like to have a backup plan,"”
the long knife away.

Becker said, -while putting

Aan dug in the pocket of his shipsuit and pulled out a ball of shining thread.
"I have just the thing, Joh." He tied one end to the robohft and held the rest
in his hand. "W can |leave a trail behind us, |ike Theseus seeking the

M notaur in the labyrinth. This also works very well in eaves when searching
for |l ost cascades of gold and jewels."

"Caskets, buddy," Becker said.
"As you wi sh," Aan agreed am ably, and began unrolling his ball of string.

"Ow, " Becker said as his shoul der -was punctured by the claws of the suddenly
hyper-al ert ship's cat, -who hunkered down and sw tched his brindl ed gray and
black tail, his ears perked and his eyes intently follow ng the gl eanm ng
thread as it unwound behind Aari. "Belay that, nmister," Becker said.

The cat inmediately | eaped from Becker's shoulder to Aari's. "Aaargh," Aari
said, rolling his as instead of his rs. "Avast there! It is ny faithful paro
Pol . "

RK nade a dive for the thread. Acorna intercepted the cat and received a few
scratches for her trouble.

"I amsorry, Khornya," Aari said. "I think Riid-Kiiyi does not wish to be a
paro."

"It's all right," she said, cuddling RK up close to her body and scratching

hi m gently under the chin. He i medi atel y abandoned his quest to play with the
string in favor of purring and rubbing the side of his face agai nst her skin.

The small party set out into the jungle. The vegetati on now nade a path as
wi de as the Coru)or, the stal ks bending alnost flat to avoid contact with the
peopl e passi ng anong them The heady fragrance turned to an acrid stench

"Sheesh, " Becker said, holding his nose. "Wat are these, skunk vines?"



Acorna | ooked around. "No. They are the sanme sort of plants as the rest, but
see how the flowers are closing up and the scent they are emitting is
changing? It is as if they are afraid of us."

"Hmm well, it does snmell like the last guy who tried to gyp me out of sone
noney he prom sed ne," Becker adnmitted. He | eaned closer to a stalk and the
stench grew stronger. "Joh, don't," Aari said.

"Just testing," Becker said. "Sony, plants. No harmintended."

Aari was busy unwi nding twine with one hand and hol di ng the scanner with the
other. "It should not be far now, Joh," he said. "The salvage is just ahead."

An opening in the canopy was visible before them and Acorna saw a |ong
cylindrical pod lying anbng some twi sted and charred stalks right in their
pat h.

Becker prodded it and turned it over. Beyond it, they could see other bits of
t he downed ship visible anong the stal ks. Although there was nothing overtly
useful in the weckage they could see, Becker decided he wanted to haul all of
t he pieces back to the Condor. "W might be able to figure out why the
Niriians sent the mayday," he said. "Maybe find sonme clue to «who exactly they
were, what kind of trouble they were in, who attacked them" He scratched his
head. "Don't think that this is a nornmal part of my business, Acorna, because
it's not. Finding wecked ships, yes, but not stunbling on the weckage before
it's cold. And | have a funny feeling about this one."

"Me, too," Acorna said.

Aari | ooked up, surprised at their words. "I apol ogize, Joh, Khornya. | did
not realize that you had not understood the Hangaar()'s, broadcast. | would
have translated it for you if I'd known."

"Hangaart s?" Becker asked.

"That is the nane of the Niriian ship that broadcast the message that brought
us here. Niriians have been trading partners of ny people for many, many
years. Like us, they are a nonaggressive race. Before |-before ny brother was
lost-1 traveled on nore than one trading mssion to Nirii."

He turned away, stepping over nearer pieces of weckage to retrieve others
farther fromthe ship.

Acorna noticed as she picked up the fragnents of ship that they were sticky
with some reddish fluid. At first she thought it was bl ood, but then she saw
that it was actually nore of a deep anmber in color and far too transparent to
be either human or Linyaari blood. It was clearly the source of the acrid
snel |l they had noted earlier, and she winkled her nose. "Phew, " she told
Becker. "This is what is causing the stink."

Becker | ooked nore closely at the damaged vines all around them gl eaning
wi th redness that Acorna had not noticed in the plants nearer the ship. "I
think you're right. Look there. They're weeping this stuff."

Acorna | ooked. The redness ran down the stal ks, pooled at the base of the
stenms, and was slowly encroaching on the weckage.

"We're going to have to give this stuff a good scrubbing," Becker said

di sgustedly.



Aari was | ooking, too, and nodding. Then all of a sudden he turned toward
them | eaped over the weckage, and ran back to the ship as fast as Acorna had
ever seen himrun

"Hey, buddy, wait up, -what is it?" Becker asked as they chased after their
friend, but Aari was back on the robolift platformbefore they could catch
him curled up in a fetal position on the very center of the platform his
eyes tightly closed, and his entire body shaking. Sweat and tears ran off his
face and wet the deck beneath him RK dabbed at him-with an experinmental paw
and then | ooked up at Becker, w de-eyed.

Becker raised the robolift and he and Acorna shepherded Aari back to his bunk.
"You stay here with him" Becker told her. "I'lIl get the KEN unit to help ne
| oad the cargo."

Acorna had | eaned agai nst Aari so that he was in contact with her horn all the
time they were | oading himand he was quieter now His trenbling had stopped
and he was no | onger sweating. Her healing abilities worked to sone degree
with nental as well as physical wounds, but she was |earning that she had
l[imts. There was only so nuch she could do with deeply enmbedded psychol ogi ca
injuries, particularly with Aari

When he'd been tortured, his survival had depended on being able to escape
mentally to a place where the Khieevi tortures couldn't touch him
Unfortunately, when he was in deep pain, he still retreated to that place.
Acorna couldn't reach himthere, and the healing power of her horn could not
touch himeither.

She tried, but she could not read Aari's thoughts, 'which were junbled and

i ncoherent. But the feelings that rolled fromhimwere all too clear-deep
dread, |oathing that was kalLinyaan in its repulsion. It was as if Aan had been
flung down into some dark and nightmarish place he could not escape from He
no | onger knew where he was or who was with him She could only hold him her
horn buried in his mane up tight against his scalp, trying to exude enough
soot hing energy to overpower the spiraling horror that gripped himin its
vortex. Time seened to slip away as she tried to give Aan sone relief fromthe
nment al denons that gripped him And then, as she reached the point of
exhaustion, everything slipped away fromher and the world faded to bl ack

When Becker returned to the main deck, he and the KEN unit both sticky wth
the foul -smelling sap, he | ooked in to see that Aari and Acorna both slept,
she with her arnms wapped tight around him he at |ast rel axed, though his
face was still danp with tears. Becker saw that Acorna's gol den horn -was
looking a little transparent, as if the effort of trying to confort Aan had
drai ned her healing energy. Past experience had taught himthat this was how
it -was with Linyaari who pushed their limts of endurance. He had seen that
all too clearly fromthe effects of the tortures inflicted on captured

Li nyaari by Edacki Ganoosh and Admiral |kwaskwan. But normally it took a | ong
time and a lot of injuries to deplete a horn to any degree. The fact that
Acorna's horn was al ready translucent instead of a healthy gold told himthat
poor old Aari had to be in a world of hurt.

RK, who had spent the tine Becker and the KEN unit used to round up the
sal vage getting the sap off his fur, plopped hinself within the tangle of
Li nyaari feet and buried his face in his own paws. The cat had apparently
decided that a vigil was in order

Becker | ooked at Acorna lying there, and thought that if her knuckles weren't
al ready so pale they'd be white fromhanging on to Aari. She was clutching him
like alifeline. He was hurting, and she "was bound and determ ned that he



-was going to stop hurting. That was all very well on the surface, but Becker
-wasn't sure Aari was ready to be out of pain, or ready to let Acorna in to
heal him He wasn't sure that, even with the Linyaari's |egendary psychic
abilities, Acorna had enough experience of nmen to understand how conplicated
her caring for Aari could be for both of them

He touched Acorna's shoul der gently and -woke her, so that she turned toward
himand rel axed her grip on Aari. He didn't need to do anything el se. As soon
as she saw -where she -was and what she -was doing, she rose, not as if she
-were ashaned, but like she knew it -was the prudent thing to do.

"He was very frightened of something out there," she said. "Khieevi nust have
attacked that ship, Becker. Aari's mnd was scream ng about the Khieevi, and
he was reliving his torture when they captured himagain. It was very hard for
him"

"It was no picnic for you, either, Princess. Better hit your berth and strap
in. I'll strap himin, too. |I've got all the salvage stowed. W can | ook at it
at our leisure once we're back in space. | don't want to sit down here any

| onger than necessary and give those plants tinme to get so rel axed about
havi ng the Cor Sor amobng themthat they decide to nmake us part of the scenery.
Know -what | nean?"

It was an inage she could visualize all too well. She nodded sleepily and
stunmbl ed of f to her berth.

When at | ast the SharazaS returned to Maganos Mbonbase bearing a triunphant
Hafi z Harakami an and a host of others, Rafik Nadezda was so relieved to see
the old pirate he could scarcely believe it.

Whil e the ground crew tended to unl oading the ship and servicing it, Rafik

wal ked besi de the Harakam ans to the transit |ounge, which was the nost

| uxurious of the quarters at Maganos Monbase. The soundproofed facility, with
its deep carpets and soft, confortable divans and chairs in the lounge, fully
equi pped busi ness suites and conference roons, had been designed to nake a
good inmpression on visitors, potential enployers, and clients for the skills
and goods that were being offered by the base's residents. Maganos Moonbase
was a mning, manufacturing, and training facility set up to reeducate the
former child slaves of Kezdet. The children ran the base as a business, and
were responsible for its financial and educational successes. The noonbase had
been built -with noney rrom both Hafiz Harakam an and Acorna's ot her

benef actor, Del zaki Li, as well as with reparations seized from Kezdet's

ki ngpi n of the child-slavery operations, Baron Manjari. But it ewas the
children's job to ensure that the investnment was a profitabl e one.

Now the forner child slaves rushed up the gangway connecting the ship and
gantry to the transit facility. They greeted the Harakam ans and the ship's

ot her passengers with cheerful famliarity that Rafik was pl eased to see Hafiz
apparently took as a conplinment. He smled and waved and spoke a word or two
to some of the children he recognized from previous visits.

Hafiz | ooked somewhat trimmer and fitter than he had -when | ast Rafik had seen
him It was possible that this new trimess was owing to Hafiz's marita
exertions with his bride, but if so, the old man was a considerate as ewell as
an energetic lover. H's new bride, her anple formflatteringly draped in an
expensive drift of violet and orchid silk enbroidered with gold to accentuate
her not inconsiderable bustline and hips, had not dimnished by one curve or
chin, and gl owed with contentnent.

As Hafiz enbraced him Rafik thought there was a renewed vigor and



pur poseful ness to the old nman's step as well, a gleamof reinforced steel in
his eye and grip.

"You | ook well, my uncle," Rafik remarked. "Nearly being killed a thousand
times can do that for a man of action, 0 son of ny heart,"” Hafiz replied with
a dismissive ewave of his hand, to indicate that real nmen of action knew this
thing and found it beneath themto make too nuch of it.

"You were magnificent, ny hero," Karina said, and turned to Rafik, -white gold
carousels glittering with amethysts and bl ue di anonds swi ngi ng from each ear
beneath the light veil she wore over her dark hair. She gestured dramatically
wi th heavily bennged hands, and the jewels at her neck and bosom heaved with
pride as she | auded her husband. "He was a lion! He saved a shipl oad of
children as swell as nost of Acorna's relatives!" Her hands fluttered down to
cling like plump -white doves to her husband's arm She batted her eyel ashes
and | ooked up at Hafiz adoringly-no small feat since she -was an inch and a
half taller than he.

"So -we have heard fromthe Starfarers, Uncle," Rafik said. "They, too, are
here on Maganos, recuperating.”

"Are they? That is good. That is very good indeed. It fits in with nmy plans
exactly," Hafiz said.

"Pl ans?" Rafik said.

"Al'l in the proper tinme, nost bel oved of nephews. | don't suppose you have a
few small viands at hand to confort weary travel ers?”

After Hafiz and Karina had been confortably ensconced on a well-padded di van
and refreshnents ordered, and Rafi k had seated hinself in the throne-like
carved chair opposite them Rafik asked, "Back to the plans you spoke of, ny
uncle. Tell me nore of them" The old man m ght have officially retired from
t he busi ness, but when he stopped schem ng, Rafik would know that Hafiz had
st opped breat hi ng.

Hafi z cl apped his hands together and shook them for enphasis. "They are

spl endi d pl ans, nost splendid plans indeed, 0 son and heir of ny heart! Thanks
to your efforts and those of your partners to rid the universe of our enenies,
our Linyaari friends and the relatives of our dear niece Acorna are opening
their hearts to us, and perhaps their purses as -well. But they are, as you
know, very shy. And our bel oved ni ece, appointed by her people to represent
themin trade, wishes for atine to travel with the estimable Captain Becker
and his intriguingly tragic new first mate."

"Ye-es?" Rafik said. "Some of the Starfarers have nentioned another Linyaari-a
hornl ess one. They say he survived the Khieevi, but surely-"

"Survived he has, indeed! A worthy man in many ways, rrom what | have seen of
him But that is neither here nor there, he -waved his hand di smi ssively.

Karma captured Hafiz's -waving hand with her own ringladen one.

"Actual l y, nephew of my husband,"” she said, "the point is, that it is not here
but there that Acorna wi shes to stay for a tine at |east. Your uncle,
benevol ent and ki ndhearted patriarch that he is, w sely has chosen-with ny
hel p, of course-to view this circunstance not as an obstacle to our future
trade with the Linyaan, but as an opportunity."”

Rafi k rai sed an eyebrow politely.



Hafiz slipped Karina's hand through the crook in his elbow and patted it. "Can
you guess what | intend, scion of my house?"

"I believe there is no need for me to hazard such a guess, 0 founder of ny
fortune, as it appears you can barely contain your wish to tell me all about
it."

"Even so, ny boy, even so. | will give you a hint. Is it not witten that if
the profit cannot go to the nountain, the mountain shall go unto the profit?"
Tea and kaf arrived, along with cool bow s of sherbet that had been flown in
fromHafiz's main conpound at Laboue in anticipation of his arrival, and many
assorted pastries and savory norsels. The | ounge began to fill up with people
fromthe ship and those who had come to greet them anong themthe Starfarers,
many of whom now were young adults. The Starfarers were permanently planetl ess
space travelers, their ship serving themas world, country, state, city, and
famly hone all rolled into one. Rafik waited patiently until everyone had
exchanged greetings, then steered conversation back to the matter at hand.

"The profit will go to the nmountain. ... So it is witten in the third of the
t hree books by the third of the three prophets, Uncle," Rafik said with a
respectful inclination of his dark and handsone head. Then he | ooked up
sharply, a snmle dawning on his face. "Uncle, surely you do not intend to

.? No! | can see that you do." He was not really as shocked as he sounded,
but he enjoyed watching his uncle's pleasure in his reaction. "But how? Is not
the Linyaari homeworld still closed to visitors?"

"It is," Hafiz said.

"Then how? Surely you would not risk offending them and endangeri ng our
busi ness, not to nmention our relations with Acorna's people, by violating
their privacy?"

"Absol utely not, ny son! That woul d be unthi nkabl e. Inconceivable. W will, of
course, wait for an invitation-which will naturally not be that long in
comng. In the neantinme, however, ewe will undertake an enterprise so
courageous, so farsighted, so nonunental, that the fane of House Harakam an
will rise like the proverbial djinn fromthe proverbial snoke of the
proverbial bottle, and bring with it all of the riches, the luxury, the
beauty, and the bounty that acconpany such great good fortune."

"You mean to establish a branch of House Harakani an beyond Federation space,
nmy uncl e?"

Hafiz spread his hands this tine, indicating his innate generosity. "Someone
must, my son. These people are surely lacking all that we have to offer and
possi bly are unaware that they are even in need of it! How will they know

unl ess we show them what they are m ssing? And the Linyaari are shy. Had it

not been for their need to warn other innocent races about the Khieevi, they
m ght never have ventured into Federation space, might never have found Laboue
or Maganos Moonbase. Wiile it is true they m ght one day venture out of their
territory again, an enterprising businessnman does not |eave such matters to
time and chance any nore than a doting parent would the happiness 01 his
adoptive daughter. We are in good odor with the Linyaari at present-"

"Due to the bravery and innovation Hafiz showed in the rescue of all of their
i mportant space traveling people,"” Karma put in, |ooking up at her spouse with
adorati on.

"True, true," Hafiz said. "I covered myself with glory, it is true. But in ny



experience, gratitude is an ephemeral commodity, and the nenory of those who
are indebted to one is even nore so. Therefore, we nust nove with the

swi ftness of a desert stormif we are to take naxi mum advant age of our past
good works. W nust organi ze our exhibitions, the travel for our exhibitors,
sal es and support staff, security, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera."

"Nadhari Kando m ght be available for security,” Rafik said.

"Excellent! I amglad you concur. She has been traveling with us. She should
be joining us here soon, as a matter of fact, but she wished first to oversee
certain arrangenents aboard the SharazaD before we set off again."

Karina placed her silver gilt fingertips to her tenples and said, "Ahh-you
see, Hafiz? Rafik said exactly what |I foretold!"

"I ndeed, ny dear. Actually, nephew, Karina sensed that you would wish to
enpl oy that form dable |ady, so | have already offered her conmand of the
out post's guard and given her full rein to recruit her own staff."

"It is well, my uncle, Madane Karina," he said with a courtly inclination of
his head to his "aunt.' Hafiz's bride had a gift for "sensing" matters that
she woul d have had to be comatose not to know, but she nade Hafiz happy, and
for this Rafi k was prepared to regard her "powers" with tolerance, if not with
the awe she seenmed to think they should invoke in him

Hafiz continued. "If we are to be beyond Federation assistance, | wll want

t he best people, even™ if Nadhari has to lure them away from Federation
forces, and naturally she will require the latest and nost effective weaponry
as well. And she is one who nmay be trusted to acquire what is needed with the
ut nost discretion and di spatch. ™

"True," Rafik agreed.

"Your partner and your senior wife, the ugly one, will be required, as well
as your current light of love and her illustrious km"

Rafi k grinned. Hafiz's nmention of Rank's senior, ugly wife was an inside joke.
Back when Rafi k had been a space miner, he and his partners-Calum Baird and
Declan "G IIl" Gloglie- had found the infant Acorna adrift in space, saved her
fromcertain death, and raised her. The first tine the three mners and Acorna
had approached Hafiz together, in order to keep Hafiz fromattenpting to
"collect" Acorna as a "rare specinmen," Rafik had veiled and robed both Acorna
and Cal um and presented themas his wives. He'd told his uncle he had
converted to Neo-Hadithianism a radical fundanmentalist branch of the True
Faith that pernmitted and even encouraged pol yganmy. He had counted on his

uncl e's respect for his nephew s "wi ves" to protect Acorna from acquisition

It hadn't worked, and before their visit was over Acorna had been reveal ed for
what she was and Calum for what he was. But before Hafiz could resort to
anything too nefarious in his quest to acquire Acorna, he had | earned that
Acorna was not a one-of-a-kind creature, but only one anong many of a popul ous
alien race. Consequently Hafiz had lost interest in Acorna as an acquisition
and | earned to value her as an adopted ni ece. Calum however, had never quite
lived down posing as the senior, very ugly, wfe.

I"msure they will be nbst eager to assist in this endeavor, Uncle. However,
there is the snmall matter of Maganos Mbonbase to nmanage, the education of the
children ..."

Details! Such ideas as mine are as the towering pyram ds of the ancients, not
to be smothered in the details as nunerous as grains of sand. Bring the



children! Let themlearn! They can staff the new busi nesses, apprentice

t hensel ves to the artisans and technicians, provide support. It will be a
mar vel ous experience, an unparalleled | earning experience for them" He
consi dered. "Also, many of the el der ones have already | earned how to set up
artificial atmospheres and life support systens on life | ess rocks such as
this one was prior to its transformation. Their previous training -will, no
doubt, be hel pful -"

"I'n which case, they should be paid," said CalumBaird, joining themwth a
mug in his hand, into which he poured a fresh infusion of tea fromthe tray
bet ween Rank and the Harakam ans.

"Like all who join us, the students will be suitably taken care of," Hafiz
said. "Food, |odging, travel, richly rewardi ng associations, toys for the
young ones ..."

Cal um rubbed the thunb and first two fingers of his right hand together in a
ti me-honored gesture used for nmany generations by his canny Celtic ancestors.
"The ready, Hafiz. If the children are to | earn business, they nust also |learn
to manage their own noney. To do so, they need to earn sone. If they are to
-work, they nust have a share of the profits. And even at that, |'mnot sure
"we should allowit. To take innocent children beyond the protection of the
Federation!"

"Ah, yes," Karina said, regarding himw th one of those flashes of sudden
shrewdness that lurked Iike sharks beneath the fathom ess sea of nysticism
wi th ewhich she drenched nost of her utterances. "I heard how well-protected
the children were when they were enpl oyed on Kezdet as child slaves, mners,
prostitutes, human fodder for the mlls of industry wthout decent food or
accommodati on. The Federation forces protected themso well then | really
doubt the little darlings will be able to bring thenselves to part with such
security."”

"She has a point," said Khetala, a tall and sturdily built young woman with
dark brown skin and a serious expression. She had entered fromthe gangway
when the food had been delivered, acconpanied by Dr. Ngaen Xong Hoa, the

nmet eorol ogist. Dr. Hoa's shyly tentative smle and the blazing intelligence in
his dark eyes had kept him from being conpletely invisible as he and the girl
silently listened to the exchanges between the Harakam ans, Calum Baird, and
Rank.

They were not the only spectators to this conversation, even though Khetal a
was the first to add her own contribution to it. As was often the case on
Maganos Moonbase, a good-sized audi ence of avid |listeners stood around the
divan and the chair, taking in every remark and gesticul ati on. Wich was fine
wi th Rafik and which seened to give the theatrical Hafiz and Karina an

audi ence to play to.

Even if the children had not been included in Hafiz's plan, they woul d have
been wel cone to listen. They were at Maganos Myonbase to | earn not only useful
trades but also all of the other survival skills necessary to living

i ndependently and well, skills which could not be acquired in an atnosphere of
adult secrecy or adult superiority. The kids needed to understand strategy and
sel f-governnent, and they | earned best by exanple. They di scovered how to be
effective adults by watching the adults in their |ives nake decisions, from

t he begi nning of the process to the end.

Khetal a, or Kheti, even nore than many others, was already respected as a
teacher, an organizer, and a | eader. As one of the older, stronger children in
the mi nes, Kheti had taken beatings for many of the younger ones and shi el ded



them lifted |l oads too heavy for them and held themtogether when things
seened hopel ess. Toward the end, she had been hauled off to the pleasure
houses, and al though Acorna had rescued her fromthat particular pit of
despair, Kheti had taken a special interest in helping girls and women who
were fornerly used in those places regain their self-respect and sense of
pur pose. Anong those who cared about Kezdet she was as nmuch a | egend in her
own right as Acorna. Al of the adults present knew her story.

Hafi z opened his hands, palmup. "I rest ny case,"” he said.

Dr. Ngaen Xong Hoa cleared his throat politely. "I was Just discussing with
Khetal a, Hafiz, which of the children have denonstrated an interest in
nmeteorology. If | amto help you tnaintain a pleasant atnosphere within the
conpound at your outpost, energetic assistance fromalert young m nds -would
be nmost beneficial." Dr. Hoa's particular specialty -was planetary weat her

control.
"And we Starfarers will go into action hel ping set up the comunications
rel ays you'll be needing," said Johnny G eene, the conputer commrunications

expert of the Haven, the Starfarers' ship.

"Good, then I think -we are all agreed," Hafiz said -with a universal beam of
bonhom e at all who were gathered around him He rubbed his pal ns back and
forth, "W | eave a skeleton staff to keep the nbonbase running, and go to seek
adventure. It is time to begin gathering what we shall need and, of course, a
few smal |, essential |uxuries."”

"Ch, goody," said Mercy Kendoro fromthe edge of the gathering. "Shopping."

In far less tinme than anyone who had not w tnessed the power of House

Har akami an in action woul d have supposed, the initial supplies, provisions,
and personnel were acquired, transport was organized, and a flotilla of space
vessel s, headed by the SharazaS, |eft several respective planets and noons,
rendezvoused at a point just outside Kezdet's orbit, and began a | ong caravan
t hr ough unmapped space toward the site Hafiz had chosen for his new "tradi ng
post."

Since Aari was the only one who really understood the |anguage spoken in the
Niriian transm ssion, Becker hoped the guy would be in a better nood when he
woke up fromhis nap. There was no point in opening the pod until he did. O
course, if there hadn't been anyone aboard who spoke the | anguage, Becker
woul d have opened it, hoped the LAANYE and the conputer were up to the task,
and tried to figure out its secrets on his own, but right now he could afford
to wait. Aari had to wake up eventually.

Becker had other reasons to delay that task as | ong as possi ble. Sonmeone
needed to note the original location on the planet where each piece of sal vage
fromthe weck had been found, as well as where it was currently stowed aboard
the Conjor, and except for RK and the KEN unit, Becker was the only one awake.
O so he thought.

It had only been a few hours since Becker had | eft Acorna sl eeping next to
Aari, totally exhausted. Now she surprised Becker by wal ki ng up behind him



| can take over again, Captain. Aari is still asleep."” Don't scare ne |ike
that. Conp a little the next time you Wander up behind me, okay? So how s
Aari doing? You're pretty sweet on him aren't you?" Becker asked.

Acorna bl ushed. "Captain, on narhii-Vhiliinyar people wear shields on their
horns, in part to avoid questions just like that. He seens to be resting
peacefully now | amnot sure that 'sweet' is the proper termfor ny feelings
for him | amvery interested in Aari, it is true, and | want to help him as
you do."

"Yeah, but |I'mnot his type, Becker said, running a hand through his
grizzled gray and black hair. "I amgoing silver maned, can't argue with that.
But 1'mnot a girl." He grinned at Acorna. Then he had a t hought he hoped he
was keeping to hinmself. Aari did like girls, didn't he? Becker figured he did.
But there was no evidence here to go on. The guy had not exactly been in any
shape for courting during the time that Becker had known him nor had he
nmentioned any past | oves, which seemed pretty natural considering what he'd
gone through and how al one he'd been for nost of his life. On the other hand,
Aari's treatment of Acorna had been brotherly, though every so often Becker
did see himwatching Acorna closely, sonetinmes smling, sonetinmes -with a
troubl ed expression on his face. If he saw Becker watching him Aari would

| ook quickly away. And Acorna was probably unaware of Aari's interest, if
that's what it was. He al ways watched her when Acorna was doi ng sonet hi ng

el se.

As Becker worried about his shipmates he heard Acorna let |oose a big sigh

"I dunno, Princess, you should probably tell nme to butt out," Becker said,

troubl ed by seeing her lovely eyes cloud.

"Ch, no, Captain, | would value your advice. My aunt intended that | should
find a lifemate pn narhii-Vhiliinyar but- perhaps because nost of the space
travelers left early-1 did not neet anyone | liked until you cane with Aari."

"You really like himor just feel sorry for hinP" Becker asked. Why did he

feel so fatherly to this gorgeous young woman-wel |, gorgeous young alien
worman-who was taller than he was, probably smarter than he was, and was in
full possession of a number of rather spooky powers that were her birthright

and had been Aari's, too, before some of themat |east were partially |ooted
fromhim "You don't have to answer that."

Acorna smled and patted his hand. "I know you ask only because you care for
nmy happi ness, Captain. You are so nuch like nmy uncles-"

"Much better |ooking, of course,"” Becker said, huffing through his mnustache.
"Way better |ooking than Baird."

Acorna chuckl ed. "They say that sort of thing about each other all the tine. |
do not know what | am supposed to be | ooking for, to tell you the truth,

have never done this before. | amhere because | like to be here and feel that
it istime for ne to nove away fromboth of nmy honmes, at least for a while. |
care for Aari. Perhaps as a healer cares for her patient, but also nore than
that. | have never decided before to linger beyond the i mediate healing | can
do. Something in himcalls to me. Perhaps he will be a friend of nmy own
species, and closer to my own age than either Grandam or Mati. Perhaps
because of Maati, who is his sister, and is alnost like ny own little sister

I am here in her stead. "

They | ocked eyes and he could see that hers were disturbed in a particul ar way
that made his heart ache. He had fallen for a few wonen over the years, but



none of them-were -willing to live for long on a sal vage vessel, though a
coupl e of them had been quite happy to take off with everything on the vesse
that wasn't bolted down and a few things that were. They seened to consi der
hima little eccentric, too. Mdstly he just had his tavonte bawdy houses and a
favorite girl or two at each when he was in port. But nobody had ever | ooked
at himthe way Acorna was | ooking when she was thinking about Aari

Roadki || junped onto his lap and dug all of his claws in, purring madly.
Becker sucked in a sharp breath through his teeth and waited for the pain to
subsi de. Then he rubbed the <cat's thick brindled fur with his knuckles. "I
don't think so, Princess. But you know the guy has a | ot of problens. And he
probably thinks a classy gal |ike you wouldn't like a Linyaari with no horn."

Acorna shrugged. "I was raised by nmen -who had no horns. And he will have a
horn again sonme day. But-"

That was as far as they got before they heard Aari's footsteps clanking on the
deck plating. He wore no disguise this time, and he said in -what -was for him
a brusque tone, "Now |l et us see what else the Niriians had to say."

"Ckay, " Becker said, and reached for a crowbar he kept on the bridge, just in
case he wanted to pry or bash one of the second-hand parts that was no | onger
wor ki ng. Wil e he was wonderi ng which nethod would work best with the pod, he
heard a series of snaps and cli cks.

Turni ng, he saw that Aari had opened the pod and pul |l ed out what | ooked(and
snelled)like the slinmest mess of cheese Becker had ever seen. It was full of
hol es, covered in places with green noldy |um nescent stuff, and had the
fragrancewel I, RK had the right idea when he backed up to it and started
maki ng shoveling motions with his feet.

Aari grinned up at Becker, showing his rather large teeth in a way that could
be intimdating if the guy -was pissed.

"What is that?" Becker asked.

"Niriian organic technology," Aari said. "They have devel oped ways to use

products of their own bodies, slightly chemically altered, for functions sone

peopl es achieve with inorganic materials. The bi ot echnol ogy does not supply

all of their needs, of course, but with the properly stabilized bal ance of

bi ol ogi cal conponents and nutrients, quite sophisticated functions, including

i nformati on storage and retrieval and energy generation, may be performnmed by
lifeforms . . . such as these."

"Yeah, but how do you plug it in?"

Aari | aughed. "You don't plug it in, Joh! But it is |egible-

nreani cal | y-based arrays can provi de a remarkably conmpact form of data
storage. Its contents are accessible in an orderly fashion."

"Ch, sure. Ml d and mldew and sline on Linburger cheese-l had an account ant
like that one tinme. Real orderly. Acorna, sweetheart, can you do anything
about the stench with-you know?" He was trying to be delicate, pointing at her
horn while Aari's head was bent back over the cheesy thing.

"What do you use to retrieve the data?" Acorna asked.

"Yeah, whaddaya use? An ice cream cone?" Becker asked.

Aari rolled his eyes. "No, Joh. The usual scanner the conputer uses to exam ne



and anal yze objects.™

"The Anscan? | don't quite get how that would do the trick, buddy, but

what ever you say-hey, you're not putting that thing on nmy console, are you?"
Becker asked. He was not normally all that fastidious, but that snell was nore
ali en invasiveness than he could handle. And the Anscan was expensive.

Acorna set the pod upright and Aari returned the cheese to it.

Then they set the -whole giznb on the console. Aari pulled the Anscan over to
where its probe could read the structure of the cheese.

"That is not what that delicate piece of equipnment was engineered to do!"
Becker said.

"The Niriians know that, Joh. Though it is true they have not probably
encountered this particul ar piece of equipnent, but they and their trading
partners have sinilar technol ogy and they have devel oped this device so it
will work by this means. |here have been many fascinating sem nars about how
Niriian organic devices can be used with conventional equi pnent-you shoul d
access them sonetinme."

Why coul dn't they just get electronics |ike everybody el se then?" Becker
grunmbl ed. He was getting a little |Iightheaded, trying to hold his nose so he
didn't breathe in those funes.

"Because this piiyi is cheaper, nmore efficient, and entirely honegrown for the
Niriians," Aari answered, now using the keyboard to open the interface between
the Anscan and ship's conputer and corn unit.

I f Becker wasn't actually astonished to see a bovine twohorned N riian appear
on the corn unit screen, he "was at |least nildly flabbergasted.

"I"l1l be darned. That cheese Dou work, just like you said."
"It is a piiyl, Joh.™"

"It is a pee-yew as far as |'m concerned, but-"

Acorna put her hand to her nouth and made a hushi ng noise and they |istened
again to the broadcast.

"Can we stop it and start it so you can translate for us, buddy?" Becker
asked.

"Yes. The piiyl fornms a permanent |inear archive, but access to infornmation
can be controlled by your . . . Anscan."

"Ckay. Stop it then. What did he just say?"

"The sane thing as before. It was a recorded broadcast, a call for help, what
you call a mayday. Their ship was under attack. They identified thensel ves and
gave their location, but the coordinates they listed were far from here and
even farther fromtheir hone planet."

"Does it say who attacked them and why?" Becker asked.

"Not here."

"Ckay, let's see if there's anything else on that nonstrosity."



"Undoubt edly, Joh. The pliyi is a high-density storage device."
"Dense with stench . . . that I'll agree with," Becker nuttered.

Aari went back to work. Once the static had cleared, a Niriian face appeared
and began speaking. After a few seconds, Becker asked what it was saying.

"It is the ship's log. | believe we are receiving the last entry first. It is
hard to tell, exactly, Joh. This is a different speaker- probably the
captain. His dialect is difficult to follow Wit! Yes! By the Niriian

cal endar they were transmitting-umm you would say, five days ago.'

Aari had made his answer quickly, and quietly, keeping one ear focused on the
Niriian voice as it droned on.

"Ah, yes." Aari said. "He says that he and his crewrates were on a scouting
expedi tion. You know, Niriians are always |ooking for greener pastures-like
us, they are a grazing people, but they are a rather nore numerous race than
the Linyaari. He is referring to an earlier entry in the |og, something about
a very fertile planet and then, disappointingly, signs of previous

col oni zati on-no, present colonization. Very, very small signs. One-pod? Does
he mean this one? No, he is saying sonething . . . sonething about Linyaari."

He shut it down and turned to them his eyes wi de. "Joh, he was saying
somet hi ng about a dwelling place, and a small downed Linyaari vessel, but it
was not near where they detected the mammalian life signs. Hs accent is too
t hick, Joh."

Acorna said, excitenent barely controlled in her voice, "This sounds very

i mportant. Perhaps we should forward all this information back to
narhii-Vhiliinyar, where some of the Starfarers who have spent time on Niri
can translate it nore accurately than we can. In the neantime, we can use Aari
and the LAANYE to try to understand the rest of what is being said. | wonder
who attacked the ship. . . . And | wonder if the Niruans really found stranded
Li nyaari outside our normal trade routes and, if so, how our people cane to be
t here?"

If it was an escape pod, maybe the Linyaari got to the planet in question the
same way you told us you reached the human gal axy-you know, ejecting froma
ship in trouble." Becker offered.

Acorna's expression becane so intense, her nouth so set, ana | here was such a
determ ned | ook in her eyes that Becker thought she m ght be hopi ng sonmehow
that there had been two |ife-support pods after all in the space ship her
parents had been on, that perhaps they had escaped. He felt obligated to point
out to her that it wasn't the nost likely possibility.

"W need to get those coordinates and do a little searching ourselves," he
said. "They coul d be peopl e who escaped Ganoosh's and | kwaskwan's goons when
the fake Federation troops were '"arresting' all your people.”

Acorna's posture relaxed slightly, dejectedly, at that. "l suppose that's what
it nmust be."

"But you're right. Your people can probably sort this out quicker than we can,
and al so, maybe sonebody who's been to Nirii nore recently-wasn't that where
your aunt was, Acorna?" he asked. She nodded. "Well, maybe they will know who
to notify anong the Niriian authorities to let them know the Hangaarf) ain't
com ng honme no nore, no nore. And we should probably do a little searching



around to find out who is responsible for taking out the Hanmgaan) before we
make that report.”

If he'd had a hat, he'd have taken it off and placed it over his heart right
then. He knew that the cowboy and his crewrates would have famlies -waiting
for themin vain back on the old hone -world. It was one of the hazards of
spacefaring that all spacers tried not to think about.

"Yes," Acorna said. "You're right. We'll check all of the fragments of the
ship and see if any provide useful evidence. Mean-while, -we can translate as
best -we can the entire ship's log, and -while -we're at it, take the

coordi nates of the place ewhere they saw the escape pod."

"You're sure you don't find anything el se about the attack in there, Aari?"
Becker asked.

"I will attenpt to scan throughout the device for such information." Aari
turned back to the Anscan and the pay |I. The nonol ogue broke off, there -was a
screech of static, and then, suddenly, there -were inages on the screen once
nor e. Horrifyi ng i mages.

"Holy cow " Becker said. "Who the hell are the big bugs and what are they
doi ng--oh, no-Cosnmpbs on a crutch! They're torturing that-Aari?"

Acorna's healing must have worked pretty well because Aari spoke in a very
calm controlled voice . . . well, actually, Becker thought, his voice was
about as dead as the last fish who tried to swmin a Kezdet river.

"Those are the Khieevi, Joh. And that is nme. The Khieevi transmtted the
i mges of ny tornent to this Niriian ship."

Once the Linyaari space travel ers returned, everyC* "V thing shoul d
have been fine again. Everybody should have been happy. Mati had thought that
she, at least, -would be happy. But first Aari had decided not to stay on
narhii-Vhiliinyar. And then Khornya, who had begun to seemlike a big sister
to Maati, had left.

Maati felt left out because none of the space travelers she knew wanted to
talk to her about what had happened to them If she'd been old enough to be
able to read other peoples' mnds, then maybe she woul dn't have been so | onely
and al one, but she doubted it. Fromthe shocked, hurt, and sonetines al nost
nauseous way those who had not been in space reacted when neeting those who
had been, Maati could tell that the spacefarcrs experiences had been really
bad. You could see in their eyes that the pain lingered inside them in spite
of all the healing ivhornya and the Linyaari doctors had attenpted to do.

Because so nmany of the space travel ers were seeki ng out wandam Naadiina's
counsel , since Grandam was the ol dest living Linyaari and by far the w sest,
Maati couldn't even tal k G andam G andam was nuch too busy.

It was probably better that way. Maati would have hated to have to adnit to
Grandam that she didn't feel especially happy to see the others, not when her
brother had left and then Khornya had left, too. It mght be selfish of her
but it was the way she felt.

If the viizaar hadn't been so nean to them Khornya and Aari might have
stayed. Maati had really started to hate the viizaar. Hate, she knew, was not
a thing a good Linyaari should feel. It was a violent enotion and her people
were supposed to be gentle. But the viizaar was not gentle. She was nean. She
just hid it fromeverybody, even the people who were good m nd readers.



Grandam said Liriili was a good adninistrator because, since she was |ess
sensitive than average for a Linyaari, she could nake nore objective
deci si ons.

Ri ght. She had nmade one of those recently, it seened to Maati. She had deci ded
Maati was an object to be pushed around and sent here and there. Nobody even
noti ced how nastily she spoke to Maati. Everybody was too busy with the
returned space travel ers.

When the spacefarers weren't doing sonme kind of therapy, they were in council,
di scussing trade agreenents and that kind of dunb stuff. G andam was there,
too. At least the council kept ol' Liriili busy so she wasn't always yelling
at or for Mati.

Al t hough once, in front of the whole council, just because Mati dropped a
pi ece of hard copy she was bringing fromthe doctors concerning the wellness
of some of the returnees, Liriili had snapped at her

"Honestly, you are the clunsiest nessenger | have ever had! And the sl owest!
You woul d have never been given such a responsible position if the counci
hadn't been softhearted about you bei ng orphaned. And now | ook at how you
repay their trust!"”

Everybody was so preoccupied with all the inportant things they were thinking
of that nobody cared "when hot bl ood rose to Maati's face or that her ears
rang with viizaar Liriili's hurtful words. She couldn't read their mnds, but
they could read hers, and in former tines people had al ways been kind. But now
nobody cared what one little flunky felt. They were worryi ng about the
grievous hurts their scientists, diplomats, teachers, and traders had

suf fered.

A hundred faces -watched inpassively as Maati bent to pick up the paper and
hand it to Liriili, who snatched it from her hand. Maati woul d have been even
nmore humliated if she thought they -were really paying any attention, but
clearly al nbost every single one of themhad used the distraction to get | ost
in his or her own thoughts. Thoughts she couldn't read.

In times past, Liriili would have her stay close by during council sessions,
in case nessages needed to be delivered to outlying areas, but these days the
viizaar couldn't wait to get rid of her. She sent Maati out on the silliest

errands, errands that could have been handl ed easily enough with a beep on the
corn unit, anything to get Maati out of her sight.

Maati had recently heard VLfec”haanye-feriiii Neeva remark to sone of the
others, "I w sh Khornya and the young man, Aari, had chosen to stay with us. |
cannot understand what was so urgent that they had to go collect salvage with
Capt ai n Becker."

The notion had crossed Maati's mind that “he knew exactly who had nmade t hem
feel like outcasts and nmade their |lives m serable enough to drive them away.
Just as that thought crossed her mnd the viizaar's voice had cut through her
musi ngs |like a | aser.

Qovi ously our Khornya was attracted to the boy and they w shed to be al one
toget her wi thout the weight of customthat “as unfamliar to Khornya and that,
frankly, the boy is too unstable to deal with at this time. Miati, our water
has grown quite stale. Please go fetch sonme nore and see to it that this is
Asposed of . "

Maati barely stopped herself from saying, "Wat do you think YOU have a horn



on your head for anyway? Freshen it yourself!"

But that would really cause trouble. The half-formed thought al one brought a
hard stare fromdLiriili. But Maati was a messenger, not sone kind of a
subspecies to be ordered to do busy work because the viizaar felt |ike
exerci sing her authority.

Just when Maati thought it couldn't get any worse, the Ancestors-the

one- horned four-1eggeds who were one of two species fromwhich, back in the
time before the Beginning, the Linyaari had ultimtely been forned-sent for
Grandam Naadi i na. They insisted that she bring with her the space travelers
who continued to suffer fromnightmares and other enotional ills, despite the
healings of their famlies and physicians. All were to attend the Ancestors in
their hilly hone. The personal attendants of the Ancestors called the occasion
a "retreat." Maati thought of it as an abandonment.

No sooner had Grandam and the others disappeared from sight than the viizaar
sent for Maati and informed her that, during Grandam s audi ence with the
Ancestors, the viizaar could not allow a young girl to remain alone in the
pavilion she shared with Grandam Therefore, Miati woul d be given a guest mat
in the viizaar's tent and would sleep there until G andam returned.

"That way you will be handy in case | need you," the Viizaar said with a fal se
snmle. What she really intended -was to keep her own eye on Maati. Every tine
Maati wanted to go visit with soneone, or -was asked to graze with a group of
ot her youngsters, Liriili invented some urgent errand for Maati to carry out.

Maati finally realized that the only way she could have time away fromthe
viizaar was if she did what the viizaar was al ready accusing her of, and
dragged her heels on certain errands.

Li ke her | ast one. Late in the evening, in the mddle of a downpour, she had
been sent to the spaceport to take Tharinye, -who was on comshed duty, a
basket of hand-plucked greens prepared for himpersonally by the viizaar. A
l[ittle note was attached to nake sure he knew how he was favored.

When she' d handed hi mthe basket, though, Thariinye had groaned. "Ch, no,"
he' d sai d.

Maati shook the water from her mane and peered into the basket. "Wat's the
matter? Don't you |like those sorts? Because |'m not going to take them back to
her. My feet are sore. She keeps me running day am) night now. |I'mtired." She
fl opped back into the second corn-console chair and spraw ed.

"I"'msorry, little one. You want any of these? They're perfectly good grasses.
I"mjust not, you know, wanting to accept any favors fromour |ady |eader."

Maati's eyes narrowed and she studied hima nmonent. Thariinye had changed a
little since he and Khornya first returned fromthe gal axy of her people. He
had been sooo full of hinself when they arrived, and had boasted that he and
Khornya were to be handfasted as |ifemates. But l|ater, oddly, Miati had heard
from many young femal es to whom Thariinye had al so paid court. They were al
conplaining that if only Khornya had no claimon him Thariinye would gladly
ask themto graze with himforever. But really, as he and Maati both very well

knew, Khornya hardly liked himat all, nmuch less wanted himfor a |lifemate.
Thamye was very handsone, if you liked the tall, slim rmuscul ar type, but
Khornya was sonehow . . . older, smarter than he was, and she didn't like his

attitude-Thariinye was a bit conceited. But Maati had to admit that any male
who coul d successfully string along so many fenal es who could read m nds "ad
to have something going for him A lot of nylirl, G andam said. Which neant



something sinmlar to courage, except that it nmeant he was courageous enough to
act on things he shouldn't actually be acting on and say things he shoul dn't
really be saying.

Maybe she's just letting you know she doesn't think you' re so bad, even though
t hose | adi es conpl ai ned about you wooi ng both of them" Mati ventured, with a
little of her own nyliri, watching himto see what he woul d say.

A crack of thunder heralded a gust of wind that sent rain splashing in huge
puddl es agai nst the viewports of the comshed. In the distance, jagged
lightning sliced through the bl ackened sky, strobing the night with brief but
brilliant flashes.

Thariinye snorted and gave her a smile as phony as the one he gave his extra
girlfriends. "Such a sweet little youngling you are, Maati. O course she
doesn't think I'mso bad. After hearing all those other girls tell her what a
spl endi d speci nen of manhood | am she's courting ne herself."

It was Maati's turn to snort. "You' ve been away from space too |ong,

Thariinye! You' ve got ground-sickness!" It was the sort of joke the spacers
made about ground peopl e and ground peopl e made about spacers to explain their
peculiarities. It was the only thing Maati could think of, other than
Thariinye's high opinion of hinself, to explain -why he would i magi ne that the
vl | zaar capabl e of any softer, nore fenale feelings at all

"No. No. It's true. She fancies me. Al ways says so. Told nme she thinks |I need
a nore experienced woman to guide ne, keep me in line, and yet be able to
indulge ny little flights of independence. Youngling, that is the last thing
need. No Khieevi will ever scare ne as nuch as that woman!" He shuddered so
hard his mane shook and his skin twtched.

Maati was shocked. "But Liriili is really oG. She's alnpst as old as G andam
| bet as old as Neeva, anyway and you're well, I'mjust a kid and even
renmenber when you were still a dapple gray!"

Thariinye made a wy face. "Maybe you see her as being old, but when |I'm
around her, Liriili acts' like a frisky filly. | don't think narhii-Vhiliinyar
is big enough for both of us."

"I know exactly what you nean," Maati replied, renenbering her own troubles.
She wouldn't tell Thariinye about them though. He'd get all adult and bossy
on her if she did, she was sure. It was never a good idea to | et himhave the
upper hand. She had figured that out because she knew several of those silly
girls he'd been involved with. As long as they didn't seemto notice him he
sought them out and was very polite, even hunble with them But as soon as
they started to like him he didn't care for them anynmore and went trotting
of f after sonebody el se. That was part of why he kept after Khornya even

t hough the two of thembasically didn't get along very well.

Maati gave hima sly look, "I guess that's what you get for being
irresistible! So, all right, 1'll help you get rid of your gift if you'll pass
me one of those thiiifi). They're ny favorites." He handed her one of the
tender yell ow green grasses which snelled spicy and tasted sweet with a little
tang to it.

He gnawed absently on one hinmself. "I should have known what she was doi ng
when she wouldn't let me go with Neeva and Melireenya. Now everybody who was
anybody anong the space-chosen has had a traumatic experience that wl|l
probably bond them forever, and because Liriili kept ne planet-bound, | alone
was left out."”



"I can see why you would be mad at her for making you m ss being m streated
until you al nost died," Miati agreed.

"You're far too young to understand," he said loftily.

"Receiving transm ssion fromthe alien sal vage vessel Condor," a quiet
conputeri zed voice said fromthe corn set. "Please stand by."

The lightning flashed again and again, the thunder crashing Just after
Thariinye turned up the volune on the corn unit.

"W have just recovered the weckage of a Niriian vessel," Aan's voice said,
soundi ng strange and flat. "Anmong the ship's artifacts is a piiyi containing
the ship's log and several other nessages. Please stand by to record the
material you are about to receive." There was no visual transm ssion, but

Maati was pleased to hear Aari's voice, no matter how fleetingly. This message
-was evidently sent several hours ago, according to the tine stanp, so that
real -ti me exchange of conmunication now Wul dn't be possible. Maati w shed she
could talk to her brother, but that clearly wasn't going to be possible on
this night.

"It is extrenely urgent that the information on this piiyi be fully translated
and interpreted i mediately by an expert in the Niriian | anguage. It contains
evidence that the Niriian ship nade contact with the Khieevi"-Aari's voice
faltered for a nmonent-"and prior to that perhaps discovered a Linyaari escape
pod and survivors on an uncharted planet. Once translation is nmade, please
respond i medi ately to the Condor." Aari signed off and silence filled the

com shed.

Maati junped to her feet. "I'lIl go try to find a specialist." Looking out at
the slashing rain, she hated | eaving the warnth and dryness of the com shed.

"Where do you think you'll do that?" Thariinye said. "The spacefarers are on
retreat, renenber?"

"This is inportant enough to call themoff retreat. | mean, if the Khieevi are
i nvol ved, we'd better let Liriili know right away. She can call them back."

"I speak excellent Niriian," Thariinye told her. "My first off-planet mssion
was to Nirii and | have al ways been good at |anguages."”

"Well, that's good," Maati said. "Get started right away on that broadcast.

But Liriili will have ny horn if | don't let her know at once."
"I'"1l let her know. Just stay put for a naanye, will you?"
He switched to the domestic corn unit. "Vuzaar Liriili, this is Thariinye at

spaceport conmmuni cati ons. We have just received a nmessage from Aari aboard the
Conoor concerning a recovered Niriian piiyi with information about a probable
recent encounter with the Khieevi as well as sonething or other about a

Li nyaari escape pod with survivors |left stranded on an uncharted planet. W
are being asked to translate and advi se the Conoor of the contents

i medi ately."

"Then do so," Liriili said. They could only hear her voice. The wuiixaar did
not switch on visuals at her end. She sounded grouchy and sl eepy. "You speak
Niriian, do you not, Thariinye?"

"You wish ne to do it, then, mn'an? You don't -wish, for instance, to send for



Mel i reenya or vifeShaanye-feriiii Neeva?"

Liriili's voice took on a softer lilt as she woke up enough to realize to whom

she -was speaking. "I have every confidence in you, dear boy. If Aari's

i npression that there is urgent information contained in the piiyi is

confirmed by your translation, please alert ne at once. If it is indeed as

i mportant as Aari says-though you know his experiences have made hi m sonmewhat
unst abl e, shall we say, nst between us? -then of course you should send

the nessenger girl after another expert. But | would prefer not intrude upon

the retreat the Ancestors have declared vital to the recovery of our

spacefarers unless | feel it is absolutely necessary."

"Yes, ma'am"”
"And, Thariinye?"
Maant

"I shall expect a personal and confidential report of your findings in ny
guarters as soon as you have finished."

"Yes, ma'am" He signed off, shaking his head in frustration

It was a good thing Liriili couldn't see Thariinye's face, Mati thought. He
gave the nost awful grinace and bared his teeth sonething fierce

"You probably should go back and sleep,” Thariinye told her ponpously. "I1'IlI
be too busy to baby-sit you while | have duties to perform"”

You want nme to leave? In this stuff?" she asked, nodding to the weather, which
seened to grow wil der by the nmonment. -No way! | amnot bailing out just when
somet hing interesting 18 anally happening. Let's have a | ook."

| don't think this material is fit for children,” he argued.
"If the Khieevi are in it-1 have seen themin action. Trust me. They'll give a
youngling like you nightmares."

"Aari said 'urgent! Thariinye. Don't you think you should stop arguing with ne
and get to -work?" she asked.

"Are you sure Liriili isn't groom ng you to be the next viizaarl" he grunbl ed.
"You're very bossy for a youngling."

"The/wi //?" she pointed to the com screen, tension twangi ng through her body
so hard she thought she'd snap. It worked. Thariinye turned back to the
consol e. She watched the visuals and listened to the Niriian voice speaking as
Thariinye began the painstaking work of translating and transcribing the
Niriian broadcast fromthe beginning. O course, he brought up a computer
translation of the broadcast on screen alnost inmediately. But verifying the
translation and interpreting the nuances of the broadcast took tine and
concentration. He listened to the alien -words <whil e watching the
acconpanyi ng visuals and the streani ng nachine translation on the corn screen
Sonetimes he woul d anend the machine translation, and other times he let it
proceed unchanged. Because he was working with a recording, he could halt the
broadcast and back it up when he needed to. He was a |l ot better than she
expected himto be at the work, actually. He didn't have to stop very often
and it was clear he took it quite seriously.

When he got to the shots of the escape pod lying in the greenery by the



makeshi ft shelter, Maati got a funny feeling in her stomach. As the shot went
by, she felt as if a part of her was still there, with the pod, wherever it
had | anded.

She was al nbost sure she knew? those markings. In fact, the ewhol e pod | ooked
famliar, though it was hustling by on the screen too fast to be sure. Even

t hough she didn't make a sound, Thariinye hit the stop button on the broadcast
and turned to her.

"What was that?" Thariinye said and then she knew for sure that he was readi ng
her .

"The pod," she said. "Wose pod was that?"

"I don't know. And |I'Il need that information for ny report. Go look it up for
me, will you? There's no one at the other conputer." He gestured to the
opposite wall. All Linyaari ships were unique, and it -was a sinple matter to
match the markings to the nmaster list of ships. She also wanted a l|isting of

t he peopl e aboard the ship on the date that the Niriian broadcast indicated

t he shot had been taken. Lists of crews and passengers, projected and actua
itineraries, manufacturing and mai nt enance records-in short, anything that

af fected the ships throughout their time in the Linyaari fleet could be found
in the governnent computers.

So compel ling was her feeling of connection with the pod that she didn't even
wait to see what el se was on the pdyi, but did as Thariinye asked and opened
the flight records.

She started scrolling through the files, after telling the computer to check
the nobst current entries first. Surely, she thought, the pod bel onged to one
of the ships whose crew? had been attacked by the crininals Khornya and her
friends had freed the space travelers from But the conmputer didn't list the
pod as being registered to any of the ships nowin active service and
currently in space. That was odd.

She expanded the boundaries of her search. And kept digging, listening to the
t hunder crash and crack outside while inside the Niriian nonol ogue rmunbl ed
away, and now and then Thannmye woul d say, "To the-sanctuary? No. Hiding place?
I hats not it either-" as he tried to find the proper Linyaari translation

Then she heard hi m say sonethi ng about "Khieevi" and turned to | ook. She had
never seen a Khieevi. She was curious, in a horrified sort of way. Wat did
such vicious and voraci ous beings | ook |ike?

She turned her chair around to view? the screen over Thariinye's shoul der
The bug-1ike Khieevi were only visible as feelers and | egs and shell-1ike
carapaces around the margins of the vid. In the center of the screen was the
mai n subject of the transmission. H s face was distorted with bl ood, sweat,
and agony, and his body was even nore broken than it had been when she had
first seen him But she could not mistake her brother

"Thariinye," she said, her voice tight with enotion, "that's Aari! The Khi eevi
have Aari! Wat can we do? Are we too late? W have to help him Were are
Khornya and Captai n Becker? Have they been killed al ready?"

Thariinye turned slightly and | ooked at her, his face as serious as she had



ever seen it, and perhaps a bit green, too. "This is an old vid, Mati.
Probably a Khi eevi broadcast to the Niriian ship. The Khieevi like to do
that-send pictures of old tortures to the people they plan to nmake their next
victims. Nobody knows why. But that's what this is. Look there-see-Aari stil
has part of his horn. Long slices have been carved away, but it's there. This
i s what happened to hi mbefore you saw him"

She didn't recognize the enotion that was naking Thariinye's voice sound so
strangl ed. Perhaps he was trying not to throw up. Abruptly, he swtched off
the visual s.

Maati felt as if her heart had been clutched in a tight fist and then suddenly
rel eased to fall thudding to the floor. Her breath cane out in a rush. "That's
horrible. Horrible. Are the Khieevi-are they com ng-h-h-here?" She was
stuttering now through chattering teeth and felt cold all over, a reaction
that had nothing to do with the tenmperature in the room and everything to do
with what she'd nist w tnessed.

"No. | told you. It's an old vid. They sent this to the people aboard the ship
that carried this pliyi. Any luck on that registration design?"

"Not yet," she said, and turned back to her task with a new sense of urgency,
wi deni ng the paraneters of her search. The ordinariness of |ooking for

i nformati on steadi ed her and gradually her hands stopped shaking. And, at
last, there it was-the design, the number, and the name of the ship that had
carried that pod. And the nanes of the people aboard when it shipped out on
its last flight. A chill engul fed her again.

"Th-Thariinye?"

"lI'm al nost done, Maati."
"B-but-Thariinye. I found it."
"Cood. Just a nonent."

"No, now It's inmportant. The ship the pod was on? It was registered to ny
parents. To mine and Aari's parents. The people on the Niriian ship found
them | thought they were dead- but if the Niriians are correct, nmaybe they're
not. At least, not both of them at |east not when this pod -was found."

"That is 'wonderful,” Thariinye said. "Wt need to let Liriili know at once.

t hought this piiyl was bad news, but it seems we have at | east one cause for
celebration among the information it brought us!™ He put the final touches to
his translation and uploaded it to the vlizaar

"We have to tell Aari and Khornya and Captain Becker," Miati said. "They can
go get our nother and father."

"Yes, yes, but first Liriili must know It's procedure,” he said, going al
adult again. Thariinye turned back to the com station

He hailed Liriili and told her what they had di scovered.

| just thought it prudent," he finished, "to let you know the contents of the
nmessage before transmitting nmy interpretation to the Condor."

Thank you, Thariinye. That is very interesting. In light of your information
| think that tonmorrow | shall send an emis”ry to the Ancestors to let them
know what has been di scovered. However, there will be no further transm ssions



fromthe Gomstation. Not to the Condor or anywhere else.”

But, honored | ady! Aari, at |east, should know i medi atel y-the pod is
apparently that of Aari and Maati's parents, to have been m ssing-"

"I know that very well, Thariinye. | also know now, from hard past experience,
that any transm ssion we send may endanger this planet. |If Khieevi are out
there, we will not |let them know our current location. It is sinply too

dangerous. The evacuation ships must be prepared, and steps taken for al
Li nyaari to escape the planet, if necessary."

"Agai n?" Thariinye said. "Were will we go this tine? And what about
Acorna-she and Aari are out there near the source of the message. They sent it
to us, in fact. Do they not deserve to know what we've | earned?"

"As soon as possible I will consult the aagroni and make the decision as to
where we must go. Dear boy, | knowthis is difficult for you to understand,"”
Liriili said. "But you sinply nust trust ny judgnent. W cannot send

transm ssions, and that is that. | will not put this planet in any further

danger, no matter -what. |If anything else pertinent comes in, let ne know "

Thariinye ended the transm ssion with an exasperated snort. "I can't believe
that! Can you?

"From her? Sure," Maati said. "The question is, what are we going to do about
it?"

"We?" Thariinye asked with maddeni ng superiority. "We will do nothing,

youngl ing. |, however, am going to borrow one of the ships fromthe spaceport,
and fly it to wherever | have to go to so Khornya will know how nuch danger
she and her friends are in, and how nmuch hope there is that Aari's parents are
still alive. And then I'Il rescue your parents. |If Khornya and her friends
want to conme along, well, so nmuch the better."

"I"mgoing, too." Miati said.
"No, you're not."

"I am too, and you can't stop ne."

"I can, too. |I'mbigger, in case you hadn't noticed."
"As if you'd let nme forget. But if you try to go without me, 1'Il tell Liriili
what you're doing in time to stop you." "You wouldn't do that. You -want to

save your parents and your brother and Khornya as nuch as | do."

"More," Maati said firmy, crossing her arns across her small chest. "That's
why |'mgoing. So you don't ness it up."

"So | don't-"
"That's what | said. My fanm|ly have been spacefarers for generations, just
like yours. | will do fine in space. And you need backup. To get it, all you

have to do is teach nme the controls. Two will be better than one. | think we
shoul d I eave right now "

"In this stornP"

"The ships are built to handl e worse. Once we | eave the atnosphere, the
weat her won't be any problem wll it?"



"It's easy to see you haven't had the parental discipline you need."

"At least | don't tell the same lie to six different girls and expect them al
to believe it and like ne afterward.”

Thariinye didn't say anything to that, and Maati didn't need to be able to
read minds to know she'd won.

"Come on, then. We'll take the Nilkaavri. |'ve been checked out on her already
and she's | oaded and fuel ed and ready to go. W can be out of here before
anyone can stop us."

In her quarters, Liriili mentally followed Thariinye as he and Maati boarded

t he Nukaavri and prepared for take-off. She was not ignoring the threat of the
Khieevi. But if the information fromthe piiyl was correct, their enem es were
at the far end of the gal axy-weeks away even in the worst possible

extrapol ation of risk, and with many likely targets between them and the

Li nyaari to slow them down. Tonorrowtoday, actu“ty, as it was early norning
now, she -would send another, rnore trustworthy nessenger than Maati to the
Ancest ors-one could control. She would ask for another translator, one e would
hand- pi ck for discretion, and when Thariinye's find ings were either verified
or nodified, then would be tinme enough to send runners to the genera

popul ace, to alert the spacefarers, possibly even to prepare the evacuation
ships if necessary.

But at present, she felt sure the Khieevi did not know where the new Linyaari
honmewor| d was, and she had protected their position by disallow ng al

out goi ng transm ssions fromnarhiiVhiliinyar. Becker's vessel was hardly a
Li nyaari ship, and once the troubl esonme Maati and Thariinye had joined the
ConSor they could all |ook after each other

The girl had becone a hazard, her very existence nenacing Liriih's position by
threatening to "expose" her to the spacefarers for alienating Khornya and

Aari. The child didn't understand the delicacy of Liriili's task in |eading
the planet, the careful balance that had to be mmintained for the good of all.
And, as for Thariinye . . . Wwo did he think he was, ducking away from her

delicate overtures? He, too, was a hazard, disrupting the peace of so many of
the young femal es, and not realizing that he obviously needed a mate who coul d
gui de himand help himcontrol his |ess responsible inpulses. He bl amed her
she knew, for she could read himeven when his horn was shielded, just as if
he was made of plasglas. He had wanted to go on the Balakiire's last m ssion
and he thought she had robbed himof glory. Very well, let himseek it now.

Per haps when- and if-he returned, he would be nuch w ser, would understand

t hat her counsel had been for his own good. But, as for now, her two npst
difficult charges were, headed off-planet, possibly never to return. She'd

sl eep well tonight.

She arose the next norning at a leisurely pace, and hal fway through cl eansing
hersel f, answered the call fromthe spaceport com shed. "Yes?"

"Vuzaar, | amhere to relieve Thariinye, only Thariinye is . here. The
equi prent is on and there is a strange nessage 1 opi ne through the nonitor
but Thariinye is absent."

"How strange," she said. "In this weather, where can he have p-one? It's
hardly fit outside for grazing." Thunder was once nore boom ng outside the
pavilion and the cracks of lightning could be seen indistinctly through the
fabric of the walls. Liriili shivered lightly, and pulled a bl anket across her
shoul ders.



"Also, ma'am one of the spacecraft is not inits berth."
"How strange. WAs it there yesterday? Perhaps it has been taken for repairs?"

"No, ma'am |-wait-there u a note here from Thariinye. He says that he and
Maati-surely he cannot mean little Maati the nmessenger!™

"Surely not," Liriili agreed.
"-Have gone to look for the girl's parents. He al so wishes to warn others of a
Khi eevi presence detected in this galaxy by a Niriian vessel-that's the

nmessage on the com screen.”

"How very extraordinary,” Liriili said. "Stay at your post, then-is it liril
thi s norni ng?"

Yes, maam
"Stay at your post, liril. Be alert for incom ng messages, but under no
circunmst ances are you to answer them There will be no outgoing nmessages of

any kind fromthis planet until rurther notice fromme. Do | nmake nyself
cl ear?"

"Wth Khieevi in the vicinity? Yes, ma'am absolutely."

I will send to the hills of the Ancestors and ask those spacefarers on retreat
to return for a special neeting of the Council on this matter."

"Il be right here, ma'am Even if we're not to respond, “harnnye may report
back to us with nore information about Ae Khieevi."

My thoughts exactly, liril," she said, and ended the transm ssion.

"I don't get it," Becker snapped, glowering at the corn screen. "For six weeks
that damm thing is squawking at all hours with nessages from everyone from
your grandma and your aunt, Acorna, to that-wonman-who runs the place. 'Pick us
up a nice trade alliance when you go hone, honey. See if you can get us good
terns on joining the Federation. And don't forget a pint of milk and a | oaf of
bread while you're at it." "

Aari and Acorna | ooked at each other and shrugged, then returned their
attention politely to Becker's rant.

"And now, when we have sonething really inportant to tell them when we need
to hear back fromthemright away, we get zip for a week and a half. Wat i)
it with those people, anyway?"

He was not the only one who wanted to know. Aari and Acorna had spent every
waki ng hour with the LAANYE and the Niriian | ogbook, then, while sleeping,

| earning the nuances of the Niriian |anguage fromthe LAANYE s sl eep-| earning
programs. They listened over and over again to the nayday message and the
ship's log entries. If the captain had given specifics about the transm ssion
fromthe Khieevi, the details of the ship's final hours, or any findings
pertaining to the |location of the vessel pictured on the verdant planet, they
had not found them They hcu) deci phered an entry that was a personnel list of
the crew aboard the downed Niriian vessel

The Conjor had picked up nore of the weckage of the Niriian ship in the
meantime, but very little of the equi pment ewas intact.



Al'l of them had been listening, even in their sleep, for a signal fromthe
corn unit, but not a single -word out of it did they hear the entire tine.

"Well, RK doesn't seemto have any opinion about this, and normally I'd flip a
coin," Becker said. "But since |l have a crew | guess | better ask-what do you
guys think we ought to do?

"Do?" Aari asked. His voice was a |little hoarse from di suse

He and Acorna had been concentrating so hard on the translati ons he woul d have
neglected to eat if Becker hadn't finally become worried about his crewrates
and tronped down to the hydroponics deck to pluck sone greenery for them He
had no idea what a tasty or nutritious conbination was composed of but figured
if they'd planted sonething, it was supposed to be edible. They both took his
of ferings, nibbled abstractly, and kept translating. Even after Acorna was as
certain as she could be that they had made good sense of the nmessages, Aari
continued to go over and over them

Acorna could not help but read the anxiety Aari was broadcasting as surely as
the com system was not. Her head pounded -with the strain he was experiencing,
as well as her own pain. She couldn't usually read himliterally, but this
sense of anxiety was nore of an enotional mael strom spi nning around hi m and
envel opi ng her than a conscious stream of thought. Even Becker and the cat
were out of sorts, all fromdealing with the heavily charged atmosphere inside
t he ConSor.

Becker was continuing. "Yeah, what do you think we should do-you know, as in
action? Here's our options, the way | see it. Number one," he ticked off the
fingers of his right hand with the forefinger of his left. "W head on out of
here, back to Federation space, and warn people about this. However, this area
ain't Federation and they aren't going to cone all this way uninvited by the

| ocals. Two, -we can turn around and go back to narhii-Vhiliinyar and ask 'em
face-to-face why they aren't speaking to us. O course, it could be that the
Khi eevi's got their tongue-sorry, Aari," he said. "In which case, we'll hope
we see some evidence of the danage before we reacu the planet and get our own
derrieres in a sling or slings, as the case may be. If we do, we will return
to option one and call out the posse. If we can round one up in tinme. Option
three

appens if there are no Khieevi and everything is cool on the P anet. | kick
some admi nistrative heinie and nmake them promise never, ever, ever to ignore
us like that again, no matter what. O option four-we try to figure out what's
goi ng on for ourselves, keeping our eyes open so we don't get ourselves
killed, and see what's needed before we hare off and run for help. End of
options, unless you can think of any others. Aari? Acorna?"

"Joh, we nust go back to ny planet," Aari said. "They nmust know. The Niriians
nmust be warned, as well."

"Yes," Acorna said. "You know, it i) possible we have gone out of range even
for a delayed relay to narhii-Vhiliinyar. There are several wornhol es and
space distortions between us and them and we are. very far off the travel ed
rout es where comuni cations are routinely boosted at regular intervals. W
cannot be sure they have received our broadcast. The likeliest explanation for
their silence is that they have not heard fromus. It's essential that they be
aware of the presence of the Khieevi in this part of the world, and al so of
the possibility that Aari and Maati's parents are still alive somewhere. If

t he Khieevi are in the neighborhood, our people need to have the evacuation
ships ready, and a plan to board them prepared. After we "warn the Linyaari



we should return to Federation space and alert the authorities that ny people,
who have been considering applying for menbership, will possibly soon be under
under attack by the Khieevi. The Federation has already seen the nature of the
Khi eevi -after the battle on Rushima they're aware of the sort of creatures we
are dealing with here-and know that they pose a threat that cannot be ignored.
Al so, we should consult with Uncle Hafiz and the others and ask themto
prepare a new haven for ny people, should it be necessary to evacuate, sone
tenmporary place where they may stay until the situation is resolved."

"That makes sense," Becker said. "But somehow | cant hel p but thinking that
they're okay for now and it's that snotty | ady-dog of a | eader of yours who is
behind this."

"You could be right," Acorna said, "but we cannot risk it. If our people are
to be safe, they nust get those ships ready, and that will take tinme."

RK, who had been sleeping with one eye open, idly flipping the end of his tai
up and down, suddenly yawned and stretched. In a casual way his outstretched,
kneadi ng cl aw hooked Beck er's arm

"OM" he said. "Okay, the fourth nmenber of the crew has voted. W' re changing
course. "

Thariinye tracked the Codors erratic course fromthe data sent with the
transm ssion. Mati watched himwhile he nade his conputations. Maati took to
space travel like a kQaaki to water. Her favorite hiding places back hone had
been the techno-artisan village and the spaceport, and with a child's
curiosity she had exam ned the interiors of all the ships, even the big
evacuation vessels. She'd asked questions constantly, so many that she was
afraid the workers would tell her to leave, or call Liriili and ask her if the
government didn't have something better to do with its nessengers than have

t hem bot her peopl e.

But actually she had made friends with nost of the people she tal ked to.
Aarliiyana, a notherly techno-artisan, had explained all about the col orful
designs on the hulls of the ships, how they were based on the banners of the
nost di stingui shed Linyaan clans and individuals. Aarliiyana had also told her
that ne techno-artisans had devel oped a new and nore advanced el oaki ng
technol ogy for Linyaari spacecraft. The very craft Mati was now riding in,
naned after her dear friend Acorna's grndnother, was the first craft to

i ncorporate the new system

H dden anong the brightly pignmented coatings used on the hulls were a field
generator that could create the illusion of invisibility and a radiation
absorption matrix, or RAM The two ewoul d, between them defeat sonar, radar
infrared, and all other traditional detection nethods used to trace the

| ocation of a spacecraft. These systens could be turned on and off at will. In
addition, the techno-artisans had devel oped ways to deal with the engine
exhaust, the ship's comunications, and so on so that the ship's location
could not be deternined by any neans. Even the ship's |ocator beacon was
routinely cloaked to both friends and foe, unless the ship's captain nade the
decision to turn it on. That had to be done occasionally so that the craft
coul d nmove through crowded shi pping | anes without running the risk of being
ramred by vessels that had no idea she was there.

It nade Maati feel odd, knowi ng that nobody could find themout here in space,
unl ess they chose to be found.

Bei ng on shi pboard when the vessel was in space as opposed to being inside it
when it was docked at the technoartisan's village was very different. For one



thing, the air was drier, and it smelled peculiar, alnmost canned. Perhaps
because of the drier air, she found her sense of snell was dimnished, blunted
in sone -way. It gave her a curiously light feeling. And al so, consequently,
the grasses in the hydroponi cs gardenmany fewer varieties than grew

dirtsi de-were not as tasty as they were at honme. Well, the tastes were

subtl er, maybe. She figured she'd get used to the change soon enough

Wth her sense of snell reduced, her sense of sight seened to be nore

i mportant, sonehow. The inner, surfaces of the ship were made of brightly
colored materials softer to the touch than netals, and the crew s quarters
were designed to |l ook Iike small traveling pavilions. Sort of cozy, really. At
first she mssed the horizon, and the sweeping vistas of grass and town and
distant hills she was used to at home, but when she went to the bridge and

| ooked out the viewport into the stars, her homesi ckness of dead. How coul d

t hose grassy fields conpare with the beauty of deep space? She was lost in
wonder. The gal axy gleaned |ike a jewel box before her. And she'd barely begun
to taste the joys of space travel. How would it |look at night on a planet wth
one noon? \Wat about a planet with rings-how would that | ook fromthe ground?
How thrilling to think she woul d soon be seeing for herself! Even with the

| oomi ng threat of the Khieevi hovering in the back of her mnd, she felt

freed, sonehow, for the first time in her life.

And if she was going to have adventures, she'd picked the right ship to have
themin. In addition to being confortabl e, the Nakaavrl was equi pped with al
of the newest devices her techno-artisan friends had denonstrated. Mati

al ready knew that because Thariinye had shown off the ship's features when he
returned fromhis first brief flight, greeting the Condor and the many

Li nyaari ships when they returned carrying the spacefarers fromcaptivity.

"Does this ship have any weapons?" Maati had wanted to know then

"What woul d you know about weapons?" Thariinye had asked in that tone that
made her feel like a total child.

"Grandam tol d Khornya that her father had devel oped a defense weapon that
woul d destroy our enemies if they attenpted to capture one of our ships.
Grandam said it was how Khornya's parents were killed-when their ship

sel f-destructed along with the Khieevi chasing them She thought Khornya's
fol ks nust have used it on thensel ves after Khornya's pod was ejected. The
force of the blast was the only way to explain how far away Khornya was when
she was found by her the nen “o raised her." Maati had been wondering at the
time if that ~a-s how her parents died, using a simlar weapon to destroy

t hensel ves and their ship before the Khieevi could capture them

"Yes, the Nilkaa vri is equipped with the defensive system" Thariinye said.
"But no of fensive -weapons. That woul d be kalLi nyaari, agai nst everything we
believe in. The ship does have all the very latest innovations, of course. You
ask too many questions."

Why, of all the people she'd ever met, did she have to be on the ship with
him Nobody el se anong the spaceport personnel, the techno-artisans, or the
spacefarers treated her |like she was inferior just because she was younger and
shorter than they were. In contrast to Liriili and her political friends, the
spacefarers had, with rare exceptions, treated her with respect.

But she was stuck with Thariinye and supposed she'd have to make t he best of
it, at least if she wanted to get to Khornya and Aari, and maybe, just maybe,
her parents. It -was an unfamliar feeling in her heart, the thought that
there was a possibility they -were still alive.



When Maati wasn't arguing with Thariinye, she -watched the tutorials that cane
with every new ship's conpl ement of prograns and she took herself through a
simul ati on of Captain Becker's course.

The human enpl oyed unusual navigati on nethods, diving into unplotted wormhol es
and through unexplored folds in space rather than followi ng conventiona
spaceways. |f she and Thariinye were going to nmanage to rendezvous with the
Condor, they -would have to do the same. Thariinye confirmed her hunch, -when
she asked hi m poi nt - bl ank about their course.

Now Thariinye | ooked nervous as the entrance to the wormhol e | ooned before
them but then he grinned and got a strange gleamin his eye. He shifted to
manual controls. "Strap down, youngling," he said.

"I amstrapped in," she said. "Hurry up, will you?"

"Okay. Yeeeeeeeheeee!" he cried, a little anticlimactically. She really didn't
noti ce much. There was nothing to see. One nonent the opening -was ahead of
them and the next it was behind them The stars were in different places. That
was all .

And- sonet hi ng el se.

"Well, look at you, little girl,"” Thariinye said, when he turned to gl ance at
her and the gl ance becane a stare. "You are now a bona fide star-clad
spacefarer."

She was! She really was. Her skin had been getting a little lighter since they
left, and the pale spots in her mane broadening to overconme the black parts,
but now, her hands bel ow the cuff of her shipsuit -were -white! Conpletely. As
white as Thariinye's, or Khornya's, or Aari's. She -wanted to run for the
nearest reflective surface but got tangled in her safety restraint straps, her
fingers funmbling as she tried to rel ease the catch. At last she got free and
was able to exam ne herself in the groom ng device. Her face was as pal e as

t he second noon, her mane pure silver, and her horn gol den, though still of a
childi shly stubby [ ength. She frowned at her reflection.

"Does this color make me | ook plunper?" she asked Thariinye, and inmedi ately
regretted it.

He | aughed. "OF course not. And even if it did, there's nothing to be done
about it. You're star-clad now, youngling."

"How cone it happened so fast?" she asked.

He shrugged. "I don't know. Usually the change is nore gradual. Mybe the
shift of light inside the wormhole accel erated the process.”

"There wasn't any |ight--was there?"

"OfF course there was light. You re confusing your basic physics. That was a
wor mhol e, not a black hole."

"I know that," she said. "I'mjust young, not stupid. But |I didn't see any
light till -we came out on this side."

"You probably bl acked out," he said. "Fear will do that. Your first time in

space and all that."

"I Did not," she told him "I just didn't see any light. Did YOU? Honestly?"



"Well, no, but then, probably |I couldn't pick it up. W were ravelling so fast
and it-~"

"Forgotten your basic physics?" she asked sweetly.

"What' s next on the course?”

"Cross this planetary system from here,” she put her finger on a purplish
pl anet that -was farthest fromits sun, "to over here," this was past the
seventh planet fromthe sun, "and then there's a sort of funny part of
space-bunpy, as if it's pleated. "

"You can see that?" he asked, peering at her finger as if it had eyes.

"I did the simulation, silly. Maybe you should, too. Oh. | forgot. Experienced
Starfarers don't need to do that stuff."”

"We' || have no insubordination out of you, youngling."
"Fine. You asked. | told you."

She left himalone on the bridge and stonped down to the hydroponics area to
do some serious grazing. And pouting, if the truth be known. The Condor had
been gone for six weeks before the Nikaavri |aunched. They had only been in
space for ten sleep periods. Maati tried to think about what she would say to
her parents if she saw t hem again, how she -woul d convi nce Khornya and Aari to

et her stay with theminstead of returning to narhii-Vhiliinyar. But even her
vivid imagi nati on began to run out of ideas after a while. She thought about
it, analyzed the jittery feeling that made it hard for her to sit still. That
wasn't all. Her attention wandered at any excuse, and everything Thariinye

sai d was soundi ng even stupider than usual. She had a thousand questions about
how everything on the ship worked, but |acked the patience to listen to
Thariinye's lectures on the subject. She wanted to clinb behind the panels and
see how things worked instead of just sitting and waiting. And waiting. And
wai ting.

She was bored. Here she was on the greatest adventure or her whole life and
she was sooooo bored. She was used to having the run of Kubiilikhan, keeping
so busy she was exhausted at the end of the day. To having conversations with
people fromall walks of life all over the city and surroundi ng countryside.
Here on this ship she nostly sat. And tal ked to Thariinye. Wo treated her
like a baby. By the Ancestors, sonething had better happen soon

Her wi sh was granted in seven nore sleep periods. She had been using the
LAANYE Thariinye brought along to brush up on Khornya's | anguage- St andard. She
wanted to be as fluent as possible when she saw Khornya, Aan, and Captain
Becker again. If she could speak the | anguage, maybe they wouldn't fuss too
much when she announced she intended to stay with them wanted to go back with
themto that noon Khornya had nentioned where all the children Iived and

| earned new skills.

It was her watch and she was tired of studying. If only the Condor weren't
still so far awayl Linyaari ships were faster than those of the humans, so
t hey shoul d be overtaking the sal vage vessel before |ong, but she w shed
fervently that they were there already. She ran the course simulation again,
wondering if maybe she could plot a nore direct route Instead of sinply
followi ng Thariinye's extrapolation of the Condor's course.

As she cal cul ated and plotted her various trajectories, she noticed sone



fam |iar-1ooking coordi nates anong her cal cul ati ons.
Thariinye?" she said, speaking into the onboard hailing system
He huffed and snorted, from which she gathered that she'd awakened hi m

It we just deviate two degrees from Captain Becker's course for a few hours,
we'll be at the point where the Niriians 8aw the planet with ny parents’
escape pod on it." "Hm®? On. Good."

I think we should alter our planned route and find ny parents before we go see
Captai n Becker and the others. Shall we change course?"

"Ch, yeah, okay. Fine, kid. Don't bother me," he said and then before she
could draw anot her breath said, "What? No no, Maati, wait. Don't you <)are
touch anything! | -was asleep. I'll be right there!"

She shook her head when she saw him rubbing his eyes his mane all flattened
on the left side. He stunbled a little when he wal ked.

"You-didn't touch anything, did you?" he asked.

"No. That's technically your job. That's why | called. But | do think we
should try to get nmy folks since they're sorta on the way." She tugged at his
sl eeve, and pointed to the screen where the course she had been plotting
intersected with the famliar coordinates.

"Absolutely not." He | ooked again, tapped a button, conpared her course -with
the original tracing of the Condor's. "Wat's this all about?"

"I was trying to make our trip shorter and faster. The Condor is just |ooking
for junk. They are not in any hurry, and they are ranbling all over the place
whil e they are | ooking. They are not trying to take the nost direct route

t hrough space. But we do not have to follow their path. W could reach them
faster by plotting a nmore direct course.™

"Ch, -we could, could we? | suppose now that you're starclad, you think you
know as much about navi gati on as seasoned spacefarers, do you?"

"It's not that. It's just that if those horrible things that hurt ny brother

are out here too, | don't want themto find ny parents all stranded on sone
deserted planet. | wanted to cone with you so that | could help you save them
And if we keep on our present course, it will take forever to reach where the

ConSor ewas. Then we'd have to try to find it fromthere and, nmeanwhile, ny
parents could die."

"Umm " Thariinye said again, tracing each route simultaneously with both
hands. "If we take this shorter route, we could rescue your parents on our way
and still rendezvous with the ConDor in half the time | figured." Maati | ooked
up at himw th wi de, approving eyes but inwardly she was |aughi ng about how he
was meking this whole thing sound like his own idea. "Very well then. I'lI
change course now. "

He did, putting on quite a show for her benefit-enbellishing his novenents

with graceful little flourishes, hunmming to hinself the "Hero's Gall op" song.
He evidently thought that, instead of being grounded for |ife when he returned
to narhiiVhiliinyar, he would receive a hero's "wel come for the rescue of her

parents, his account of which would no doubt be as enbroidered as his current
i npl enent ati on of the course change, or naybe even nore so. Let himbe the
bi ggest fraaki in the pond if he wanted to. Maati didn't care. She would



finally get to see her parents again.

Maati was at the hel monce nore when the ship prepared to enter the orbit of
t he pl anet whose coordi nates mat ched those described by the Niriians. The

pl anet was a pretty one fromthis distance. Overall it was the color of the
smal | | avender flowers that grew in the best grazing grounds. Large pools of
deep indi go appeared through the powdery bl ue clouds that swathed the world.
It even had several blue nmoons. She wondered what they would | ook |ike from
the surface. She'd find out soon enough

Maati was about to sumon Thariinye when the corn unit Gane alive. She heard,
not words, but sounds like rocks being "nged together, "Hi ck Klack
kli ck-klick-klickety-klack-kl ackkl ack. "

Thariinye must have been on his way to the bridge already ecause suddenly he
was beside Maati. The color conpletely famed fromhis horn and he | ooked I|ike
he was watching sonething terrible. "Wat's the matter, Thariinye? W're
here!l" she said.

"Yes," he whispered, nodding at the corn unit. "And so are the Khieevi."

Capt ai n Becker, |ook," Acorna said, when he arrived on the bridge for his

wat ch. She pointed out to himtheir present course back to narhii-Vhiliinyar,
and a slightly altered one. "If we deviated here slightly, -we would intersect
with the coordinates the Niriians nentioned in their vid. The ones where the
escape pod was seen. Do you wi sh to make that detour? Fromthe | ooks of the
vid, at |east one person survived. Even if that's no |onger the case, perhaps
you woul d find the pod val uabl e sal vage?"

Becker beanmed and patted her on the shoul der. "You're gonna make a junker yet,
Princess. That's a great idea. Wile we re at it, we'll see if there's anybody
there who can tell us nore about the wecked Niriian ship, and if so, we'll
see if they d like a ride. If not, "we have sal vage that |ooks |ike something
your people would like to have back. Even if they don't, bet your uncle Hafiz
knows sonebody who would ewant to viewit as a curiosity."

Slight as the course change was, it had a profound effect on Aari, who stared
at the pliyi broadcast continually while he was on the bridge, and
particularly focused on the picture of the pod.

He had gone over the broadcast so many tinmes that Acorna ewas surprised he
could still stand to look at it. He didn't even flinch away fromthe scene of
his own torture anynore. True he went into an apparent trance while watching,
but since he could be distracted fromit if necessary, Acorna deci ded he was
simply thinking deeply about his experience, trying to face up to it and
process it, which surely meant he was grow ng stronger and heal thier and
better able to deal with it? She hoped so.

Becker rolled his eyes now whenever he | ooked at Aari. He had tried sone
conversational ganbits with no success. Aari ewould answer a polite "Yes, Joh"
or "No, Joh" and return to staring at the screen. Acorna usually nmet with the
same response

Had it not been for the cat and the KEN unit, the situation m ght have never
been resol ved.



Once his initial curiosity about the pliyi had been exhausted, RK paid no
attention to it for several days. As the sane inages playing over and over on
the screen neant that Aari, who was one of the cat's favorite people, would be
on the bridge, RK started spending nore tine there. But enough, in RKs
opi ni on, was enough. Wen Aari refused to focus exclusively on the cat, RK
tail lashing, began watching the screen, too. Acrorna noticed that every tine
t he Khi eevi appeared on screen again with Aari at their mercy, the cat -would
enlarge hinself to twice his already considerable size, flatten his ears, and
hiss. The first tine Becker had witnessed RK s reaction, he'd | aughed until he
fell out of his chair. The cat then hissed at Becker, too.

Even Aari couldn't hel p | aughing.

But RK, as his apparent understandi ng of what he was watching grew, becane
even nore agitated when the scene appeared on the screen. One day, when they
-were all on deck and the scene appeared, the cat flung hinself at the screen
claws and teeth bared. The force of his collision with the hard, snooth, and
totally uninjured surface of the screen knocked RK onto the deck, where he |ay
for a noment. Then he sat up and licked the fur on his left side as if that
had been his intention all al ong.

Aari picked the cat up, stroked his fur, and |l aughed. "You got yourself a

def ender there, Aari," Becker said. Acorna reached over and scratched RK under
his chin. The cat graciously pernmitted her ministrations, though he did not go
so far as to actually purr

During the | ong hours when she was not on watch and the others were busy or
sl eepi ng, Acorna undertook to "educate KEN," as Becker put it.

The android was being underutilized, she told Becker. Though he was progranmed
essentially as a servant or at |east an enployee, he had a vast anount of
unused menory.

"I't would greatly expand your ability to collect salvage, Captain,"” she told

Becker. "If you landed on a world rich in salvage but wi th an unbreathabl e

at nosphere, for instance, the android could collect your salvage for you |ong
after the Iimted oxygen supply in your pressure suit forced you to return to
the ship."

Becker nodded. "Sounds good to nme." 1'll need access to the Condor's menory
banks." M. ccua e<) ~u. ccua," Becker said. "Is that Standard?"

Only to the Pallonell ese,” Becker said. "It neans 'ny house is your house, ny
ship is your ship.' G for it."

During nost of this programm ng, the KEN unit was turned ' "ut during the
rest, he remmined conscious and participated In e '~rk. Acorna was surprised
at how natural he seenmed. He was not, after all, a particularly new nodel

Were you originally programmed to feel or display enotlon?" she asked the
robot .

"No," he said. And then, half a beat later, he asked with seening anxiety,
"Was that the wong answer?"

She smled to reassure him It seened silly to think that soneone who was
basi cal |y a machi ne needed reassurance- but, on the other hand, she had heard
her uncles talk to their ship, she'd seen Becker talk to the ConSor in the
same way he spoke to RK, so there was really no reason to think that machines



didn't respond in sone way to enotional input. Particularly machines -which
appeared to be human. "I do not think that there is a wong answer to that
guestion,"” she said. "But I'"minterpreting your responses as being enotionally
notivated. This nakes me nmore confortable with you."

"I hope you are confortable with me, miss," the KEN unit said. "You have
taught me a great deal these |last few days. | know many nore things. |
understand a great deal nore about the people here, this ship, this universe.
Kisia Manjari did not wish ne to think for nyself."

Acorna frowned. "Kisia Manjari -was a very troubl ed person. And she had the
unfortunate habit of passing her trouble around to everyone she net."

"She was a very difficult user, mss. | believe | perceive swhat you nean.
Capt ai n Becker, on the other hand, keeps me shut off npbst of the tinme. This
recharges the batteries but does not add greatly to my know edge. "

"I don't think the captain realized your potential, KEN640," Acorna said.
"I"ll ask his permission to | eave you on continually while you are
assimlating the data | have added to your banks."

"Mss, | note that the captain, and you, and the other being |ike you, and
even the fur-bearing creature call each other by casual appellations. KEN 640
is my nmodel number. But it is not the sane sort of appellation.”

"I"'msorry, KEN-640. You may call all of us by our given names. Although Aari
calls me Khornya, as do others of ny race, ny original nane is Acorna and
prefer it. Do you wish to be known by a different appellation than KEN 640
your sel f?"

"Yes, Acorna. | have scanned the selection of names for hunmanoi ds of Terran
origin, which | resenble, and have decided it would be appropriate for ne to
be call ed MacKenZ. Mac neans son of, which sounds nore human than nodel ed by,
does it not?"

"It does."

"And al t hough ny nodel number indicates that | was not the | atest or nost
sophi sticated unit made to date, | feel that your programm ng has put ne on a
par -with the nost recent and updated of ny series. And if an "A" indicates
the first or earliest nodel in the Standard al phabet, then Z surely neans the
nost recent upgrade. Hence MacKenz."

"Fine, MacKenzZ. If you'll acconpany ne to the bridge, | will reintroduce you
to our crewrates."

She did so. After that, Becker readily agreed to | eave the MacKenZ operationa
nost of the time and began sone programm ng of his own, teaching MacKenZ sone

of the inmportant points to remenber in collecting salvage. "I think Mac is
sel fprogramm ng to sone extent anyway," Becker said, scratching his head.
"Qtherwise, | don't see how he could cone up with sone of the stuff he does.”

Becker was nonethel ess reluctant to trust MacKenZ at the hel m al one, although
he didn't mnd tutoring himin Becker Enterprises navigational methods when he
stood his own wat ch.

MacKenZ spent much of his time on the bridge, when Becker didn't have any

ot her specific assignment for him Acorna -was glad of the company. She used
the tine to input nore data, using the books that Aari had now abandoned in
i avor of studying the piiyi.



She di scovered, as she cane on watch to relieve Aari, that KEN, too, had taken
an interest in the broadcast.

Aari was involved in the liveliest exchange he had engaged in since they
recovered the pod. He and MacKenZ were conversing in Linyaari. Acorna had
programed the android for Standard. The Linyaari was either the android s own
i dea, or perhaps Aan had taught him

"From observation," MacKenZ was sayi ng, nodding at a frozen frane of the

Khi eevi torture scene, "I have deci phered the neaning of sonme few of the
utterances Khieevi make by rubbing their |egs together, Aari," MacKenZ was
saying in a puzzled tone. "But these sounds, while they have a definite
pattern and twenty-one thousand four hundred fifty-two distinct conbinations
whi ch can predictably be deternined to have specific nmeanings, are not
translatable -with the use of your LAANYE device, which | find odd. Can you
enlighten nme as to the neani ngs of these clickings? Are they the only form of
conmuni cati on enpl oyed by these bei ngs?"

Aan sat back in the conmand chair and cl osed his eyes, rubbing the area around
the cavity where his horn once grew. He | ooked very, very weary. "They use

t hought - speak, " he told MacKenZ, sighing deeply. "I didn't realize it at

first, but they touch their antennae together and thought transference takes
pl ace. The audi bl e conmuni cation they performwth their |leg rubbings is
apparently a code for nmore conpl ex thoughts they are able to transnmit in ful
by antennae contact. This is what has made it so difficult for the LAANYE to

make sense of their verbal conmunication in the past. | suppose | amthe only
living being who has spent enough time with themto conmprehend their node of
data transference." He paused, then added dryly, "I suppose that dubious

distinction also neans | may be the only Linyaari qualified to try and program
t he LAANYE to deci pher the Khieevi utterances."

"So the Khieevi have to be physically present to enploy such a nental neans of
conmuni cation," the android said. "So they use the clickings of their |egs
rubbi ng toget her as an audi bl e nmeans of conmmuni cation for |onger distances,
such as ship to-ship transm ssions. Fascinating. Wat else did you learn while
you were wth the Khieevi?"

"How | oudly I could scream How | ong before ny voice crave out," Aari said.
"How | could be reduced to a mass of searing pain, with no thought, no higher
purpose than to nake it cease."

"And yet, clearly, fromwhat you say, you were able to

wi t hhold the location of narhii-Vhiliinyar, as well as your brother's hiding
pl ace. Was that not an act of will?"

"WIllful nmenory | oss perhaps,"” Aari said with a very faint snile

"What meanings did you attribute to these various click ings

"Perhaps on ny next watch we will attenpt to interpret them Maakinze. Here is
Khornya, cone to relieve ne."

He smiled at her, but she was | ooking beyond him to the screens that were, as
Becker would say, lit up like pinball machines. "Look, Aari! Signals from
everywhere! And we are nearing the coordinates of the |ost pod. Perhaps we
shoul d al ert Captain Becker."

"I"'mright here, Mac!" Becker called out fromdown the corridor, his bare feet



cl anki ng as he jogged across the grated deck plating. "Wat's up?"

"A diffuse sonar signal is emanating fromthe area around the planet where the
Li nyaari escape pod is |located, Captain," Mc replied.

A strange feeling came over Acorna as she | ooked at the thousands of tiny
blinking lights spread across the sonar screen. She had seen this pattern
before. "I know what that is, Captain!" she said. "It's the sonar-bl ocking
signal given out by cloaked Linyaari vessels. One of the techno-artisans
showed nme how it worked recently."

"So," Becker said. "If it's a cloaked Linyaari vessel, what's that?" He
pointed to a substantial and solid blip rapidly entering the sonar array.

As if in answer, the corn unit began a "Klick-klack-klickkl ack-klick-klack"
noi se.

"Khi eevi," Acorna and Aari whispered, while Mac said the same word in a
matter-of-fact, alnmost cheerful tone.

"Those guys?" Becker asked, peering at the dot as if he could make out the
shape of the ship fromit.

"Scope," Acorna said, and the viewscreen suddenly zooned so that the
mant i s- shaped Khi eevi vessel was indeed readily identifiable, though stil
quite distant.

"So that's what one of the little buggers |ooks like." Becker said, quietly,
as if afraid they would hear. Meanwhile the klickings and kl acki ngs conti nued.
"W seemto have intercepted one of their transm ssions. Anybody have any idea
"what it's all about?"

"Klickety-klack," the Khieevi vessel's nessage seened to be tapping directly
onto Maati's spinal cord. She sat for a nmonent with her eyes squeezed shut.

"You don't have to close your eyes and pretend they can't see you," Thariinye
said, but not as scornfully as he m ght have. "W're cl oaked."

"What does the noi se nean?" she asked.

"I don't know. | didn't hear a lot of their |anguage when we were up agai nst

them on Rushima. And | wasn't alone. So far, nobody has gotten enough of a
sanmple into the LAANYE for reliable translations. Al our contacts with them
have pretty much been at the wong end of a 'weapon. Maybe it's Khieevi for
'come out, come out, wherever you are.' But don't worry, youngling. W nmay not
be com ng out, but we're noving out right now. |'mputting us into the nearest
wor mhol e and-"

Maati's eyes blinked open and she reached to intercept his hand on the

controls. "But . . . my parents! They're still on that planet! The Khieevi
will get them™" A brief struggle ensued, which Thariinye won.

He gave her a pitying | ook and reached again for the navigation controls. "I'm
sorry, Maati, but we don't know for sure they're still alive. If so ... well,

t hey' ve escaped the notice of the Khieevi so far. Perhaps they can continue to
do it until we can find help. W-"

He never finished his sentence.

A heavy bl ow t hudded agai nst the Niikaavri, knocking both of them forward,



straining the straps that held theminto their chairs. At the sanme tinme, the
lights on the control panel flared and two blinked out.

"Ch, no!" he cried, and punched frantically at the board again.
"Ch, no, what?" Mati asked.

"Somehow, in that little maneuver of yours, -we turned our canouflage off.
They know our position now. "

"Put the cloaking device back on and nove, then!"
"I"'mtrying to, but the ship is not responding!"

A bolt of light shot in front of the viewport and they were once nore rocked
by the force of sone sort of energy weapon striking their starboard bow

Suddenly the egg-like ship was spinning dizzily, and the blue planet grew
larger and larger in their viewscreen

Thariinye grabbed the corn unit and yelled, as if it could carry across space,
"Mayday, Mayday, we are the Linyaari vessel N ikaavri and we are under attack
froma Khieevi vessel."

Maati thought he had lost his mnd. Surely no one woul d hear them but then
she cried, "Tell them-who we are, Thariinye. In case ny parents can hear us.
Tell themit's me, so they'll know what happened. Tell themto hide!"

I am Ensi gn Thariinye of clan Renyil aaghe. My second in command is Mati of
clan Nyaarya. W are under attack by a Kl eevi vessel. Qur coordinates are

Maati thought she was hearing things for a nonment when the klickings and
kl acki ngs and sound of failing systems were replaced suddenly by a faniliar
conforting voice.

"Thariinye, Mati, it's Khornya. You' ve been badly hit. Use the escape pod.
W'l | pick you up and get us all out of here.™

Anot her, harder thud and the ship was spinning dizzily, the blue planet
looming larger with every revol ution

Maati floated up fromher seat. "G force has been cut."

"Khornya, the Khieevi! Save yourselves!" Thariinye bellowed into the corn
unit. To Maati he said, "No time to deal with it, youngling. Unstrap. dinb
into the pod!"

The pod was | ocated behind the command chairs. Maati snapped her restraint
open and did a handstand on the back of the chair, flipping herself down to
the top of the pod and popping its catch

"No sweat, sport," Captain Becker's voice was saying. "W got 'emcovered."
"Thariinye, the escape pod," Khornya said again.

Maati climnbed inside the pod. She suppressed a nervous giggle. The zero G
popped her up to the top.

"Ch," Thariinye said, and she saw the top of his head as it swveled to take



inthe wildly flickering console lights, the sparks flying fromthe board at
many poi nts.

Maati waited. It felt like forever. She felt sick fromthe spinning and
t hought that the stars swirling past the viewport |ooked |ike what she'd
t hought she woul d see in the wormhol e.

She heard the snap of Thariinye's restraint, and saw his feet, then his Iegs
as he bounced over the top of the chair and off the deck

Maati held on to the pod Iid with one hand and grabbed his foot with the
other, pulling himin. He was barely inside the pod when all of a sudden the
canopy sl apped cl osed and | ocked, and they felt a bunp as gravity returned,
but increased fivefold, pressing the pod agai nst the deck

Thariinye pressed the rel ease button to eject the pod and activate the
recircul ati ng oxygen supply. Oxygen flooded the ood with a hissing sound, but
they were still stuck inside the ship. The ejection nechani sm -was

mal functioni ng, just |like everything el se on the ship! And the gravitationa
force was so strong they couldn't pop the hatch again to see why the pod had
failed to eject.

Thariinye's heart boomed agai nst her ear.

"It's okay, Thariinye. The pod will help protect us during a crash. They're
amazingly resilient, you know. "

H s breath rasped in and out a few tines.

"Unl ess, of course, the ship burns up on entering the atnosphere or we're
smashed in the weckage when it slans into the planet," Mati said, and
realized that what she was voicing was Thariinye's thought. He hadn't said a
-word. What a time for her psychic powers to kick in!

The pod insulated thema bit fromthe noises around them but she knew they
-were still inside the ship because she hadn't felt the expl osive acceleration
that woul d indicate the pod had separated fromthe nother ship. They were
still stuck.

(I could open the hatch and . . .) she thought she said al oud.

Tharnnye hugged her close to his chest. "Not if it's stuck, you can't. I'lI
keep hitting the firing nmechanism We'Il just have to hope that the relay
deci des to engage before the crash-or maybe even during."

(Ch, no, we're trapped!) Panic welled up inside her and tears began to fl ow
fromher eyes. She couldn't spend the pitiful traction left of her life cooped
up in this tiny shell. She couldn't. She just couldn't.

Then suddenly it was as if they had hit a bunp. They felt themnsel ves sliding
and then their pod was |aunched so that at rst they were flying, then

dr oppi ng.

(It will level out, won't it?) she asked. O did she? They were w apped so
closely in each other's arns that it was no -wonder she could suddenly hear
hi s thoughts and he could hear hers.

(Yes,) he said. (But | am dooned anyway. Even if -we survive the crash and the
Khieevi, Liriili will kill ne for stealing and | osing her newest ship.)



Becker jerked his thunmb backward, gesturing for Aari to surrender the comand
chair. The Condor's hiding place behind one of the noons kept it out of range
of the Khieevi ship's sensors, giving the crewa little breathing space to
make pl ans.

Aari got up, but gave the captain a level look. "I amfine, Joh. The Khieevi
no | onger freeze my ability to think."

"I know that, buddy, but you don't know my bird like |I do." He clasped his
hands, intertwining his fingers, straightened his wists and fl exed his
knuckl es, then shook both hands out and applied themto the buttons. "Let's
depl oy those Wnding | aser cannons we picked up | ast year."

"Sorry, Captain," the computer said, "but you have not yet found the right
mountings to affix themto the gun ports.™

"Ch, yeah. Then fire the Apatchipon mcron splitters.”

"You have not been able to fashion suitable ports, Captain, to accommopdate
both the micron splitters and your latest hull nodifications.'

"Well, 1've had all these people around and-okay, so we'll just go for the
plain old atomblasters Dad installed years ago

"You renoved those and stored them Captain, when you traded for the Wndigi
| aser cannons."

"Fraggit! So what have we got? Spit? We fired the last big | oad of cargo into
Ganoosh's bird and we haven't acquired enough new stuff yet to do any good."
He shook his head and said, "I guess we could board 'em and go mano a nano
with the side arnms and laser rifles. It worked on Rushina."

Acorna | eaned forward, "You used the tractor beam before, Captain. How nmuch
will it hold?"

"A bunch nore than we've got to throw at these buggers," Becker replied. "This
was supposed to be a nice, sinple cargo run. . « «" He and Aari exchanged | ong
| ooks. Acorna did not care for the grimset of Aari's jaw or the gl azed,
dooned | ook in his eyes. Nor could she bear to think of Thariinye, much Iess
Maati, at the nonexistent mercy of the Khieevi. She had sensed sone difficulty
with the pod before their ship crashed, but she had no true reading of what it
was.

"Joh, listen to me and do exactly as | say," Aari commanded, interrupting
Acorna's train of thought. H's voice was clipped and hard and she was amazed
to see he had appropriated Becker's side arm and was raising it in Becker's

direction. "You have an operational shuttle in Bay Two. You will take Khornya
and Riidkiiyi and board the shuttle now | wll give you five seconds to clear
and then I will ramthe Condor into the Khieevi ship."

"Over ny dead body," Becker growl ed, whipping around in the chair to face
Aari. "That's nutiny."

"Over your stunned body if necessary, Joh. Khornya, you understand this is the
only way to save Thariinye and ny sister, don't you? The Khieevi killed ne

long ago. | live only to prevent themfromdoing to others what they did to
me. So unless you wish to | ose your horn to themas | did, and worse, you and
Mac will take Joh and Riidkiiyi now and evacuate."

You' re not gonna crash ny ship!" Becker said belligerently, his jaw stuck out.



Ir you will all just listen to me for a nonment,"” Acorna interjected. "Aari

gi ve the captain back his weapon. W will need the ConSor to rescue Thariinye
and Maati and your par61118. | have a better idea. Remenber in that old vid,
when the evil western agricultural workers dragged the good quick-draw wal Tl or
t he indi genous inhabitants had hired to save thenf?

Tksy dragged hi mthrough cactus, and over hardened trails, a he was much the
worse for wear as a result. | renenber thinking that actually it was highly
unli kely he woul d have survived, especially maintaining his headgear as he
did, had the event been an actual occurrence rather than a fictional one.

Wll, it seens to me that we could do nuch the sane thing here. The
atnospheric rimon this planet is quite dense and the gravitational pul
strong. If the tractor beamw |l hold the Khieevi ship ..."

"CGotcha, Princess! You're brilliant!" Becker spoke to the conmputer. "Ckay,

Buck, engage the tractor beam Hook onto that big, nasty piece of salvage off
our starboard bow. " He chuckled and said to his crew nenbers. "Heh-heh. This
is a great idea! They can't shoot us or anybody else while they' re | ocked onto
the tractor beanmis gravity -well."

The beam | ocked onto the Khieevi ship and hauled it toward the Condor until it
vani shed from vi ew beneath them

"At least, | don't think they can, unless they got sonme new technol ogy that
lets them" Becker continued in a slightly nore worried tone as he maneuvered
the beam so that the Khieevi was in tow behind and at an angle fromthe
Condor, riding between the salvage ship's belly and the planet's rim

The klick-klack noise on the comunit was now | oud, angry, and very obviously
i ntended for the crew of the Condor

"They are telling you to surrender, Joh. They have us in their pincers," Aari
said. He was baring his teeth, and it was not a friendly grin. Acorna reached
up without thinking to wi pe the sweat where it was suddenly dripping off his
chin. He touched her hand lightly, his fingers stroking hers once,
regretfully. She knew fromthe touch that he still could not imagine they
-woul d cone away fromthis encounter alive, nmuch | ess unscat hed.

"Strap down, crew," Becker said.

Acorna grabbed RK and strapped himin with her. Aari and Mac did likewi se in
the seats Becker had scavenged so that the entire crew could be together on
occasi on-t hough none of them had thought that such an occasion as this would
ever arise.

"Buck, give us a visual of the cargo in the tractor beam Becker told the
ship's conputer.” Once he could see the Khieevi ship, Becker accel erated and
t he Condor shot toward the blue planet, past where the enemnmy vessel had
originally hovered while watching the crash of the Linyaari craft. The screen
showed the mantis-1ike ship dangling beneath the Condor's belly, while the
klicking and klacking fromthe corn unit rose in volune and variation
Threats, no doubt.

Becker dove and the blue planet grew larger and |larger, until its vaporous
cover seened ready to swallow the Condor. "Manual," Becker said, and pulled
back on an actual |ever anong the buttons of his control panel, with the
effect that the Condor's nose swooped up, slinging the Khieevi ship behind it.

Acorna felt a bunp as they changed course, and on the screen the Khieevi ship



junped and shook as it dipped into the atnosphere and was pul | ed out again.
Becker did this three tines. Diving and swoopi ng, and-at the end of each
swoop- a bunp. As they pulled up, the pressure of acceleration pressed all of
themto their seats. RK's |lips pulled back fromhis teeth in a fierce grinace,
as did Aari's. Acorna -would have | aughed but her teeth were bared, too. Only
Mac's face remai ned just the same, robotic flesh inmpervious to the force.
Acorna's stomach coul d not decide whether to go into her throat or her |egs,
and the variations in gravity nmade her |ightheaded and gi ddy.

Just as the Khieevi ship bunped the third tine, Becker commanded, "D sengage
tractor beam Bucko. We're gonna play a little gane of crack the ship."

The Khieevi ship -was flung wide fromthe Condor and skipped three nore tines
agai nst the resistance of the outer atnosphere, alnbst as if the ship was a
flat rock and the atnospheric rimwas a pond. But the ship wasn't solid, and
the Mantis's | egs and antennae broke off with the first skip, while large
cracks appeared with the next before it plunged spinning toward the surface.
It di sappeared into nothingness as the Condor flew deeper into space.

"Whoa, Buck," Becker said.

When t he Condor had sl owed, Becker returned to the atnosphere and reversed
thrusters. The Condor's screens were picking up signals fromthe Lmyaan escape
pod as well as several fromthe Khieevi ship.

The pl anet appeared even bluer than it had fromthe air as the ship approached
the surface.

Acorna didn't know she was humming until Aari asked, "You are singing-is it
your death song?"

"Gl used to sing it sometines,"” Acorna said. "It is an old Terran fol ksong
of mlitary origin."

Becker |aughed and sang in a gravelly and tunel ess voice, "Of we go, off into
the wild blue yonder."

Seven

Thariinye?" Maati said. "Tharnnye, we've |anded. JVIy arnms are pinned. Can you
open the canopy?"

H's heart still beat in her ear slow and steady. He was alive, anyway.
"Thariinye, are you okay?"

He bl asted her other ear with a | oud snore. She el bowed himin the ribs. "You
fell asleep! We could have been killed and you fell asleep!"

He stirred and groaned. "Not asleep. Mre like unconscious, | think."
"Unconsci ous people don't snore. You were snoring." \Were are we, anyway?" he
asked, changing the subject. "I don't know But it feels like we |anded. That
was too nuch of a thunp for us to be still in space. Can you open the canopy?"

What if we have | anded on sone hostile planet where there is only nitrogen to
breat he?" he asked. "If | open the canopy, we die."



Look at the sensors, you dope. The air's fine. Renenber, "y parents lived here
for Iong enough for the Niriians to find roem They nust have breathed the air
and still survived. And if you don't get us out of here, | wet ny pants now
and we both die of hunger or worse |later anyway," she said. "Do you just want
to sit here and wait for the Khieevi to snatch us?"

"Ckay, you've got a point." He opened the hatch. While he was at it, he turned
of f the | ocator beacon. "Don't know who'll be |ooking for us, do we?" he
asked. Through the open hatch, they saw periw nkle blue sky, lacy fronds of
vegetation, one sun and half a dozen nmoons simultaneously, and sone | arge and
very beautiful birds with blue and green iridescent plumage soaring above

t hem

"How coul d you fall asleep -when the Khieevi were after us and nmaybe even got
Khornya and Aari, too?"

"I couldn't do anything about it, could |I? Wien you are ol der and nore

experi enced, youngling, you will learn to utilize whatever quiet nmonments you
can grab fromthe constant excitenent of a spacefarer's life to conserve your
energy and nmend any damage done by life's travails.™

"Right," she said, and tried to sit up. The pod noved under her, bouncing up
and down. "Whoa, stop!" she said, and | ooked over the edge to see what was
causing the notion. Lacy, fernlike growmh held themin the air. "Thariinye,

| ook. These are the tallest bushes | have ever seen!" Al around them and high
above them bl ocking off the viewin nost directions, other |acy fronds fanned
bri skly back and forth.

He sat up, too, and the pod rocked even nore perilously.

"They' re not bushes, youngling. These are treetops. Can you clinb down? If the
branches support your weight, then maybe they'll support mine. | don't think
we're up very high. Al of the other trees appear to be higher."

She | eaned over the edge and touched sonething solid, big enough it let her
spread her whol e hand. Thariinye | eaned agai nst the opposite side of the pod
to balance it as she felt her way al ong. When she was sure the support was

wi de enough for her to step out on, she did, slithering her belly, pelvis, and
| egs over the side to follow her outstretched hands and arns.

She crawl ed along the linmb on hands and knees, peering through the fronds to
try to find nore sturdy branches. Wen she reached the trunk, she had to lift
nore fronds to find the way down. "No wonder it wasn't very tall," she craw ed
back to Thariinye.

"Be careful, you'll " "Qooops!" she cried, windmlling her arnms as she
| et her legs shoot out from under her

"Maati!" Thariinye cried, and toppled the pod reaching for her. It fell from
the nest of fronds and | anded bel ow about three feet below Thariinye had
covered his head with both hands anticipating the crash.

Maati | aughed and | aughed, and stood up. The fronds and the part of the trunk

still in the ground rose only as high as her waist. "CGotcha!" she cried,

cl appi ng her hands. "We broke the tree when we | anded and its branches
cushioned our fall!" "Brat," Thariinye grunbled, extricating hinself fromthe
pod.

"Now what, 0O experienced spacefarer?" Mati asked cheekily.



"Standard protocol is to stay near your pod," Thariinye told her. "Wich would
be a good idea if Khornya and her crewrates are |ooking for us."

"But a bad idea if they lost out to the Khieevi, and it's the nonsters who are
| ooking for us," Mati said.

"Yes," he admtted. "I know what we can do," Mati said. "Ch, you do? Wio put
you in charge of the m ssion?" "The sane power that put you in charge," she
replied, We're in this together. If | get saved, you get saved. If | get
caught, you'll-"

If | get caught I'Il try to make sure they don't know you're alive,' Thariinye
told her with unexpected gravity.

Right. Well, all | need to do is clinmb up one of the taller "ees, if it's
clinmbabl e, and | ook around. | can nmaybe see where the weckage of our ship is
and if anybody is checking it out. That is the first place anyone will | ook
for us, and it isn't like we can't tell our friends fromour enenmes in this
situation. One | ook, and we'll know what to expect."

"Why, that's a very good idea. You learn quickly, youngling."

Qi nmbing these trees was easier said than done, however unless you were one of
the small blue-furred scanpering things constantly running up and down trunks
and through the underbrush. The trunks were snmooth and thick-it was the broken
off end of the trunk that Maati had crawl ed al ong when she first left the pod.
But the frond branches were not very strong and snapped under the pressure of
even Maati's small feet.

She nade it hal fway up one of the trees, and that was as far as she got. She
felt around for handhol ds or footholds but found none.

Thariinye called up to her frombel ow, "Keep going."
"Can't," she said.
"Well, what do you see fromthere?"

"More trees. But | think the ones over that way," she pointed to the west,
"are on a hill, maybe. And there is sonme kind of clearing at the top. If we
could go clinb that hill, we could see nore." Wen she'd pointed, she'd let go
of the tree with one hand, and transferred all her weight to her other hand.
That put nore pressure on her grasping hand and the frond she was hol di ng
broke. While she was searching for another, her feet bore too heavily on the
fronds she stood on, and those broke as well. She slid precipitously down the
trunk, catching her shipsuit several times on protruding fronds on the way
down. It was a sturdy synblend and didn't tear, but Maati wasn't so sure the
skin beneath the suit was as undamaged.

"It"ll take us farther fromthe pod," Thariinye said with a sigh. "But that
m ght be a good thing."

"I don't think we ought to talk so loudly anynore either," Mati said. "In
case the nonsters hear us."

(W wouldn't need to talk at all if you weren't such a baby,) Thariinye
grunbl ed.

She punched himlightly in the side with her balled-up fist. (I heard that.)
Then after a beat, (Hey, do you think we could contact Khornya and ny brother



mental ly fromhere? O maybe even ny parents? | can do that, can't |, now that
I'"'mable to send and receive?) The | ast was thought quite proudly, and
Thariinye received an i mage of a grownup Mati .

(Not if they're still too far out in space or too busy to |listen-engaged in
battle with the Khieevi, maybe,) Thariinye sent a wi thering thought. Mati
realized that this was a frequent behavior with him The idea had not been his
and therefore he was trying to nake it sound "worthl ess.

(It doesn't hurt to try, though,) Maati pointed out.

(Unl ess, of course, the Khieevi can read our thoughts and find us fromthem)
Thariinye said. (In case they folio-wed us down here.)

(Oh,) Maati said. (Yeah. Ckay. |'Il shut up. Back to the hill, then.)

They were nearly there when they heard the -whistling, roaring sounds. They
scranbl ed quickly to the top of the hill and found the clearing in tinme to see
t he wreckage of the Khieevi ship falling fromthe sky, splashing into a sea
some di stance fromthem They could nake out the -weck of their own ship on
the shore.

"At least if we lost our ship, they did, too," Miati said.

"I suppose that's sone consol ation,"” Thariinye agreed. "The Khieevi ship was
-w ecked-maybe Liriili can blame the Khieevi ror the whole nmess, instead of
me, if we live long enough to have to confess it." And then he pointed. For
once, even he was speechl ess. Maati could see why.

Al so tunbling down fromthe sky, but in nuch better shape than the |arger ship
had been, was a small Khieevi shuttle. As it fell, two figures could be seen
energing fromit, trailing some sort of menbrane behind themthat caught the
air and sailed themgently to the ground.

Maati, seeing the bug-like creatures alive for the first tine, even at a
di stance, was filled with horror and | oathing. Tears began trickling down her
cheeks as she | ooked up at Thariinye.

"They | anded sonewhere over there," he said, pointing toward the beach. "So
thi nk we should run in the opposite direction as far and as fast as "we can."

"Yes," she said, "But-but-Thariinye?"

n \Mat ?u

"If their ship is crashed and in pieces and only two of those creatures are
getting out, does that nean the ConSor won?"

"W can't take that chance, youngling, though by the Ancestors |I hope it is
so. W& are no match for even two of those creatures. Quickly now "

He didn't have to tell her tw ce.

The Linyaari ship lay broken in two |ike a giant egg that had hatched its
chick. It was nestled deep in a beach of aqua blue sand, beyond which cerul ean
bl ue waters stretched to the horizon. Weckage fromthe Khieevi ship was
scattered like bits of large and particularly ugly seaweed on the surface of
the water and al ong the beach, carried in by the waves. Behind the beach was a
range of blue dunes and, beyond them the fronds of a forest of graceful
fern-like trees beckoned the Condor to |and.



Once the ship had done so, Acorna rel eased her restraint and RK s

"Conditions are hospitable, Captain," the Buck Rogers voice of the ship's
conputer told him "That blue stuff that |ooks |ike sand, is. The other blue
stuff that looks like the water is. Salt water, though, so take your
desalination and purification unit.

The tenperature is sixty degrees Fahrenheit with nbpderate wi nds at three point
two knots. The air is breathable, even fragrant, by human standards.”

"Are there-life forms?" Aari asked.
"Gt her than here? How should I know? I'ma ship's conputer, for heaven's sake,
not an ant hropol ogi st. My heat and notion sensors are picking up sonething,

but it could just be all that weckage out in the water."

The scanners showed what Buck was referring to nore precisely. Becker
salivated at the sight of all that sal vage.

Aari was more sober. "Does it showif there are any |live beings there?"
Becker shook his head. "Don't know. My scanners are for salvage, nostly."
"I hope Thariinye and Maati were able to make it to the escape pod," Acorna

said with alittle shiver that made her skin twitch. "I don't think anything
el se woul d have survived that crash."

Becker said, "Look at the ship. I don't see any obvious signs of themor the
pod in the weckage. They're here somewhere. And if that's the case, Princess,
we'll find them What |I'mhoping is that none of those stupid bug things nade
it to a pod."

"Their ships don't have pods, Joh," Aari said. "Their carapace protects them
agai nst many things that would kill others.™

"What about that |arge shuttle-shaped piece of debris over there, captain?"
Mac asked.

Rrrrrownsst!"” RK responded. Cat says it's Khieevi," Becker told them

"We heard him Joh," Aari said soberly. "Well, fromhere |'d say it's not as
badly wecked as the Khieevi ship." He indicated the fragments of the ship
floating » the water. "W can at | east hope that any occupants are in “e sane
fragnentary state as their transportation,” Becker said.

RK bolted for his personal exit and they heard his claws scrabbling as he slid
down the cat chute to the ranp that led to the robolift.

"W better get noving," Becker said. "Cat seens to have to go real bad. Mist
be that pretty blue sandbox out there just itching to have a Makahoni an cat
scratch init. Aari, you get that Khieevi earthnmovi ng weapon you brought al ong
as your dowy. |'ve got the locator and laser rifle," he said, hefting a sleek
and deadly | ooking weapon the length of his forearm

"And | have ny own array of attachnents, Captain," Mac said, opening his
forearmto display the corkscrew, can opener, knife bl ades, scissors,
magni fyi ng gl ass and other small equi prent that were standard with his
particul ar nodel.



Acorna made a side trip of her own. Taking a slight detour to an otherw se
enpty storeroom she gathered up a |ightweight titaniumcargo net she had
spotted earlier in the journey.

"CGood idea, Princess," Becker said when he sawit. "W'll be able to net us
some sal vage fromthat Khieevi ship for sure.™

Thus armed, they boarded the robolift and headed down. Acorna felt something
sticky on her shoes. She took a closer |ook at her shoes, then at the source
of the problem "Mac, when we get back here, | want you to scrub the lift
down. It's a mess fromthe plant sap on that planet where we picked up the

piiyl."

MacKenZ | ooked surpri sed- probably because she was tal king about m nor
housekeepi ng matters now, when so many nore inportant things were at stake-but
didn't say anything. Clearly the robot had never |learned the trick of keeping
fear at bay by concentrating on the trivia of life. Maybe robots didn't ever
feel that kind of fear.

Once the robolift set down, however, Becker regarded the outside of his ship
wi th disgust, too. "Those damm plants slimed my hull! Look at that! Wat a
mess. "

"Joh," Aari said softly, nodding to redirect the captain's attention to the
hal ves of the Linyaari ship. "Wat if Maati and Thariinye are in the
wr eckage?”

"If they're there, they'll be easy to find. W'Ill know soon enough what the
situation is. No sense borrowing trouble. Princess, anything to add here?"

"I was-receiving sonme inpressions toward the last, before we picked up the
Khi eevi, that the pod night have beconme stuck in the ship. If so, they could
still be alive but trapped in the weckage in the pod."

"W nust reach them before the Khieevi do," Aari said.

"If there are any Khieevi left," Becker said. "Come to think of it, maybe we'd
better try to head the bad guys off at the pass even before we check the
wr eckage. "

"There are Khieevi here," Aari said. "I can feel them"™
RK, back up and tail brushed, apparently agreed with him

They made their way cautiously down the beach, weapons at the ready. Acorna
felt alittle foolish trailing behind, preoccupied by the feeling that she
knew Maati and Thariinye were here sonewhere-alive-but she couldn't tel

where. She only had a vague sense of them Wy couldn't she at |east reach
Thariinye? She couldn't shake the feeling that her friends were alive, but in
troubl e.

They saw wrecked Khieevi shuttlecraft lying in the dunes, broken up but

consi derably nmore intact than the Khieevi ship, lying in the dunes further up
t he beach. Something brown |ay crunched around the edges, and a green fluid
tinted the blue sand turquoise.

"Any Khi eevi who survived were nost likely in that shuttle," Becker
pronounced. "Look at their ship. | doubt they could live through a weck |ike
that. The ship is toast, but the shuttle-well, that |ooks like it was
spaceworthy till the last mnute. No conveni ent vacuum or deconpression to



kill all the occupants for us."

As they drew nearer they saw nmovenent and heard a sound that nade Acorna's
skin twitch-the klick-klack she had heard so often on Aari's video. The light
wind carried a terrible stench-rot conmbined with vomt. RK stopped, dug his
claws into the ground, and hissed |like a tea kettle. Aari's steps sl owed.
Becker surged ahead like a mssile, Mac outpacing himw th nonchal ance in the
face of danger that only an android-particularly one who had once been the
face of danger hinself- could achieve.

"It appears we've got a live one," Becker growl ed as he rounded the dune where
the shuttle lay. "Though it's half buried under that shuttle. It's not going
anywhere fast. I'Il just put this cockroach out of its msery,"

"Please, wait," Acorna said. "W nust question it. Aari knows their |anguage,
at | east enough to get something useful out of it. Perhaps we can get nore
fromthe LAANYE. W have to find out if this ship was alone or if others wll
be com ng, where the main swarm of Khieevi is now, and where they are headi ng
next. If nmy people are threatened again, they must know at once."

Aari found his voice and his feet, and in six nore strides stood beside
Becker. Acorna approached cautiously, curiously. The creature snapped its
mandi bl es and reached for Becker with its pincers but the captain sidestepped
smartly and beckoned for Acorna to give himthe cargo net.

She wondered suddenly why it had occurred to her to bring it. Then she gl anced
at Aari and saw himsmling at her with both approval and triunph. That was
it, of course. Aari had sent her the suggestion. He thought he. coul dn't
intentionally send any |onger, but he was clearly m staken. He had certainly
just done it. Wiy hadn't he asked her al oud, she wondered? It woul d have been
a reasonabl e request. How odd.

Aari was carrying the very |arge and heavy weapon which he'd retrieved when
his torturers fled the death throes of Vhiliinyar. He trained it on the
nonster. Maybe that was it. Acorna had been the | ogical one to bring the
net-but, still, he usually conmuni cated with spoken words. She | ooked up at
himagain, frowing this tinme, but he was concentrating on the Khieevi.

"Ckay, " Becker said. "Aari, Acorna, and | are going to capture this thing.
When we have the net over it and solidly anchored, Mac, you maneuver the
shuttle off its leg and thorax, okay?"

"Yes, Captain.”

Acorna was the only one who could use two hands, but fortunately the creature
was trapped and rather badly injured by the crash. Mich of its back end was
crushed beneath the shuttle, fromwhat she could see. It still gave her cold
chills to be this close to a live Khieevi, no matter how nmuch was wrong wth
it. When the android lifted the broken piece of the shuttle fromthe back of
the Khieevi and tipped it aside, the Khieevi struggled nmightily against their
titaniumnet, but in vain. Mac then aided his crewrates in finishing netting
the nonster's hind parts. The nonster klicked and kl acked and gnashed its
mandi bl es at them as best it could through the inpedinent of the net, but they
paid it no attention. Finally it -was well wapped enough that they could risk
transporting it.

"Now, then," Becker said. "We'll put himin the brig and Mac can stay and
guard himwhile the LAANYE col |l ects | anguage sanples. As mad and as noi sy as
this beast is, we ought to get enough stuff to be useful. As long as he
doesn't have any friends to screamfor, we should be fine. 1'"'mtold they kil



their wounded, so the fact that he's alive means he's probably al one. nen,
Aari, buddy, while that's going on, you and nme are going to excavate that egg
ship and nake sure your little sister and that idiot punk she's with aren't
trapped inside."

"I"ll start searching through the debris while you' re gone, and I'll broadcast
that we're here, Captain," Acorna said. "If our friends are nearby, and
conscious, Thariinye will hear ne and he'll let nme know where they are.”

"Good idea, Princess. W'Ill be right back with the plasm cutters.”

Acorna clinmbed inside the half of the egg that shoul d have contai ned the

bri dge. She could see the | ower edge of the crushed viewport sunken deep into
t he danp sand. The sea was l|icking at the weckage now, w de wet fingers
teasing | oose bits of smashed equi pment and carrying them out and back with
each wash of the waves. She wondered about tides-was the weck in danger of
bei ng fl ooded? Perhaps, with so many noons arrayed about the planet, that

woul dn't be an issue. Maybe they would all cancel each other out,
gravitationally, instead of anplifying the novenent of the seas. She could
hope so, anyway.

The shadows were growi ng | ong now. Becker and Aari woul d not have much nore
dayl i ght. She began throw ng everything she could over the side of the ship
facing away fromthe water. Becker -would certainly want his sal vage. Not hing
faintly resenbling the bridge was visible yet. Fragments of burnt and ripped
pavilion fabric passed through her hands, as did a nmane conb, and the shards
of a mirror. Acorna saw her own sl ender face reflected back in the device. She
hadn't realized she was eweeping until then

(Thariinye? Thariinye, answer me if you can!) she thought as hard as she
could. But everything within the ship was still. The only novenment was the
settling of the rubbish as it shifted beneath her feet, and the |apping of the
waves agai nst the ruined hull of the ship.

She heard the Condor's robolift descend agai n. Becker and Aari soon arrived
carrying the plasma cutters with them At Becker's signal Acorna clinbed back
out of the shell. Becker gave her an inquiring -waggle of his eyebrows, but
she shook her head sadly. She had been unable to make contact.

The nmen worked until -well after dark, seeing by the light fromtheir cutters.
At one point, Acorna went up on the robolift and turned on an exterior

fl oodl amp Becker had rigged above ,t for nighttinme sal vage expeditions. The
shadows it cast made t ook as if the two nmen were mining the pits of

dar kness, their grunts and the raucous scorch and sizzle of the saws adding to
t he general inpression of denonic digging. The tide had risen and the weck
was beginning to flood. The men were waistdeep in water, so that they had to
dive as well as cut. Meanwhile, Acorna carried salvage to the robolift.

She nade nental calls to her friends fromtine to tine, pleading for Thariinye
to answer, but she felt nothing, heard

not hi ng. Not then.

When the nen were up to their necks in water, Becker finally threw his plasm
cutter onto the beach over the broken hull of the shell ship and hoisted
hinself out. "C non, Aari. We're going to have to wait for the tide to go out.
If there's anything there to see, it's too far under water now. Maybe the tide
will shift sone of the junk still there so we can see nore."

"My little sister might be in there, Joh. A child."



"Maybe, but | doubt it," he said. "I'mbetting that she and Thariinye were
smart enough to get out." He | ooked toward Acorna but all she could see -were
the whites of his eyes and his teeth. "You sense anything fromin there yet,
Princess?"

She shook her head. "Nothing," she said. "It is possible the pod broke free
-while we were discussing how to destroy the Khieevi ship. Thariinye and Mati
coul d have escaped then."

The three of themclinbed onto the robolift. RK had stayed aboard the ship
during the sal vage operation. "Qur new guest better hope they escaped, or be
prepared to tell us where they are. Aari, |'ve got a few questions | want you
to translate into their kil ck-klacL"

"Certainly, Joh. | can ask questions, but | do not think the Khieevi wll
answer. They have never answered questions. The Linyaari sent anbassadors to
them and the only answers we ever received to our questions were vids of the
anbassadors being tortured as | was. But those anbassadors never escaped. Qur
people met their deaths in those vids."

"Nasty stuff. Well, maybe your people asked the Khieevi right questions, but
didn't ask in the right way. You Linyaari have got a few scruples that don't
particularly apply to me. Aari, | want you to give Mac a little | anguage

| esson. He | earned how to ask questions when he worked for Kisia Manjari. |I'm
betting our guest will be real happy to tell us anything we want to know
before Mac is done with him But we're still going to need you to translate.
You fol ks are pacifists, | know. Is this going to bother you?"

Aari bared his teeth until they -were -whiter than his skin in the |ight of
the two noons. "No, Joh. It will not bother ne."

The sol e Khieevi still alive and free on this planet cut a swath through the
fern-like trees. At first it was a |ow swath. The creature was a bit stunned
fromhis emergency departure fromthe shuttle, but it managed to properly

deci mate the undergrowth in the approved style. The Khieevi scoutship crew had
expected that the strange craft that destroyed theirs would come for them on
this planet, trying to protect the fragile little onehorns in the decorated
space- borne food container. But the strange ship hadn't been fast enough. The
Khi eevi had made short work of the one-horn ship, and woul d have done the sane
to the strange ship had it not taken them by surprise and used unfair and
totally uncalled for tactics to weck them and cause the deaths of all of the
ot her swarm nenbers but the navigator and the self of the Khieevi who now ate
Jits way through the forest floor

That self-the inquisitor-had heard the klickngs of the navigator for miles and
mles, but the inquisitor -was not about to go back. The navigator had been
hal f squashed -when the shuttle fell on him The navigator would be recycled
into food soon. The inquisitor -would see to it.
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The inquisitor had a conmmuni cations device. It would be difficult to activate
wi t hout the ship's power to fuel it, but organic activation could be

i npl enented in an energency such as the current one. It had only to reach a
hi gh point on the planet, arrange indigenous ingredients in a certain
proportion, and chew, and the resulting chenical reaction would provide
carrying power for the nessage the Khieevi wi shed to transnit.



The mission would not fail. The Khieevi swarmwould conme to this planet and
find plenty and prosperity for another short tine, and then all of the

nei ghboring worlds and all their viable foodstuffs would also fall to his
race's relentless mandi bl es.

Meanwhi | e, the other scout ships would search out other areas. But the
i nquisitor's sole purpose now was to notify its swarmof its own |ocation, the
| ocation of the food, and the | oss of the ship.

That, at least, was its sole intended purpose until, after eating its way

t hrough the undergrowth, it found at its very jaws a one-horn device, snall

and conpact and shaped |ike a food container. To the inquisitor's regret it
was enpty, but the one-horns who had occupied it had left a trail of broken
plant matter, scent, and vibrations. The inquisitor chonped its way after them
up a steep hill and down it.

At the top of the steep hill, it |ooked at the seashore below it and saw the
navi gat or being | ugged down the beach by two hornl ess two-1eggeds into the
strange ship. The navigator was still alive and klicking. Not for long, the

i nqui sitor was certain. mat information would be noted when the inquisitor
broadcast the next report to the swarm It continued eating, tracking the
m ssi ng one- horns.

As nighttime fell, the inquisitor was very full, but unsatished. It had a need
to snell alien one-horn blood. To see it flow /vs it ate its way downhil

into alittle valley, it saw howto lulhll that need, too. Leaning against a
tree, apparently sleeping, was a one-horn. The inquisitor closed on its prey.

The healing retreat in the hills of the Ancestors, under their gentle, probing
care, was neant to erase all pollution, all contamination, all taint, al

pain, all shane left behind fromthe dreadful ordeal the Linyaari spacefarers
had faced. The process could go on for days, weeks, nonths, years, by Standard
reckoni ng; a ghaanye or nany, by Linyaari reckoning.

However, the deep healing had barely begun when personal attendants began
handi ng the supplicant pilgrins their waps and saying, "Go hone. You are
needed in Kubiihkhan."

Grandam had never known of such a thing to happen in all her life.

Have -we done sonethi ng wong?" one of the younger crew nmenmbers fromthe
liliura asked. "Are we being cast out because our taint is too great?"

"Don't tal k nonsense, child," the personal attendant said. Didn't you hear Us?
You are needed. And as for being cast °ut, how can We possibly be casting you
out when W are coming with you?"

Back in town, Liriili had been fidgeting, forgetting to graze, pacing unti

her feet were quite rough and sore, wal king up and down the road to and from
t he spaceport. The viizaar had no messenger since Maati had vani shed, though
she had little to do for the nmonent except wait. Wait for the Khieevi to find
t hem agai n. She did not know what to do. Now recovered from her anger, she
told herself she had done a service to Thariinve and Maati. Wen the Khieevi
cane here, those younglings at |east would be spared. If they hcu)n't alreaSy
been coruuneS, a snmall voice inside her head pointed out. She ignored it.



Wal ki ng down the road fromthe spaceport, where she had once nore been
checking with the comshed officer of the day, refusing to believe that the
renote reports to her office were frequent or rapid enough to alert her in
time for an attack, she saw the stream of her people, two footed and four
footed, flowing dowmn fromthe hills on the opposite side of the bow -shaped
val | ey contai ni ng Kubiilikhan

Al armed, disturbed, frightened, and yet, sonehow, relieved as well, she
returned to her office to await the return of the pilgrins-and of the
Ancest ors.

The t hought of questioning of the Khieevi prisoner bothered Acorna. Despite
her fear and | oat hing, she knew she would not be able to watch wi thout w shing
to heal any hurts inflicted upon the Khieevi in the |ine of questioning. She
al so knew that trying to heal the destructive nonster was not reasonable.

She coul d, however, feel its pain fromtwo decks away. Despite Becker's
threats to the contrary, no one had touched it since it had been brought
aboard and .its net |ocked into place where cargo nets were normally strung
up. It hadn't been necessary to lay a hand on the creature. It was answering
their questions sporadically, in between spasns of pain. But it was dying. She
could feel it dying.

The feeling was so intense, it was as if she could feel herseli dying, too.
She couldn't stand it any longer. She had to | eave she'd be forced to
interfere with what Becker was doing. A*J they needed the information he -was
extracting. She abandoned the bridge for the robolift, stopping on the way to
tell the others what she was doi ng-that she was going to see if the tide was
out yet, and if it was, she'd | oad sone nore cargo. She'd al so continue
calling for Thariinye and Maati while she was at it.

She got a "Yeah, unmm hnmm okay," from Becker. Aari and Mac were totally
absorbed by the Khieevi's rapid-fire klick-klacking'.

The door edged open for a monent and the inpression of the pain within
staggered her. RK pushed hinmsel f through the door, flipping his tail up along
his back as the hatch automatically snapped shut behind him Wth a |ight

| eap, he was on her shoul der

She scratched his chin. "Thank you, ny friend. It will be good to have
conmpany. "

Ghostly blue vapors billowed across an indigo sky and the turquoise |ight of
two of the planet's noons strobed across the sea, the beach, and the forest
beyond. Sand ski dded agai nst Acorna's ankles and cal ves. Qut here she could
still feel the captive Khieevi's pain, but distance helped attenuate it. It
al so hel ped knowi ng that none of her crewrates was inflicting the terrible
torture; they were only taking advantage of the nonster's agony to obtain
answers that mght save her people, and any other creatures whose path the
Khi eevi crossed.

She breathed deeply of the night air. The fragrance of the sweet and spicy
grasses and the fernlike trees, exotic and cit”~sy, filled her nostrils. She
realized she hadn't grazed yet that ~y, and was hungry. She didn't worry about
venturing beyond "e dunes. Her Linyaari navigational instincts gave her an
excel ent sense of direction, and the Iight of the two noons above her was
sufficient to see her -way to the grasses between beach and forest.

She was relieved to put sone di stance between her and the Condor now. Wen she
had eaten, she would return, see what progress her friends had made, and, if



they -were finished, ask themto |l et her exanmine the prisoner and tend to its
wounds. She had not offered to tend to it so far out of fear that once she
heal ed the thing, one of her friends would then have to reinjure it, in all
likelihood, to obtain the vital information they needed. This could well be
one of the very same Khieevi who had caused the death of her parents, but it
was agai nst her nature to cause or endure the suffering of another |iving
creature. It -was against Aari's nature, too. Despite what the Khieevi had
done to him she could not help but feel that participating in actual torment
of another creature, even one of the species who had all but destroyed him
woul d i npede his inner healing, perhaps even prevent it altogether. He, nore
than she, was born and bred to the Linyaari eway, which was nonviol ent.

Back on the beach, Aari had brandi shed his Khieevi weapon with authority and
deadly intent, however. She didn't blame himor judge himfor that, but it
worried her that he had undergone such a tremendous change, one that -was
conpletely contrary to his upbringing.

She tested the grass with her horn-it was suitable for her to eat. So she took
a nmout hful of grass. It was peppery, not quite what she had in mnd. She
searched for another plant and found, growi ng sparsely anong the peppery sort,
alittle reed with nodes on the stem The nodes had a pl easant sour tang that
of fset the sweetness of the reed. They, too, were edible, and nuch tastier

She searched selectively for these, while RK slithered through the grassland
as though he were a large jungle cat stal king prey.

She visualized Maati, who had been practically her only friend from

narhii-Vhiliinyar. The child was just approachi ng puberty-funny, enthusiastic,
lively, hard-working, inquisitive. She pictured Maati's soft pale brown skin
and white and bl ack spotted mane and feathers, her brilliant smile, short

nose, and wi de gol den eyes below her little spiraled horn. She thought of
Maati's imredi ate acceptance of Aari and her unquestioning | ove of her

I ong-lost brother. The child' s sadness and di sbelief at being | eft behind by
the ConSor when it had taken both her newy found brother and her friend away.
They coul d have brought her al ong, even though Liriili had objected violently
when the subject cane up. If they had done so, Maati woul dn't now be | ost,
maybe dead, along with poor Thariinye, who, although he -was about the sane
age as Acorna, had not had as much experience or adventure in his life as she
had, and so was still rather callow Irritating, conceited, and arrogant, but
not a bad fellow, really.

Her thoughts were angui shed and regretful. She especially worried about her
little friend, so sensible and know edgeabl e about Linyaari ways but nore
willing than any to help a stranger. (Ch, Maati, Miati, | amso sorry,
youngl i ng. | thought you should stay with Gcandam | should have listened to
your own thoughts nore and not tried to decide for you. . . .)

(Khor nya? Khornya! You're here! Ch, Khornya, come quickly. | can't find
Thariinye and there is sonething awful out here in the bushes. Pl ease,
Khornya. |'m scared.)

(Maati! It's all right. I'mhere. Where are you?)

(Looost!) The thought was a long 'wail.

(11l come and get you. Just keep sending and I'Il find you and bring you
back. Can you see the beach from where you are? Can you see the Condor?7)

(No, I"'min the woods and it's dark and Thariinye was right ~re standi ng guard
while | slept. Now he's gone and the noises “e terrible, Khornya.)



(Can he read you? Have you tried?)
(No. | think he nust be unconscious. Knocked out, maybe )

Acorna was gal | opi ng through the grass now and into the trees, follow ng
Maati's thoughts as if they were spoken words tracking themto their origin.

The footing was treacherous in the dark but she | eaped over bushes and roots.
She had to pause frequently, however, to listen again for Mati's thought.

(Keep sending, Maati. | can't follow you unless |I can read you.)

(I'"msooo tired, Khornya. And |I'malnost afraid to think too |oud for fear
whatever it is that's thrashing around out there will hear ne |like you do.)

(I understand, dear, but if I'mto find you, you have to keep sending. If
what ever it is hasn't bothered you yet, it probably can't read us.)

Acorna was hal fway up a steep hill when she slipped and fell in a trail of
slinme. As she picked herself up again, she saw that she had fallen on the
br oken branches of what nust have been brush. The raw ends of the branches
were sharply severed at just above ground level for a long swath as w de as
Acorna was tall. Were the foliage had been, a trail of foul-snelling sline
covered the ground.

Fromthe snmell, she knewthis -was a Khieevi trail, the creature eating,
di gesting, and excreting as it went. No wonder they could trash entire planets
in such a short tine!

Had the wi nd not been fromthe sea, and blowi ng the snmell of the slinme away
fromher, she easily would have picked it up earlier. Now she had a spoor to
follow and she lost no tine scranbling after it.

(Maati, | think it is a Khieevi who has Thariinye. Stay right where you are
and do not make a sound unless you know it is me. Have you mpoved since he
di sappear ed?)

(No, | was too scared of the things out in the bushes.)

(Ckay, then, that is good. Just stay put. Somewhere right near you there is a
trail of broken brush and snelly Khieevi sline.)

(Eeeww, is that what it is? | thought maybe this planet just snelled really
bad in some pl aces.)

(No, that's Khieevi spoor. They excrete as fast as they eat, apparently. You
sound stronger. |I'Il be with you in a bit.)

Acorna scranbled further up the hill and down it, following the trail until
t hough she hadn't heard from Maati in some time, she suddenly caught a very
[ oud thought. (Quch! You stepped on ne!)

Looki ng down, at first she saw nothing but nore pale blue brush but then she
saw, white and lustrous anong the | eaves, a face. She stared.

(Maati ?) she asked uncertainly.
"Yes, it's me, Khornya," Maati whispered, and rose to her feet and threw her

white arns around Acorna's neck so that Acorna's nose was buried in the girl's
silvery mane. (But you | ook-) "Ch, yeah!"



(Think it, youngling. W don't know how near danger is.) (I mstar-clad now.
Li ke the new ne?)

(Way should | not? | liked the old you. You are beautiful! So let's keep you
alive, shall we? | need you to follow the slime trail back down the hill and
t hrough t he woods-your nose will help you if you get off track. Wen you get

to the beach, you'll see the Condor. You need to get Aari and Captain Becker's
attention and have themcone to help Thariinye and ne--)

(And | eave you al one? Thariinye won't be any help. | can't read himat all
Sonet hi ng' s happened to him If that's a Khieevi, you need ne.)

| vK bounded up to them and sat down, seemingly to wash, though he kept his
ears cocked slightly back, as if he was lisening to the their nonverba

conversation. At sonme point in "elr Journey, he had departed from Acorna's
shoul der and taken off on his own explorations. Probably -when she began

gal | opi ng.

(It L) a Khieevi. And it will be no trick to find it and Thariinye. The trai
is extrenely clear. Just go back and tell the others that we'll need their
hel p. Meanwhile, | will try to keep the Khieevi fromharm ng Thariinye
anynore.)

(What if there are other Khieevi?)

(Captain Becker will know if there are. He has been questioning an injured
Khi eevi that -we captured. He'll be able to tell us how many of these things
we're facing. | need that information very nuch before | tackle freeing

Thariinye. And 1'd like you sonewhere safe fromthis one,) Acorna said sinply.
And turned toward the slinmy trail. But Maati wasn't done yet.

(You said you'd cone for nme,) Maati rem nded her. (You were thinking all those
ni ce things about ne, and how you and Aan shoul d have let ne come with you.
I"mnot just a kid, you know. |I'msnmart. | could help you. What if | get
caught on the eway to get the others? Wiat if | get |ost?)

(Just follow the trail.)

(You're only one person. You need help, too. -You know Thariinye won't be nuch
hel p. We could hear himif he was in a position to help us. You know, you
didn't treat me like such a child back hone.)

Acorna hesitated. She didn't want to put her young friend in harm s way but,

t hen again, maybe that thought was a little ridicul ous. Maati had al ready
survived the eweck of her space vessel and eluded capture by the Khieevi once
today. It was entirely possible, if the Khieevi were on this planet in force,
that the ship was no safer place than trooping with Acorna through the forest.

(Very well. You can come with me. But thought-speak only. And stay behind ne.)

(Ckay.) Acorna felt Maati searching for RK, but the cat had vani shed. Mati
was a little worried, so Acorna sent her the calmng thought that if anyone on
the face of the blue planet could | ook out for thenmselves, it was that cat.
Then they pushed forward, along the broken trail the Khieevi had | eft behind
them hoping against all hope that Thariinye was still all right.

The Council neeting -was brief. Liriili had been questioned. The accusations
agai nst her by conshed personnel and by Thariinye's many nourning
soon-to-be-lifemates were verified, and a proposal was made for her dismn ssal



The evi dence was exani ned, including a copy of the broadcast fromthe CorQor
that Liriili denied had ever been received. One of the comshed officers, who
was al so one of Thariinye's |lady friends, had conceal ed copies of the pliyi
transm ssion and Thariinye's translation of it, which she had taken fromthe
com shed before Liriili had given orders to have them destroyed. That was
right after the vuzaar had told the comshed officers to stop transmtting
anything at all fromthe planet for dny reason. Not only did the young officer
realize that Liriili had tor sonme reason allowed Thariinye and a child to go

i nto space al one, but she recognized that the piiyi had great inplications for
the Linyaari, and that the people must know about it. The conbed officer had
been about to set off for the hills herself to fetch tne spacefarers when the
pilgrims cane stream ng hone.

The Council had not been kindly disposed to having the brining of a possible
Khi eevi threat withheld fromthemfor no reason, no matter what Liriil
t hought. (??ed note. not quite correct)

After the matter of Liriili had been discussed, the Council was expanded to
i ncl ude Neeva, Khaari, Melireenya, and several of the anbassadors and high
teachers and nmerchants and officers fromthe returned fleet.

In lieu of Liriili, Gandam now presided over the Council. Liriili faced them
fromthe opposite side of the table where she'd sat for so many years, wearing
her "Everything is in order, business as usual" face.

Grandam coul d not help but smle. "Liriili of Cdan Rivye, “iizaar of
Kubiili khan, you stand accused of treasonous acts agai nst your people and your
-world. W will not ask you how you plead. You of all of us are nost skilled

at conceal i ng your thoughts, one reason we felt you -woul d make a good

adm ni strator. But you have betrayed not only the trust of your people, but ny
personal trust to you of the life of a young and parentless child, as well as
the life of a brave officer of our fleet."

"It -was not my fault!" Liriili said. "I told themnot to go. | told them and
this is perfectly true; any of you can read ne-that we nust not transmt
further comunications to the salvage ship that sent the piiyi message to us,
for fear of the Khieevi tracing the signal back to us. It is perfectly
standard procedure. | have saved us all by ny actions and this is the thanks I
get ? That you hold nme responsi bl e because two feckl ess and rebel lious young
peopl e stol e our newest and finest vessel and took off on a pointless and
dangerous joyride agai nst ny express orders?"

"Enough! " Grandam bel | owed. "You knew very -well that the Condor had sent the
piiyi here for translation-a translation Thariinye conpleted before the
children departed. There is a record of the conversation in which he inforned
you of his translation. You knew at that tine that there was a good chance of
conmuni cating with the Condor so that Captain Becker, as well as securing the
safety of his ship and crew, could warn our allies of the inpending threat

wi t hout. Yo did nothing."

"Allies!" Liriili snorted. "Look at the Starfarers if you thin we have allies!
Did our so-called "allies' not turn over our fines anmbassadors and officers,
teachers and traders, to enem es wh inprisoned and abused t hen®?"

"They -were deceived," Grandam said. "But you, Liriil were not deceived. You
knew t hat the Condor and our allie could have been notified of the threat |ong
before the Khlee\ were likely to be close enough to trace them You knew tha
Thariinye al so knew this, and that neither he nor Maati wouli allow harmto
cone to Khornya, Aari, or to Captain Becker i it was in their power to prevent
this. You even knew, Liriil that the piiyi contai ned evidence of the



probability of the sui vival of Kaarlye and Min of the Nyaarya clan, Miati's
an' Aari's parents. Al of this information was problematic for yoi And so you
deliberately ordered the children to do nothing knowi ng that they -would be
forced to disobey you, and tha they-and all those -who depended on their

i nformati on-woul be lost."

Liriili felt a sharp pain in the mddl e of her back and sh was Jabbed forward
so quickly she fell to her knees. "I didn know that. How could I know for
certain? Al of you spacefaren as usual, were off soneplace el se -when
decisions had to b nmade i Mmediately. | did what | thought was best for the
peopl ( Licluding you. And is this the thanks | get for ny dedicatio to duty?
Sonme thanks ..."

She was weeping now with rage, -with fear, -with indigne lion, for she
hal f - bel i eved -what she was saying herself, as Grar damwell knew, or she
coul d never have said it.

Ch, Liriili, my poor granddaughter,” G andam Naadiin ”~id, pushing past the
Counci | table behind which she had bee sitting and kneeling to put her hands
on either side of Liriili ewet face. Liriili stared rebelliously back at her
"W have been aware of the flaw in your makeup since you were very young you
know. You, of all of us, are best able to conceal your thoughts. You al one are
capable of, if not lying, at l|east tw sting the nmeaning of your thoughts to a
degree that nmakes themdifficult to read. W deci ded when the old Viizaar
passed on to the land of the Ancestors that this-difference-in your makeup
need not be a flaw, but could be used for the greater good of all. And you are
correct. In general you have been an excellent and conscientious

admi ni strator.

"Much of the fault lies with us for not realizing that your-

speci al ness-separated and isol ated you, not only fromthe rest of your people
but fromthe truth within yourself. Now we do not punish you, child, but seek
to recompense you for the harmwe have allowed you to do to yourself as well
as to others. You nust face the truth of your actions, if not within yourself,
for you seemto be incapable of doing so, but by seeing for yourself the
consequences. "

Liriili was very easy to read now. Caution was trying to displace fear and
di sbelief in her mnd as G andamretreated to her official position, sat, then
rose again, in unison with the other Council mnemnbers.

"Liriili of clan Riivye, you are relieved of your duties as Viizaar of

Kubiili khan and adm ni strator of narhii-Vhiliinyar by the H gh Council after
consultation with and in accordance with the advice of the Ancestors. You are
reassigned to duty as a junior shipman on the Bal akiire, under the command of
vi f eShaanye-feriui Neeva and Melireenya. Your nission will be to pursue the

i nformati on obtained fromthe pliyi, to attenpt to warn the Condor of the
peril contained in it, to ascertain the whereabouts and ensure the safety of
Thariinye and Maati and the Niikactvn, to determ ne the whereabouts of Kaarlye
and Miri and rescue themor at |least retrieve the data in their |anding pod,
and to warn our allies of the Khieevi danger, even if by issuing such a
war ni ng you allow the Khieevi to trace a signal back to the Bal akiire.

Vi ~e() haanye-ferii U Neeva and her crew have vol unteered for this mssion, and
have agreed to take responsibility for you. They are prepared to make the
ultimate sacrifice, if necessary, to acconplish this mssion. You are hereby
di smssed into the custody of the Neeva, her crew, and the Bal akiire, and nmay
the wit of the Ancestors and the Grace of the Friends preserve you all from
harm "

The prisoner -was in unbearable pain. Aari had decidedly m xed feelings about



the fact. Hi s need for revenge was at odds with his hatred of seeing anything,
even a Khieevi, suffer so. But there was one confort to be found in the hold
of this ship, as terrifying a place as it was right now The prisoner was

kl acking out all the information Aari demanded, but neither Aari nor Becker
nor even Mac, who had been quite prepared to "slowy disassenbl e" the Khieevi,
had laid a finger on the creature. Watever was causing the Khieevi so much
agony, they weren't responsible.

I nstead of disassenbling it, Mac was rapidly processing the information he was
gi ven about Khieevi Kklackings by Aari and the LAANYE to help interpret Aari's
and Decker's questions into simulated klacks and to interpret the answers.

The thing lay within the cargo net on the deck, and the net s couplings were
securely fastened to the bul khead. The nonster was goi ng nowhere. Aari was
grateful the despicable creature's formwas somewhat obscured by the grid of
the net. «Is titaniumstrands pulled tightly across the creature's protrudlng
Gyes, restrained its pincers, and bent one antenna flat against “e side of its
bul bous head. The putrid snell Aari had first ~ticed out by the Khieevi ship
now filled the hold and seenmed O grow worse and worse as tinme went on. Becker
remarked on tne green icor draining frombeneath the netted Khieevi.

"It's messing itself, it's so scared," he said. "Scared?" Aari asked. "A
Khi eevi ? Scared? O us?" "Sure. You were scared, when we found you for the
first time, weren't you?"
"Naturally, but I amnot a Khieevi."
peopl e, buddy, any kind of people,

"Let me tell you a little sonething about
Becker said. "These creeps," he gestured

to the Khieevi, "they like to hurt anything they come across just to watch it
squirm It's how the buggers think. So when one of them gets caught and put in
the sane position as its victins, of course it's going to figure we'll do the

same to it. Only difference is, we're after information. According to you,
when you were a Khieevi captive, they didn't seemto care all that nuch if you
said anything or not. They just liked to hear you scream right?"

"Yes, Joh. | never understood any of that." "Well, understand this. As afraid
as you were, this critter is even nore afraid. Because to do to soneone what
the Khieevi did to you requires being a real lily-livered son of a gun at

heart. Yessir, these Khieevi may | ook |ike bugs, but they're all piles of pure
cowardice with legs, if you ask me. Cowards and bullies, every one." Becker
threw his arnms around and let his voice ring to make it heard above the
piteous but irritating high-pitched sound the Khieevi was making. Aari had
never heard the bug-like beings nake that sound -while he was anong them
Though perhaps he m ght have heard the sound, or a variant of it, coming from
hi nmsel f.

"Now, Aari, if you have any nore "questions, ask away. Mac, you follow and see
if you can fill in any blanks for himWat will you do. Captain?" Mic asked
mldly. "I'"Il be thinking up threats and-uh-persuasi ons, Becker said.

"Very well, Captain. Aari?" "Mac, ask it what it was doing here, how nany
others like it there are close by, where the main fleet is, and the | ocation
of the homeworld."

Mac manuf actured the klacki ng sound of the Khieevi, using his nouth al one.
Aari was i npressed.

The Khieevi let forth the high-pitched whining sound once nore.

"Tell it we'll stop the pain if it gives us the data," Becker instructed Mac,
his jaw clenched tightly, his teeth bared in what was an indi sputable display



of hostility-a hostility Becker seemed to be reveling in.

Aari, on the other hand, was not enjoying his position. He had certainly

t hought he -woul d enjoy giving back to a Khieevi what the Khieevi had done to

him but instead he felt filled with |oathing-for hinmself. He was now doing a

Khi eevi thing. He might as -well be one. But the information was inportant. He
put the thought on hold when he realized Mac -was speaking, and not in klacks

this tine.

"Theirs was a scout ship. The Khi eevi have many such ships. Their m ssion was
to locate a likely world with the proper atnosphere and nutrients for
consunpti on by the horde. The horde's main fleet has already been notified
that this being's ship had located a | arge nunber of suitable worlds,
including this one, due to a |lucky conquest of a scout ship of a twohorned
race."

Mac turned to Becker and said, "That -would be the N riians, surely? You
under stand, please, that many of the concepts this creature expresses can be
interpreted only | oosely. Fortunately, because of the remaining programm ng

fromny former i”er, | amquite conversant with the basic content of this
create s thought and | anguage patterns and can assure you that "y
interpretations are fairly accurate. The Khieevi have a lot |I" comon with
Kisia Manjari."

And so it -went. To minimze the m sunderstanding or trance of lying on the
part of the Khieevi, ("Well, for pity's sake, Aari," Decker said, "any
critter who would do to you what these guys did is certainly not going to stop
at alittle It£\") Becker insisted on asking the sanme questions over and over
in many different ways.

Mac said, "You are very good at information extraction Captain Becker. Have
you been in the business before yoursel f?"

"No, but ny dad was great at giving pop oral exanms on the subjects | was
supposed to be learning when | was a kid " Becker said. "I never could put
anyt hi ng over on him Wo knew it would cone in so handy? So let's go over it
all one nore tinme ..."

Aari found hinself sweating during the questioning, renenbering hinself in the
Khi eevi's place and hearing the squeal ooze out of the creature along with the
st ench.

At sone point during the questioning, Khornya stopped by. When she left, Aari
noticed that RK was no longer in the roomwith them By then, anmong them they
were trying to explain to the Khieevi that they wanted the coordi nates of the
horde fleet and of the Khieevi home planet, as well as the codes that woul d
allow themto crack Khieevi conmmuni cation devices.

The thing had just given them a usel ess string of babble that none of them
coul d deci pher when the stench suddenly becane nuch worse, the klacking much
nmore nuffled, and the squeal thinner, higher, shriller. Then, suddenly, al
was still.

Mac kicked at the creature. "I think it is unconscious, Captain."

"Sissy," Becker said. "W never touched it. Sonme people will do anything to
get out of having to answer a few sinple questions."

"Joh, you told it we would stop its painif it told us what we wi shed to
know, " Aari said.



"Looks to ne like the pain has al nost stopped,"” Becker said.

"No, it is worse. The thing is dying. W nust have Khornya heal it. | would
but-1 cannot."

"Ain't it just too bad for old klacker here that they took out your horn
t hen?" Becker said, and Aari felt a flash of anger toward him

"W nust call Khornya back in to save it, Joh. It may “ye _ nore information."

"Hmm true. You look Iike you can use a break anyway, buddy. Go ahead then
Get her.’

Aari left quickly. He was surprised to see that he had to call the robolift to
return to the deck for himto descend. Its deck was stickier than ever,
despite the heavy traffic, and when he tried to nove his feet made a sucki ng
sound. The patches of sap were -yes, they actually were larger than they had
been when he and Becker ascended to the ship with the prisoner. He bent down,
curious, to touch the stuff. It seemed innocent enough, but when he tried to
right hinmself, he found that the hand he had been using to steady hinself on
the deck stuck to it. He lost his footing and fell, getting sap all over the
front of his shipsuit. He unstuck hinself and regained his bal ance with sone
difficulty. He also resolved to clean the deck as soon as they had di sposed of
t he prisoner.

As the lift continued to descend, he saw that the bright blue day had becone
indigo night, lit only by the pale blue noons. The w nd soughed through the
tall sapphire grasses. Khornya was nowhere to be seen, but as he | ooked, he
suddenly heard a raucous "Mow " and saw RK boundi ng across the field between
t he beach and the woods.

As soon as the cat saw him RK turned and | eaped back in the direction from
whi ch he had come. Sprinting a few steps, <\J" turned and stared neani ngfully,
his gleanming eyes twin nolten gold coins. He nrow ed again and Aari foll owed,
reluctantly. rle had planned to take a slight detour and try to clean off the
Nicky, irritating sap with sea water, but the cat was trying to lead himto
Khornya, of that Aari was certain. "Were is she Riid-Kiiyi?" he asked.

RK ran another few feet and gl anced back again, mowling for Aari to follow
him The cat was conveying a sense of urgency that worried Aari. Through the
long grass and to the ferny trees, Aari followed the cat's | ead. Khornya. The
cat was | eading himto Khornya. She was in sone sort of trouble, perhaps
wounded, or maybe she had found Maati and Thariinye and they were 'wounded and
she had sent the cat back for hel p and-

Aari snelled the Khieevi spoor before he was actually upon it. AOd and cold
it had hardened to a nasty shiny trail. The Khieevi. The Khieevi had Khornya.

He vomited what little food he had eaten that day into the underbrush.

Ret urni ng for Becker now was out of the question. Every noment counted-he
remenbered -what the creatures had done to himand his blood ran cold at the
t hought of Khornya in their clutches. Precious tine would be lost if he went
back to the ship-nmonments Khornya would pay for in unimginable pain if the
Khi eevi did indeed have her. Somehow, sonehow he had to find her, to free her
to protect her. No one must go through what he had. Especially not

Khor nya- beauti ful, graceful, gentle Khornya. So kind. So caring. Practical and
intelligent too and very strong, but no one could hold out against the

Khi eevi. That they should have a chance to break her into pieces as they had
hi m was unt hi nkabl e.



Per haps he couldn't yet feel what he, sensed she -would have liked himto feel
for her-he still felt hollow inside, nunb and cold, when he wasn't filled with
pain and fury. He had nothing to give to soneone |ike Khornya. But he owed it
to her to make sure she lived to receive it from sonmeone el se soneday.

He fol l owed the spoor uphill and down again and then into another section of
forest, up another hill. He did not notice when the cat disappeared once nore.

But when he heard the screans, the steady jog with which he was follow ng the
sign lengthened to a full gallop

As far as Acorna could see, the problemwas not finding the Khieevi. The
t hi ng was not stealthy.

Its excremental trail led straight to it. The only probl emwas how to get the
better of it before it could harm Thariinye.

They found Thariinye first. He was at the end of the trail, wapped up in the
end of the trail in fact, pinned by a hardened twist of it to a tree. In the
chill of the night air, his breath made a vapor, so they knew he was not dead.
But neither of themcould pick up any thoughts fromhim not even a snatch of
dr eam

The Khi eevi stood slightly uphill fromhim its noondrenched shadow falling
over them mingling with the shadows 01 the trees. Its bug eyes were lifted to
the noons, its head bobbing. Two of its |legs tended what seened to be sone
sort or electrical contraption. Sparks flew periodically between its | egs and
the machine, while two nore of its legs burned a bit °i the excrenent, wth
predi ctably nauseating results. After each bit of |egs had gone through the
ritual, the pincers made a series of klacks, nuch |like the Mdrse code Acorna
had | earned on the m ning ship.

Maati and Acorna thought at the same tinme, (It's callingthe nmother ship. W
have to stop it.)

(Free Thariinye first,) was their next simultaneous thought. Mati saw
Acorna's teeth shining in the dark-hunmor and hostility m xed.

(Work your way behind the tree, Maati. See if you can get himloose fromthat
stuff. Here, take my laserknife. I'lIl see if | can create a diversion.)

(Ckay. Be careful, Khornya.)

The two split up, and Acorna circled wide in the forest and up the crest of
the hill to one side of the Khieevi, who was actually within a slight

clearing. Peering at the creature through the trees, she could see that it was
busy with its work. Still, she had the feeling it was only trying to make
contact, not that it had achieved its goal. Its pauses were to adjust the
machi ne, not to listen. The Khieevi creature nust be stopped before it brought
an entire invasion force down upon them

She needed to draw him off, away fromwhatever it was he was using to
conmuni cate and away from Thariinye and Maati. And she needed to have a plan
to get away herself, if possible, once they were a safe distance from her
friends. She thought for a second, took a deep breath, and started noving.

She picked up a stick, flung it at the creature, and raced off down the hil
at a diagonal from Thariinye's position



"Neener neener neener!" she yelled at the Khieevi, using an expression she'd
pi cked up fromthe kids on Maganos Monbase as she gal |l oped down the hill. She
gl anced back to see if it was paying attention

It gave two hops and was al nobst upon her

She took off at a dead run, thundering down the hill, screamng at the top of
her lungs, with the Khieevi hopping behind her, covering two or three yards
wi th each hop.

(Khornya, run!) Maati cried inside her head. (I can't get through this stuff
wi t hout Thariinye's help. And | can't wake Thariinye.)

(Try harder. Use your horn if you have to.)
(What if | hurt Thariinye?)
(Better that than what the Khieevi will do to him)

Thi nki ng and running at the sane tinme was not easy. Acorna stunbled across a

broken tree and fell spraw ing anbng the branches. In two short hops the

Khi eevi was practically upon her. She dove under the fronds and wiggl ed her

way to the trunk, then hopped up and tried to run again, only to find her leg
woul dn"t -work. Sharp pains -were running up it.

The heat and stench and kl ack of the Khieevi were all around her as she tried
to squirm and touch her horn to her |eg.

The huge bug appeared ni ghtmarishly dimthrough the fronds as it junped-and
| anded on her hurt |eg.

Acorna had not cried out for help, nentally or aloud, because she did not w sh
for Maati to run to the rescue and try to fight the Khieevi. But the sudden
pain was so intense she let out a piercing scream

"Hey you! Big old bug!" Maati sang out, followed by Thariinye yelling, "I'm
over here, you sliny hulk of a feces nachine!"

The Khi eevi stepped back for a monent, uncertain. Then Acorna could swear it
bared what passed for teeth in that gaping maw, and deliberately brought its
foot down again on, well, on the area where her | eg had been, because she had
pul | ed the broken linmb out of the way.

"Maati, you silly child, run!" Acorna cried

"Don't you hurt her again, you dung-eating pile of-of dung!" Miati yell ed.
Footsteps ran in closer.

"Maati, no," Acorna screanmed. And so did Maati. Acorna Couldn't see what
happened, but she heard a crunch and a yelp, wen a sound as if the air was
being | et out of sonething.

"You pick on little girls, you bag of excrement!" Thariinye hollered. "Wy not
tie me to atree with your sliny trail again!" He profited by Maati's
exanpl e because his voice grew a bit fainter and Acorna heard the sound of his
feet crushing brush as he retreated. The Khi eevi gave a hop-and she was free.
At |east for a nonent.

Bendi ng fromthe wai st she rubbed her horn against her |eg once she had the
bone properly aligned. The pain eased at once, but she was forced to



concentrate on the healing of the Iinb rather than on anything around her. She
had no idea, for a precious few nonents, whether or not Maati was living

-whet her Thariinye had escaped capture while | eading the Khieevi fromher, or
even if the Khieevi was about to step on her head this tine.

As soon as the pain stopped and the bone had knitted, Acorna raised herself up
to see the Khieevi grab for the dancing Thariinye with its front pincers.
Thariinye screamed, and Acorna grabbed the nearest object-a rock fromthe
ground beneath her-and threw it at the Khieevi.

The big insectoid was not so quickly fooled this time. It grabbed Thariinye
and began slashing at himwith its razorsharp pincers, |eaving gruesone wounds
on Thariinye's uprai sed hands and arns. Acorna | eaped across the fallen trunk
of the tree and pounded on the carapace of the creature with her fists -while
her ol d shipmate's heart-rending cries rang in her ears.

"Let go, let go, let go!" she baw ed.

The Khieevi did let go, and Thariinye, bleeding frommany wounds, fell like a
l[inp doll very close to Maati's still form Acorna turned and ran

The Khi eevi rounded on Acorna, its pincers snapping. Only a single tree hung
between them Then, with a chonp and a noi sone burst of gas, the tree -was
gone. Acorna turned and ran, |eaping over the fallen tree this tine, putting
it between herself and the Khieevi. She dashed past frond after frond, only
to have them vani sh down the Khieevi's maw to reappear behind the creature as
another snelly bit of trail

The Khieevi seenmed to snmile as it took its last bite fromthe tree trunk
taunting her with its deliberate progress as it ate away her only barrier. She
kept noving, nentally calling to Maati and Thariinye, hoping to hear a
response but urging themto lie still.

The Khieevi finished the tree trunk. Acorna backed up against another tree. It
foll owed her slowy, taking first one chonp and then another from fronds she
t hrust between them It was clearly enjoying the gane.

She shrieked as a pincer came within a centineter of her face. The Khi eevi
snapped at her, then brought its pincers up again, close to her horn. She
dodged and tried to dive between its | ower | egs.

Al at once, fromthe corner of her eye, she saw a white blur. The Khieevi
fell over backward, a Linyaari formbearing it to the ground, surrounded by
its flailing | egs and pi ncers.

(Khornya, run!) Aari's voice was mental, but far froma whisper. (Get Joh. GCet

weapon. | will keep it here as long as | can, but you nust save yourself and
my sister.) (You can't fight it alone, Aari.) (No, but | can Delay it. Co!)
(It will kill you!) (I amcarrion already.)

She ran through the woods scream ng for Becker, screani ng Ae nanes of her
fallen friends.

Mich to her surprise, Becker and Mac, brandi shing weapons, bounded toward her
t hrough the woods, Becker yelling, "Were is he? Point and duck!"

She turned and ran back toward Aari, who, nuch to her ~rprise, was raising

hi nsel f unharned from anong curled "l eevi |egs and pincers. The creature nmade
no attenpt to stop himor damage him Instead it stayed on the ground,
emtting the same high-pitched "eee-eee-eee" sound their prisoner had made



back on the ship. Decker paid none of that any attention at all. As soon as
Aari -was clear, Becker pressed his rifle against his hip and fired. A huge
crackling hole opened up in the creature and it was still.

The echo of the shot had not yet faded when a pair of Linyaari figures
carrying what |ooked like strips of nmetal canme running over the hill. (Mati?
Aari? By the ancestors, are they ()ea()l)

Acorna grabbed Aari's arm and heard the nental call when she touched him
(Mot her? Fat her?) he said, stunned

Maati sat up, groggy. "Did sonebody call ne?"

Acorna rel eased Aari and noved to kneel beside Thariinye. Her old shipmate did
not | ook up, but she could see he was breathing. H's shipsuit was a bl oody
mess. One of his hands dangled froma scrap of skin protruding fromhis

sl eeve. A chunk was nissing fromhis right cheek and one of his eyes swas
swel l ed shut, the lid and brow | acerated. His horn was an inch or so shorter
than it had been

"Thariinye!" Mati cried, and rose to her hands and knees to do a very fast
crawl to Thariinye's other side. "Ch, no, look at his hand."

"Mnati ? Baby, is that you, all grown up?" the male Linyaari who had appeared
during the fight asked.

Maati's face rose to look at the two tall Linyaari strangers. Once she got a
good | ook at their faces she ran to them crying. "Mther? Father? Hel p us!
Thariinye's hurt bad. He nade the Khieevi fight himso it wouldn't kill nme.
She dragged her parents back to Thariinye's side.

"My goodness," her nother said. "The young man certainly is in a bad way, but
this young lady is doing a fine job or healing him Mati?"

The mal e Linyaari gently shoved Acorna aside and bent his own horn to
Thariinye's hand. "Allow ne, nmy dear. This boy was little nore than a toddl er

when we left narhii-Vhiliinyar. And now he's been wounded protecting our
little girl."
Acorna willingly surrendered Thariinye's care to the man. She was weary beyond

belief fromher own ordeal, but she needed to see to Aari. He hadn't appeared
to be greatly harned by his own encounter with the Khieevi, although he had
been locked in its multil egged enbrace. But there had been sonethi ng odd about
their "parting."

Becker and Aari were both bent over the corpse of the Khieevi, studying it.

"The Khi eevi -was dyi ng when you shot it, Joh. It could not hold on to ne. See
how its legs are curled?"

"Lead poisoning -will do that to you," Becker grow ed.
"Lead poi soni ng? Were was the | ead?" Aari asked. "You used the |aser canon.”
"Fi gure of speech," Becker replied.

"Aari, are you hurt?" Acorna asked, |ooking himover careful. "The front of
your shirt-it's a nmess.”

Aari | ooked down and said with satisfaction, "Khieevi blood, nostly. You or



Thariinye must have wounded the creature before | reached it. | had no
-weapons. "

"Neither did we," Acorna said. "W weren't expecting trouble here." She knelt
to exam ne the dead Khieevi. G ngerly, she touched its chest al ong the edge of
t he wound made by Becker's |aser cannon. "Wat is this? It's not the sane

col or as the Khieevi blood."

"Ch-that's fromme," Aari said, "I fell in the sap on the robohft when | |eft
the ship. It was all over the front of ny “ipsuit.”

Acorna tried to renove the sap with her finger but it had ~tually sunk into

t he Khieevi's carapace. In fact, she saw as "“e pulled some of the sap aside,
it had eaten away a portion or the creature's shell-1like protection. She

| ooked up at the two nen who were frowni ng down watching her. "What becane of
t he ot her Khieevi?"

"I't was dying when -we left the ship," Aari said. "l cane to get you to hea
it."

"Did you harmit?"

"No-no, we did not have to harmit. It seenmed to ... believe we were harm ng
it, though, and we let it think so," Aari said.

"We really were going to let you heal it up, honest," Becker said. "As soon as
-we got all the informati on we needed. Figured nmaybe the scientists could
study the thing-" He tried to sound innocent. Acorna knew? that Becker had
just thought of the scientists studying the Khieevi. He had been very mnuch
agai nst healing its wounds. "Maybe it was hurt worse in the crash than we
figured. It told us what we wanted to know and then- really, pretty
conveniently-it keeled over. Aari was comng to get you to see if you could
maybe heal it or sonething.”

Bot h nmen | ooked very unconfortable. Acorna | ooked fromone to the other. "I
don't think it was the injuries in the crash that killed that prisoner-and
suspect this one was nortally wounded fromthe nonent Aari junped on him"

"You junped that thing, buddy?" Becker asked Aari, clapping himon the back
"Wy to go. | didn't think you had it in you. Not bad for a pacifist."

"You mss the point, Joh. Khornya just said | killed the Khieevi. How did | do
t hat, Khornya?"

"The sap on your shipsuit," Acorna told him

"Ye-es," Aari said. "Yes. That nmakes sense. | renenber the first tinme we saw
the sap. It killed small insects preying upon the vines in the hone-world."

"Yeah, the plants thought -we were a bug, too," Becker said. "They slimed the
Condor, trying to get through its shell. Lucky us, it didn't work."

"The sap probably only destroys selected organic sub stances. Judgi ng by the
results, | would guess that the polysaccharides in the Khieevi's chitin
carapaces are susceptible to it, Joh," Aari said.

"Good. Anything that eats up Khieevi shells is fine by ne," Becker rejoined.

Acorna gl anced over and saw Maati and her parents were hel ping Thariinye
stand. H's clothing was still bloody, but he was noving the fingers of his



formerly injured hand, and all of the gashes and gouges were cleaned up. H's
horn, however, remmined shorter than it had been

Aari deliberately turned his back on the Linyaari quartet as he, Becker, and
Mac began pulling another of the titaniumcargo nets around the dead Khieevi.
Acorna, panting and catching her breath, stared at his back, and shook her
head. He was clearly not going to fall on the necks of his long-lost parents
and rejoice at their presence. In fact, it |ooked Iike he was going to avoid
dealing with themat all, if he could.

Miri-Mati and Aari's nother-was the first to discover the rash on Aari's
hands. While Aari's palnms -were now nostly cl eaned of sap, they were red and
itching, swelling in places. He kept pausing in the journey to rub his pal s
on the legs of his shipsuit. H's nmother, who had been trying to run al ong
beside himto talk to him noticed.

Aari tried to ignore his nother but Acorna stopped him turning to rest a hand
on his arm raised his palmand examined it. | had an itchy red place |like
this on nmy finger just now, fromwhere | exanined the sap on the edge of the
Khi eevi's wound, but | put it up to my horn and it healed. Let me see if | can
hel p you," she said, lowering her horn to Aari's palnms and touching them
lightly, first one hand and then the ot her

The pain he was in was all too evident in his rigid posture and the look in
his eyes. Finally he let out a sigh of relief and gave her a | ook half of
irritation, half of gratitude.

"That sap, which eats into the Khieevi shells and kills themin short order
apparently nmerely causes an allergic reaction in our species," Acorna said.
"It's irritating, but the sap doesn't appear to be lethal to us."

"Mac, " Becker said, "-when we get back to the ship, priority one is for you to
scrape all that sap off the robolift and collect it, then stowit in one of
t he unpressurized cargo bays. | want sanples of it anal yzed as soon as

possi bl e. This stuff could be useful."

The next few hours were a blur of activity. Maati and Aari's parents

t hought - spoke with the other Linyaari while everyone worked, telling a little
bit of their adventures while stranded on this planet. Their survival here was
a testanent to both their courage and cl everness. But Maati had so nuch to say
to her mother and father that she chattered away |i ke a magpie, using her
newfound tel epathic abilities. So, consequently, npbst of the conversation
centered on Maati's recent escapades, rather than on her parents doi ngs since
they left their home-world in search of their children. And, despite the need
to reconnect with the -wanderers, there was too rmuch to acconplish to truly do
justice to the occasion. Al the Linyaari, as well as the remaining crew of
the Confor, bent their backs to the tasks at hand. They wanted to | oad both
the crashed Khieevi shuttle and the remains of the Nilkaavri aboard the
Condor, as well as any other cargo they could reach or Mac could -wade out to
retrieve. The main Khieevi ship was sinply shattered, nmpst of the resulting
fragnments of debris too snmall to be of interest even to Becker, though they
sal vaged what they coul d.

(Way are we bothering with this trash right now?) Kaarlye, Maati and Aari's
father, asked Maati. (Don't we need to get in contact with our people? The
Khi eevi were here.) The parents, without tine to sleep-learn standard Gal atic
fromthe LAANYE, could make no sense of Becker's or Mac's thought patterns,
t hough RK-as al ways- nanaged to nake hinmsel f under st ood.

(I will see what | can find out,) Miati told him



"Captain," Maati said in Linyaari, follow ng Becker down the beach until -when
he turned back to pick up another piece of salvage he nearly stepped on her
"If the Khieevi are scouting this area and the swarmis near, shouldn't we

| eave this stuff until later and return to narhii-Vhiliinyar to warn the
people ~ "

Becker tried to answer, first in Standard, then in the broken Linyaari he had
pi cked up from Aari. Before Kaarlye's confusion becane total, Acorna hurriedly
transl ated Becker's answers as physically transmtted by Mati .

"Well," Becker said, "except for finding you and Thariinye here, we haven't
had any conmuni cation fromyour planet since we sent the pilyi data, honey. W
told "emto get back to us with a translation, renenber? | don't think they're
listening to us, and I'msure they're not talking to us. | don't imagine
that's going to change now, even though -we've got things to tell them | hate
to say it, but for all we know, the Khieevi could be there already, maybe even
been there and left.

"That nmonster we -were able to question only knew the position of the fleet as
of the last transm ssion he'd received, which was days ago. If it hel ps, as
far as the prisoner knew, the Khieevi -weren't on your -world yet at that

time. But -we dont know what's going on at your home, nor can we give them any
solid informati on other than the warni ng about the i Mueevi maybe being in the
nei ghbor hood that we already sent-you know, the one that made you and
Thariinye go hur"ing into space? W gave your people that warni ng when we
fansnutted the piiyi contents-though fromwhat you've told us about that
horse-faced vil smar of yours, it mght not have °Re any good. All we can
really add to our first broadcast is at we've found your parents here.

What ever' s happeni ng back your planet, our help's too far away and will arrive
too late to change anything. That's why I'mnot in any hurry to talk to your
pl anet .

"Right now, I'mnore worried about us. That bug we talked to told the rest of
t he bugs exactly where this planet is, and howrich it is in Khieevi food. The
swarm coul d be on their way here, for all we know. W could have a | ot of

time, or -we could have very little, before they arrive. My scanners don't
show anyt hing, but that's not conclusive. So that's why | -want all the

sal vage we can manage to get aboard the Condor before we take off. If the com
systemin the Khieevi shuttle is undamaged-it | ooks pretty good to nme-and if
we can turn it on and get it working, there's a chance it could still be
getting signals fromthe fleet, which would tell us where they are, and maybe
even where they're going."

So everyone pitched in and worked for hours gathering the cargo and
transporting it to the ship. After they got it all stacked ready to stow, they
wat ched Mac open his forearm and extract a paint-scraping tool. Then the
androi d punched a button just under the skin of his wist that switched himto
what | ooked like a holovid on fast forward. Wth rapid sweeps, he cl eaned the
robolift of sap and stored the sticky stuff carefully in one of Captain
Decker's ceram c yogurt containers-after first evicting the yogurt and

cl eaning the dish, of course. "What am| to do with this, Captain?" Mic asked.
"Stow it in one of the outer holds, not a tenperaturecontrolled one. The sap
was doing just fine out there in the cold vaccuumwhile we travel ed here.

don't want to mess with a working system Geat stars and asteroids, -wll you
| ook at ny hull?" The ConSor was normally a silvery metallic color but now was
covered with broad trails of the yell owi sh sap as vines would cover a quaint
cottage. "l guess this stuff "was frozen in space and is having a field day
here thaw ng out."



Acorna stopped relaying his words to the non-Standardspeaki ng newconers, and
suggested, "Captain, -we should rmake certain none of the sap is |left behind
since it is alien to this ecology, and may greatly damage it."

"I was gonna say that next," Becker told her. Once the lift was cleared and
they were sure no sap remai ned on the ground, everyone hel ped | oad the cargo.
Mac returned fromstowi ng the sap and carried the heavier items such as the
nearly intact Khieevi shuttle. Becker cast a regretful glance at the hull of
the Linyaari vessel. "I really want to take that with us, but | can't justify
the tine it would take to grab it, disassenble it, and stowit. Well, | guess
since you guys cane with it, it's not really sal vage anyway."

Acorna thought he was going to cry in his nustache at |eaving such a val uabl e
i tem behind, so she patted his armand said, "Wen the crisis is over.
Captain, we can always return for it."

"That's right," he said, and brightened up imedi ately. She translated for the
newconers again and Kaarlye said, "Yes. Perhaps when he returns the captain
could retrieve our escape pod as well. W're very fond of it. It saved our
lives, you know. "

| think -we'd all like to know how you cane to be here and what has happened
to you since you left narhii-Vhiliinyar," Acorna said much later to Kaarlye
and Miri. Becker, RK, and Mac were manning and catting the helm Aari and
Acorna led their new guests to the hydroponi cs gardens to graze.

"There's not much to tell really,” Miri told her. "W |left as soon as Maati
could be cared for by sonmeone el se." She ran her hand over Maati's mane. "You
do understand, ny dear, that we didn't think we woul d be gone |Iong, and we
didn't wish to endanger you, should the Khieevi still be in the area of our
ol d horme. W& hoped sonehow our boys-you, Aari, and-"

"Laarye died. Mther, -while | -was a prisoner of the Khieevi," Aari said.
"I"'msorry. | couldn't save him"

"Yes," she said sinply. "I felt it.
(Did you feel me, too, Mdther? Did you feel ny suffering?) At his nother's
shocked | ook, the stolid, mldly bored | ook Aari wore as a mask left his face
and he, too, |ooked shocked. "I didn't say anything," he said a little

pl eadingly to Acorna. She let out the breath she had sucked in when he spoke
to his nother.

(You used thought-speak, as you did with nme earlier -when the Khieevi attacked
ne.)

(I-did not think anyone could hear ne. | did not realize-)

(I heard you,) Acorna said. (I heard you this afternoon ewhen the thing -was
attacking ne. It gave nme courage, knowi ng you were com ng.)

"I heard you, too, ny son," his mother said. The light in the hydroponics
gardens was di mnow, sinulating nighttine to give the plants a rest. The air
snel l ed sweet and fresh down here. The rest of the ship'd had a very pungent
odor when the six Linyaari boarded. Even though Mac had dragged the Khieevi
corpses into another outer hold, and cleaned the sap and the Khieevi bl ood
fromthe decks, the Condor reeked. O course, the Linyaari horns cleansed the
air. But it still seemed |like the dead Khieevi could stink up the place a
little faster than the Linyaari horns could clean it.



This area of the ship was sonething of a showpl ace, one Acorna and Aari had
wor ked hard to bring into being. They had draped drop cloths fromthe bul khead
above the space so that they resenbled cl ouds and sky. The ship's artificial

[ ighting now shone down on them filtered gently by the "sky." Al six

Li nyaari were squatted in grazing posture, in a circle, staring at each ot her
t hrough eyes shining with the reflection of the simulated moon. Alittle

encl osed pond Acorna had created to nake the area nicer as -well as to

mai ntain the hum dity needed for optinum plant growh sent rippling shadows
across the billow ng drop-cloth clouds.

"I heard you across the gal axies, Son. | heard your brother die and | heard
your screans,” his nother said. "Wiy do you think we left Maati with G andam
and returned?"

"To join nme in the Khieevi torture chanber?" he asked. Aari's bitterness -was
all too visible then. He could not choke it down, and Acorna knew that this
was sone of the buried pain she'd been unable to touch in him "What a waste
that would have been. You woul d have done better to have parented Maati, even
if you hadn't given up on Laarye and ne."

"Hear me," his nother said. "I heard you. W cane when we could."

"She heard you," his father said, his face solem and his eyes deeply sad.
"She screanmed at night along with you. She lost all sleep and appetite as she
endured with you what you endured. Did you. not hear her as our enemies killed
not only your brother Laarye, but the twi ns she |ost before she carried
Maati ?"

Acorna gazed at Miri nore closely. She was very thin, but then, Linyaari
-were inclined toward sl enderness as a rule. Her eyes were a beautiful copper
color, but set deeply in her head. The color and texture of her skin -were not
good. Not sickly- her lifemate would have healed her if it had been nerely an
illness that troubl ed her-but unhealthy nonethel ess. Strain had etched deep
lines fromher nose to her mouth, and other lines forned a dianmond with points
at the base of her horn and the bridge of her nose.

"And you, Father?" Aari asked. "You felt nothing."

"You know | have very little of the enpathy that is your both your nother's

gift and her curse. | concentrated on sending. Sending you the directions to
our new world, suggesting ways to escape, and praying to our ancient friends
t hat somehow you woul d be saved, that Vhiliinyar itself mght cast out the

i nvaders and preserve ny sons."

Aari | ooked aghast. "But-1 did know how to get to narhiiVhiliinyar. Were we
not all programred that way?"

Kaar |l ye shook his head, his mane flying and settling again, briefly silver in
the lanplight, a slight whuffling snort emtting fromhis nostrils and |ips.
"Of course not. | ama strong sender."”

Aari | ooked abashed for a nmoment, then defiant. He inclined his head briefly
i n acknow edgnent .

"But-you had ne," Mati said, alnpst wailing.

"Yes, youngling my own," her mother said, stroking her cheek with the back of
her fingers. "We had you. It was your birth that del ayed us. G andam woul d not
permt nme to nove, she kept me sedated with good herbs and sang ne soot hing
songs through the night and a circle of wonmen laid horns on ne for hours a day



until you were safely into the world. But then, oh Maati, ny love, we haS to
go. Wth you there to carry on the clan nane, safe with G andam we had to go

find your brother. | heard himno | onger, you see, once you were born. And yet
I had not felt his death. As terrible as his tornent had been, | knew what it
neant "while it continued. It told ne Aari |lived and he felt and that | was in

contact with him But then he was | ost and | did not know what to think.
could not feel him | could not-"

"My horn," Aari said, touching the slightly indented scar on his forehead
"They had taken my horn. It nearly killed ne. No doubt the | oss also
lessened . . . ny ability to transmit to you, Mdther."

"Yes," his father said. H s nother could not speak for the tears choking her
Acorna was rapidly w ping away her own. Mati sniffled and snuffl ed.
Thariinye, strangely quiet, put his armaround her. Maati's nother also held
her daughter close. Acorna laid a hand on Maati's knee and one on Aari's. He
lifted her hand and held it against his face for a nonent, bending his head to
press it between his jaw and his shoulder. His face was danp, but she thought
it was perspiration rather than tears. This confrontati on was very painful for
him but a good pain, she hoped, a healing pain. Aari's nerve endi ngs burned
with life again.

"To lose a child to untinmely death is alnost the worst thing there is for a
parent. To know a child is being deliberately and terribly injured is even
eworse. But when | lost you, when | didn't know where you were or what was
happening to you, to know you were there but not to feel you-that was
unbear abl e.

Had it not been for the twins, and then Maati, we -would have left to find you
| ong before we finally departed.”

Miri reached out to Aari, but he flinched away from her touch. She w thdrew
her hand and rested it on her knee. Raising her chin, she continued her tale.
"When -we could, -we flew back to Vhiliinyar. We maintained radio silence |est
t he Khieevi trace the signal. But our old hone planet had been violently
altered, and it seenmed it was now fighting back. From our vantage point in |ow
orbit -we could see that the beautiful greens, blues, and purples of our world
were gray and black now, with angry red sores and craters all over. The seas
had dried up, |eaving behind cracked and broken soil, and where once streans
had fl owed through nmountai n meadows the barren riverbeds flowed instead with
magma fromthe ravi shed peaks. |Indeed, many of our nountains had hurled

t hensel ves into the heavens, erupting violently. One of these eruptions
destroyed our spacecraft before we could raise our shields. It canme from
nowhere. We took heavy damage. Knowi ng that the ship was likely to break up at
any time, -we headed toward the nearest habitable planet. As we approached the
at nosphere of this world, we barely had tinme to slip into the pod and eject
before the ship was destroyed. W | anded here, nmuch as Maati and Thariinye
did, the pod's sensors guiding us to a safe |landing. Here there was food and
wat er, and breathable air. W survived and waited for rescue, so that we could
continue our search for our son.”" Mni's voice grew small and stilled, her
hands cl aspi ng and uncl aspi ng on her knees, her eyes dropping from Aari's.

Acorna, her hand still in Aari's, with her other hand took one of Miri's and
joined it with her son's. They did not clasp hands, but they touched. Miri
rai sed her eyes again and searched Aari's.

Kaarlye took up the tale. "There was little we could do but survive, and wait,
and hope that you woul d sonehow free yourself fromthe Khieevi. And here you
are."



He ruffled Maati's hair. "And here you are, too, our beautiful daughter
starclad and a young | ady now. "

Aari's hand clutched his mother's now, and Acorna slipped away as the famly
reunited. Thariinye sat there watching, so quiet it was hard to believe he was
Thari i nye.

Acorna joi ned Becker on watch. Mac had shut hinself down to conserve his
batteries. RK sat cleaning hinself, warm ng his underside on the lights from
the console. The piiyi that had played constantly on the corn screen was

bl essedl y shut off for the nonent.

Becker | ooked around as Acorna slid into the chair beside his.
"Fam |y reunion stuff, huh?" he asked.

Acor na nodded, feeling happy but subdued. The enptiness that was in Aari was
filling inlike a dry spring after a dam had broken, and to a | esser extent,
the sane thing was occurring with Maati. It nade Acorna feel w stful, w shing
t hat perhaps her own parents had escaped sonewhere, could rejoin her. But no,
she did not feel that would happen. She had not known them had missed them as
a baby only |l ong enough for dear GI, Calum and Rafik to | earn her Linyaari
baby nanes for nother and father, and then she had been wrapped in the |oving
care of her three "uncles" who -were actually her fathers, and all of her
other new friends, who were her famly. Now she had an aunt and a pl anet and
so nmuch nore-and she did not begrudge Aari finding his parents and | earning of
their continued love for himand Muati. And yet-

Becker | eaned over and patted her shoul der. "Mikes you wonder, doesn't it,
Princess?"

"\What ?" she asked. Becker was better at reading thoughts than she'd realized.

"What your own fol ks were like, what it would have been like to be with them
you know. | knew my nmother a little- she was a scientist soneplace, |I'm not
really sure where. | was about three "when there were a | ot of explosions and
gunshots and she fell down with blood all over her and then | was taken to the
slave farm on Kezdet. Maybe it's because | -was only three then, but what |
renenber nost about it was, it was boring being with ny nom And one thing
about Dad- Dad Becker, | mean-there was nothi ng boring about him | don't
reckon |I've mssed anything, come to think about it." But she saw, in his
heart, where that creek in him"was still dry, '"waiting for the damto break
and water it. ,

And she knew that in spite of all of her friends and her adopted parents and
her real Linyaari kinfolk, she had a simlar dry creek inside herself. But
dwel I i ng on such things was pointless. Besides, she had work to do. She | ooked
out at the stars and asked, "Were to now, Captain?"

For the Balakiire, tracing the signal to the blue planet -was not difficult.
The coordinates had been on the piiyi, and the NiikclLavri's ion tracings |ed
straight to the planet. But none of the crew was prepared, as the Kalakiire
began to home in on the beach where once the Condor had | anded, for the site
of the Niikaavrl's broken shell, lying open to the elenments as if sone nassive
chick had hatched fromit and abandoned it there.

They saw wreckage bobbing in the sea as well, and washing up onto the beach
After a closer look at it, Neeva recognized sone of the fragments as comni ng
froma Khieevi vessel. A quick trip back to the ship to consult the scanners
gave no indication of a continuing Khieevi presence on the planet. Fromthere



it was just a matter of figuring out exactly what had happened. Beginning at a
debris-littered indentation in a sand dune, they followed a trail of Khieevi
excrement. Liriili was given the honor of walking in front, ewhich she did

wi th the poor grace Neeva expected of her. The broken trees, the |arge,
coagul at ed pool of blood surrounded by nmany ot her bl ood-stained fronds and
ruined trees and crushed | eaves, drew a |ow, painful groan fromall them They

followed the trail further up a hill, until they cane to a place where a tree
was surrounded by broken heaps of the solidified dung. They searched farther
still, and found that beyond this last hill, the woods thinned once nore into

a | ow marshl and of reeds, and beyond that stretched the "w de blue sea. Only a
few pi eces of debris bobbed on the -waves on this side of the |andspit. But
tucked up next to the trees, in a small clearing that showed signs of
occupation, |lay an eggshaped vessel covered with a synmbolic design. Liriili
gasped as if this cane as a surprise to her, which of course it should not
have done.

The Linyaari nmade their way to the shuttle and exanmined it.

"This is the design registered to the . . . the ship Kaarlye and Miri took
when they went in search of their sons?" Neeva asked

Liriili nodded reluctantly.
"You are sure?"

Liriili's eyes were reddened and slightly bul ging, as they had been since the
return of the pilgrinms and the ancestors. She had not been a pl easant

shi pboard conpani on. No numnber of Linyaari horns could cl eanse the atnobsphere
of her energy field, which was so discordant as to upset the harnmony of even
such a close-knit crew as the Bal aklire's.

"I should know," she said hollowy. "I watched that transm ssion and checked
over the information Thariinye had gathered fromthe files over and over
again. It's not as if | nmade my decision lightly, you know. | was doing as |

al ways have done, acting with the good of our people in mnd, and this is the

"Yes, yes," Khaari, who was not a diplomat, said shortly. "Thariinye and
Maati's ship lies in pieces, and we have found traces that indicate the
Coru)or, containing Khornya and Aari, was in the vicinity of the armed Khieevi
ship that wecked the Niikaavrl. Khieevi spoor is all about, and here is the
pod belong ing to Kaarlye and Miri, but this -whole situation is still all
about how badly m sunderstood you. are."

Liriili gave her a sullen look and sniffed. "Whatever . . . but since everyone
you' ve nentioned except the Khieevi -who made these trails are no doubt dead,
perhaps -we could end this futile mssion and return honme?"

"I"msurprised you want to," Neeva said. "In your place | would be considering
a long nmssion that sent ne to the farthest gal axy i magi nable, preferably one
where no one ever heard of ne."

"That is your nature,” Liriili said. "It is not mne. | amnot a spacefarer.”
"You are now," Melireenya said. "I can't believe you can look at all of this
wi t hout some feeling of conpassion, sone sadness perhaps, even renorse in the

case of Maati and Thariinye."

"I'f you think the arbitrary decision of a council influenced by an influx of
my enemes is going to make me feel guilty, you are very much m staken. | did



what | thought best for the good of the planet. If harm befell anyone because
of my decision, then it is the Khieevi who are at fault, not ne."

Khaari rummaged in the pod and pulled out the tiny capsule that kept a record
of its flight.

In the ship's shuttle, they did a low flyby circling the planet. Though they
| ooked carefully, they never found another biped lifeformon the planet's
surface, dead or alive

Back in space once nore, they discussed what shoul d next be done.

"We nust -warn our allies of the inpending Khieevi threat," Neeva said.

"The sane -way they warned us of the fake Federation troops?" Khaari asked
-with a trace of bitterness lingering fromthat betrayal

"Those enenies -were only hunman beings," Neeva said. "Bad ones, admttedly,
but still nerely human. And they tricked our allies. It "wasn't right, what
happened to our people as a result, but letting the Khieevi overtake any
civilization without -warning would not be right either."

"I suppose not. Should | begin a broadcast?" "No!" Liriili said, "You wll

|l ead them straight to us, and fromus to narhii-Vhiliinyar."

Neeva sighed. "lI'mafraid | have to agree -with you, Liriili. No, silence is
still necessary this close to recent Khieevi depredations. |'mafraid we nust

deliver at least the Erst of our warnings personally.”

They returned to their ship, docked the shuttle, and plotted a course that
woul d take themtoward the inhabited planets closest to their honeworld.

The ConDor transmitted broadcasts on all channels to all worlds and spacecraft
wi thin range about the Khieevi threat. The Linyaari response to their nessage
proved to be typical- not a single reply came fromany of the planets they'd
targeted. But three days and a two wornhol es away fromthe blue world, Acorna
was startled and delighted to see CalumBaird's face on the corn screen and to
hear himsay, "This is the Acadecki, Con<)or. Read you |loud and clear. Acorna,
what in the cosnos are you and that ;unk ship up to now? Didn't we teach you
better than to play with the Khieevi? They're not nice."

"Roger, Calum" Acorna said, baring her teeth at her bel oved foster father
who was |ikew se baring"his teeth at her. Before they could say nore, however,
ot her faces and signals replaced Calumis in quick succession

Becker, hearing the unfam liar voices, canme running to the bridge, followed
qui ckly by Aan and their Linyaari guests and Mac.

"Dam, are we back in the Federation already?" Becker bellowed. "W nusta
taken a wong turn at the last wormhole. | told you that was a left, Aari."

Aari, who was used to Decker's odd expressions said, had picked up a coupl e of
them hinmself. "I amsorry, Joh," he said. "I nust have done the wong thing
while attenpting to determ ne which turn signal to activate."

Maati stared wi de-eyed at the faces on the screen, while Kaarlye and Miri
| ooked al armed and Thariinye began translating with only a trace of his forner

ponp.

The younger mal e had changed his attitude quite a bit since being captured by



the Khieevi. At first, right after he'd been rescued, he had retreated into

hi nsel f, uncharacteristically tremulous and reticent. Al Mati's goadi ng,
Becker's scol ding, and Acorna's kindness couldn't reach him But Aari had been
wonderful with him enconpassing himin an excl usive wordl ess enpat hy extended
fromthe first and heretofore only Linyaari to survive capture by the Khieevi
to the second. Thariinye had responded to Aari's help with relief and
something |ike hero worship. He'd had a taste of -what the Khieevi were
capabl e of, and couldn't begin to imagi ne what Aari's ordeal had been |ike.
The bond was clearly healing for them both.

Aari had begun to speak with his parents and Maati of his time alone and with
t he Khi eevi on Vhilnnyar. Sone of what he described was new to Acorna and even
to Becker. Now that all of them had had such a close shave-Becker's
description, but an apt one-with the Khieevi, everyone understood Aari's
experi ences nuch nore fully. They were horrified for him of course, but their
reacti on was one of grim conprehension, not shock or squeamn shness.

Wth his new air of self-assurance, Aan faced the parade of faces on the com
screen with a degree of confort he'd never exhibited in the past.

Once everyone had been hailed, Acorna switched back to Calum "Delighted as |
amto see you, what are all these ships doing here?" Acorna said.

"W re en route to join Hafz and his caravan at the House Harakam an Moon of
Opportoooonity," Calum said, deepening his voice into a parody of a Scottish
brogue. "It's on that nmoon you used as a base of operations to rescue the

f ol ks Ganoosh and | kwaskwan captured."

Becker chuckled. The wily Hafiz's lust for trade rem nded himof his own for
salvage. "His timng coulda been a little better,"” Becker told Cal um
"According to-uh-our informant, this whole sector will be crawling with

Khi eevi before long. On the other hand, if the old pirate had waited till
|ater, there wouldn't have been anybody to trade with, so we'll just have to
deal with it, | guess. | presume you're up for a bit of haggling over rescuing
t he gal axy once agai n?"

Caravan Harakam an had cone to rest at its destination after sailing through
vast distances of space. Along the way it stopped at various watering hol es
and oases to refuel and pick up a few forgotten but essential supplies,
experts in various fields, security personnel, and general shopping. Its
space-goi ng "camels" were fat with the finest cargo by the time they arrived
at the desol ate noon

In less time than it took the genie to build the castle of Al addin, Hafiz and
his coll eagues in comerce had erected a gigantic trade center. Hafiz used his
own hol ogrammatic magi c to di sgui se the envirobubbles as giant Linyaari
pavilions, such as those described to himby Acorna and Aari. Fromthe inside
t he bubbles were all blue sky and flying birds, -waterfalls and forests and
nmountains in the distance. In the foreground was the fl owering vine of goods
and services, the comercial center that House Harakanian erected solely to
attract the Linyaari and their allies to what Hafiz fondly hoped woul d be an
excl usive trade agreenent.

Cal um Bai rd had taken charge of |eading a second expedition of technicians who
set up relays between the new sector and the old one, specifically Laboue and
Maganos Mbonbase.



Rafik, GIIl, Mercy, Judit, Pal, Johnny, and Zi ana ensured that the kids who
cane from Maganos Monbase and the crew of the Haven were given all possible

| earning opportunities. Sone of the older children were now of age for

uni versity training. Those whose brains had been damaged by deprivation or who
had been ki dnapped into slavery so young that they were still catching up on

t heir educations remai ned on Maganos Mbonbase in the care of trusted teachers
and some of the nore gifted ol der children. They woul d hel p coordi nate future
supply caravans, and the transm ssion of orders fromthe new Mon of
Qpportunity, as Hafiz had dubbed his trading col ony.

Dr. Hoa's weather w zardry created a climte both varied and pl easant, cycling
t hrough a tenperate change of weather every thirty days. Wth the resident

bot ani sts, he canme up with species well adapted for several days of warmrain
with intermttent hard rain, interspersed with brilliant warm sunshi ne,

foll owed by crisp autumal days that caused the special trees to turn bright
red and gold and drop their | eaves before the snow that fell only on the | awns
and in the nountains on the recreational portion of the moon, where residents
and guests were provided with skiing, snowboarding, ice skating, sledding, and
ski |l odge activities.

In another part of the resort area, specially tailored pal ms swayed above a
"white sand beach onto which surfable waves glistened and slid under sail able
wi nds. Provisions were made for the alien recreational activities Hafiz had
know edge of as well, vine swinging (for the Limurian jungle dwellers),

mudrol ling (for the Porcinian beings of the Greater Ursine constellation), and
of course, high and |ow gravity events-long di stance junping sports and soi

di ving among them Hafiz's brochure prom sed that nore exotic entertainnents
woul d be offered |ater.

H s hol ogram wi zardry al so nade the hotels playgrounds for both the children
and the sophisticates, offering a variety of fantasy-oriented suites and
facilities, even hol ographic houris. He was a bit surprised that Khetala, who
had been reeducating forner pleasure house enpl oyees, took it upon herself to
visit the hol ographic harens of the houris. Wile there she attenpted to
convi nce the deni zens they were being exploited and shoul d perhaps take up
courses in accounting or business nanagenent to enmpower thensel ves.

That was his first inkling that perhaps his col ony was beginning to seema bit
too frivolous for sonme of his associates. But of course, the guest facilities
had to be in place before the university and healing centers could be
conpl et ed.

Karina ordered up the initial hol ogramati c ambi ence for the healing center.
She al so spent a fortune on crystals, candles, gauzy draperies, druns,

i ncense, anorphous mnusic, and real greenery and fountains. Hafiz was all owed
to enbellish her setting with his hol ograns, but she insisted on the genuine
article as far as plant life and water features went, "for the ozone and the
extra oxygen, bel oved. One doesn't get that froma sinulation."

A large portion of that pavilion was kept barren however, awaiting the arrival
of the first Linyaari trade partners, who would of course have their own
speci fications.

Thus was all in readiness for the first trading partners. Hafiz and his staff
wai ted. And waited. And waited.

Signal s had been sent on all frequencies to all planets in the sector. Calum
Baird and his technicians finished their work installing the appropriate |inks
and relays to allow swi ft communi cati on with Maganos Monbase, Laboue, and al
ot her previously known Federation worlds, noons, and space stations. But unti



Calumand his fleet intercepted the Condor's signal, not a single response did
the newy created facility receive

Finally these last ships docked and by the time their crews were wel coned and
rested, the Condor, its sides virtually bulging wth cargo and expanded crew,
waddl ed into port to squat beside the other, sl|leeker vessels.

Becker gave a low whistle as the crew, including RK, descended on the spanking
clean robolift.

"WIl you look at this spread?" Becker asked. "Your old uncle has done hinself
proud, Princess."

Acorna wasn't listening. She didn't even wait until the robolift touched the
ground before junmping off and flying into the collective arms of her uncles
and old friends from Maganos Mbonbase.

Hugs, kisses, tears, and exclamations flowed freely and to Maati, seened to
sadly contrast to her own reunion with her brother, nother, and father

Finally, Hafiz Harakam an, m ndful of the presence of four horned Linyaari and
Aari, whom he had nmet before, detached hinself fromthe stormof sentinent and
greeted his new guests.

He was fl anked by Karina on one side and Nadhari Kando on the other. As chief
of security, Nadhari considered it her job to be with Hafiz in any crowd and
put herself between himand harm

"Wel come to ny pavilion, and to this Mon of CQpportunity, honored guests,
Captai n Becker, and er-crewran?" Hafiz said with a glance at Mac.

RK | eaped ont o Nadhari Kando's shoul der

"It's that Makahom an warrior |lady again. Hello, there," Becker said, perhaps
a bit eagerly.

Nadhari gave hima slow snmle and streked RK's pluned tail. "I see the sacred
cat has brought you safely through another journey, Becker."

"Yes, he was a lot of help," Becker said, reaching over to stroke RK too, and
incidentally brush his fingers against Nadhari's scul pted cheekbone resting
against the cat's side. RK grow ed and batted at him "The hero of the whole
thing actually," Becker continued. The grow |owered. "In fact, if he hadn't
alerted Aari to the fact that the Khieevi was after Acorna, and then conme back
to lead me and Mac to where the Khieevi and Aari were duking it out, we
probably woul d not be the hale and healthy party standi ng before you now. "

RK was purring now.

Hafi z, who had been trying to ignore Becker to court the Linyaari, suddenly
turned to him very pale despite the artificial sunlight in his offices.
"Khi eevi ? You encountered Khl eevi!"

"Yeah, got a couple of dead ones up top," Becker said, jerking his thunb
toward t he Cow)or.

Acorna rejoined the crew, her friends and relations surrounding themall now
as they strolled off the robolift and toward the sunptuously appointed
reception area. "Uncle Hafiz, we will need to establish sone sort of

| aboratory to study the dead Khieevi and to anal yze a substance we di scovered



on another world."

"You need establish nothing, O flower of ny famly tree,"” Hafiz said. "W have
the best of all laboratories here at your conmand conplete with all the nost
advanced devi ces and equi pnent."

"And we have sone top Linyaari organic chenmists in our crew, Uncle," Acorna
said with a nod to two of the newconers, "Allow nme to present Kaarlye and
Miri, father and nother of Aari and Maati."

"W are honored," Hafiz said. "And our |aboratories of course are at your
di sposal . Just across the garden of a thousand succul ent sweetgrasses and

flowering fountains you will find |uxurious pavilions designed with Linyaari
tasks and requirenents in mnd." He clapped his hands and porters appeared.
"When you have rested fromyour journeys, we will dine."

"No time to rest," Kaarlye said brusquely. "W nust anal yze this substance at
once. Wien it is warm it spreads rapidly."

Becker stopped the porters at the robolift. "WAit a mnute, folks. W didn't
cone with a |ot of baggage and | think ny crew and | had better unload the sap
and the -uh- prisoners. You m ght want to stand back. They stink. Alot. As
for RK, Mac, and ne, -we're staying aboard the Coru)or."

Nadhari lifted an eyebrow and nmade a very unconvincing pout with her mouth. RK
laid his ears back and wapped his tail possessively around Nadhari's neck
"Unl ess of course the cat has other ideas," Becker finished |anely.

That night a sunptuous neal was |aid before them

Under an open canopy, silvery platters of neats and sweets nestled anong

opul ent arrangenents of flowers and pluned grasses upon a long | ow table
nestled within a bank of tufted divans covered with poufs of paisley silks and
vel vets. These topped thick soft rugs of various harnoni ous patterns and

jewel -1ike hues.

Becker and his new crew sank into the divans and foll owi ng Hafiz's | ead,
Becker, Karina, Dr. Hoa, Acorna's non-Linyaari fanmly, and Nadhari Kando

pl ucked succulent itens fromthe trays on the table. Meanwhile Acorna, Aari
Maati, and the parental units grazed on the flower arrangements. Becker was a
little startled until he realized that this was the intended purpose of what
he had thought of as an overabundance of centerpieces. The old man had sinply
seen to it that the Linyaari "dishes" were arranged as appealingly as the
savory norsels offered to the other guests.

"Uncl e Hafiz, you are anmazing," Acorna said. Becker was pleased to see that
after the strain and danger and hard work the girl had recently endured, she

| ooked as fresh as sone of the flowers she was eating, glow ng with happi ness
at being anobng her old friends again. "How long did it take you to build this
install ment, anyway? " Her eyes took in the gently lit garden with its
fount ai ns and nount ai nous background, the spired and domed pal aces that forned
Hafi z's chief residence and several of the hotels and office buildings

besi des. Overhead stars tw nged-not any stars Acorna had ever been anong but
artful stars, placed with an artistic interpretation of constellations and
formati ons Karina had deened auspi ci ous.

"Little nmore than the twi nkling of an eye, dearest child, that and many, many,
many trillions of credits, of course."

Becker was seated on the end of one divan, Nadhari Kando on the adjoi ning end



of another, the Condor's first mate still wapped conplacently around her neck
like a living fur collar. Every once in a while a forkful of fish eggs or mneat
didn't nake it all the way to Nadhari's nmouth, however, as a paw or a set of
feline teeth intercepted it.

"But enough of ny little pastimes," Hafiz was sayi ng whil e Becker was admiring
the Iine of Nadhari's jaw and the curve of her neck, "I am consunmed wth
curiosity to know how it is that you actually have two dead Khieevi with you?"

"Ch. Them " Becker said. "Well, they're survivors. | nean, they were
survivors. Fromthe crash of their ship. The one we caused since, you know,
they had just finished shooting the kids' ship out of the sky."

"And by kids you nean . . . ?"

"Maati and Thariinye," Acorna put in. "They apparently decided at al nost the
same time we did to search for Maati's and Aari's parents on the blue world.
But the Khieevi had the sanme idea, and had al ready | aunched an attack when we
arrived."

"Tell me, Captain, | amintrigued,” Nadhari said. "Wat powerful weapons do
you carry on that salvage ship of yours that vanqui shed a Khieevi vessel ?"

"Yes," Hafiz said. "Please, tell us. If they are that effective, | wll order
many for the protection of our noon."

Becker gave Nadhari a smile that urged her to wait a noment and answered
Hafiz, "Well, sir, it is true that | have a bunch of very |ethal weapons on
the Condor. Sone of themeven work. O would, if | had them assenbl ed and
installed. Wich | didn't. So then Acorna here says, what about using the
tractor beanP"

A snile played at the edges of Nadhari's mouth, which was the only thing about
her with any extra flesh-her |lips were scul pted but pleasingly plunp, at |east
they were when rel axed. He seened to recall seeing that same nouth set in a
hard grimline above the jut of that firmand shapely jaw. It would have had
hi m quaking in his gravity boots, if he thought she had any quarrel with him
But she didn't, and RK's tail tip flitted playfully from her shoul der bone to
jawline to eartip, as flirtatious as a courtesan's fan.

"Captain, surely you have not acquired enough cargo by now to act as anot her
slingshot bonb with which to fell your enenies?"

"Ch, no, ma'am Not slingshot this tinme. We-uh-skipped "emlike a rock and
then played crack the ship with their sorry carcass. Wrked good, too, didn't
it, crew?"

"Yes, Joh. Good," Aari said.

"Except for the survivors. We didn't know there were two at first," Becker

sai d.

He regaled the table with the story of the questioning of the injured Khieevi
while interweaving the story of Maati and Thariinye as if he had understood
every word they spoke of their ordeal or had been with themwhile it was
occurring. He gave it a few flourishes here and there and ended by saying
nodestly, "So | blew a hole through the bugger, but Aari here had al ready
pretty much finished himoff."

"How?" Karina Harakam an asked.



"Why, by giving hima great big old hug. See, that Khieevi was so purely
nortified by all that Linyaari sweetness and |light Aari was extending to it
just because he's of such a highly evolved nature, that | figure the Khieevi
cane down with a nonstrous case of sugar diabetes on the spot and it was such
a shock to its systemit curled up its toes and died."

Karina cl asped her plunp, beringed hands over her heaving anethyst-veiled and
anet hyst - encrust ed bosom and sighed, "How thrilling! And what a triunph for
the Iight!" Then she gl anced around at the stolid Linyaari faces, and at
Becker's deterninedly innocent one. He was trying to keep his nouth from
twitching. "Wait a moment. |s that true?" she asked.

"Not a word of it!" Becker exploded with laughter. Karina was exactly the kind
of audi ence he loved. Gullible. "Well, the thing did curl up and die and it
was because of sonmething sticky as sugar, but not sweet. It was this sap stuff

we picked up on sone planet full of vines. But | had you going there, didn't
| ?"

Nadhari shook an adnonitory finger at him "Naughty, naughty, Captain. But |
must say, |'mvery inpressed. You and your crew of pacifist ewarriors
vanqui shing such form dabl e foes without so much as a real weapon anong you-"

"You're forgetting that | blew a hole the size of the cat through that thing,"
Becker said, slightly offended at being |unped with the pacifists.

She shrugged like a panther rippling its nmuscles in preparation for a |onger
stretch. "OCh that. A nmere coup de grace. But your ingenuity and wit anmaze ne.
Anyone can win by force of nuscle or superior firepower. But w nning because
of strategy and the ability to turn whatever you have at hand into a weapon, |
find that-very, very inpressive."

"You W Becker was surprised at first, then anmazed, followed by stupefied. Hi nP
| mpress heri She was absolutely the nmost inpressive wonan he had ever seen in
his entire life and fascinated himat the sanme tinme she scared the bejesus out
of him He hadn't done anything she couldn't do with both hands tied behind
her back, but it was nice to hear it anyway.

"Absolutely.” He couldn't tell if it was her or RK purring. Both of themwere
regardi ng himthrough slitted eyes.

"I certainly do. You and | should di scuss-strategy."

He -was flummpoxed. The truth was, he never stuck around for courtship or
seduction much past the brief encounters in the pleasure houses-hadn't since
he was younger and encountered all the | adi es who wanted a good tine but

t hought spending any part of it on a salvage ship beneath them Nadhari Kando
knew where he lived. She'd been there. "l-uh-1'd really like that. | need to
check in with Mac though-that's the KEN-640 unit-he's repairing the corn unit
on the Khieevi shuttle so we can maybe nonitor their novenents-"

"By the sacred whi skers, you think of everything, don't you?" She noved cl oser
and offered himan olive. He held out his hand but she held it with two
fingers and her thunb and waved it teasingly till he opened his nouth, then
she popped it in. He could definitely get used to this. Her scent was a

m xture of musk and citrus, and sonething like a forest after a rain. He |liked
it. He held out an olive for her

"And |-uh-1 guess | should get RK back, too. He hasn't had his usual eighty
hours of sleep today."



"Ch?" she said. "That's funny. He's been comuning with me. He -wants to stay
with me tonight."

"Well, if that's not just like a cat!" Becker exclaimed, dropping the olive
back onto his plate in his consternation at his first mate's defection

Nadhari smled. Her smile rem nded himof RK-he just hadn't realized that was
what a cat smile |ooked like. "Wat's that?" she asked as the cat rubbed
agai nst her cheek. "Ch, yes. He wants to stay with you tonight, too."

"Divided | oyalties?" Becker asked.

Nadhari swung her sturdy but very shapely |legs down fromthe divan with a

si nuous slither and stood | ooking down at him "Hardly. RKis a sacred tenple
cat. Hs wish is ny coomand. If he wishes to be with me, and with you ..." her
hand reached down to cup Becker's chin and with slight pressure on it, raised
himto his feet. "I amnot the one to gainsay him Are you?"

"Di sappoi nt ny old buddy?" Becker asked, slipping her hand through his crooked
el bow. "Perish the thought. Mnd telling me where he wants to spend this tine
wi th us tonight?"
"Aboard your vessel," she replied, and he was surprised to see that she
actually had to |l ook up at him How did she do that? He could have sworn she
was taller. "In the hold -where you questioned the first Khieevi."

"Real | y?"

"Yes. The sacred cat thinks | would find that environnment rather -
stimul ating."

"Kitty knows best," Becker said.

fourteen

Hafiz -woul d not hear of the Linyaari renmaining aboard the Condor. Acorna was
gl ad, particularly -when she saw Becker, RK, and Nadhari strolling armin arm
in the direction of the ship.

A self-contained trio of pavilions triangulated around a garden/grazi ng area.
Kaarlye and Miri were billeted in one, and although Maati could have stayed
wi th her parents, she asked if she mi ght share a pavilion wth Khornya
instead. This left Aari and Thariinye to share the third.

Acorna spent nost of the rest of the evening with her adoptive fathers/uncles,
descri bi ng what had befallen her since they had | ast seen each ot her

"This Aari guy," Gl said. "You and he . . . ?"

"We're friends," Acorna said, off-handedly.

"Evidently, if he's willing to westle bug-eyed nonsters on your behal f,"
Cal um sai d.
"W -were all in danger," Acorna said, reasonably enough. "And Aari was trying

to save us all."

"He didn't know that stuff sneared on his shirt would kill the thing though?"
G Il asked. "He just dove right in and tackled it?"



"Well-yes."

"Sounds kinda suicidal to nme," Calum sai d.
"I don't really think he is-at |east, not now " Acorna said.
"But he was before?" GI|I| asked.

Acorna suddenly felt nore unconfortable than she had ever before felt in the
conpany of these beloved men. "Why are you questioning ne this way?" she
asked.

"Why do you think?" Calum asked, exasperated. "Because we care about you, of
course, and we've talked it over and it |ooks to us |like you care about him"

"But we wish to make sure,"” Rank said, "That-well, you're not just feeling
sony for someone who cannot be a good mate for you, to put it bluntly."

"You must admt, pet, that we know a few nore things about men than you do,"
Gl said, smling.

"Hurman nen, yes, but Aari is Linyaari,"
nore."

she said. "And we are friends. Nothing

"Not-yet?" G| asked.
"No, nor will we be until he's-"

"Until he'”~f ready, darlin'?" GIl pressed. "Wat about you? Are you going to
crew on a sal vage ship until the guy makes up his nind whether or not he could
stand being mates with a beautiful, intelligent, funny, talented, warm and
loving girl? You nmust excuse us, but it's a no-brainer. \Wich makes us wonder
about how intelligent or warmhe is."

"Frankly, we thought you'd get snatched up by some young stud the ninute you
| anded on your home-world," Calumsaid. "We're a bit surprised at this turn of
events."

Acorna dinmpled at them suddenly. "lIs this one of those situations where you
are going to ask ne when I"'mgoing to settle down and give you grandchil dren?"

"Yes," Rafik said, "Usually nothers do it, well, used to, but you have no
not her and we weren't sure your aunt would think of it, besides which she's
not around, is she? So we thought- that is, Calumand G| thought-mybe
bet ween us, we should discuss this."

"Hafz started it, really,” Calumsaid. "Hey, we did pretty well, | think. GII
"was all for calling the guy outside and asking himwhat his intentions were
when we saw how he- how you- how things were. But then we figured a guy -who
tackl ed a Khi eevi bare-handed m ght be the sensitive type, so we decided
aski ng you-"

"Was safer,"” Rafik finished with an inpish grin.

Acorna | aughed. "You've asked. W' ve discussed it," she said, giving them each
a hug. "And | have nothing nore to say-honestly, there if nothing nore to say
right now. Meanwhile, when am| going to get to give ny fathers away in
marriage is what 1'd like to know? Judit and Mercy will not wait forever while
you busy yoursel ves specul ati ng about ny love life."



"Actually," Calum said. "W um have an announcenent to make. But | will wait
until she can-"

The other two started thunping himon the back. Talk turned to how the
nuptials were to be handled and then all of them began to feel the need to
talk to their mates and Acorna slipped away, back to her assigned pavilion

Maati was not there. Acorna thought perhaps the girl was spending nore tine
with her parents. That was fine. It would be nice to be alone for a while. As
light as she had nmade of her dear friends' questions, they echoed questions in
her own nmind, and she didn't want a youngling new to thought-speech to read
her, even accidentally.

Du) she care for Aari sinply because she had pitied him or was there nore to
it than that? How woul d she know? She had never chosen a nate before. She knew
her uncles had only her best interests at heart and it was quite true that she
hadn't noticed all that nuch difference between human and Linyaari males. And
she felt, being raised by nmen, that she understood themas well as a female
could. At this point in her life anyway. But she couldn't say she understood
Aari at all. She could read his mind when he let her and she knew he cared for
her. She could enpathize with his pain. But she hadn't a clue why he behaved
as he did. She wished Grandam Naadiina or Aunt Neeva "were here to consult

wi th. She would have asked GII, Calum or Rafik about the nmatter but they
seened to be predi sposed agai nst Aari

Wth a sigh, she settled down to an uneasy and dreamfilled sleep in which she
-was being courted by a Khieevi.

Aari, on the other hand, was getting no sleep, nor was he able to progress
very far in the book he had chosen fromthe Condor's ancient hardcopy library,
a collection of ancient European literature by various authors. Aari was
currently reading an excerpt froma play called Roneo an) Juliet by WIIliam
Shakespeare. The | anguage was not easy but Aari had read another book that
referred to Shakespeare as inventing the |anguage of |ove, so he thought it

m ght be interesting to see what the Bard of Avon had to say. Although he
could not imagine why a cosnetics firmfromthe twentieth century (the ship's
library also contained a nunber of small brightly col ored panphlets fromthis
conpany) woul d choose to sponsor an anci ent poet unless it -was because he
"was al so an actor and they, as Aari was |learning, also used nakeup

But ewhile he was struggling with the | anguage, Thariinye was chattily giving
himthe benefit of Thariinye's spectacularly successful career (according to
the young male) as a wooer of fermales. Aari had not had the heart to ask him
to be quiet, as he knew that the loss of the tip of Thariinye's horn had made
himfeel disfigured and the younger fellow was relating his past exploits
simply to bolster his own confidence.

But in that estimation, Aari was using the projection of his own feelings
about the loss of his horn and enmpathy for Tharii nye's distress, not

t hought - readi ng, which he found inpossible to do -while he was trying to
unravel Shakespeare's thees and thous. So he was taken aback when Thariinye
suddenly rolled over on his own pallet and poked Aari playfully in the ribs.

"That Khornya is quite a reed, isn't she?" Thariinye said with a wi nk.

"A--reed?" Aari asked, looking up fromhis book at the nention of Khornya's
nane.

"A-sl ender and succul ent desirable mate, to old-tiners like you," Thariinye



translated with a tol erant wave of his hand.

"I-yes. Maati mentioned that you had considered yourself pledged to her. Is

that-still true?" H's voice was steady and controll ed.

"Me? No! No, no, no. By the ancestors, no! Ch, | was smitten, of course. She
is beautiful-quite a reed, as | said. But, well, it really was just that | was
the first Linyaari male she net and she -was so dewy eyed and innocent | felt
protective, so | -wanted to warn off other males |est they not

appreciate her finer qualities . . . properly. No, nowthat | know her better

she is not for ne.

"No? And -why not?" Aari asked, suddenly feeling protective hinself, and
rather angry at Thariinye di sm ssing Khornya. Who woul dn't want Khornya?

"Frankl y?" Thariinye said. "She's too smart for me. And well, a bit too
idealistic. And a little too strange, being raised by hunmans and all. She has
pecul i ar ideas about things so | can't begin to guess what she's going to do
next. That makes ne nervous around her."

"I admt | am nervous around her, too," Aari said thoughtfully.

"I noticed. But you're crazy about her, aren't you?" Thariinye's voice was
i nsinuating and his eyes sly. "You want her, don't you?"

"I ... have no right," Aari said. "She deserves a mate who is whole in mnd
and body. And horn," he said, a bit cruelly, since Thariinye was being cruel
and di scourteously invasive, to his way of thinking.

"Quch," Thariinye said. "I guess | deserved that. But I'mtold mne will grow
back, in tinme."

Aari was quiet. Thariinye had responded to cruelty with cruelty of his own.
That was one reason why the Linyaari usually eschewed cruelty. It was not only
unkind, it was unwi se to start the spiraling descent that would | ead with al
parties having fallen to a | ower |evel

"Sony," Thariinye said again. "I'mtrying to tell you something here and
keep on upsetting you. You're pretty touchy, you know that, don't you?"

"Perhaps it is because for so |ong, when anyone touched ne, it was to cause
pain," Aari said through gritted and bared teeth. Then he rel axed, "I am sony
too. | have begun to think of you as a friend. G andam says friends cone
together to teach each other. | sense you are trying to teach me sonet hing.
Proceed. "

"What |'m saying," Thariinye said, "Is no matter what YQU think she deserves,
the females | know seemto feel that what they deserve is whatever their
little femal e hearts decide they ewant. | think it's pretty clear she wants
you. "

"No," he said. "She is a kind and | oving person. She feels synpathy for ny
injury, for what happened with the Khieevi. When she is sure | amas heal ed as

possi bl e, for she is a healer above all, she will return to her human peopl e
for good as our anbassador-stopping by narhii-Vhiliinyar to comunicate with
t he government perhaps. By then Joh and | will be far away so | -" <)o | wll

not have to watch her |eave again, he thought to hinself.

"You're just making that assunption!" Thariinye said "Wy don't you ask her?
Talk to her? Take her some of these beautiful, delicious flowers! Recite



Li nyaari |ove poetry to her!

She's never heard it, you know. | was going to try it out on her but | could
tell she wouldn't believe ne."

"What would it tell her that | bring her flowers froma garden that is also
hers to graze?" Aari asked, shaking his mane.

"That you brought her breakfast in bed?" Thariinye suggested. "No, no, go back
to your book. Forget | said anything."

But the next norning, Thariinye slept in while Aari went to see if he could
assist his parents in the | aboratory where they were anal yzing the sap that
had killed the Khieevi. Upon awakeni ng, Thariinye saw the book Aari had |eft
behind. His journey with Neeva, Khaari, and Melireenya to collect Khornya from
her human foster parents had given hima superior know edge of Standard, he
felt. Wth the help of the LAANYE he had carried -with himfromthe Niikaavri,
he was able to translate one of the stories, although the words fell in odd

pl aces. This particular tale, by a hunman nanmed Rostand, told of a fellow with
a disfiguringly | ong nose-which sounded perfectly attractive to Thariinye,
since | ong noses were consi dered el egant by Linyaari tastes. The | ong-nosed
chap was in love with a fenale also desired by a nore attractive nale, a
friend of the | ongnosed chap. Finally, because he -was a kind person and

wi shed to see both his friend and the femal e he | oved happy, and al so because
it allowed himto speak his own -words of love to the female, the | ong-nosed
mal e hid and spoke his | ove words whil e the handsoner mal e pretended to speak
themto the femnale.

Thariinye knew that it obviously would never work out. There were a few
simlarities in the personalities involved of course, but considerable

mut ati on woul d have to occur before such a solution would in any way serve the
present situation.

Maati was a youngling, but in her capacity as a messenger, she had been
receiving a great deal of vicarious experience since she was very small. The
only other femal es available to discuss this with, unfortunately, were Khornya
and Aari's nother, who was quite busy and besides, Thariinye didn't know her
Maati woul d have to do.

Maati was thrilled to find herself among human youngl i ngs approxi mately her
age. They had been alive much |onger, as Linyaari children devel oped very

rapi dly and, once adult, maintained a healthy maturity of great |ongevity. The
youngest of these children had been alive at |east eight years, which was much
| onger than Maati's single ghaanyi. A ghaanyi was about one and a half years,
by Standard time, which was how t hese hunans neasured their days.

But the younglings were barely sentient for a very long period in their early
lives, so their experience, while different, was not nuch greater than Mati's
own. Certainly none of them had been nmessengers for their governments,

al t hough Laxne, one of the boys, had devel oped unusual skill with the com
units. Nor had they been shot down by a Khieevi ship, fought a Khieevi
hand-t o- hand, and |ived. But the Maganos Mdonbase children, she was sorry to
hear, had all endured horrible lives as child slaves. The Starfarer children
of the Haven had watched their parents die at the hands of hijackers, had
defeated and dealt decisively "with the sane hijackers, and now were in
conmand of their home ship, with only alittle help froma few adults. The
thing all of the children had nost in common was that they |oved and adnired
Khor nya, though the human children called her "Acorna," "Lady Epona," or "The
Lady of the Light" and regarded her with eworshipful adoration Maati found
strange



"She's just a really nice girl, like us, only alittle older," Miati told
t hem

"Li ke you, you nean," Jana corrected her. Jana was really nice and had been
asking Maati |ots of questions about healing. At first Maati had been
unwilling to answer. Linyaari did not wusually let outsiders know they heal ed
directly through their horns. Doing so could lead to incidents |like the one
where bad humans t ook many Linyaari anbassadors prisoner and tried to force
themto heal and cl eanse water and air under horrible circunmstances. Linyaari
rai sed on the homeworld knew this, but Khornya had not.

"Don't be so cagey," Jana had said when Maati tried to play innocent. "W know
al |l about how you can heal people. Acorna healed all of us when we were in the
m nes and other bad places. If it hadn't been for her, nost of us would be
crippled. I don't know why you woul dn't want people to know what you can do.
It's wonderful! | wish | could do that. | -want to be a doctor."

"I"'mgoing to create holograns, just like M. Harakam an," Annella, a
redheaded girl fromthe Haven, said. "He's shown ne a | ot of what goes into
it. It's not as hard as you'd think but then, he says | have a natural talent
for it." Then she realized they weren't talking about careers, they were
tal ki ng about Acorna's ability to heal and she added, "But it must be
wonderful to be able to heal the way your people can."

Maati made a wy face. "It conmes in pretty handy, |ike when the Khieevi
attacked us. Thariinye got hurt real bad trying to save nme and Khornya. He
probably woul d have died if he wasn't Linyaari and we hadn't been there. O at
| east | ost a hand."

"That was really brave," Jana said. "Kheti is brave |like that. And Acorna is,

too."

"My brother was the bravest though."

"Whi ch one is your brother? Thariinye?" Annella asked.

"Ch no-Thariinye is a friend, sort of, when he isn't being a hdnye."
"I don't know what that means," Jana said, "But | bet it's not good."

"No, it's not, but he's not that way as much anynore. My brother is the one
-who doesn't have a horn. The Khieevi, um" Mati found she had troubl e saying
it, even now, "When they captured himthey tortured himand, you know "

"We get the picture,” Jana assured her hastily, hearing the choke in the voice
of the Linyaari girl. "Your brother nust be very brave. W heard he tackl ed

t hat nonster bare-handed. "

"He did. But the nonster was about to get Khornya. That was a fatal m stake,"
Maati said with satisfaction unbecom ng a nenber of a nonviolent race.

"I"ve seen how Lady Epona | ooks at him" Jana said with a sigh

"Everybody sees but him" Maati said. "He is so smart and so brave but he just
t hi nks because he doesn't have a horn, Khornya would be getting a bad

deal -that she mi ght not accept him even though everybody can see she really

likes him"

"Why doesn't she tell hin?" Annella asked.



"Cause she's afraid that even though he likes her, he would still naybe reject
her and | think, well, actually, | sort of peeked. She is afraid that
rejecting her would cause himmnore pain and she doesn't want to do that.
Grownups are sooooo conplicated.”

"You'd think they'd realize that life is pretty short to be so backward about
good stuff,"” Jana said wistfully. "Everybody is being so careful of everybody
el se's feelings they' re never gonna get together."

"That's what Thariinye said," Mati agreed, heaving a deep and dramatic sigh
"He was tal king about 'some male with a | arge nose who did the tal king for
some other male to a female they both cared for. Do males with | ong noses pl ay
the rol e of go-betweens in your society? Are there any of them here we could
get to talk to Khornya for Aari-or the other way around?"

"Nooo, " said Jana. The ot her kids shook their heads too.

Thei r educati ons on Maganos Myonbase had tended to the practical and technica
and neglected the arts. Their former masters hadn't exactly provided themw th
cultural opportunities either

However, Annella's nother, before she had been spaced by the invaders, had
been very fond of theater. "He's tal king about a character naned Cyrano,
Maati. It's froman old earth tale.”

"I see," Maati said wisely. But she didn't.

"I think he's hit on sonething," Annella said. "Maybe they need a go-between."
"A mat chmaker," put in Markel, another of the kids fromthe Haven who had been
listening carefully to what -went on. He considered hinmself a very special
friend of Acorna's, since it was with his help she was able to save hersel f,
Cal um Baird, and Dr. Hoa and hel p the youngsters of the Haven overthrow the
hijackers. "Only, it sounds like a |ot of people have tried to be one from
what you say, Maati."

"Yes," Mati said. "Khornya's foster fathers talked to her about it and she
didn't want to talk, Karina Harakanmi an can't read her mind, Thariinye said he
knows she -won't talk to him and she thinks I'mjust a kid and can't
understand. But | 90. | understand they are both being dunmb not to talk to
each other. They don't really need to talk to some third person because
neither of themw || believe anybody el se. They need to talk to each ot her
Aari needs to talk to Khornya and Khornya needs to talk to Aari or they won't
believe it." She shrugged. "Not even a |ong-nosed male could help."

"Maybe there's a way for that to happen, kind of," Annella said slowy.

"Are you thinking what |I'mthinking?" Mrkel asked.

"I think so. Do you think we could pull it off?"

"Maybe. It can't hurt to try anyway. Hafiz isn't going to care. He probably
"will even find a use for themlater." "What ?" Maati asked. The other Kkids

| ooked at the two Starfarers as well.

"Come with us to the holo lab. W'll try to show you. It'Il take a while,
t hough. "



In the days that foll owed, Becker staggered around the ship hunm ng marching
songs. Wil e Nadhari was on duty, RK stayed on the ship. She was on duty a
lot, but still found tinme al nost every day for a little visit. Becker was
chronically surprised that she really seemed to |like him and the Corufor

And of course, Mac was conducting, under Becker's guidance, an extrenely
critical security operation. He could now receive signals fromthe main fleet,
al t hough he could not yet send them While Mac was wor ki ng, Becker regal ed him
with cute stories about Nadhari. The captain figured if he was going to be
crazed about the worman, the android -was the perfect party to hear his

j abbering. That way he wouldn't nmake a fool of hinmself to anyone who -was
likely to gossip.

He was just getting to the part where Nadhari, in a fit of passion, had

i nadvertently reintroduced himto somersaults and handspri ngs, when Acorna
arrived, |ooking bermused and di stracted, but as usual, determ ned to be
useful .

"Any luck with the corn unit, MacKenz?" she asked.

"I have had some contact with the main fleet. They are wondering where this
scouting shuttle is. They apparently re ceived sone comuni cation before the
crash onto the blue planet. However, these beings are on the whol e unperturbed
by peril to individual nmenbers or even vessels, fromwhat | have |l earned from
our captive, fromwhat Aari has been able to tell ne of his experience, and
fromwhat | have gl eaned fromtheir comrunications."

"Where are they? What are they doi ng?" Acorna asked urgently, hunkering down
besi de the thoroughly exhausted Becker and Mac.

Acorna | ooked down at the corn unit, still nounted on the control panel, and
at a mess of other hardware fromthe shuttle. "Wat did you do with the rest
of the shuttle?" she asked.

"Snells |ike Khieevi," Becker said. "Wthout you and the others on board, the
snel | was enough to gag a maggot. Maybe the snmell w<u a maggot, for all -we
know. Khi eevi are bugs. They could have naggots."

"Ye-es," Acorna said. "W really should investigate their life cycle. W would
have a better idea of their vulnerabilities if we knew nore."

"True," Becker said. "Wonder if Hafiz has got any entonol ogists in this bunch
of settlers he's inported.”

"Fromwhat | can tell, Khornya," Mac said, "The fleet may be en route to the
Niriian home-worl d-where the piiyi came from'

Acorna nodded. "The N riians have been warned already that their ship was
intercepted and that the Khieevi are in this general area and still at |arge.
Surely they will have taken defensive measures."

"In case they haven't," Becker said, "Nadhari was going to get Hafiz to

di spatch a light drone with a prerecorded nessage to broadcast from space-well
away fromhere. We still haven't heard fromnarhii-Vhiliinyar, Princess, but
it |ooks like the bugs haven't got there yet."



"What's needed is technol ogy that prevents transm ssions frombeing traced
back to their origins, at |east by Khieevi devices," Acorna said. "Do you
think we could do a diagnostic that might hel p sone of the engi neers devel op
somet hing within the near future?"

"Yeah, if we survive that long," Becker said. "Anyhow, it won't hurt to ask
Hafiz about it."

"If the Khieevi find the drone and destroy it, that would give ny bel oved
uncl e an economic notive anyway," Acorna said. "He just hates to |ose
somet hing he'd hoped to make a profit on."

"You know, ne too,"
common. "

Becker said. "Your uncle and | have got quite a bit in

Acorna smled mischievously at him "I know "

Becker gave her a sideways gl ance from under his bushy eyebrows. "Seen much of
Aari lately?" he asked innocently.

"Not too much," she said, feigning |lightness. "He has been assisting his
parents in the laboratory, fromwhat | can tell. They've determ ned that the
sap contains a spore which, -when it conmes in contact with an insect's

car apace, netanorphoses into a fungal infection of great virulence."

"I knew it had to be sonething |like that," Becker said. He didn't nention that

she'd changed the subject away fromAari. "So all we gotta do basically is
lure themto the place where we got the sap and tell themto eat their fill."
He chuckled. "I'mgetting good at this decoy business. W faked Ganoosh into

t hi nki ng the Federation Qutpost was the Linyaari honmeworld and now all we have
to do is convince the Khieevi fleet that whaddayacallit-vine worlds is full of
yumy bug food and | et themand the plants fight it out to see who eats who.

Pi ece of -you shoul d pardon the expression-cake."

"First, however," Mac said, "I nust fix the transmitter on this unit. Wile
have no problemw th concentration or distractions, Captain, you do happen to
be sitting agai nst the access panel. Perhaps you woul d consi der noving?"

"Mutiny!" Becker grunbled. "C non Acorna, 1'll treat you to a bouquet or
somet hing dirtside."

They ate together in one of the little bistros Hafiz had set, one to a

buil ding, circus, or block, for tines "when people did not want to neet in one
of the several great dining halls. Al of the ones in the main conmpound, which
cont ai ned the Linyaari conpound, opened onto gardens for al fresco mi xed human
and Linyaari grazing.

"Have you tried any of the activities around here?" Becker asked Acorna
casually. "Nadhari and | are going to take a roomin one of the fantasy suites
at the hotel. Conplete holo | andscapes in every suite." He sighed. "She's an
amazi ng wonan, Nadhari."

"You really like her, then?"

"That's a little mld. |I mean, there's not many wonen |'d let take RK with
them while they're working, but she said he wanted to see what she did. She's
the first Makahom an he's been around since the crash. He likes being

wor shi pped. | guess everybody ought to try it once. Being worshipped, | mean."



Becker did not need RK. He hinself |ooked like the proverbial cat who had
swal | owed the unfortunate proverbial canary.

"I am pl eased for you, Captain. Have the two of you made any | ong-range
pl ans?" Acorna asked.

"It's alittle early yet,"
save the universe as we know it, -what with her brawn and ny brains ..

Becker said complacently, "But | figure after we

Acorna didn't warn him but Nadhari herself, clad in her green security forces
uniform crept through the garden until she was directly behind Becker, where
she caught his head in a hamerlock, "And then what, oh brains of the outfit?"
she asked. RK, slipping through the weeds behind her, stopped at her feet and
wound around her ankl es.

"\What ever you want, babe," Becker said, renoving her arm wthout difficulty
and distributing kisses up the crease in her uniform sl eeve.

Nadhari actually wrinkled her elegant, if oft-broken nose at Acorna. "Isn't
that cute? He called ne babe. Nobody ever calls me babe. If nobst nen did it
I'd have to break at least a finger. But fromJonas, it's not |ack of respect,
it's protective." She put both arms around his neck and gave him a hal f-comc
noi sy smooch before nelting back into the garden as if she were one of the
plants, the cat's pluned tail the |last vestige of their presence.

Becker sat there with a silly grin on his face. Acorna renenbered the word
used for someone whose internal dam had broken so that the banks of their dry
stream-were filled to overfl owi ng. Besotted. Becker and Nadhari were besotted
and Acorna was glad for them

But she had to excuse herself before she choked on the lunp in her throat.
Maati made Thariinye close his eyes as she led himby the hand into the

hol o-1 ab. Openi ng them he saw a nunber of the youngsters fromthe station

grouped around Aari and Acorna.

He | ooked confused. "Is this sonme kind of an instructional neeting or what?
Where' s Becker and the cat and your

par ent s?"

"Look closer,"” Maati told him now letting go of his hand and herding himin
anong the children. "Aren't they awesone?"

He saw now that Aari and Acorna were standing in little pools of |ight.
Nei t her of them greeted himand once in a -while, though very sel dom one of
them woul d flicker slightly.

"Hol ogranms?" he asked.

Annella Carter beamed at him "Yes! Wat do you think?"

Thariinye scratched his chin and circled the two fam liar figures. "Well, they
do flicker sometines. What are they? Tourist attractions?" "Noooo, " Maati
punched himlightly on the forearm '"Course not. They're to, ewell, be

go- betweens for the real people.”
"CGo- bet weens to what?" Thariinye asked

"What's the matter with you?" Maati demanded. "Have you gone soft in the head



fromtoo nuch easy living? Go-betweens to each other, of course!"

Thariinye groaned. "I was afraid of that. You don't think it will actually
wor k, do you? These things wouldn't fool either of themfor nmore than a noment
or two if they have their wits about them"

"That's why we wanted your help," Miati said. "You re the one who nade ne
think of it. How do we nake it work?"

"Work?" he asked. "Wy ask nme? | don't know anyt hi ng about hol ograns. "

"No," Maati said, "But according to you, you know all about |oooove," she drew
the word out nockingly and he gave her a | ook that woul d have sent ol der and
nore susceptible girls running away in tears. She just |aughed back up at him
and the other children giggled.

"OfF course | know nore than a |lot of infant younglings," he said. "Wat is it
that you need to know about it? And how does it concern your little holo
dollies?" He flipped his fingers at the life-size holograms as if they were no
bi gger than his foot.

"W need to know what Khornya should say to Aari and what Aari should say to
Khornya to get themtogether, of course!"™ Maati said. She did not seemto be
getting the idea that she was a mere child being put in her place. She acted
as if he was the one who was being stupid. He didn't nmuch care for it, but as
her words sank in, he did see -what the children -were trying to do.

"Ch," he said. "Well, she should tell himthat she | oves himand why and
he-er-shoul d do the sane."

"But how would they say it ew thout sounding corny?" Jana asked. Miati and
Thariinye had both been speaking in Standard for the benefit of the others.
Maati's Standard was quite good by now, he noticed, no doubt the result of her
prol onged associ ation with the other younglings.

A young nale the others called Laxme tapped sone keys on his control pad and
the Aari figure swng toward the Acorna holo and said, in a com c nockery of
Aari's own voice, "Ch, kiss me, ny sweetie pie," and made sounds |ike hooves
pul ling out of a mud puddl e.

Thariinye was indignant. "Stop that at once!" he said.

Laxnme shrank back into hinmself as if he expected to be hit.

"He was just playing, showing you how it worked," Jana said softly.

"I know, but Aari is a brave man, the bravest man ny peopl e have ever produced
probably, and 1I'Il not have himand Khornya ridicul ed, not even by friends."

"That's -why we wanted your help," Miati said. "To make them do and say the
right things."

"What right things?" Thariinye asked.

"You knowto get themtogether. You say you're this big expert on |uu-uuve. So
you shoul d know, right?"

He glared at his former shipmate. "I know how to attract a girl to ne," he
said. "But, uh-" he lowered his voice and spoke out of the side of his nouth
so just Maati could hear, "as you'll remenber, it didn't work with Khornya."



"Maybe not, but she's already attracted to Aari. W just have to have his
hol ogram t o encourage her, and vice versa. So what things should they say?"

"First of all,"” Thariinye told her, "You'll have to have the hol ograns appear
to them after they've been sleeping for a while so that they're groggy and
won't notice the shinmering.”
"That's what we were going to do,"
nmuch. "

Annel la said. "But they don't shinmer that

Thariinye ignored her. He was thinking hard. "I know," he said. "I think I can
find just the thing. Wait a bit."

He returned about a half hour later carrying the book of ancient European
literature Aan had been reading.

For the next several hours, Jana read al oud and the others argued the use of
this passage or that, 'while -Miati and Thariinye, with the use of the LAANYE
attenpted to translate the agreed-upon phrases into Linyaari. Once they

deci ded on the phrases, they had to programthe holos to nove properly.

"They shoul d | ook seductive, but mustn't touch a real person, of course,”
Thariinye said. "They should |l ead Aari and Khornya to a real place together to
continue in person ..."

"Or a holo place!" Annella said, "None of the holo suites in the hotels are
filled yet, since we haven't had a single new guest, just the people who cane
with the caravan and they all have their own quarters.”

Mac's performance and function had been greatly increased by his recent
upgrades and educati on, and he knew the captain was pl eased. Becker had
puzzl ed hi m somewhat when Mac had shut hinself down in the captain's absence
wi th Nadhari Kando. "I thought you' d keep working on the shuttle, Mc," the
Captain had said. "Not exactly a self-starter, are you?"

"No, sir, though |I do shut mnyself down to conserve energy."

"I want you working on that shuttle day and ni ght, whether I'mhere or not. So
programthat and don't 'worry about conserving energy. There's energy to burn
inthis place and | don't think Harakam an will begrudge you sonme if it saves
our butts in the long run."

"Yes, sir," Mac had responded. And he had of course been follow ng
instructions ever since. If he could have felt regret, it was that now nost of
his social interaction was in the Khieevi fashion. He had repaired the
transmitter sone tinme ago, though he had not used it yet, as he had not been
instructed to do so.

But he practiced, nevertheless, imtating, interpreting, assimlating, and
i ntegrating the klicking and kl ackings until he used themif only to
hinself-quite as easily as he conversed in Standard and Linyaari

He 'was |l eft alone a great deal these days. The captain and the cat spent

i ncreasi ng amounts of their time with the denizens of the Mbon of Cpportunity,
particularly with Ms. Kando. Soretinmes they had their get-togethers aboard the
ConPor, but since Ms. Kando needed to be available to her staff, many tines
the three of them shared her off-duty time -with her in her quarters or in one
of the hotel roons available in the conpound. Aari and Acorna were busy

el sewhere as well, and the few times -when any of the Linyaari had cone



aboard, the initial smell, the noise emtted by the shuttle, its corn unit's
vol umre on high so Mac could hear it as he noved about the ship, seened to

di stress themand they | eft again quickly, particularly swhen Mac accidentally
greeted Aari w th Khieevi klackings.

So it was that he was al one when he heard the ships sounding off, a roll cal

of attack, heard the staccato klickety-klackklack of orders passed from one
unit to another. The essence was that the planet of Nirii, around which the

fl eet had been gathering, was now being attacked, the fleet swarm ng down upon
it much as hungry insects were said to do on sone particularly appropriate

f oodst uf f .

Mac listened with interest. Had he been capable of it, he m ght have been
excited. He was still listening when Becker returned.

"Hi, Mac, can you turn that damed thing down? It sounds |like an armny of tap
dancers |l anding on a flat wooden pl anet."

"Ch, no, Captain, nothing Iike that. The sound is sinply that of the Khieevi

i nvadi ng the planet of the two-horned bovi ne beings. They are passing

conmuni cati ons anmong their various ships, attenpting to first conquer nmgjor
cities and defense outposts, and to an extent prevent any possi bl e escape by

i nhabit ants. Their efforts are concentrated primarily on the attack however."

"Great galloping gravity, Mac, why didn't you say so?"
"You did not instruct me to do so. Captain."
"Do | have to tell you everything?"

Mac was pl eased to now be able to enploy one of the captain's own idionmatic
phrases, "Yes, sir. Pretty nuch."

"Right. kay. You keep nonitoring that thing-renenber everything you hear.
gotta go see a man about a drone."

Hafi z was expl ai ni ng why the drone -was not yet in space as he had assured
Becker it -would be with all possible dispatch. "I was preparing ny nessage,
dear Becker."

"Your message? How long can it take to say, 'The Khieevi are com ng, the
Khi eevi are conming, |ock and load or get the hell out nowr.' "

"You don't understand, ny boy. Even such public service messages carry
del i cate nuances. And of course, we did not know exactly -when or where they
were comng, did we?"

"Now we have a pretty good idea, though. They're chowi ng down on the cowboy
pl anet right now "

" Cowboy pl anet ?"

Becker stuck a forefinger fromeach hand up beside his tenple and w ggl ed
them "Two horns |ike cows, get it?"

"Ahh, the Niriians. Yes, | have heard they have excell ent organic technol ogy."
"It stinks, if you ask ne, but nobody deserves to have the bugs on top of them

and that's what's happening right now So, is the drone going up or do |I have
to take the ConSor up and make |ike Paul Revere?"



"Paul who, dear boy? And what was he revered for, exactly? "

"Cetting his drone up before the eneny had a chance to eat every planet in
the gal axy, that's -what. Now then, do you think you can finish your nmessage?"

"Certainly."
"Good. I'Il just wait then and carry it out to the drone for you."
Hafiz turned on his recorder and rewound. "Let nme see, where was |, oh yes,

"This urgent humanitarian -warning is brought to you through the kindness and
beneficence of the Federation's forenost philanthropic econonic anbassadori al
firm House Harakam an.' "

"A comrercial'}" Becker demanded. "You held off putting the drone into space
whil e you nmade a comerci al ?"

Hafiz spread his hands -with an el egant shrug. "I amin commerce after all
dear boy."

"Not for long if the bugs attack us," Becker said grinly.
"Ah, an excellent point. Very well, | shall continue."

The nessage concl uded, "The dastardly insect creatures of torture, doom and
enornous appetite, the Khieevi, are known to be attacking the Niriian
honmewor| d. Any who dare assist the Niriians, feel free to do so, please, -with
our comendations and blessings. Al others in the same quadrant m ght think
seriously about evacuation or defense, as your culture dictates."

Becker gave him a disgusted | ook, but said only, "Good. Now then, that should
be translated to all of the |anguages of the nearby races. | don't expect,
since -we're making first contact here, nore or less, their Standard is going
to be really up to par."

"Ah! A good point." He clapped his hands. A servant appeared. "Please fetch
our Linyaari guests-all of them Ask themto bring their clever translation
devices and tell themit is a matter of sone urgency.”

Hours later, -which seenmed |ike nonths to Becker, each Linyaari had
contributed a translation of the nmessage in all of the | anguages each of them
knew. Since all but Maati and Acorna had spent considerable time visiting
nearby planets at some point in their lives, they felt they had pretty much
covered it.

Meanwhi | e, Nadhari and her staff went on red alert, and to the whine of the
sirens, the first evacuation drill began, just as the drone was shot into
space.

The Bal akiire had not yet |anded on the first planet on the list of those to
be warned when they heard a broadcast that at once nade their nission and
their caution futile and provided themw th a new m ssion

Qddly, this new mission began in a sinmilar fashion to their present one.

"Mayday, Mayday! This is the Niriian vessel Fo“en broadcasting a Mayday to all
worl ds and ships in the area. Qur homeworld is under attack. The Khi eevi have

| anded. Qur ship escaped before the invasion. Mayday! Cone in, please.”" Wth a
glare at Liriili, Neeva picked up the communi cati on device



"Pl ease give us your coordinates, Fo“en. The Linyaari ship Balakiire, is
readi ng you loud and clear."

The Niriian gave the Fo“en's coordinates. "Hurry, Balakiire. W are nearly out
of fuel and air. W were on our way in for both when the Khieevi attack
commenced. The Khi eevi have covered our cities |ike sweet-bugs convergi ng on
their hive."

"W are coning, Fo“en. Please do not send additional conmunication unless we
request it or you are in further distress. To do so may alert the Khieevi to
your-and our-position. Signal that you have understood and then pl ease,
silence unl ess we contact you."

"Understood, Balakiire. Be swift, be swift, please."

Liriili snorted. "I suppose we will join themjust in tine for a Khieevi
attack."
"Perhaps,"” Neeva said. "But |, for one, hope not. At |east their signal should

be heard by nearby worlds and other craft, so our personal warnings to those
worlds will not be necessary."”

"I wonder what they will make of it on narhii-Vhiliinyar," Liriili said with a
bitter smle. "I warned them"

"Yes, you did, and fortunately, with you no |longer in charge, they wll
probably ready the evacuation ships, refuel the fleet, gather the |ifeforns,
and prepare to leave narhii-Vhiliinyar in the direction farthest fromthe
Niriian world. | suspect they may fly into Federation space. That will be the
recomendati on of those of us who have been in contact with the peopl es of
that alliance."”

"Yes, and they "will cone with their weapons, disrespecting the principles the
Ancestors taught us."

Melireenya turned in her seat and stared at the forner viizaar, "Wat is it
with you? You are not satisfied one way or the other. Wuld the destruction of
our peopl e please you now that you have been deenmed unfit to | ead then®"

Liriili gave her a superior smile but didn't answer. Neeva was becom ng

al arnmed by the woman's attitude. Instead of hel ping her heal, this entire
experience was driving her nore and nore into herself. She -was so al oof there
was no question of touching her with a horn to try to heal her and besi des,
she seemed to be resistant to the usual bonding that cohered the Linyaari

The next hours were spent in preparation to take the Nriians aboard. The
Bal akiire had no fuel to give them and their ships were fuel ed sonmewhat
differently. Extra berths were prepared, the gardens hyper-planted with
varieties of plants the N nians "were known to favor

The Niriians were pathetically glad to see their Linyaari allies, and al so
somewhat shane-faced. "VLfe“haanye-Ferlili Neeva," the captain of the Niriian
ship began. "W heard you and your crew had been taken into custody by fal se
authorities. Please know that our lives are yours fromthis day forward and we
will defend you al ways to any-"

She choked, sputtered, swallowed, and continued. "I was about to say, to any



who seek you on our planet. But it is unlikely we will have a hone to return
to."

"Whi ch brings up a good question,”
now? Return to narhii-Vhiliinyar?"

Khaari interjected. "Were should we go

"Yes, but we should emul ate Captain Becker and take evasive action, don't you
think, rather than returning directly? In case the Khieevi have spared any
ships to foll ow the Fo“en."

"Alot of good it did the junk man," Liriili sneered.

"How do you know what good it did hinP" Khaari demanded. "W don't know what
becane of anyone yet."

But they were to learn very shortly. On the other side of the wornhole, they
pi cked up a broadcast.

The first portion was in Standard, and while the Bal akiire's crew were putting
their heads together trying to renenber enough of that |anguage to deci pher
the nessage, it was rebroadcast in other |anguages.

The Niriians becane agitated, "They know They know about the attack! Perhaps
they will send hel p. They are speaki ng our tongue!"

Neeva | ooked up. Khaari said, "I know that voice! That's Thariinye speaking!"
"He's alive!" Melireenya said.

"OfF course he is,” Liriili said. "I told all of you that he would be perfectly
all right, and no doubt the brat is as well."

The | anguage switched again, this tine to Linyaari, and Neeva sniled w dely.
"That's Khornya."

They recogni zed ot her voices as the broadcasts were repeated in other
| anguages- Aari's and those of Miri and Kaarlye, which made Khaari, who was
related to Kaarlye on her nother's side, sigh with relief.

When the Standard broadcast was repeated, Neeva said, "I know that voice, too.
Doesn't that sound |ike Khornya's kind and generous uncle Hafiz? He spoke
before we parted of start ing a trade colony on that noon where we went to
recuperate after-"

The ot her two nodded, indicating she needed to be no nore specific. "That mnust
surely be where they all are now "

"I have the coordinates right here, Neeva," Melireenya's voice practically
sang. "Perhaps he can contact the Federation and they will drive the Khieevi
away." She smiled up at the Niriians. "Your world nay be saved yet."

They cl asped each other so tightly their horns | ocked. "Only let it be so,"
the captain said fervently.

Acorna 'was awakened by a brilliant light shining in her eyes. She opened them
wi de. She was very tired, having spent the day formul ati ng evacuati on pl ans
for the children. The first shipload carrying the youngest ones was to | eave
in two days' tinme with Calumon the AcaSecki. The crew of the Haven would send
their youngest along too, but the ol der ones insisted they would stay and
fight. Acorna had al so done translations of foll ow up nessages to broadcast in



t he | anguages she knew Li nyaari of course, but also Federation-based
| anguages. The Khieevi had invaded Federation space once in search of
Li nyaari, who was to say they would not do it again?

The tension and her efforts both had ewearied her until she had fallen onto
her cot too tired to say goodnight to Maati.

Now the |ight awakened her and her first thought was that she was being
wakened because the conpound was under attack

Aari knelt beside her, a few feet from her sleeping pad. He | ooked rather odd,
but not especially alarmed. Maati, on the other side of Acorna from her
brother, was rolled onto her side and covered conpletely by her blanket. She
did not seemto notice the light. Acorna rubbed her eyes. "Wat is it, Aari?

I s sonmething the matter?" she whi spered.

"Hark!" he said.

"\What ?" she asked, thinking for one ridiculous noment that he mght break into
a holiday carol, though she had no idea why he woul d unl ess he had been

i nspired by somet hi ng he had been reading. But the archaic termwas the only
word he uttered in Standard. The rest was in Linyaari

"What light is breaking through the pavilion flap over there? It is the suns
and Khornya is the noons!" he asked in a very soft version of their rather
nasal native | anguage. Evidently this was not, then, an alarm unless it was
perhaps in sonme sort of code

O herwi se, oh dear, she had to wonder if perhaps he m ght have a fever? An
i nfection perhaps? O a poi soning? She had no idea really which dangers he
m ght be nore susceptible to, without his horn, than the average Linyaari

"Aari, are you all right?" she asked. "You |l ook ratherwell, no pale, but
see-throughish. | don't like the texture of your skin. And what you are saying
does not entirely nmake sense. Here, let nme feel your pul se. "

But he backed away a bit, babbling, "A reed is a reed by any other name and

woul d still not smell very nuch but be as graceful and delicious as Khornya."
He beckoned her to follow Which she did because whether his strange
utterances were a code for danger or because he was ill, she could hardly

i gnore them

Aari thought at first he must be dream ng. Khornya knelt a short distance from
his sl eeping mat. She was surrounded by a very bright light, as if perhaps
she'd taken .radiation, and was | ooking at himwith a yearning that echoed
that he felt whenever he | ooked at her

"Khornya!" he said, when she did not speak. "Khornya, is something wong? Are
t he Khi eevi attacking?" He | ooked for Thariinye, to waken and warn him but
the other man was not on his mat. This was not unusual for Thariinye. He had
been gone a great deal lately, working on translations and evacuation
procedures and al so apparently chatting up fenmales, even if they were the
wWrong species, just to keep in practice, as he said.

Khornya did not answer himdirectly but instead said something very strange.
He thought it night be code, but if so, no one had given himthe key.

"How do | |ove you?" she asked in Linyaari. "Let nme count the trails! | |ove
the very ions scattered behind your vessel. | love the fragrance of the grains
on which you sup. | love the-"



"You do?" Aari asked, conprehending that what she said was conplinentary if
not particularly coherent, evidently not code, but her own pent-up feelings.
Her tone of voice was rather declainmng and he could not read her at all. But
then, there were tinmes when that happened to him "But-lI have no horn."

"I love the horn you do not have and the horn you used to have and the horn
you wi Il have again," she continued, rather than answering him "Cone, ny

| ove, let us wander into a secluded bower and there take our ease, if you know
what | mean?" Very un-Khornya-like, she waggled a silver-white eyebrow and

wi nked at him He wondered if perhaps Hafiz's gardens had inadvertently been
planted with a stand of what was called "l oco weed" in the ancient Zane G ey
novel s of the wild western America.

Either that or it was sone peculiar fenmale mating ritual his nother had

negl ected to tell himabout. Well, there was no tinme to consult her now
Khornya was wafting away and he could not |et her wander around this huge
alien compound in such a state. Soneone mi ght take unfair advantage of her. He
rose to follow her.

She flitted ahead of himlike one of the ectoplasmic entities of the

wrai th-haunted ruined -world of Waali Waali his parents had taken himto as a
child. Back in the early days of terraform ng technol ogy, a powerful conpany
had rapidly terraformed planets, raised great cities upon them and settled
*whol e transpl anted civilizations upon their surfaces, where they thrived and
bred, | oved and warred for several eons. And then the terraforning
destabilized, the ice caps nelted, the seas froze, the nountains erupted, and
t he ground opened and buckl ed. The cities were ruined and the people were
killed, but the heavy gravity kept them bound to the surface, which had an

i ndeli ble nenmory of the former grandeur of its cities inprinted upon its
ruins. A simlar, nore tangible nmenory of its inhabitants, now bodil ess
spirits seeking some solid vessel in -which to be reborn, flickered about the
ruins in the same "way Khornya's white formwas now ki ndl ed, now quenched, as
she wound her way through the ornamental back alleys of Hafiz's conpound.

He could only follow, the winds and rain of Dr. Hoa's climactically generated
nmonsoon soaki ng through his mane, his steps clicking quickly up cobbled steps
| eadi ng t hrough narrow passages and by doorways shrouded -wi th night-vel veted
rugs and bl ankets, their patterns picked out golden with the light of the

hol o-torches fromthe main thoroughfares. Suddenly he saw Khornya's -white
form di sappear through a doorway and he found it, concealed by a waterfall of
| um nous beads, then he too quickly entered.

He t hreaded through -what seemed a naze, except that instead of blank walls,
there were nore often curtains, blankets, rugs, beads, and once, the side of a
| arge gray beast with flapping ears, long curving fangs, a nose |like a snake,
legs like pillars, and small, disinterested eyes that regarded himmldly,
then returned to contenplating the infinite. Aari passed the beast, but when
he | ooked back, all he saw was bl ackness.

He began to -wonder and to fear. Perhaps he was still in the Khieevi torture
machi ne, and his mnd -was playing cruel tricks on him all of this a nere
illusion to build his hope, to give hima dreamthey could cruelly dash?
But--well, no. He didn't hurt. That was a sure sign there were no Khieevi.
When he had been with the Khieevi the pain -was always -with himand now there
-was not hing but his body, feeling whole and quite astonishingly alive, and
the night, and Khornya flickering ahead of him a beckoning candle.

Abruptly, her white formtw nkled out ahead of himand then, rmuch farther than
he thought she could have gone in such a brief instant, he heard her call



"Aari?" in a rather plaintive and childish voice. He rushed forward.
"Khornya? "

"Aari, where are you?" she sounded not frightened but anxious.

"Ri ght behind you. I'Il be there in a nonment," he called, and he -was.
Suddenly he found hinself facing her across not a room but a nmoonlit field,
much |i ke the ones he renenbered from Vhiliinyar when he -was a boy. The noons

shone down through mst rising froma free-flowi ng stream and night birds
crooned softly fromthe boughs of scattered trees. Khornya stood near one of
the trees beside the stream and noted his arrival with relief.

"There you are!™

"OfF course | am" He went to her. He -was relieved to see she seened heal thier
and nore substantial than she had at first appeared in his pavilion. Her skin
radi ated warm h and the sweet clean floral snell she carried with her. But
there -was another nore enticing scent emanating fromher as -well. She | ooked
up at him-with her eyes wide and shining as the noons and her mouth noist.

"I feared you wouldn't come back," she said softly.

"Against love's fire fear's frost hath dissolution,” he said.

"Excuse ne?"

"It's something | read recently,” he told her, his hand running through her
mane, the backs of his fingers stopping to feel the curve of her cheek. "It
seemed appropriate.”

She sighed. "It sounds better in Standard."

"I will ask ny parents to tell ne Linyaari |ove poetry and fill your ears with
it, if that's what you -want," he said, realizing that the | anguage of |ove
must have been what she'd been trying to speak when she -was in his tent. She
was right, even with the neaning rather unclear, the poetry fromthe books
he'd been readi ng did sound nuch better in Standard.

"That is not all | want," she said, her voice husky and her breath sweet.

He felt parts of hinself he'd thought dead rushing to fill his veins with life
as hot and strong, as urgent as magma seeking to escape a vol canic fissure.
She lifted her arnms, alnost as if in a trance, and he took her into his own
and held her. Her sweet musky scent swept over himas they slid together into
the wi | dfl ower sprinkled grass, which was not danp and dewy as he expected,

but as warm and conforting as a bl anket.

Annella and Maati let out a sigh at the sanme tinme. Jana pulled them away from
the control booth for the holo suite. She had Laxne by the ear. Thariinye
lingered a little until Maati reached back and snagged his arm

"They deserve a little privacy," she said.

"I maybe shoul d have given hima few nore pointers before we started this,"
Thariinye said.
"There was no time," Laxme said. "They're going to make us | eave pretty soon
and we had to finish it-get themtogether before whatever is going to-happen
happens. "



"Looked to me |ike he was doing-they both were doing- just fine, wthout your
advice," Mati told Thariinye. "And we should | eave themto do it."

Jana grinned at her. "I think you' re wi se beyond your years, Mati."
"Someone has to be," Maati said, with a nmeaningful |ook at Thariinye.

Feeling quite pleased with thensel ves and considering their good deed a job
-wel|l done, the group of young people energed fromthe Spani sh-Morish castle
t hat housed the grandest of the holo hotels. The curtain swags and bead-draped
maze of back streets through which Aari and Acorna had foll owed each other's
doppel ganger was the hotel |obby. The suite Aari and Acorna occupi ed now was
on the second floor. The field of fragrant flowers and grass was actually a
rat her nice Turkonoon carpet, the streaman en suite |lap pool, in case they
wanted to bathe after their . . . activities.

No sooner had they emerged however, than Maati realized the air snelled subtly
di fferent-she recogni zed the snell too. It was the snmell of ships |anding.

Li nyaari ships. She recognized it even before she heard the boots pounding in
concerted double time down the street fromthe spaceport.

Wth each stroke of the hand, each gentle nip of teeth or |ap of tongue,
Acorna felt nore and nore bonded to Aari, as if they -were exchanging their
very nol ecul es, which of course, they -were, romantic as the thought m ght
sound. It didn't feel unromantic however. The urges that had been nysteriously
rising in her, troubling her dreans, thrilling her at inappropriate nonments,
were all about thi). This exquisite agonizing ache that made her feel as if
she woul d burst fromher skin if sonething didn't happen. She knew Aari felt
the sane -way and yet, he hesitated.

"I'f we-continue," he said. "There will be no going back."

"Way would | want to go back?" she asked. "You are ny lifemate. | think |'ve
al ways known that."

"Really? | didn't think-1 couldn't hope-"

She shushed himwith a kiss and they noved so that she was poi sed above him
hi s hands on her wai st.

"Now, bel oved?" he asked.

She bit her lower Iip and nodded enphatically, "Yes. Now "

The doubl e- qui ck poundi ng boots rounded the corner and the security forces
halted with two quick and perfectly synchroni zed stonps. Nadhari Kando paced
effortlessly at the head of the cadre and Captain Becker pantingly trailed
behi nd the buff and ready cream of planetary mlitia from Federation -worlds.
Nadhari glared at the children. "It is long after curfew"

"What curfew?" Jana asked, innocently.

"Were you not at the briefing at twenty hundred hours this evening?" Nadhari
asked. "We have a red alert situation and a curfewis in effect until further

notice."

"So what're you gonna do, shoot us?" Laxme demanded. He |iked being free after
his childhood in the nines. He did not take kindly to orders, even fromthe



good guys. O gals.

Nadhari pursed her |ips and regarded himseriously. "No, but you could ask
Becker's friend Aari how nmuch fun it is to not be where you' re supposed to
when the evacuation starts and be | eft behind when the Khieevi attack."

None of the kids said anything and Nadhari continued. "Now then, Mati,
Thariinye, you are to report to the reception area. The Bal aklire has just

| anded and they are very anxious to see that all of you are alive and well. |
need to find Aari and Acorna, too."

Becker grimaced and told Maati, "That witch of an adm nistrator canme on the
Bal akiire, too. |I bet the Linyaari couldn't take her on the planet anynore.
But Neeva really wants to see everybody and make sure you're all okay."

"I'"l'l go tell her Khornya is okay," Mati said. Wth a wi cked grin she added,
"Thariinye can fill Liriili .in."

"No, that's okay," Becker said. "Just tell us where Acorna is and I'lIl get
her."

Thariinye's glance strayed toward the hotel entrance and Becker asked, "Are
they still in there? Wiy didn't you say so?

"Good. I'lIl fetch them" Nadhari said, and before anyone could stop her she
pushed past them and entered the hotel. Monents |later she emerged, | ooking
nost uncharacteristically enbarrassed and shane-faced. "Wy didn't you tell ne
t hey were-uh-occupi ed? " she demanded. "I thought you had all been playing a
gane or having a neeting or somrething! Wat were you doing, using their
rendezvous as a training class?"

Maati's face fell. "Noooo, we were trying to get themtogether. And we did,
too. And nowit's all ruined!"

"Uh-not entirely,” Nadhari said. "Not fromwhat | saw. But | certainly spoiled
t he nmood. "

Annel l a groaned. "It took us weeks to set that up."

"Set what up?" Becker asked suspiciously, but Annella, Mrkel, and Jana were
shaki ng their heads slightly that Maati should say no nore.

In a few m nutes, Aari and Acorna wal ked purposefully fromthe hotel, as if
t hey hcu) been interrupted in nothing nore personal than a neeting, except

that every once in a while one of themwould steal a | ook at the other one.
And smile. O sigh. O get lost in |ooking and stunble.

Nadhari said nothing as she |l ed the way back to the spaceport. Becker tal ked
rather a | ot.

The Niriian refugees endured the Linyaari reunion and the subsequent confusing
introductions as well as they could, until at |ast they net someone whose nane
they recogni zed. "And this," Vi”“ec>haanye-ferUU Neeva said, "lIs M. Hafz

Har akam an. "

"The Hafiz Harakam an of the nessage?" they cried, and faced himw th broad
smles. "Ah, it is you, exalted sir, who will save our world and our people.
But it rmust be done quickly. Many die even as we stand here -wasting tinme with
these formalities."”



Neeva transl ated and Hafiz smled broadly back at his guests. "I amvery sorry

for the plight of your planet, dear alien beings, but you see, I ama
merchant. Wiile it was within my power to provide you and the nei ghboring
worlds with a warni ng about the Khieevi nenace, | amnot a -warrior or a

warl ord, nmerely a hunble tradesman."

This was the point when Khornya was sorely m ssed. Neeva understood Niriian
very well indeed, but she m ssed many of the nuances of Hafiz's speech

"He says he can't save them" Neeva said. "He is no -warrior, merely a rich
nmer chant . " Hafi z caught her | ook and saw that he had fallen sonewhat in her
estimation. The Niriians weren't buying it, however. They set thenselves even
nmore squarely in front of himand stuck their round jaws out a bit and sniled
even nore broadly and determ nedly.

"Sister-child' s father's sister-brother Hafiz," Neeva said, for had he hinself
not said he felt as if he were related to the Linyaari as he was to Khornya
hersel f-therefore he would naturally also be related to Neeva. "I nust tel

you that these Niriians are very stubborn people. Once they put their mnds to
a thing, they do not budge until they have achieved their goals."

"Most admirable,” Hafiz said nodding and smiling still. "But their tenacity
cannot change the facts."

At this inmpasse, Nadhari Kando and Captain Becker and the little cadre of
security troops Nadhari comranded marched into the reception area. Wth them
were a gaggle of children including Maati, as well as Thariinye, Aari, and
Khor nya.

"My husband is a nerchant, as he has explained to you el evated alien beings,"
Kar | na Har akam an now addressed the Niruans with an apol ogetic flutter of
lilac-and-violet draperies and a sparkle of anethyst-jewel ed hands. "Surely
you woul d not wish himto subject hinmself and those he protects to the sane
fate your planet has nmet? Hafiz is a genius at accumul ating and distributing
useful things and services. The idea of the sort of mass destruction the

Khi eevi weak is abhorrent to him but also totally inconprehensible. | don't
know how you coul d possi bly inagine he could be of assistance.™

Liruli had a fine curl to her Iip and to " Neeva, said in Linyaari, "It is as
| suspected. Your great hero-our adopted 'uncle'-is perfectly willing to trade
with us but as far as being a true friend of anyone but hinsel f-hah!"

Neeva tried valiantly not to let the disappointnment show in her eyes as she
murmured to the unflinching Niriians.

Acorna was roused from her bermusenent by this exchange, and separated herself
fromAari and the others to go stand next to Hafiz.

To Liriili she said, "That is not fair. Uncle Hafiz is responsible for the
lives of all of the people here and their welfare has to be his first

consi deration. And he and Captain Becker have been making some strides in
perhaps finding a way to conbat the Khieevi w thout risking nore lives."

"I's that so?" Liriili demanded. And before anyone could stop her, she
transl ated a version of what Acorna had said to the Niriians. The result of
this was that one of them follow ng Acorna's glance to where Becker stood
besi de Nadhari, reached out a muscul ar arm and haul ed Becker into a great
crushing hug.

Liriili smirked. "Qur allies say the junk man is their hero and surely if he



knows a way to fight the Khieevi, he will use it quickly to save what is left
of their world."

Acorna translated to Becker, "They want you to use the methods we have

di scovered to fight the Khieevi now, Captain, to save the rest of their
-world."

"Ckay, okay!" Becker hollered. "Just tell themto et me go! W'll talk."
This time Thariinye stepped in to translate, adding his usual flourishes.
The Niriian did not |oosen its grip on Becker.

"What did you say?" Aari asked Thariinye. "It's not working."

"I told themthe captain was a great hero and had al ready slain many Khieevi
and woul d save their honeworld with the help of the phil anthropi st Uncle

Hafiz."

"Tell themthey have to |l et Captain Becker go before he can help them" Acorna
suggest ed.

Thariinye spoke to the Niriians again and the one who hel d Becker released him
with such an enthusiastic clap on the back that the captain staggered into
the arns of Nadhari Kando, and stepped on the cat's tail as he stunbl ed.

RK rewarded hi m by opening his | eg fromkneecap to ankl e.

Nadhari patted Becker absently and shoved himgently aside to pick up the cat
and croon to it. "Your servant neant no di srespect, sacred feline. Is your

magni fi cent tail broken?" She | ooked at the nearest Linyaari, -who happened to
be Liriili. "Please heal the tail of the sacred tenple cat."
Liriili, much to the surprise of anyone who was paying attention to her

abandoned her goadi ng behavi or of the rest of the humans to add one of her
hands to Nadhari's in RK's thick fur, cradle his tail in the other hand, and
gently lowered her horn to touch it. The cat imediately began purring and
rubbed his cheek against Liriili's.

"If that isn't adding insult to injury!" Becker yow ed, clutching his bl oody
pant | eg.

Aan scow ed at Thariinye, who quickly stopped jabbering to the Niriians and
knelt beside Becker. "Sorry, Captain, allow ne." He placed Becker's foot upon
his own bent knee and ran his horn the length of the cat scratch

Becker let out a long sigh of relief.

Liriili was crooning to RK. "I had a little pahaantiyir once and you are very
like him sacred tenple cat, yes, you are, you lovely creature!" Tears were
actually coming to her eyes now. "Ch, how |l wi sh he were with nme now, ny
little friend, when | am surrounded by ill-w shers."

RK purred as if he had found a new best friend.

"Traitor," Becker grow ed.

Conme, ny friends, let us refresh ourselves in the gardens and discuss this
brilliant plan of ours." Hafiz waggled an eyebrow at Becker, but the eye under
the brow was extrenely skepti cal



O course, Becker didn't really have a plan. Acorna knew that. But between the
experiences the current crew of the Condor had and the skills and resources of
Hafi z Har akam an, Acorna saw the conponents of a rather good plan taking form
Al it took to forrmulate -was for everyone involved to pool their resources.

As the others trailed off behind Hafiz, Acorna fetched Mac. "The captain told
nme | should remain here, Acorna, and nonitor the Khieevi broadcasts."

"You are recording them aren't you?" Acorna asked.
Yes.

"Then you can listen to the recordi ngs when you return. W need you now,
MacKenZ. Captain Becker is going to explain to Uncle Hafiz how we can def eat
t he Khieevi."

"Ch, that would be nost instructive. | amgrateful you thought to bring ne,
Acorna."

She smled and eased himaway fromthe Khieevi shuttle. He had spent so |ong
with it the snell had perneated himand she had to stop and give hima
once-over -with her horn to erase the unpl easant odor

"OfF course you nust come, Mac. Wthout you and your skills, we would not have
a hope of defeating the Khieevi."

"Now then, Captain, we are all eager to hear your plan," Neeva said.

"Ye-es, dear fellow " Hafiz said. "Please enlighten us."

"Ch, you're part of it, too. Uncle Hafiz," Acorna assured him "In fact, we
can't do it wi thout Uncle Hafiz's hol ographic magi c can -we, Captain Becker?"

"Uh-no, of course not," Becker agreed.

They sat on | ow cushi oned chairs positioned near the fountain. Servers brought
delicacies for the humans, while the Niriians and the Linyaari -were invited
to pluck -whatever appealed to themfromthe bounty of the |ush gardens
surroundi ng the pool into -which the -waters splashed fromthe horn of a

uni corn, rampant. The Linyaari who had not yet seen this fountain re garded it
wi th wonder, even Liriili. This was not the usual way in which honage was paid
to the Ancestors, but no doubt the Ancestors woul d approve.

"And as | was telling Mac, we can't do without his skills. O course, if Aari
had not nade an effort to recall all he knew of the Khieevi, had not
concentrated so hard on the piiyl that was, | amsorry to say, Toroona and
Byorn, the | egacy of one of your brave crews, we woul d never have | earned
their | anguage or anything about how they function."” The Niriians were
actually a mated couple, fermale and nmale, rather than two nal es as those
unacquai nted with the speci es had assumed. Becker was surprised to find that
his ribs had al nost been broken by Toroona, the female.

"Yeah," Becker said, "Aari found out about another inportant part of the plan
too. Namely that a substance we discovered while on a salvage mssion is toxic
to the Khieevi. And what Kaarlye and Miri have been doing is analyzing the
damage to the corpses as well as the effects of the substance on other things.
What have you fol ks come up with anyway?"

"We are still exploring possible ways to synthesize the substance, Captain,



and to utilize it in a controlled fashion outside its native environnment."

"That's okay," Becker said. " 'Cause the truth is, there's nothing wong with
using it inits native environment. See, it's this vine world, full of these
big plants that secrete the sap that eats through the Khieevi shells. The way
| figure it, if Hafiz here can make use of his holos to nmake the vine world
appear to be like a Linyaari outpost or sonething,'and Mac can persuade the
Khi eevi that he's one of their guys who survived in the shuttle we've

been-wel I, Mac's been-studying, and we can set up drones and such to nake it
seem i nhabited, then the Khieevi will maybe |eave the Niriians to cone to the
vine world, and the vines will attack 'em sap 'em and no nore Khieevi."
Everyone agreed that it was a brilliant plan. Alnmost all of it could be

carried out by renote control, once the vine world had been prepared to | ook

i nhabited. The only danger was that the vine world was closer to both the Mon
of Opportunity and to narhii-Vhiliinyar than the Niriian homeworld, but they
could not, of course, let that weigh too heavily against the lives of any
Niriians still surviving the initial Khieevi attack.

The Niriians listened anxiously to the translations, their faces stoic, but
when they spoke at |ast their words sounded urgent.

"Time is of the essence,” Neeva interpreted. "They inplore us to begin
i mpl enenting the plan i mediately."

The Moon of Opportunity shut down its recreational functions and trade
centers. Personnel were reassigned to energency functions. |If the plan worked
as everyone hoped it would, security, medical, and reconstruction teanms woul d
be sent to Nirii following the destruction of the Khieevi.

Aboard the ConSor, Mac reassenbl ed the Khieevi shuttle.

Kaarlye and Miri continued their experinmentation with the sap and their
studi es of Khieevi anatony and physiology in the |aboratory.

The children were assigned to either the AcaBecki or the Haven for evacuation
However, Annella Carter, Markel, and Jana were remaining as | ong as possible
in order to help Hafiz prepare the necessary hol ograns.

"We nust sinmulate a civilization sufficiently luscious to induce salivation
anong the Khieevi," Hafiz instructed his pupils. "W shall transfer the hol os
of Linyaari pavilions to nestle themanong the vines. W will also need to use
the Baiakiire as a nodel for simulating other Linyaari vessels of different
designs."

"Ch, goody," Annella said. "It will be like decorating giant Easter eggs!"

"Al so, we nust have hol os of individuals-Linyaari and the N rnans. W can do
several sims of each of the Linyaari guests and hope the Khieevi will not be
aware of the duplication."”

"W al ready have done ones of Aari and Acorna,"” Annella told Hafiz.

"Have you?" Hafiz asked. "That is excellent. Excellent indeed."

"Yes, and we can do ne and Thariinye next," Muati said. "Except | want ny holo
to be really large and fierce."

"Why bot her?" Thariinye said. "All they have to do is make an “altered hol o of
Liriili and she'll probably frighten the Khieevi into |eaving a sline trai



all the way back to their homeworld."

Sevent een

The first invasion of the vine world was both human and Linyaari. Acorna,
nmovi ng gently anong the fragrant vines, felt renorseful for what her people
-were about to bring upon this self-contained ecol ogy.

The plants felt far less alien this tinme, and far nore friendly, now that she
knew what their sap could do to Khieevi. She had scarcely noticed before how
exquisitely beautiful the flowers were, with their petals shaded fromcreamto
ivory to mlky white and translucent, with the barest hints of pink near the
st amen.

The scent did not seem so overpowering as it had before. Instead it was rather
hypnotic, perneating her other senses so strongly that it seened to be a
color, a taste, a voice, as *well as a snell. As technicians and scientists
barged through the vines so quickly the plants whi pped back and forth as if in
a strong wind, Acorna nerely held her hand al oft and the ropes of |eaf and
flower parted for her like a curtain. Perhaps she was thinking of these vines
as saviors, chanpions, defenders of her kind agai nst Khieevi kind, but they
were altogether nore attractive to her than on her last visit.

Kaarlye and Miri led teanms of volunteers in the harvesting of the sap. They
brought containers, of course, but all the really needed was their own

f oot wear and gl oves, which collected plenty of the sticky substance as the
peopl e pl owed through the vines.

Techni ci ans carefully placed the drones that would transmit signals to lure

t he Khieevi away fromthe N ruans. These would be overlaid with hol ograns of
Li nyaari ships and pavilions being projected by other technicians while the
programed Linyaari hol os began nmilling around anong the hol o-structures |ike
so many ghosts.

Acorna found it quite startling -when she parted the vines ewith a small
gesture to face herself on the other side of them a self apparently kneeling
to collect sap and nurnuring oddsoundi ng words. Acorna retreated two careful
steps and the vines closed back over the projection.

"Hmm " she said to herself, and returned to where the ships that had brought
t he technicians, scientists, and equi pnent were alnost totally wapped in
Vi nes.

"Captain, | think I may have | earned sonething about these plants," she began

"Yeah, well, save it, Princess. W got us a situation here. Mst of the hol os
are being hidden by the vines. Except for the projections we can nmake from
above, of the tents and the ships, and only the tops of them are showi ng, this
is still looking pretty nuch like -what it is, a vine world. It's going to
take either sone earth-noving nmachi nes or sone heavy machete work to clear
spaces for the holos and then these things have a way of growi ng back. The
only good thing about it is that nowing a few of them down w |l produce nore
sap. But howit's going to work for a decoy, | dunno." He scratched his

must ache in a thoughtful way.



"Wait, Captain. Perhaps that won't be necessary. Perhaps we can conmuni cate
with them"

The Captain | ooked at her as if she were insane. "Acorna. Darling. Sweetie.
Princess. Honey. Excuse ne. You're a real bright kid, but they are plants. You
eat them You <)on't discuss strategy with them"

"Perhaps not. But if you use heavy equi pnment or even nmachetes to clear the
area around the holos, then won't that defeat the purpose? Especially if the
vines do not regenerate quickly enough in this area? Then the Khieevi wll
simply land in an area filled with holos, and once they discover that the bait
is indeed, merely a collection of hologranms, they will go back to the
Niriians, or what will be worse for all of us, follow the projections back to
the source and prey on the Mon of Cpportunity instead.”

The nmustache bristled and Becker scratched it again. "OK Guess we better have
a council of war here.”

Acorna made the same speech to Rafik, GIll, and via transmtter to Hafiz,
orbiting the planetoid in the Ail Baba, one of his nore nodest vessels. Karina
Har akanm an, who had cone along as the nmission's "spiritual adviser," answered
for Hafiz. "OF course, Acorna, dear, you are quite right to try gentle
persuasion first. I will have the first officer transport me to the surface at
once so that | may assist."

"How kind," Acorna said, quite insincerely, but there was no point in hurting
Kanna's feelings. Fortunately, her new "auntie" was a mnd reader only on very
spor adi ¢ occasi ons, and those were never the ones Karina predicted or
anti ci pat ed.

At Acorna's signal, the Balakiire | anded besi de the hol os of the other

Li nyaari ships, sonme of them decorated with bunnies and flowers as well as the
nore usual rococo designs that synbolized the great famlies and heroes of the
Li nyaari peopl e.

Thariinye and Maati, who had been setting up the smaller hol os and who had

al so noted the problem of the vines obscuring them responded to Acorna's
ment al summons, and Aari, who had been keeping her within sight as much as was
possi bl e, joined them

"I don't suppose the LAANYE will be of any help here," Acorna said. "But
think we nust try thought transference with the beings on this planet."

"The vines?" Aari asked.
"Yes," she said. "It cane to nme while | was out anong themthat they may
conmuni cate by their scent. Remenber, the first tinme we cane here, it was
al nost over powering. "

"It still is right around the ships, and where Captain Becker and the
scientists are working," Maati said. "But | noticed as we got a little farther
away, planting sone of the holos, that the snell was actually kind of pretty."

"Sexy," Thariinye said.
-Maati put an elbowin his ribs. "Trust you to think so, even about vines!"

Aari shrugged. "I don't see what help | can be. I'mnot very psychic w thout
my-"



Acorna had to turn to face himas he was behind her, one hand resting lightly,
reassuringly on one of her shoulders. "Aari," she said, staring, not into his
eyes, but slightly above them

The ot her Linyaari, including his parents, who had just arrived, panting,
hefting their collection bags, foll owed her gaze. "Aari, what is that on your
scar?" she asked, a little breathless with hope as she reached up to touch
thinking realistically that she would probably encounter a piece of a petal
fromone of the vine flowers. Her finger and his touched the little white

pr ot uberance at the sane tine.

"I't's horn!" he said. "My horn is regenerating. The graft is finally taking."
(And 1'Il bet 1| know why,) Thariinye whispered, |aughing.

Bot h Acorna and Aari blushed and Maati, who al so picked up the whisper
stonped hard on Thariinye's foot.

Acorna enbraced Aari and his parents and Maati touched himbriefly.

Karina arrived. "l suppose we should start by everyone forming a circle!" she
said brightly.

"Why?" everyone el se asked, alnost in unison
"The better to commune, of course!" Karina said.

"Wth our species or yours maybe," Acorna told her gently. "But | think
perhaps with these beings we might need to use different nmethods. One thing

do feel we rnust do, however, is to distance ourselves fromthe main part of
the canp. The odor given off by the vines is the npbst overpowering and noxi ous
near the ships."

Acorna led theminto the vines, which parted al nost politely before her and
the others. They wal ked perhaps a half of a kilonmeter fromthe ships before
Acorna stopped and inhal ed.

"What do you snell?" she asked.

"It's nice here," Maati said. "Does that mean the plants here aren't as upset
as the ones near the ships?"

"I don't know really," Acorna said. "It's just something | thought -we m ght
try. "

"It sounds pretty silly to me," Liriili said, though she had been unusually
qui et until then. "How ever can you imagi ne that something can comunicate
with snells?"

Min | aughed. "Wat do you think -we do when -we're ready to mate, Liriili? O
ot her species for that matter? Wth pheronones!"”

"I't's not unheard of for species to comunicate with sonething other than
sound, after all," Neeva said. "Many do by sight, or touch, or, as we do
oursel ves, by thought alone. Had you spent nore tine investigating the
uni verse around you, Liriili, you would know that."

Acorna said, "Now | renenber! Ants! Little ants comunicate by pheronpnes

too-a fairly complex set of snmells to give ", each other signals, indicate



pat h-ways, that sort of thing."
"Ye-es," Liriili said, sounding al nost pleasant, "O course.

Paha, ntiydr<f also | eave scent marks on their territory, or for mating. | just
never thought of it as communication before.™

"Yes, well, live and learn," Neeva said as diplomatically as possible, clearly
not wishing to discourage Liriili's willingness to consider for once that
somet hi ng soneone el se said nmight actually contain merit. "The problemis how
we should interpret the scents given here."

"That probably won't be as hard," Acorna said, "As sonehow managi ng to

conmuni cate with the plants thenselves. But | wondered-if the scents synbolize
their thought forns, perhaps we can find some commopn ground to teach them
somet hi ng about ours."

"Why?" Thariinye asked.

"There are many good reasons why one would wi sh to comruni cate with a new
species, Thariinye," Neeva said. "But the specific one Khornya has in mnd,
suspect, is so that we m ght

ask the vines to part and allow the hol ograns to be seen by the Khieevi."

"But first "we nust find a common vocabul ary," Khaan said. "What do we know

about the vines? How could we show simlarity?"

"We-ell," -Maati said, "If-we want themto part, maybe she should start with
that. They cone together and they spread apart. Maybe we can show that with
each other."

"But they don't conmmuni cate by what they see," Liriili said, and for once she
-was using a reasonable, if inpatient, tone that only slightly hid the fact
that she was as puzzled as any of the rest of them "They conmunicate by
smell."

"But they convey a thought, sort of," -Miati argued. Acorna thought the girl
had matured a great deal since she had stopped being Liriili's messenger. She
was nmuch nore confident now.

(Showi ng of f for her parents,) Thariinye, catching Acorna's thought,

-whi spered to her uncharitably. But Aan scowmed at him as if he read the
t hought too, and Thariinye | ooked away as if the thought had been sent by
soneone el se.

"Yes," Acorna agreed with Maati. "It is a thought form however they express
it and who knows? Maybe to the vines, we exude a scent too when we are
thinking certain things. Only we'd be a lot nore conplicated for themto read,
maybe, than they are for us. Let's try to sinplify it for them Everyone
spread apart and concentrate, as we do so, that we are spreading apart."

"Qur essential apartness,” intoned Karina.

(Move gently, spread wide,) Acorna whispered. "Karina, think, 'Mve gently,
spread wide.' "

"Amantral! | love it!" Karina squealed. "Mve gently, spread w de. Mve
gently, spread w de,"



"Softly," Acorna said. "In fact, don't say it, think it."
Kari na nodded gravely and only noved her lips to the words.

The whi sper was taken up by the others, in unison, (Mve gently, spread wide).
Their line spread until they could not touch outspread hands. As they noved at
first the plants only parted to |l et each individual pass but gradually, as the
peopl e kept whispering, the vines softly lay thensel ves down upon each ot her
until there was a | arge rectangul ar area open around the Linyaari and Kari na.

When this concept seenmed to be understood, Acorna said softly to Karina, who
was on her right, while whispering to the others, (C ose up, gather together
twi ning, tangling, plaiting).

The others took it up and gently canme together, then pressed thenselves in
cl oser, Joining hands, lacing fingers, w apping knees and feet around |egs,
hi ps, and waists as tightly as possible-and then nore tightly as the vines

| ocked in around them squeezing until Acorna gasped, "Mwve gently, spread
wi de" again and the others picked up the thought. It took the vines a
breat ht aki ng nonent to realize that this time, they nust spread first, but
their scent lightened fromthe suffocatingly close aroma it had becone while
hol di ng the Linyaari, and the vines spread once nore.

"These plants are definitely sapient beings," Neeva said approvingly-and
apparently somewhat fragrantly. The vines swayed gently back and forth, as if
pl eased, and emtted a light, sweet arons.

"CGood," Acorna said, "Because now we have to tell them about the Khieevi."
"Why?" Thariinye asked.
"And how, " added JVI aati .

"Because," Aari said. "W are bringing the Khieevi anmong themto be killed,
but the Khieevi may also kill many of the vine people. When we thought they
-were not possessed of intelligence, then it seemed good to | et the Khieevi
graze here and be killed by the sap. But now that we bring this evil upon

t hese beings, the least we can do is -warn them™

"Where are they going to go if they object?" Liriili asked archly.
"That is not the point," Neeva said. "Now that we know they are beings who
woul d suffer fromthe Khieevi as we would, we naturally will continue Captain
Becker's plan only with their cooperation.™

"Which we will obtain how?" Liriili demanded with the sane archness.

"My collection bag!" Miri said suddenly. "Were is it?"
"There-anmong the vines," Kaarlye said. "M ne too. They're open. Do you suppose
the plants mind that we are taking the sap?"

"Perhaps they don't mnd so nuch as-wonder -what we are doing with it," Acorna
ventured. "After all, they know what function it serves for them but it mnust
be hard for themto understand why we would wi sh to take sone away."

"Mt her, Father,"” Aari said, "I know of one snell that is very evocative-that
m ght denpbnstrate to themexactly what ewe are trying to convey. Do you have
anything with you that snells |ike the Khieevi?"



"Ch no," Miri said. "W bathe very carefully after our |aboratory work."

"Il bet MacKenZ does," Acorna said. "The ship still reeks horribly of
Khi eevi when you first board it, no matter how many tines horns purify the
air. That shuttle has the stench hardwired into its structure, | believe."

"I"ll go ask him" Mati said.

She returned a short tine [ater holding a peculiar |ooking object at arns
length in one gl oved hand, while she held her nose with the other

"I guess I'"'mnot old enough yet to purify it," she said.

"Good. Don't anyone else try to erase the snell till we can show the vine

bei ngs what it neans," Acorna said. "Now then, set the thing down, Muati, and
let us all allow ourselves to react as we would to a Khieevi with it-fear

di sgust, horror, anger, feel themas hard as you can and send. Wbrk yourself
up into a sweat if possible.™

They all did as she suggested. Aari grew particularly rank with sweat and the
stench of fear so that even she could smell him though usually the Linyaari
had only a pleasant odor, if any.

The vines shook and trenmbled at first and then all at once they swept past the
peopl e and converged on the Khieevi object, pouring sap over it, alnopst
shooting the viscous fluid fromtheir stens and bl ossons until the thing was
entirely covered.

"They get it!" Thariinye cried. "They understand."
"Either that or they're sinply acting fromself-protection,” Liriili said.
"Maybe we shoul d make a holo of the Khieevi to show thenP" Maati suggested

"I'f they comunicate by scent, they'll know the Khieevi -when they snell
them and apparently they know what to do with themtoo," Mlireenya said.

"We need our collection bags back," Kaarlye said.

Acorna frowned. "Perhaps they' Il understand now. Try to take it back. They
know we are afraid of the Khieevi and they have probably noticed that -we
can't exude sap as they can. That night be clear enough to themwe fear
somet hing they have a defense for that -we don't."

Kaarl ye reached for the sack and net with no resistance as he reclained it and
then Miri's fromthe vines that had been curled protectively over it.

"Back to the original problemof the holos. |I suggest that we sinmply go to the
various holos and ask the plants to spread apart where they are. W will have
to work on suggesting that they remain that way until the Khieevi are anong
them™

Neeva shook her head. "The initial problemisn't the main question now Wth
beings as intelligent as these, we have no right to sacrifice themto spare
the Niriians, or ourselves for that matter."

"So, let's show themthe piiyi," Thariinye said.

"If they can't see it, how can they judge?"



"Can they snell it?" Aari asked. "Becker -was conplaining of the snell of the
piiyi. W still have the capsule in which we found it. Perhaps the snell of
that will convey information to the plants that it does not to us."

"I suppose it's worth a try," Acorna said. "Though | hope we're not giving
themthe wong snells."

Thariinye and Aari duly boarded the Condor and energed with the piiyi. They
were trailed by RK, who ignored the snelly organi c comunications device to
sniff the plants, after which the cat turned his hoisted tail to the nearest
vine and, with a mghty shudder of his magnificently furred appendage, let fly
a bolus of eau “e chat that nomentarily overpowered the scent of the flowers.
The vines bent down and for a noment Acorna feared they woul d perhaps attack
RK, but they seened instead to be bowing to him

"Look!" -Maati cried. "They recognize his scent! They know he's a sacred
temple cat! It's like he's blessed them™

Neeva wrinkl ed her nose. "If that is the blessing of the sacred tenple cat, |
shoul d hate to snell the curse!"”

The piiyi was attached to a portabl e scanner and played for the plants. The
vines reacted to nothing until the Khieevi appeared on the piiyi. Then, to
everyone's surprise, the plants sprayed the piiyi with sap

"Well," Acorna said, "they clearly recognize the Khieevi. Even when Captain
Becker behaved aggressively toward the plants, they didn't spray sap at him or
us, but just the inmage and the klacking of the Khieevi cause the plants to
attack."

Aari nodded. "Yes, | think it is because the Khieevi seemto the vines to be
| arger versions of the insects their sap is created to destroy. That first
time -we were here-when |- when | had to return to the ship? | saw the
resident insects in the sap and they rem nded nme of the Khieevi. Very much."

Neeva frowned. "If the plants regard the Khieevi as natural enem es, and
respond aggressively automatically, then | think perhaps this plan will work
and still be within the bounds of diplomatic integrity. Now then, all -we have

to do is get themto spread thensel ves away fromthe holos."

Wth the comruni cation they had al ready established, this did not prove
difficult. Even Becker was inpressed by the cooperation of the vines. Wen the
| ast drones -were planted, the crew of the Cow)or | ooked down to see a little
frontier outpost of the Linyaari, nestled anong flowering vines. Tall unicorn
peopl e scurried to and fro anong the buil di ngs and vi nes.

"That ought to be enough to fool the Khieevi," Becker said, and turned to Mac,
"Are you ready to transnmit fromyour shuttle?" "Aye, Captain." -Mc said.

"Then stand by. As soon as the area is cleared, you can invite your friends to
our garden party," Becker said, his nustache bristling as he bared his teeth
i n what Acorna deci ded was not a show of friendship.

"Uncle, | thought we agreed that the children were to be evacuated here to the
Moon of Opportunity i mediately,"” Rank Nadezda reni nded Hafi z.

"Ah, but that was before the excellent Becker devised his excellent plan,"

Hafiz said. "And Anbassador Neeva and the em nent Lnyaari scientists Kaarlye
and Miri assure me it will succeed, as does our own bel oved Acorna. So why
send the kiddies home? And if they go, why not all of us? And if "we go, so



goes a large portion of the assets of House Harakani an, which | have invested
in the establishnment of the Mbon of Qpportunity." Seeing his nephew s eyes
snap and his nouth open, Hafiz added hastily, "I know, dear boy, | know, of
course, that human-and Linyaari-life is not to be neasured agai nst nere
profit. Naturally. But is it not true as well that these people, Acorna's
peopl e, have cone to rely upon us for a certain neasure of protection-swell

per haps, support is a better word? And if we begin sending away our own
children, indicating that we believe danger still exists, does this not inmply
that ours are nore inportant than their |oved ones? Such an inplication hardly
sets the right tone, you see?"

"Tone be damed!" Rafik said. "These kids have al ready been through a thousand
ki nds of hell and*we have definitely pronised them our protection. The

Li nyaari are home, as are their children. Qur kids should return to Maganos
Moonbase and stay there until the Khieevi are no | onger a problem And the
Haven has no business here either."

"The Haven is free to go whenever it w shes. Thus far the Starfarers have

decided to remain with us." "You can't allowit. Uncle Hafiz. It's nuch too
risky."
"Nephew, dear boy, listen to ne. Life is risky. Business- successfu

busi ness-is even nore so. W are pioneers, son of ny heart. If we are to tread
the surface of planets -which have never known a human footprint, if we are to
trade in currency as yet untouched by human hand, risks are necessary."

Rafi k's eyes narrowed and his tone -was filled with disgust he didn't bother
to conceal. "You say this to nme, you who cowered in the underground shelter of
your conpound at Laboue when you first saw what the Khieevi did to their

pri soners?"

Sweat broke out on Hafiz's forehead despite the sweet and nmild day Dr; Hoa's
weat her iriagic had provided. "The shock of first contact, dear boy." Hafiz
blotted the noisture with a nonogranmed scarlet synsilk tissue. "But, very

-well, if you insist, your aunt and I will personally escort the children back
to Federation space, while you as my heir and representative will naturally

conduct business as usual until the crisis has passed and it is safe for us to
return. At which time you will see the wi sdom of your old uncle's counsel and

realize how hasty you have been."

Rafik smled ruefully, to let his uncle know he had been out maneuvered. Hafiz
could now take Karina and the children and retire fromthe field, |eaving
others to face danger for the sake of his profit. On the other hand, with the
old man and the kids safely out of the way, Rafik could command the
dismantling of the Moon imediately if it |ooked like Becker's plan to

eradi cate the danger fromthe Khieevi might fail.

Hafiz knew this, of course. And furthernore, he knew that Rafik knew that he
knew. But it was rmuch easier to handle matters this -way, allowing Rafik to
make t he decisions that would preserve or risk life, determine profit or |oss.
After all, Rafik was now head of House Harakam an, -while Hafiz was
technically retired. But these things -were very difficult and nmust be
handl ed delicately. If the Moon of Opportunity failed, it would be on Rank's
head, and not Hafiz's.

Thus as soon as the holo teamreturned fromthe vine "world, the Acadeckt and
t he Haven were | oaded with the chil dren of Maganos Moonbase. As a mark of his
faith that he would be returning shortly, Hafiz left the Sharazad on the Mon
of Opportunity and submitted hinself and Karina to the far |ess conmodi ous

accommodati ons of the AcaSeckl. Rafik had suggested the gesture, both because



the plans were already in place to use the AcaSecki for evacuation and al so
because, shoul d general evacuati on becone necessary, the Sharaza<) was | arger
and <woul d hold nore personnel

Wth Aari translating, Kaarlye and Miri approached Hafiz just before he
boarded. Miri spoke first and Aari said, "My nother inplores you to take ny
sister with you and the children. My parents vow to remain here and conti nue
searching for a way to exploit this biological 'weapon the vine world has
provi ded, although you understand of course that no Lnyaari can actually
deploy it as an inplenment of aggression, even against the Khieevi. However,
they say they can work better if they know that Maati is safe. They wi shed for
me to join her, but Khornya and I wish to remain with Captain Becker. M
sister is young and | ongs for new experiences, and would very nuch like to see
the Federation worlds. So take her with you. Take Thariinye as well so that
one of her own kind bears her company." He | ooked back to his nother for
further words but she was swall owi ng hard and | ooki ng away.

As Maati and Thariinye transferred ships, Thariinye conplained that he wanted
to stay -with the Condor but he drew only a stern | ook from Neeva, who
silently indicated he should obey.

What no one said, or even whispered, was that if the Khieevi prevailed,
despite the plan, and once nore attacked narhii-Vhiliinyar, at |east there
woul d be one young nal e and one young fenmale of the Linyaari safe in
Federation space, as hope for the Linyaari. Meanwhile, the Balakiire's
remai ni ng crew worked on coordinating with other teans of volunteer rescuers,
in the event it becane possible to take a relief mission to Nirii once the

Khi eevi had been lured away. Distressing transmi ssions fromthe Khieevi showed
themtorturing stoic two-horned bei ngs who were obviously in great pain, but
refusing to utter a sound or show any fear at all. Even stranger, Toroona and
Byorn, "who had been so enptional on their planet's behal f when asking for
hel p, watched the transm ssions -with the sanme stoicism Their enotions showed
only when they turned away as the frustrated Khieevi increased their efforts
until their prisoners, still silent, died.

Becker and RK enjoyed a brief reunion with Nadhari. She, as security chief,
was now second in authority on the Moon of Cpportunity only to Rafik Nadezda.
Since she was supervising the security arrangenents for the evacuation, she
had time only for a quick half hug with Becker, and to 'wel cone RK as the cat
draped hi msel f around her shoul ders while she worked.

As the passengers finished | oading onto the Acaoecki, Miri and Kaarlye
supervi sed the | oading of canisters full of sap into the cargo hold. Hafiz

wi shed to take it to his corporate |aboratories for further anal yses and
study. Should the Khieevi ever attack ewithin Federation space, the Federation
woul d pay well in terns of influence and power, as well as great suns of

nmoney, to the holder of a secret weapon against this terrible eneny.

Aari surprised Hafiz by clasping the older nman's round synsatin clad formin

his own | arge enbrace. "Farewell, Uncle Hafiz. Look after ny sister and
Thariinye and our friends and be well. Joh, Khornya, Riid-Kiiyi, and | too
will let you know when it is safe to return.”

"Er, farewell, ny nephew. "

Karina gave hima somewhat nore effusive hug. "Farewell, Aari, and oh, ny, is

that a horn you're growi ng there?" She reached up to touch it and with
difficulty he endured what she probably didn't realize was an i nappropriate
inti mcy. "QOooh, | just had a flash. The plan will succeed but there will be
di fficulty-and danger! Be careful, dear friend-friends!"



Ready, Captain," -Mac said. The android was in the cockpit of the Khieevi
shuttle. It was still in the hold of the Condor, which was now orbiting the
vine world. The hol ograns noved below in their randomy progranmed patterns.
Sone of them were speaking, some were not. It didn't matter. The Khi eevi
woul dn't under stand anyway.

Becker rubbed his hands together as gleefully as a | andl ord about to forecl ose
on the heroine's nortgage in a vid nel odrama. "The trap is set, the bait's in
pl ace, now all we need is to wiggle the string a little to make the bait | ook
lively to the rats."

Acorna | ooked up fromthe console, smled and stroked RK' s head. "Captain, it
occurs to ne you've been hanging out too much with RK lately."

"Yes," Aari said. "You are beginning to think like a cat."

Becker shrugged. "I could do worse. Cats are good at strategy. " He flipped
the toggle on the ship's intercom "Ckay, Mac, do your thing," he said, then
recalling how literal mnded the android -was, added, "I mean, make the speech
-we discussed to the Khieevi and try to lure them over here."

Acorna frowned. "I wish we were able to wait until the evac ships have tine
to reach Federation space."” She let the words hang in the air. It -was a vain
wi sh. All of them had seen the broadcasts of pain-wacked Niriian prisoners
being tortured. Al of them knew what the planet would | ook |ike when the

Khi eevi were finished. Al of them knew that every noment they del ayed cost
more Niriian lives. They had to act quickly. And really, the evacuation ships
woul d be heading toward Federation space, not near the vine "world. There
shoul d be no problemat all. Acorna wondered why she renai ned anxi ous,
nevert hel ess. Wen her question popped out, it surprised even her. "I wonder
why they do it, really.”

"Who, hon?" Becker asked.
"The Khieevi. Wiy do they torture people? Did you ask the prisoner that?"

"No. | figure it's just cause they're nmean not hahs and they enjoy it. Isn't
t hat about right, Aari?"

Aari frowned. "I did not think of them as enjoying anything, Joh. In fact, now
that you nention it, | don't believe they 9u) enjoy torturing ne, as

relentl ess and thorough as they were. It seened nore as if they were very
anxious to be winging fromne every bit of pain and fear they could. The few
guestions they asked nme did not seemto be inportant to them and they did not
bother to try to understand enough Linyaari to be able to express thensel ves.
And | am afraid that one thing our observers and di pl onats have | earned of the
Khieevi is that they are very scientific about their torture. The first few of
our representatives they captured and tortured died al nost at once, so the

Khi eevi refined their techniques so that they would only cause maxi num pai n
for the longest possible time without fatal results.”

He shuddered suddenly and Acorna reached for his hand and held it. She knew
fromhis thoughts that he had been shaned by his fear of the Khieevi, and by

t he pl eading he had no doubt done with themto stop hurting him natural as
such responses were. He did not feel any of the nerit Thariinye attributed to
hi m for enduring what he could not escape. Acorna agreed with his assessnent.
It was pitiable what he had been through, horrible, but did not, in itself,



make hima better person. No, he hinmself did that by his strength of character
in facing what he feared nost, and with reasons stronger than anyone around

hi m coul d possi bly understand. He faced the Khieevi, and their torture, and
examined it to try to find answers and sol utions that woul d hel p others.

Becker grunted. "Woever said 'know your enemny' was right, even if he couldn't
have known the eneny was going to be big, nasty, alien bugs. If he had known,
maybe he woul d have told us how we were supposed to know them "

"Receiving reply fromthe Khieevi now, Captain," Mac said. "On our -way, Mac,"
Becker said. The crew clattered across the grated deck plate and down to the
hol d containing the shuttle. Kl ackings and klickings emanated fromthe freshly
repaired corn unit.

"What do they say, Mac?" Becker asked. "They are com ng here now, "Captain!"
Mac said. "Ww, that was fast. Already?" Becker asked. "The Niriians do not
make satisfactory victims, apparently,” Mac said. "The Khieevi expressed
preference for Linyaari prey. They screambetter, apparently. This is a
desirable trait in a host race for the Khieevi. They have been quite unhappy
with the | ack of response fromthe N riians, despite their best efforts. The
Niriian response has been judged i nadequate." "lnadequate for what?" Becker

asked.

Mac said, "I do not know, Captain. | repeat only the- scuttlebutt-1 am picking
up fromtheir intership transm ssions. Shall | ask?"

"No," Aari said. "If you were a real Khieevi, you wouldn't have to."

"True," Becker said. "So, they're on their -way. Let's fall back smartly,
gang." It had been necessary for themto transmt fromthe proper physica

location to lend verisimlitude to their transm ssion, but the renote caneras
| ocated on the vine world and its noon woul d provide visuals of the Khieevi

i nvasi on. The Condor coul d detect the approach of the Khieevi from

consi derabl e di stance, thanks to the bank of |ong-range scanners Becker
normal |y enpl oyed for detecting ships in peril, recent disasters, and other
juicy salvage situations. Once the Khieevi swarmwas all focused on the vine
wor |l d, the Condor could creep back into position for a ringside seat to the
"the squishing," as Becker colorfully referred to it.

Once the swarm approached, radio silence would have to be maintai ned. However,
the Condor's shuttle had been repaired and readied to act as a rel ay between

t he Moon of Opportunity and the Condor, to carry news of the mission's
progress. Once the Condor was in position on the far side of the vine world's
nearest planetary neighbor, their position was transmtted to headquarters on
t he noon.

The Condor |urked, waiting for the Khieevi to becone carrion

When the swarm s vanguard arrived, Becker, who was on watch, let out a whoop
"-Mercy gracious, boys 'n' girls, the scanners | ook |ike Kezdet's pl easure
district on a Saturday ni ght when the fleet's just docked! My oh ny oh ny!"

Acorna and Aari joined himon the bridge. Mac was still nonitoring Khieevi
conmuni cations fromthe wecked shuttle.

The vid screen cane to life as the renpte caneras switched thenselves on to
record the I anding of the Khieevi fleet. A shark-like school of the
mant i s- shaped vessel s circumavigated the smallish vine world as if they were
the rings of Saturn. Fromthe innernost ring of ships, shuttles shot to the
surface, after -which those ships spiraled away fromthe planet to be replaced



by others with a fresh supply of shuttles and troops.

"We're going to need sonething to destroy the ships too," Becker whispered
fiercely. Acorna knew why he was whi spering. The attack was ferocious. She

feared anew for the sapient vines. "If they don't |land, the sap can't make
contact."

"Perhaps they will land to investigate and i nfect each other," Acorna
suggest ed.

But they did not.

The vines parted to pernmt the |anding of the shuttles, each of -which
di sgorged an amazi ng nunber of ground troops.

At first the vines allowed the Khieevi to pass until it seened there were as
many Khi eevi on the ground as there -were vines, all marching relentlessly
upon the hol o conpounds.

Acorna trenbled at the sight of nultiples of herself, Aari, Neeva and the

Bal akiire's crew, Aari's famly, Thariinye and Liriili, going blithely and
peaceful Iy about their business while endless Iines of Khieevi, ever

rei nforced by nore shuttles droppi ng through vine-world space in |Iines of

their own, deposited reinforcenments

The staccato kl acking of pincers and mandi bl es was | ouder than any -weapon's
fire.

"Why aren't the plants closing on then?" Becker denanded.

"I don't know, Captain," Aari answered. "In the conmunications we had -with
them the mere scent of the Khieevi caused the vine-beings to shoot sap upon
t he of fendi ng objects.”

"They're waiting," Acorna said, excitement and awe in her voice. "W knew the
plants were intelligent and they're proving it! | think our -warnings about

t he Khi eevi -were understood rmuch better than -we had reason to hope. The

pl ants actually have forned a plan. They -want to trap the | argest possible
nunber of Khieevi before they counterattack."

"You' re kidding!" Becker said, and whistl ed.

RK | eaped onto the console. His fur stuck straight out on his body so he
appeared to be twice his normal size. His tail bristled and sw tched so fast

it slamed Becker's kaf cup to the floor -with one swipe, Aari's with the
next. Alowgrom fromRK s throat grewto a high-pitched caterwaul that made
Becker cover his ears and Acorna lift the spiky creature into her arnms to try
to confort him He didn't attack her, but neither did he cal mdown. There was
nothing to heal in his response. It was natural and healthy for a Makahoni an
Tenple Cat to go into battle node under the circunstances. Acorna understood
this and when the cat remained stiff and distinctly unconforted, she set him
down again where he stood with his tail lashing the air |ike a saber

The first phal anx of Khieevi reached the hol o- compounds and opened fire on the
hol os, which responded by breaking up and reform ng, continuing the postures,
journeys, novenments, and apparent tasks in -which they had been engaged before
the attack.

Khi eevi Kkl acki ng escal ated to an even hi gher volune. Shuttles no | onger
streamed fromthe skies. The ground troops, heedl ess of the klacks of the



vanguard, charged forward, tranpling sonme of those in front of them

Mac | ooked up at the rest of the crew. "The Khieevi are very frustrated and
di ssatisfied," he said. The android coul d have saved the speech. The tone of
t he kl acks accompani ed by the activity of the klackers was nore than el oquent.

Then suddenly, and seem ngly sinultaneously, the Khieevi exploded into action
all of themat once diving into the vines with open nandi bl es. The attack had
been so typically single mnded that it had drawn their attention-and the
attention of Acorna and her friends-conpletely away fromthe plants, -which
had been docilely shrinking away .fromthe Khieevi, allow ng roots and stal ks
to be tranpl ed. Even before the Khieevi attack changed course, however, the
plants slowy began thrusting upward agai n, unbending from being trod
underfoot, as if reaching for sunlight, all very innocent and plant-1ike.

But as the first mandi bles closed on the first stalk, the vines whipped into
action, shooting sap fromeach fresh wound and from sap sacs hidden in the
stal ks and under the |leaves as well. The Khieevi were surrounded, as they had
previously surrounded the hol o- compounds.

The caneras becane ineffective as sap squirted everywhere. Becker switched to
t he noon-1linked camera. A close-up of the planet's surface showed it
glistening with turbulent swells and peaks of slinmy sap. The Khieevi shuttle's
corn unit squeal ed -with high-pitched eeee sounds. Acorna reached over and
flipped the toggle, and the sound nercifully ceased.

The renote canmera showed a handful of shuttles with rapidly dying Khieevi
piloting themerratically towards the nother ships. Once the straggl ers had
been reabsorbed by the swarm the ships veered off.

"Are they going back to the Niriians?" Becker asked Mac.

Mac flipped the toggle back on again and nonitored the noises enmitted by the
ships. "No, Captain. They are in disarray. This has never happened to them
before, | think."

"Predators who prey on pacifists probably don't run the risk of getting beaten
all that often," Becker allowed. "So what are they up to?"

"I do not think they know at this tine, Captain. There is talk of returning to
t he honmeworl d. They are-unlikely as it may sound-1 believe they are very
frightened, Captain."

"OfF the vine worl d?" Becker grinned. "They should be. Serves themright."

"Yes, but they are already discussing -what mght be used to neutralize it.
Actually, fromwhat | can detect, | believe they are afraid of returning to
their homeworld. That seens odd, don't you think?"

"Maybe the King bug is going to chop off their heads," Becker said with a

shrug. "I hope he does and that teaches themnot to ness -with us again. So,
gang, | guess that's it. It's over. We win. O the plant critters do. End of
story."

Acorna could not think of a |ogical objection to this conclusion, though she
felt it was sonehow all-anticlimactic. So rmuch horror so easily conquered. \Wo
woul d have believed it. But she could tell from Becker's tone and his
expression that he felt the same. Aari too appeared perpl exed and unsati sfi ed.
"What's the matter?" she asked him



He shook his head, "Perhaps, after living with fear of the Khieevi for so

long, it is hard to believe we have put an effective end to them Perhaps | am
nerely having trouble adjusting to the idea that they are gone, that our
people, and | in particular, no | onger have the terror of them|oom ng over
us."

"Maybe that's it," Acorna agreed. But she remai ned uneasy.

No brass band greeted the ConSor, but everybody | ooked happy to see it return
safely. Rafik Nadezda, Declan Gloglie, and Nadhari Kando were waiting at the
| andi ng bay, as were Aan's parents.

Before the robo-lift had touched the ground, Aari's parents were saying, "W
made a significant breakthrough with the sap! Wait till you see. It's quite
simple but very effective.”

"That's good," Becker told them "But |I'mafraid we won't be needing it."

He deliberately pulled a | ong face and Acorna and Aari, picking up their cues
fromhim tried to keep their thoughts to thensel ves.

"Why? Didn't it work? Wiat happened?”

"The plants pretty well annihilated the Khieevi arny, that's what!" Becker
said, grinning. "W-or rather the plantswhipped their buggy butts."

Cheers went up anmong the reception committee and as the word passed al

t hrough the conpound. Qutlying recreational areas had been closed for the red
alert and the main city was bl oated with anxi ous people, some of them bored
because their functions had been related solely to the closed areas, sone of
t hem punped with adrenaline, ready to take action agai nst any threat.

The Linyaari del egation pressed forward, the Nriian couple preceding them by
a step or two.

Acorna smled at themand told her aunt, "According to the Khieevi broadcasts,
they won't be going back to Nirii either. Mac says fromwhat he can figure
out, the Niriians did not nake very good victins."

Neeva transl ated and Toroona sniled beatifically. "She says that's somnething
they can be proud of," Neeva said.

Rafi k was smling too. "Whew. This is a wonderful turn of events! W had
better call Uncle Hafiz at once, Acorna, so he can cone back and broadcast a
new message taking all the credit!" Acorna and Rafi k exchanged know ng grins.

Aari's nother had taken his armon one side and Acorna's on the other. "And we
t hought we had so nuch to show you.."

"We are nost interested in your discoveries, Mther," Aari assured her. "While
nost of the Khieevi arnmy was destroyed, there were still many ships aloft and
we are unsure how many troops nay have renai ned onboard."

"Yeah," Becker said. "Besides, they're bugs." Acorna transl ated.

Kaarl ye | ooked puzzled. "OF course they are insects. Does the captain think we
are unaware of this?"

"I believe what he nmeans," Acorna said. "Is that insects reproduce rapidly and
in large nunbers. The danger fromthe Khieevi is not yet over."



Rafi k, dear boy, and ny good Captain Becker, this news!" Hafiz Harakam an
said. The crew and passengers of the AcaSecki were cheering, holding hands,
and hoppi ng up and down, even as Calumreversed course in preparation for the
AcaSecki's, return to MOO, as the children nowreferred to it. "You have
vanqui shed the eneny, saved the N riian homeworld, nade the universe a safer
pl ace to do busi ness, brought honor to House Harakam an, created the
opportunity for much favorable publicity for the Moon of Cpportunity, and al
at arelatively low price point! Commendabl e, gentlenmen, nost commendabl e

i ndeed. "

The next hail was fromthe Haven. "I presume you' ve heard the news!" Johnny
G eene sai d.

"W have indeed and splendid news it is!" Hafiz replied. "W are returning to
the Moon of Cpportunity even as we speak."

"We're within Federation space right now, and | haven't heard what the genera

vote was, but the Counsel is pretty sure the kids will want to cone back to
the Moon, too. Once the vote is in, if that's the case, "we'll caravan wth
you again."

"Very well, Johnny, but tell the children not to dawdl e.

Uncle Hafiz has a great deal to do now that his staff has nade space safe for
our new friends and neighbors to travel freely once nore."

"Uh-yeah, we knew that," Johnny said. "Catch you in a few"

"So that neans we need to wait for thenP" Calum Baird asked.

"Yes, indeed," Hafiz said. Laxme and sone of the other children made inpatient
noi ses.

"Are they going to be I ong?" Laxne asked.

There was not actually a ot to do on the Accu)ecki and the rations weren't
that great either. It wasn't as big as the ships they had cone on, and there
hadn't been time to prepare properly for a long journey. Nutritious ration
bars took up little space, did not require heating or freezing, and provided
all of the basic requirenments. Laxnme knew he shouldn't quibble. Working in the
nm nes, he and many of the others had far less to eat, nothing really, just
enough to keep them upright and working. But now that he had tasted enough
food, tasty food, lovely desserts and butter for the vegetabl es and even the
succul ent meats-he wasn't happy to give that up

Maati had been indignant at being herded onto the evacuation ship as if she
wasn't the fornmer copilot of her own ship, the survivor of two battles, one in
space, one on the ground, with the Khieevi. She knew that her parents had

i nsi sted she go because they wanted her to be safe, but part of her felt that
they really just wanted to be rid of her again, when she had only just found
them And Thariinye was even nore inpossible than usual. Recently their mnutua
t easi ng had been playful and friendly but he was so angry at being kept out of
the action again and treated like a child that he took it out on her with
deliberately nasty and hurtful remarks. She snapped back just as angrily, and
their nood made the other children angry and nasty or depressed too so there
was already a lot of fighting on the ship. This didn't inprove CalumBaird's
tenmper any either, and Karina Harakami an fluttered about calling for peace and
[ight. When she wasn't hiding in the berth she had to share only with Uncle
Hafi z.



As for Hafiz, he could not but wonder how he had cone to taking | eave of his
senses so far as to allow hinself to undertake a |long journey in the conpany
of so many children. He was not a fatherly man, nor, if the truth be known,
even an avuncul ar one unless it proved profitable to appear to be. He could
not stand whi ning children actually.

O course, the unsettling thing about this lot is that they didn't whine. For
the nost part they were disturbingly adult. The larger ones seened to be used
to |l ooking after the smaller ones, and even the youngest didn't cry, just

| ooked at himwith wi de eyes that nanaged to be hopeful and suspicious at the
sane tine.

Returning to the Moon of Opportunity seened to please them and he felt nore
gratitude than was strictly reasonable that they had perked up so nmuch. Even
the two Linyaari young ones stopped scowing at each other to cheer. But as
the wait for the Haven grew | onger, the children became inpatient again.

Hafiz did not Iike the hostile silence. Karina disliked it even nore,
apparently. Conpl ai ning of a headache, she took to their berth.

"What troubles you, ny little ones?" Hafiz asked finally, bravely, his own
nmood at | east much inproved by relief at not losing his corporate shirt.

"Well," Jana said. "There's not a lot to do here. | think they' re bored." She
hersel f, her tone inplied, was above boredom

"Bored?" The concept was not one with which he had much famliarity. Being
fabulously rich and inmagi native as well, he could usually avoid such
unattractive noods.

Calumturned in his command chair and said, "In order to get maxi num
passenger space, we had to dispense with some of the amenities-there's only
one set of phones and goggles for vids, the hardcopy books were of fl oaded to
make room and |'mgetting sick of nutrient bars myself. O course they're
bored. Aren't you?"

"I'"ve been enjoying the rest, frankly," Hafiz said. "And then, ny beauteous
Karina and | have not been married |long."

"Uh- huh," Calumsaid, rolling his eyes.

"She has her trances and nmeditati ons and continuous search for what she refers
to as enlightenment to entertain her," Hafiz said. "Perhaps you could tell the
children a story, Baird?" he suggested in a hel pful tone.

"Or maybe you could, Hafiz. |I'mbusy skippering this bird," Calum said,
turning his back on him again.

"Me? Ah." Hafiz | ooked around him "Very well, then. | shall need to enpl oy
the renote link to the ship's computer, dear boy."

"To tell a Story?' Calum asked incredul ously.

"Audi o-vi sual aids, honmely former senior wife of nmy illustrious nephew,

audi o-vi sual aids," Hafiz said, and cl apped his hands. "Al|l young persons

wi shing to become unbored will now assenble in the hydroponi cs garden where
your beneficent Uncle Hafiz shall entertain you so thrillingly you will
conpletely forget to sulk and fret and otherw se contort your faces and voices
into infelicitous conformations."



"That should charm'emall right," Calum said.

"I shall also require the next neal's supply of |uncheon bars and |iquid
refreshnment,” Hafiz said

"Cee, |'d have the chef give themto the mattre'd to deliver personally, but
they're both busy with this evening's banquet," Calumreplied sarcastically.
Hafiz knew, very well that if he wanted the dammed bars he'd need to take them
fromthe food | ocker hinmself. The replicator worked, but even it required sup
plies fromwhich to manufacture foodstuff and those supplies took up nore room
than the nutrient bars and caps.

"Very well," Hafiz said, and beckoned inperiously to Jana and Chiura, who were
following in the wake of the other young ones headed toward the hydroponics
garden, which they would soon, Hafiz knew, cone to regard as a garden of
delights. "Young | adies, you will acconpany ne to the food | ocker and assi st
in conveying supplies to our destination."

The girls | ooked at each other and shrugged.

The driver of Khieevi ship designated by Fourteen Klaclu an) Two KUdu was
greatly agitated.

Partly this -was fromthe pain in his sixth foot, which had cone into contact
wi th the danmaged shuttle pilot who nanaged to dock aboard Fourteen Klaclu an
Two Klicfu before the crew of the large ship realized that both shuttle and
the operator of same were infected with an alien substance that ate them Once
they had nade this discovery, nenbers of the crew attenpted to neutralize the
i nfected personnel in the customary way, by stonping themto death.
Unfortunately, this brought feet, pincers, and in some cases other delicate
body parts into contact with the alien substance.

The driver really didn't feel well at all and neither did the affected crew
menbers, who could now truly be called a skeleton crew, if not an exoskel eton
crew, since the exoskeletons were the first parts eaten away by the substance.

The hi gh-pitched pain sounds they were produci ng nade the driver's brain ache
as well as his foot, ewhich he realized would have to be sacrificed before
long or it would involve his entire leg. Unlike the crewnenbers, he had not
done any actual stonping of the infected shuttle soldier. He had nmerely nudged
the soldier with his foot to tag the tainted one for elimnation

He feared that he would be the next to be elimnated. If the disease didn't
claimhim he would surely be stonped by the other, healthier ship drivers,
or worse, his damaged part -would be severed and he -would be fed to the
Young.

The Young woul d be even angrier and nore ferocious than usual, as they had not
recei ved a good feeding in many, many lengthy tinme units. The Niriians -were a
stingy, selfish race who kept their pain to thensel ves and did not beg or

pl ead or weep, no matter how neticul ously and slowy they were disassenbl ed.
They were so retentive of their feelings that they refused to withe even
under the worst provocation. They also were rather frail things and tended to
die. Quickly. Quietly. No nutrition for the Young there.

When the shuttle fromscout ship Fifty-three Kliclu am) Sewn Ki ack.<) reported
a juicy colony of the One-Horns, the swarm had been hungry for conquest, and
nore to the point, the Young had been even hungrier. The lair of the One-Horns
had proved el usive and was much sought after, since the nenbers of the race



thus far encountered possessed a particularly satisfying capacity for

enoti onal projection. Shock, fear, outrage, |oathing, and an unplunbed depth
of capacity to suffer and enote angui sh -when correctly mani pul ated nade even
one of these beings a sweet feast for the Young.

But this tine the Khieevi had been -worse than thwarted. According to the
shuttle soldiers -who survived, the -world -was filled -w th nothing but
shadows of One-Horns and their buil dings, shadows that could not be touched or
hurt or killed and had no redeemi ng nutritional value to either soldiers or
the Young. Wirse, there were the growing things with the proninent white
sexual organs, sinilar in appearance to stationary grow ng things on other
-worl ds. These emitted pheronones of fear which had seened prom sing, but when
the shuttle soldiers attacked them the growing things had the tenerity to
attack back! The entire ground fl eet had been | ost and many of the swarm ships
i nfected by contami nated shuttles, which nonetheless returned to their ships.
The Young knew. The fear and pain of their own elders had been fed to them as
a substitute for the alien food, but it was not enough. So much tine had

el apsed since a proper feeding, nothing -would satisfy the Young now but the
actual physical bodies of their elders, whomthe el dest of the Young woul d
repl ace.

This -was The Path, the driver knew. In time, the elders, such as him grew
weak and unable to serve, and had to be elimnated and replaced with fresh,
fierce Young, who in turn served the even nore vicious, malicious, and
avarici ous Younger. So now the swarmwould return with nothing to offer but
t hensel ves, their own bodies, their own pain and angui sh and fear, to be
devoured by the slavering hordes of their offspring.

The driver regretted this with a deep bitter regret that the Young -would find
added a nice tang. He hinmself had replaced a used up, -worn out el der -whom he
personal |y devoured only a few brief time units ago. H's turn at the Gathering
shoul d have lasted many, nmany nore time units. It was not right. It was not
fair. It did not suit him But it was The Path.

Between his agitation and his pain and the |ack of attentiveness on the part
of the other crew nmenbers due to similar distractions, he veered sonewhat off
course, folio-wing several other nenbers of the swarm-who were al so affected
and al so devi ated from course.

Hs was the first ship to spot the alien vessel. It did not appear to be
accel erating, nor orbiting, nor moving in any way. Nor did it appear to be
damaged. The equi pnent detected life signs. The other ships of the swarm al so
spotted it. It -was still a great distance away and if it -was fast, it mght
yet evade them But if it was not, here was food to offer the Young, -who

m ght be so busy feeding, they -would forget to consune a few stringy old

el ders.

The hydroponi cs garden of the AcaSecki now bl ossoned with exotic flowers of
crimson and orchid, lilacs so real they seened fragrant, jasm ne and roses of
all descriptions vying with frangi pani, plunmena, and |ush | otus bl ossons
floating in a pool of crystal water, fed by a sparkling fountain.

As each child | ooked at the others, he or she saw not another child but either
a beautiful (if rather plunp; Hafiz always nmade his hol ograms in the inmges of
his own desire) houri or a dashing thief. The ladies were scantily clad in
clothing that included nany | ayers of silken veils and skirts, balloon-I|egged
pants with slits down the sides to show shapely linbs, and Iots and |lots of
clanking silver and gold coin jewelry. The thieves "were clad in Berber bl ues,
their skins dyed by the indigo in their clothing, or in striped robes col ored
in the soft golds, saffrons, russets, and browns of a desert nost of the



children had never inmagined. Now it stretched out before them just beyond the
boundari es of the gardens. Each child was al one anong fascinating strangers,
all of themlistening respectfully, attentively to the voice of Hafiz

Har akanmi an. Quds and dounbeks, tanmbourines and zills, a whining flute spiral ed
and curled around Hafiz's words, illum nating each as col ored i nks adorned the
al phabets of ancient holy books.

And that was only the backdrop!
Hafiz's tales cane to |ife between himand the children

The story began, "There was once in days of yore and in ages and tinmes |ong
gone before, on Kezdet, before the Federation, a poor but enterprising |ad, by
nane Habi b, son of a |owy designer of inexpensive gam ng software. Sadly for
Habi b, before he had reached his fifteenth year, his father passed into the

| and foretold by the Three Books and the Three Prophets, and Habi b, whose

not her had | ong ago run off with a snoothtal ki ng merchant of space travel

i nsurance, was left alone.”

He went on to denonstrate how the young Habib found his fortune in a magic
lanp - a lanmp that, -when used in the sleep pods of space travelers in

cryosl eep, prevented deaths that had been occurring due to lack of vitamin D
But Hafiz made the lanp | ook |like an ancient magic |anmp and coning fromit was
a genie-in cryosleep

He was just conming to the next plot turn in this tale when Calum Baird called
down, "Hafiz, will you cool it with the special effects? You re draining the
power of the ship's conputer.”

"Nonsense, ny boy," Hafiz said. "My hol ograns take up very little power."
Normal |y, he m ght have taken Baird's warni ng under adviserment but he had yet
to performhis best trick.

Fi ni shing the story, he laid out the nutrient bars on an ordinary table, then
had dancing girls in tinkling costunes cover the unappetizing fare with roast
swan and hummi ngbird tongues. Discerning fromthe puzzled sil ence that net
him even through the hol o-di sgui ses he had cast upon the children, he tapped
t he conputer pad and repl aced the swans and hunm ngbird tongues with burgers,
fries, onion rings, nilkshakes, soft drinks, and ice creamtreats.

The children lunged for the table.

The lights went out.

The burgers, fries, rings, and banana splits and sundaes turned back into
nutrient bars and the sl oe-eyed houns and slyfaced thieves turned into

di sappoi nted chil dren suddenly shivering in the dark

Soon another |ight appeared on the circular netal stairway no one used because
the Iift was nore convenient. "Cone on back upstairs, everybody," Calum said,
"while | get the conputer back up. Don't worry. Even if it proves to be
difficult, the Haven will be here soon and we'll have hel p.

Unfortunately, the Haven was not the next ship to reach the stranded AcaSecki
"What do you mean, you lost then?" Rafik demanded of an uncharacteristically

flushed and flustered Johnny G eene.

"Just what | said," Geene replied. "After we got the allclear to return to



MOO, we agreed to rendezvous at the AcaSecki's coordinates. But by the tine we
arrived, there was nothing there but enpty space. W hail ed them over and over
but didn't get a blip. They just disappeared.”

Rafi k held his breath for a | ong nmonent before he replied. "Johnny, you fol ks
turn the Haven around and get back to Federation space on the double. W know
the Khieevi left the vine world, but we don't know where they went from
there."”

"You think they got the Accufeckil" Johnny asked. "But- we tal ked to them just
a few hours ago."

"I don't know what happened. But one vessel full of kids has disappeared with
Calum and ny uncle. W can't risk the rest of you. Go back. Get the posse if

you can-after all, Hafiz's baksheesh provides a |ot of private schools and
wi dow s and orphan's pensions for Federation forces, and even though this
isn'"t their turf, we are under their protection. | hope."

"CGotcha," Johnny said. "But get word to us the m nute you know sonet hi ng,
okay?"

"We'll try," Rafik said grinmy
"Sal twat er?" Acorna asked. "Is that all?"

Miri nodded. "Sinple saline solution. It breaks down the sap enough for it to
liquefy but it doesn't seemto harmthe sap's ability to alter to its fungoid
formand destroy insectoid tissue. W replicated some of the renaining
carapace tissue and the liquefied sap was if anything nore virulent than in
its original form just as an acid' s potency nmay be increased by mxing it
with water."

"That makes sense,”
sap. "

Acorna said. "Though it wouldn't be as tenacious as the

"No," Becker said, scratching his nustache, "but you know if we could have
had some in aerosol torpedoes to shoot into the orbiting Khieevi ships, we
coul d have taken out nore of them"™

Miri shuddered. "How horrible,"” and | ooked at her work as if she had given no
t hought as to how it woul d be used.

But Aari said gently, "Mther, these are Khieevi we're tal king about,
renenber. You've seen them You say you felt what they did to ne."

"Your mother knows, Son," his father said. "It's just not the Linyaari way."

"Which is why you need people like Hafiz and Nadhari and me," Becker said.

"There are still Khieevi out there. |I think it's a good idea, in our copious
leisure tine, to whonp up a batch of sap and sea water. | can scrounge around
here and see if | can find the maki ngs of sonme aerosol torpedoes. You Just
never know when that kind of thing will cone in handy."

Acorna frowned. "Maybe it would also be wise to return to the vine world and
collect nmore sap there. The plants not only buried the Khieevi in their sap
but al so subrerged thenselves. |1'd like to nake sure the plants are
regenerating properly too. If they need any special climctic conditions to
hel p them grow, perhaps Dr. Hoa could be of assistance."

"Good idea, Princess," Becker said. "But you know RK. He wants to spend a



little time with Nadhari before we ship out again."
"I see," Acorna said, smling. "It doesn't have to be done right now. "

But at that nmoment, Nadhari Kando burst into the |ab. "Becker!" she said
urgently, then nodded slightly to the Linyaari who were also present. "l have
to ship out right away. Sorry."

"I"ll go with you," Becker said i mediately.

"No. You can't. This is my responsibility. Hafiz hired ne to protect him and
hi s peopl e and now t he AcaSeckl has di sappeared.” Acor na grabbed Nadhan's
muscul ar forearmto get her attention, "Wat do you nmean, disappeared? Cal um
was on that ship as well as Hafiz-"

"And Maati," Kaarlye, Miri, and Aari said at once. "I know, | know. | should
have gone with the Harakam ans

but he wanted me here to protect his investnent," Nadhari said.
"But tine is wasting. |'ve commandeered the Ifrit. It's the fastest
ship in Hafiz's security fleet and well-arned."

She took the tine to explain about the Haven's transm ssi on. Becker frowned.
"If they're not -where they're supposed to

be, I'mnot sure fast is going to do you any good, Nadhari. |'ve

got those banks of |ong-range scanners on the Condor. And the

Khi eevi conmuni cati ons device. And Mac."

"It's too slow, Becker. And you already told ne, it's not

packing firepower." She hesitated and then said, "Although ..." "Wat?"

"You' ve had good success defeating the Khieevi w thout weapons and you do have
t hat unconventi onal navigation style. Your tactics mght come in handy. If you
still -want to join nme."

"No ifs ands or buts about it, lady," he said.

"Good," she said and turned on her heel, as if expecting himto follow

"Captain," Acorna said. "W can followin the CorSor and keep the scanners
wor ki ng and Mac nonitoring the Khieevi transm ssions. That way if we |learn
anything, -we can transnmit to Nadhari's vessel and you'll have the advant ages
of both ships."

Becker | eaned back and gave her a kiss on the cheek before Nadhari snagged his
hand and yanked. "Thanks, Princess. But you can do that from here and we can
read you. No sense you taking unnecessary chances. Besides, | need you to make
sure the sap shells get made and Condor, at least, is outfitted with them
Don't want to get caught with nothing but a tractor beamto fight those

kl ackers again." Nadhari released his armand threw the door open. He

foll owed her calling, "Hey, wait up, Punkin. Just a sec."”

"What ?" she asked sharply.



"\What about the cat, is he going or staying?"

"He is already aboard the Ifrit but wouldn't allow the checkout procedure to
proceed. | divined his purpose was that you should be told of the m ssion.”

"I shoul d hope so!" Becker huffed into his rmustache. "That's the only reason
you cane for me?"
"OF course not," she said. "But -we -will discuss that later. "Yes, ma'am |
know. It's of the essence," Becker said, and -waved to the others as he

al l owed hinself to be haul ed away.

Acorna and Aari conferred -with GIl|l and Rafik.

"Do you think you can locate the materials for naking the aerosol torpedoes
Becker described?" she asked.

"Are you kidding?" GIl asked. "W have the best engineering help available in
all areas.”

"And Uncl e Hafiz has never been one to turn his nose up at the lucrative

busi ness of arms manufacturing,”" Rafik added. "I can think of at |east six of
our friendly neighborhood nerchants -who could supply what's needed

i medi ately."

"Good," Acorna said. "Miri and Kaarlye cannot be a party to turning the sap
i nto -weapons, you understand, but since it's a sinple matter of m xing sap
and saltwater, there should be no problemw th others mxing the fornula. W
need to return to the vine world. W Linyaari mnust communicate -with the
vines, heal themif the Khieevi attack truly injured them"

"Good thinking," GIl said. "Sone of the non-House Harakam an merchants may
resist having their ships fitted with the torpedoes, but | think from -what

we' ve seen, as long as they're in this sector it's really the only smart thing
to do. Maybe if we show the vids the noon canera took of the sap's effect on
the Khieevi, it will be easier to persude the skeptical owners to accept the
nodi fi cations."

"I"lIl talk to any of them who have reservations and nake sure they've seen the
vids," Acorna said. "After all, having the nodifications made woul d be useful
for their own protection from Khieevi attacks." She paused for a nonment. "Of
course, it would probably hel p persuade themif House Harakam an offered to
pay for the nodifications."

Rafi k | aughed. "You're beginning to think |like a nerchant, but not one who's

t he adopt ed daughter of Hafiz! However, |'Il authorize it if only to aggravate
the old boy into showing up again just to tell ne off. Meanwhile |'1

appreci ate any help you can give me persuading the merchants to think like a
team at least during crises. I'mdoing ny best but | haven't Hafiz's gift for
i mperi ousness. "

"I"ll see what | can do," Acorna prom sed. "And Aari and | have a sonewhat
di fferent perspective on pacifismwhere the Khieevi are concerned. Both of us

will be glad to help supervise the preparati on-and nmaybe t he depl oynent-of the
t orpedoes and the ships to carry themin case they're necessary to rescue the
AcaSecki," she said, and her voice had a catch in it.

"OfF course," G| said reasonably. "W've no evidence yet to suggest that the
Khi eevi were responsible for the di sappearance of Calum and Hafiz and the
kids."



"No," Rafik agreed. "But it's a pretty big coincidence that they should
di sappear so soon after a Khieevi attack. | think that whether we have
evi dence or not, we have to be prepared for the worst."

"OfF course," Acorna said thoughtfully, "The sap isn't the only thing that wll
kill Khieevi. For the merchants who can't be persuaded to nodification, as
Il ong as they are otherw se arned, they have sone protection.”

"Yes," Aari said. "The Khieevi are used to preying upon people like mne and
the Niriians, who do not fight back with any sort of weapon.”

Gl grinned. "W all saw that they blow up as easy as anybody if sonmebody
| obs sonme ordnance at them"

Rafi k grunmbled into the little goatee he was affecting these days, to nake
hinself ook nore lordly in the performance of his adm nistrative duties as
head of House Harakami an. "True, but the sap works better than anything we've
seen. "

Acorna and Aari rose. Rafik felt a bit sad. Their little girl was all grown up
into a beautiful young lady, and fromthe |look of it, had chosen her mate

al ready. He hoped they'd all live and prosper |ong enough for himand GII-and
Cal um and Hafiz-to have Linyaari grandbabies.

Acorna's voice caught, "I hope they're okay. | can't bear to think the Khieevi
have them"

The crash of the conputers was a tenporary matter, of course, and Hafiz was
rather put out with Calum for meking such an issue of it. The man's pani c had
spoiled Hafiz's story for the children, who had been bl essedly quiet while
Hafiz had held the attention of all, which was practically his favorite way to
interact with anyone, especially children

For two such wi zards of the keyboard as himand Baird, not to nention a
certain anount of help fromsome of the children, who were quite talented in
that area, restoring the ship's computer to operati on was scarcely a
chal | enge. Wthout the additional |oad of the hol ogram prograns, the power
soon returned along with all of the other anenities.

I ncl uding the com screen and the tel escopic viewport. Hafiz was making fina
readj ustnments to certain navigational calcul ations when Baird tapped hi mon
t he shoul der and pointed at the viewport.

"Yes, yes," Hafiz said, glancing up. "It is good that it is operationa
and then he stopped and stared, as a sinister |ooking vessel began filling the
viewport. "Hut-hut, my boy!" Hafiz said. "Get us out of here this instant!"

"I"'mway ahead of you," Calumsaid. "But we're goi ng nowhere. They have us in
a tractor beam"

The chil dren were exclaimng, and sone crying. The two Linyaari, the girl
Maati who was so talented herself with hol ograns, and the youth Thariinye,
crowded cl ose to the console.

Suddenly the corn screen lit up and one of the ugly bug faces |leered at them
bef ore being replaced by a scene of the Khieevi torturing a Linyaari prisoner

"Ch, no, you don't. Not again," Muati said.



The driver of the Khieevi ship designated Fourteen Klack”i an) Two Kiiclu was
the first to put his tractor beamon the vessel containing the life forns.

As soon as he had them he could not resist |ooking into their vessel to see
what his courage and intelligence had netted. He could hardly believe his
luck. The ship was filled with humans-nost of themimmture! How the Young
-woul d love that! And even better, there were two tender One-Horns aboard.

Wth considerable glee, hanpered only a little by the arrival of his fellow
straggl ers, he began running the denonstration of Khieevi diplomatic nethods
when dealing with aliens. The Niriians had proved so unsatisfactory that the
driver decided to give the One-Horns a little preflight fright by show ng what
had been done to dismantle the body of the [ast One-Horn captive.

That shoul d tenderize their youthful enotions, get themready to scream al
the way back to the honeworld, providing a substantial enotional appetizer
bef ore what was left of them could be physically delivered to the Young.

The driver could not resist, before boarding the ship and scoopi ng out the
sweet One-Horns and humans fromthe hull, taking a look to see their fear and
horror at the filmhe had just transmitted. The smaller of the One-Horns
stared back at him baring her teeth, Then she raised a metal canister of sone
sort, dipped a gloved hand into it, and pulled out a glob of the horrible,

car apace-eating sap, which she snmeared across the corn screen

Per haps the Young woul d rather extract the One-Horns and hunmans thensel ves.
The AcaBecki had sinply di sappear ed.
Nadhari shook her head in disbelief. "How could it have just vani shed?"

"There's a | ot of space out there," Becker pointed out, sounding a |l ot nore
nonchal ant than he felt.

"OfF course there is,"” she said, her voice overly sweet, as if talking to
someone with a bad case of stupid. "But the Ifnt and the other security ships
have the ion trail ID for the AcaSecki and all of the other ships on MOXO And
the trail ends here. Poof!"

"I wish | had ny maps to check," Becker said. "Mybe they have a Bernuda
Triangle in this quadrant.”

"A what ?"

"Well, long ago back on Mdther Earth, there was this area in the ocean where
ai rpl anes and shi ps di sappeared without a trace. It was called the Bernuda
Tri angl e and peopl e t hought-"

"Yes?"

"That maybe aliens fromouter space were responsible."” H's voice faded off at
the end.

"That certainly stands to reason in this case,"” Nadhari said dryly.

"Can your ion trail IDthing check for other kinds of ion trails-those not
left by Hafiz's or his allies' ships?"

"Li ke Khieevi ships for instance?" she asked. "I don't know, to tell you the
truth. We only had one encounter with the Khieevi in Federation space and



that was rather brief. 1'll check for any strange trails however."

She worked at the control panel for a bit, the colored |ights bouncing off the
pl anes of her face, and then said, "CGot it."

n \Mat ?u

"There' ve been a nunber of other ships here. Simlar trails all. |I'm
reprogranming so -we can follow thembut the trails are confused."

"Think it's Khieevi?"

"Who else? It's not us, that's for sure."”

"Fol | ow that i on, Becker sai d.

n \Mat ?u

"You have just got to watch nore of ny antique vid collection, honey," he
sai d.

Acorna and Aari had the Condor fitted for the sap shells first. They could use
their installation as a prototype to show the others. After a few glitches,

whi ch the Com)or accepted with its usual savoir-faire, the nodifications were
made and the Condor -was pronounced Khieevi-ready.

The npst effective way to persuade all of the other nerchants to go along with
t he plan, Acorna decided, was to have a neeting and show the vids to all of
them at the sane tine.

Once the vids had finished playing, the boardroom was absolutely still as the
lights canme up.

Then Hol | and Barber, the | awer for Cascade shipping conpany, which had won
the bid to transport nerchandise to and from MOO, spoke up. "Ms.

Har akami an-Li," the thin-faced blonde in the abbreviated silver synsilk power
suit said, "Your allegation that we need to nodify our ships in such a drastic
way to deal with an alien race that clearly, fromyour own film has been

al nost anni hil ated by those sticky things, appears to us to be unfounded. You
are overreacting to a ridicul ous degree. Wth M. Harakam an nissing, there is
actually no reason even to suppose that MOO will continue to be operational
Wy, therefore, should we risk unnecessary nodifications to our ships when we
could sinmply clai mbecause of your lack of foresight in providing a

sati sfactory business clinate, we are no | onger bound by our contract? W
shall sinply withdraw and return to Federation space."

"That is certainly your choice, Ms. Barber," Acorna said sweetly. "But I'd
like to rem nd you that the AcaSecki has di sappeared while attenpting to do
that very thing-return to Federation space, that is."

The bony bl onde gave Acorna a supercilious |ook and said, "That was one snall
ship, Ms. Harakam an-Li. W control a fleet. | hardly think these cockroaches
woul d consider us as easy a target."

"It's entirely up to your client, Ms. Barber," Acorna said.
At that noment Aari and Mac broke into the neeting. "Excuse us, Khornya. But

Mac has just intercepted a transm ssion we thought woul d have bearing on this
nmeeting."



"Yes?" Holland Barber, who had yet to sit down, acted as if she were in
control of the neeting.

Mac earnestly repeated all of the klackings and klickings he had heard and
Aari transl ated.

"The Khieevi are massing an attack on narhii-Vhiliinyar," Aari said.
"And that is?" Holland Barber asked.
"The Linyaari homeworld,"” Aari said. "Qur homeworld."

"I can't see that your honeworld, however dear it may be to you, has anything
to do with nmy client,” the |lawer said.

"It doesn't actually,"” Acoma said. "Except that narhuVhiliinyar was the
primary planet Uncle Hafiz hoped to entice as a trading partner when he
establ i shed MOO "

"I'n short, Holland," said Mchaela G en of Hudson Interplanetary Realty, Inc.
"Customers. If you want to sit around qui bbling about a few nodifications
House Harakami an has agreed to pay for in order to save your client's
penurious corporate butt while these cockroaches eat sonme of the npst
potentially profitable trade partners in the history of the Federation, feel
free. But Hudson is willing to followin the footsteps of our glorious
voyageur founders and not only nodify our ships to fight, but fight to protect
our trade."

The rest of the merchants in the room appl auded.

Becker and Nadhari were having a difficult time following the ion trail when
they received a hail and Acorna's face appeared on the screen. "Captain, Mc
has picked up a signal fromthe Khieevi fleet. They've |ocated
narhii-Vhiliinyar."

"On our way, Princess," Becker said. "Your uncles getting those sap torpedoes
filled?"

"Yes, Captain. All avail abl e personnel have been collecting and diluting the
sap and G 1l says the engi neers have nmade sone very business-1ike torpedoes
and are fitting the ships with them now. The Condor is ready to go. Have you
found any trace of the Acadeckil™

Becker | ooked at Nadhari. He didn't want to break the news to Acorna.

"W haven't found a trail, Acorna," Nadhari said crisply, "But there are other
trails that correspond with those of Khieevi ships. W were about to follow,
but it seens we now have a good idea -where to find the Khieevi."

"Yes," Acorna said. "Though it's odd that you're finding traces there when the
coordi nates are so far fromthose of narhii-Vhiliinyar."

"Those bugs get around," Becker said.

The spaceport on narhii-Vhiliinyar took the first hit fromthe Khieevi mssile
attack. The third wave took out nmpost of the techno-artisan's conpound,



i ncl udi ng the huge evacuati on ships the Linyaari had used to escape their
former homewor| d.

Due to the Linyaari ability to heal infirmties as well as injuries and
di sease, even the old were not feeble and the staggered |ines of refugees
headi ng for the caves in the hills -where the Ancestors |ived noved al ong
smartly.

The com shed officer of the day barely escaped with her life and the portable
renote link as her duty station expl oded behind her

Trees were few on narhii-Vhiliinyar but the grasses beyond the primary grazing
areas -were taller than the heads of the people, and provided visual cover.
Counci |l menbers directed people to the proper path and shepherded t hem

t hrough. The attendants of the Ancestors net the refugees at predesignated

pl aces to guide themto the caves.

At first, once the cities and chief settlenments were behind them the refugees
faced little danger fromthe bonbardnent,

They made their way quietly toward the caves. Only the occasional whinpering
of a child or the cough of an elder interrupted the nuffled poundi ng of hard

feet and the shush of the grasses as bodi es wound quickly through them The

t hought that gui ded everyone was, "Calm Peace. Go swiftly but silently. Help
your neighbors if they fall." The voice in -which everyone heard these

t houghts was that of the one they | oved best and trusted nost. The best |oved
and nost trusted heard the thought in the voice of G andam Naadii na.

Then suddenly the bonbing fanned out fromthe city and ignited the tal
grasses, where hundreds of people still travelled. People ran, and screaned,
and fell, and sone were tranpled.

Circling the planet, the Khieevi -were pleased at last to feel the terror
rising in nourishing -waves fromthe surface. The transmi ssion of it -would
appease the Young for a -while longer, until the ships could | and and begin
| oadi ng the prisoners.

The House Har akam an ships rallied under Nadhari's | eadership. Mst of the
security ships needed only to | oad the torpedoes in their own bonmb bays to be
ready to fly into battle. Cascade shipping conpany's | awer -was overrul ed by
her bosses, although one ship was allotted to take her and sone of the other

| ess committed executives and enpl oyees back to the company's headquarters.
What Ms. Barber had failed to realize, Rafik told Acorna, -was that her
conpany -was actually a subsidiary of one owned by Hafiz's second cousin,
"whose hol di ngs were dependant on the backing of House Harakani an

Acorna and the other Linyaari neanwhile spent tinme with the plants of the vine
worl d. The vines actually seemed to flourish in the sea of sap they had
created, growing fromit at an amazing rate and sending forth a pl easant
floral smell as if the ewhole planet was nerely a | arge i nnocuous bouquet.
"Apparently the sap that kills the bugs has regenerative properties for the
plants,” Miri said. "Fortunately it doesn't work that way for the Khieevi,
Aari said with a small, tight snile

Sone of the |ess battle-worthy ships brought up the rear of the makeshift
fighter squadron. They formed a supply line back to the vine world to reequip
ships that, it was optim stically hoped, would expend all of their sap shells
destroyi ng Khieevi and their vessels.

Becker meanwhil e was giving the skippers and navigators a crash course in



gonzo ast rophysi cs.

"If we use the folds in space as cover, we can pop in and out around the bugs
and sap them before they have any idea ewhere -we cone from But with this
many of us, we have to do it in strict rotation or we'll be ramm ng each ot her
and | ose the battle to friendly fire."

Becker was originally going to return to the Condor, flying it into battle and
| eavi ng Acorna and Aari with the other Linyaari back on the vine world, which
was the only place certain to be safe from Khi eevi attack

But the Khieevi massed quickly around narhii-Vhiliinyar and, instead of
sending in ground troops and shuttles as they had before, began a massive
bonbardnment of the hel pl ess planet. Becker stayed with Nadhari as she flew
reconnai ssance, spying out the Khieevi position, which was basically
encircling the planet with ships, as it had done with the vine world.
"You're on your own, kids," Becker told Acorna and Aari in his |ast

transm ssion to the ConSor before the battle was joined. "I'll nmiss ny old
bucket of bolts, but the | frit is lighter and nore maneuverabl e and Nadhari
needs me with her to

*weave her troops in and out if we're going to have a prayer against the

kl ackers. Aari, make sure Mac reports to you what he's getting fromthe

Khi eevi comuni cations and if there's any break. " "Lately they've been
al nost inmpossible to read. Captain,"” Aan said sadly. "So many are Kkl acking at
once that Mac cannot deci pher individual messages. And the sound of the
mssiles is also disrupting our sensors.”

"We're going to start making a | ot of noise ourselves pretty quick," Becker
sai d. "Be safe, people."

"Be safe, Joh," Aari said, and touched the corn screen

"Be safe, Becker, and keep the others safe as well," Acorna said.

But she felt so powerless. In the other battle, there had been sonething she
could do to help, but this one, well, it alnost went w thout saying that this
was a | ost cause. The sap was effective against the Khieevi. Perhaps they
could be driven off in time to save the Linyaari people, if not
narhii-Vhiliinyar, but it was hard to believe the comnbination of corporate
security and civilian ships stood a chance agai nst the Khi eevi hordes.

More i nmedi ately saddening was that in the course of their reconnai ssance,
Becker and Nadhari had seen no sign of the AcaSeckl, and Mac could di scern no
mention of themfromthe Khieevi transmissions filling the Condor with their
staccato.

The driver of the Khieevi ship designated Fourteen Klaclu am Two KLiclu was
not, as his non-Khl eevi enem es sonetimes presunmed, incapable of independent
t hought and action. Quite the contrary. The driver, nowtrying to control the
ship with only five feet, having sacrificed his sixth, knew that once he
rej oi ned the other Khieevi, he -would not |ast |ong.

When the main swarm di scovered the true home of the One-Horns and began
bonbarding it, the driver was so di smayed he sent an extra jolt of energy to
the Young. Hi s wonderful capture, so fortunately come by and so willingly
carried to the Young, was about to be rendered insignificant by the m ght of
the swarm Unless, of course, he and his fellow strag glers delivered their
contribution to the diet of the Young before the swarmwas able to return with



captives.

Sonme of the other stragglers were little nore than dead wei ght. There had been
six of themin his linb originally and he knew for certain that three of the
shi ps no | onger contained |iving personnel. No one was at the comunits, and
the ships were guided only by the tractor beans attached to the captive vesse
fromFourteen Klaclu an() Two Klickd and the other two vessel s whose crews
still contained sone |iving nmenbers.

The only confort that the driver had was that he knew nmany of the ships in the
swarmwere as badly off as his own - as the others of his linb. The

conmuni cati ons he received, and ignored, were quite often di sordered and
nonsensi cal and he suspected that only the structure of the swarm kept many of
the ships in place.

Fourteen Klacfu ano Two Klic/u would not remain in place. It sped, with as
much nonmentum as possible pulling one alien and three Khieevi vessels plus two
ot hers whose drivers, he suspected, were suffering nmore of the effects of
contam nated shuttle soldiers than him toward the honeworl d and the Young.

As the bombardnment of narhii-Vhiliinyar continued, so did Acorna's healing
duti es.

The first to show the | ong-range effects of the damage done to the Linyaari
was Aari's nother. Miri, gathering sap on the vine world, grew nore and nore
di stracted and incoherent. Kaarlye said she was receiving tel epathic signals
fromthe homeworld, reading the suffering of her people. The tine cane when
she cried out and fainted, falling face forward into a | ake of sap. By the
time they pulled her out, she had nearly suffocated.

Acorna, Neeva, Melireenya, and Khaari, as well as Kaarlye, all laid horns on
Miri to revive her. But the physical effect of her fall was not what caused
her to thrash and cry out in her unconsci ousness.

"This is how she was while Aari was a prisoner," Kaarlye said.
"I don't see why," Liriili said. "She's no good to anyone that way."

But as time wore on, and reports were relayed back al ong the supply channel s
of the fires in the fields, the decimation of the cities, the saturation
bonbi ng of the planet's surface, the bad news took its toll. First Mlireenya,
then Khaari, then Neeva and finally Kaarlye hinself began to succunb to the

di sorientation and panic that had narked Miri's decline in health.

Even Aari attenpted to use his newWly grown horn to soothe his parents and the
Bal akiire crew. He had no nore luck than the others.

Acorna had not lived on narhii-Vhiliinyar |ong enough to devel op a bond strong
enough to affect her the way it did the others, but she m ssed Calum and
Maati, Grandam Hafiz, and even Karina. Not to nention all of the children she
had hel ped to rise fromslavery only for themto fall victimto a nore deadly
peril. Jana woul d be taking care of the others now, she knew, and Maati woul d
hel p. So would Thariinye, -who was not a bad sort, just a bit call ow

soneti nes.

Cal um had hel ped rai se her and at tinmes had been her closest friend. If she
-were to bond with anyone out there, she thought, it would be with him But
she felt nothing fromhim Nothing. Unfortunately, the hardheaded Cal edoni an
whil e as pragmati c and i ngeni ous as the best of his race, had not fallen heir
to their nore magical qualities.



Grandam had |ived through nmuch in her long life, but even the Khieevi attack
on Vhiliinyar had not been this horrible. The people had escaped then. Now

t hey were anbushed on their own world, their escape routes cut off, the
ground qui ckly bei ng bonbed from beneath their feet.

The noi se outside her head was no worse than the clanor inside. Her people
were dying. Dying. Dead already, many in the tall grasses, and she could do
not hi ng. The keening of death songs in the caves was as loud in its way as the
bonbi ng.

Not just bonbing either, but ships falling fromthe sky, huge chunks of them
pl umreti ng everywhere, blazing comets of death.

She heal ed burns and fractures, crushing injuries and shock, all the tine
trying to exude cal mand control, as all the other elders -were al so doing.
But never had she felt so keenly every year of her age. The Ancestors
attenpted to help, but their energy was ol der than her own and they were not
i mmune to the chaos and tragedy thundering down upon them

She felt a sudden jolt of alarmand | ooked up fromthe badly burned body of
young Hiiri, who had been caught in the first grass fire. One of the Ancestors
bolted from an adjoi ni ng cave and gal | oped across the charred stubbl e that
remai ned of the tall grasses, easily, gracefully leaped the small river fed by
an underground spring in the hills, and charged into a remaining stand of tal
grasses on the other side. Grandam watched as the grasses parted, and a |line
of figures, nmuch burdened with cases and cages, hunbled through the grass to
nmeet the Ancestor. (Aagroni lirtyef) Grandam called in thought-speak. (Your

| aborat ory shoul d have been anong the first to be evacuated!)

(We could hardly leave all of the new younglings we've been growi ng fromthe
remai ns of the animals fromVhiliinyar, could we?) the aagroni demanded
indignantly. (It took a little time to pack them out but everything has gone
very well indeed.)

The Ancestor had gone to offer her services as a pack animal. (OF course, you
couldn't,) Gandamreplied. (I comend your dedication to your charges.) She
turned back to the snoky den behind her to recruit some of the able bodied to
assi st with the bundl es.

The ball of flame flashed across her eyes as she turned and ewhen she whirled
back to ook, it had landed in the tall grass. She could no | onger see the
Ancestor or the aagroni but she heard the screanms and the frantic whinnying of
the Ancestor. An attendant ran fromone of the caves but he had G andan s
heel s before him

She tried to outrun the flame, circling around it to reach sonme of the
scientists behind it, or the Ancestor. Al of these precious beings nust not
die. So much had been lost in such a short tinme. This rmust not go too.

But she could see nothing but fire. She heard the roar of the flanmes and the
screans and she saw the Ancestor leap fromthe fire w th speci mens upon her

back, her mane and tail on fire before she Ieaped into the river. G andam

| eaped into the river herself and soaked herself thoroughly and then gave a

great leap of body and m nd and plunged into the flanes.

After countless hours of healing work, trying to soothe and sedate Neeva,
Khaari, Melireenya, Miri, and Kaarlye, Acorna was resting. Aari hel ped by
hol di ng the hands of his parents, speaking in a |ow voice to themof his
boyhood, and al so renmenbering sone bits of Linyaari spiritual teachings, of



how bel oved souls returned with the new spirits of the young.

She had finally fallen asleep listening to himherself. H's horn was not

mat ure enough to use for healing, but what he was doing truly hel ped. Mre
than Liriili, who wung her hands and demanded that sonebody <)o sonet hing.

She seened nost distressed that all of these outsiders now knew the | ocation
of narhii-Vhilnnyar. Irrationally, she was sonmehow not understanding that the
Khi eevi had al ready found the planet. And sonething wo,) being done. The

Khi eevi bonbardnment of the Linyaari world was now neeting with resistance from
the outside, fromthe darting nosquito-like attacks of MOO s combi ned forces.
Reports travel ed back down the supply channels that the attacks were

ef fective. Once a Khieevi vessel was sapped, it did not remain aloft for |ong.

On the other hand, another odd runor was reaching the vine world. Many of the
Khi eevi ships that had not been hit, in fact, even before the MO shi ps began
their attack, were falling out of orbit and crashing onto the surface of
narhiiVhiliinyar. Direct communication with the front wi ngs was infrequent and
terse, so Acorna had not been able to speak to any of the actual conbatants
about this, but she suspected that some of the Khieevi swarm had been infected
with the sap fromthe swarm s previous attack on the vine -world.

The MXO forces had actually been firing a relatively short time-1less than
forty-ei ght hours-but the psychic damage fromthe tel epathic bonds between the
Li nyaari on narhii-Vhilinyar and Aari's parents and the Bal akiire's crew had
been occurring since the first Khieevi bomb struck the planet's surface.

Acorna's dreans were fitful and troubled, she was running, hiding, ducking,
while the world fell apart all around her. Some part of her mnd knew that
this was not only a dream Neverthel ess, the bonds of empathy that tied her to
her own friends and kin were beginning to drag her into the norass of enotion
experienced by the Linyaari under attack

Suddenl y, screans shattered her fragile rest and her eyes flew open. Al of
the Linyaari, including Liriili and Aari, cried out.

"What is it?" she asked, struggling to her feet.
"Grandam " Neeva cri ed.

"Grandam " Kaarlye and Miri echoed

Aari added, with wonder in his voice. "And Mati."

At the nmoment Grandam | eaped into the flames, Maati was al so sl eeping. She and
Thariinye had their hands full calmng children, trying to heal themof fears
they shared. It didn't help that Hafiz and Karina were so obviously

fri ght ened.

"Look," Maati had told the others. "I think the Khieevi really like it when
they scare us. They get some sort of special kick out of it. So the scareder
we are, the nore they like it. Can we try not to give themthe satisfaction?"

Jana nodded her understandi ng, "Some of the overseers at the mnes were |like
that. And-Kheti said that sone of the clients in the pleasure houses -were
like that, too. They enjoyed scaring and hurting the girls because that was
what they wanted really, not the sex."

"I can't help it," Chiura said, cuddling close to Jana. "lI'm scared."

Kari na Harakam an stopped trenbling and tried to rally them "I know what. W



could group sing. Does anyone know the song ' Kum bye-ya?' It's from an ancient
Earth culture and very hypnotic."

Nobody did. Karina sang it with them It -was slow and everybody swayed to it
i ke she showed themto, but it was repetitious. It didn't change their nood
or lighten their fears.

Cal um Bai rd, who now had nothing to do, finally said, "That's a nice wee song,
Karina, but we've sung it twenty tines. Shall we try sonmething else? | know a
few. | learned this one fromGIloglie one tinme when -we were drunk as skunks.
H s people were great ones for songs. We used to sing this one and sone of the
others to Acorna when she'-was little."

Whi |l e he taught them "The Rocky Road to Dublin" and they were all shouting,
"One, two, three, four, fivel Hunt the hare and turn her on the rocky road al
the way to Dub-uh-1in one, two, three, four, fivel" Maati and Thariinye were
finally able to fall into an exhausted sl eep

And then she felt the flanes and heard, for the first time ever, G andam
shri ek, and she woke up shrieking too. Thariinye was screeching right back at
her. Then G andam was gone, sonmehow, but soneone el se was there, in her nind
with her.

"Mpati ? Maati, where are you? It's Aari. Keep sending. |I'mconmng to get you."
Maati's thought was |oud and clear and If Aari and Acorna both heard it,
though Miri and Kaarlye al nost i mediately | apsed back into their tel epathic
ni ght mares. (There's Khieevi ships all around us. They're taking us
somewhere.)

(Can you read them Maati?) Aari asked her

(A-alittle. | know they want to hurt us, but | scared one of them by rubbing
sap on the screen.)

(That's good,) Aari told her. (You kept them fromtaking you off the ship.)
(Maati, ask Calum what your coordinates are,) Acorna said.

(Can't,) Maati replied

(I's he hurt?) Acorna asked anxiously.

(No, nothing like that. He's doing a |ot of clapping his hands and stonping
his feet and bell owi ng. Everybody else is doing it too so | wouldn't be able
to make himhear ne. But | can read them) She was silent for a nonent, then
recited the coordinates.

(Keep sending,) Aari told her. (W're on our way.)

The coordi nates were nowhere near those of narhiiVhiliinyar

The Khieevi swarmspiraled in rings twenty deep around narhii-Vhiliinyar.

Bl ossons of red fire bloonmed fromthe innernost ships as missiles silently
connected with the surface of the planet. Then the ships that had fired
spiral ed back out to the outernost |ayer to be replaced by fresh ships.

Up until recently, no one who had witnessed this battle formation had lived to

tell about it. One hundred percent saturation, donination, and deci mati on were
guaranteed. Usually the innernpst ships dispatched shuttles with ground troops



i nstead of bonbs, but sonetimes the bonmbs canme first, to soften up the eneny
before the troops | anded. This time the ships thenselves intended to | and and
gat her up the prisoners.

The strategy was tinme tested and utterly perfect against planets without
m ssiles or other defenses of their own. Planets such as narhii-Vhiliinyar.

The attention of every ship was focused inwardly, on the target, though in
many cases in this particular formation, individual ships were distracted by a
subst ance brought onboard by di sabl ed shuttles and wounded crew fromthe
battle with the vine world. The substance was as intractable as the Khieevi

t hensel ves, creeping, infiltrating, oozing over any and all surfaces, and
where it met with susceptible carapace or Khieevi exoskel eton, burning and
eating all that it touched, growing ever nore rapidly as it fed. Mich like the
Khi eevi. Very nuch |ike the Khieevi.

The ships that had been infected and remained within the swarmdid not request
assistance fromthe other ships. They did not know exactly -what was weakeni ng
them and causing themto suffer, but they knew t hat weakness -woul d be net
with elimnation, so they gave their suffering to the Young and carried on as
usual .

Ni ne Kl ackt an) Seventy-two Klick<) had just returned to the outernost spira
ring when its hull inploded and the bridge was filled with burning, clinging
yel l ow sap and the high pitched eeee's of the crew

Ni ne Kl ack<f an3 Seventy-two Klictu was not one of the ships that had been
infected on the vine -world. But it had seen that many ot her ships haS taken
back shuttles and crewrenbers danaged in that battle. No doubt one of them had
becorme defective. The driver of N ne Kl ack.) ant) Seventy-two Kliclu thought
in the split second before the liquid sap covered himthat this -was just the
sort of thing that made it necessary to strictly enforce the policy of
elimnating the -weak.

Seventy-two Kl ackd and Nine Kiick”, on the other hand, had six crewrenbers in
various stages of being devoured by sap. When it<f hull inploded with ordinary
expl osive nmissile material, the driver thought to wonder, just before he
crashed his ship into sixteen other vessels, which crashed their ships into a
i ke nunber on the -way to the target's surface, how the swarm had known his
ship was infected. And why they had not waited to elimnate himuntil after
the battle. But, of course, by then the question was strictly rhetorical.
"This is like shooting ducks in a barrel,"
unhappil y.

Nadhan conpl ai ned, but not

"More like shooting pool," Becker said. "Lookit that ricochet!"

"Sonmebody call for Ryk O Shay?" the corn unit asked. "I'mright here with
Cap'n den in the Hudson IT sapshi p Bananas. And we read you, w ng conmand!
One of the bugs just slipped on one of our peels and crashed through the

Khi eevi inner formation taking out, oh, maybe ten or twelve of its little bug
buddi es, and each of them bunped off at |east ten nore apiece.

"It hardly seenms sporting,” Captain den opined. "And | -wonder if we aren't
wasting the sap. Whatever they're hit with, it looks to ne as if it's their
own tactics that are defeating them

They seemto be totally unprepared for an attack fromoutside their
formation. "



"That's a roger, Cap'n den," Becker said. The scan scope on the Ifrit showed
a long view of the Khieevi formation

"Au contraire, nma capitaine," broke in Andina Dimtri of Domestic Goddess
Intergal actic Cl eansi ng Corporation, manufacturers of a multitude of cleaning
products and providers of the mpbst conprehensive housekeeping and interior
design services in the Federation. "W've been conpiling statistics here and
according to our figures, the ships hit with sap shells hit three tines as
many of their conpanion vessels as the ships hit with conventional amp. The
sap shells are denonstrably superior.™

"This is the Condor calling the Ifrit. Come in, Ifrit," the renote |ink
crackl ed.

"Aan! Acorna, we're kicking butt here. Wsh you were here."

"Joh," Aari's face on the corn screen -was both serious and hopeful. "Khornya
and | are taking the Condor to find the AcaDeckt. My sister just sent us the
coordi nates. "

"Ch, good, I'mglad they're okay," Becker said.

"They're not okay, Captain," Acorna said. "They're held in a Khieevi tractor
beam Maati is afraid they're being taken to the Khieevi homeworld. But the
Khi eevi haven't touched themyet."

"M. and Ms. Harakam an?" Nadhari asked. "How are they?"

"Fi ne, except Maati says Karina has a |ousy singing voice. Calumwas teaching
the kids GII's drinking songs, Mati said."

"I"lIl pass it on," Nadhari said. "Keep us posted on the coordinates of the
Khi eevi vessels."

Acorna's voi ce was unsteady when she asked, "Do we- know how the people on the
surface are doi ng? Any idea what happened to G andan®"

"Somet hi ng happened to G andan?" Becker asked.

"I forgot you wouldn't know," Acorna said. "All of us felt it. | think naybe
she-she's gone."

"We' |l check it out as soon as possible, honey," Becker said. "Nadhari wants
to shoot sonething so we gotta go now. G ve ne those coordi nates again," he
said. She did and they signed off just in tine to hear a very staticky cal
from Hudson | T Bananas.

"What the devil!" Captain den called. "Wng conmand, <we've been hit!"

"Fall back!" Nadhari cried, as a mssile exploded to the port bow of the
Ifrit.

"They finally shooting at us instead of the Linyaari?" G| asked.

"C oak and shield, people" Becker said. "Do it now. "

The nosquito fl eet obeyed the command, |eaving the space surroundi ng
narhii-Vhiliinyar to the Khieevi, but still the firing continued. The spira

of ships, formerly as tidy and symetrical as a water ballet, already had
gaping holes torn in its pristine formation fromthe crashes. Al pretense of



order vani shed as the ships on the |lower layer fired upward, the ships on the
upper |layer fired downward, and both hit the ships in the internmedi ate |ayers,
whi ch crashed. Fire bl ossomed and ships disintegrated into thousands of

pi eces, buffeting the shielded ships of the makeshift MOO fleet |ike a meteor
shower .

"Holy snokes," Ryk O Shay said. "Wuld you |l ookit the fireworks."

"Fireworks hell," Becker said, his voice thick with longing. "RK wouldja I ook
at that salvage, and us wi thout the ConSorV

Nadhari snorted, "The Khi eevi apparently deci ded what we threw at them was

friendly fire-no longer so friendly. | don't know how they coul d have figured
the crashes were deliberate as well but it looks as if they did, and good
ri ddance. They're saving us the trouble of killing them by turning on

t hensel ves. "
"I like that," Adina said. "It's econom cal."

"Banar uu, how bad are you hit?"

"I think we've contained it for now, Ifrit, but we'll need a tow back to
base. "
"Hang on. This ewill be over soon fromthe | ook of it."

It was. In a matter of |less than an hour, hundreds of Khieevi ships destroyed
each other. A few nanaged to flee the scene.

Wth the ships gone, however. Decker could see what was |left of
narhii-Vhiliinyar. The planet's surface, once a study in blue-green | andscape
and charmingly colored cities, was now a snoking bl ack, cratered wastel and.

The Condor's conputers found every shortcut between itself and the Acaoecki
Mac, no | onger troubled by the cacophony fromthe fleet, easily picked up the
signals from Fourteen Klacfu an<) Two Kticfu and its cohorts.

"They have injured aboard, Acorna," Mac said. "And they are returning to the
honmewor | d-the captain of the linb, as the six ships are referred to, is
attenpting to precede the renainder of the fleet to the honmeworld to appease
those he calls "the Young" with the sacrifice of the AcaSecki's personnel."

The | ong-range scanners had enabled to Conclor to stay a safe distance from
the I'inb of Khieevi ships wthout detection, and now Aari asked, "Shall we
cl ose on them Khornya?"

"Hrfm not yet, | think," she said. "Mac, let us know if you can get the
coordi nates of the homeworld fromthe Khieevi vessel-or at |east sone idea
when we're cl ose enough that we have an idea where to |ocate their homeworld
before we free the Acaoecki."

"Yes, Acorna." Mac said, and returned to his post at the Khieevi shuttle's
corn unit.

Maati continued to send the coordinates every hour.

(Lots of the kids are sleeping now,) she said. (I told Calum and Hafiz that
you were behind us and Cal um says pl ease don't get caught. | told himyou had
sap shells and he's worried you won't use them because of us Linyaan being
pacifist and all.)



(A minor technicality in this case,) Acorna said as cheerfully as possible.
(Mac can use the launch controls and he is no pacifist. But | suppose this is
one case where even Liriili mght be glad Aari and | are somewhat alienated
from mai nstream Li nyaari culture.)

(Hnph!) Maati sent a picture of herself snorting and giggling (Are you
kidding? If Liriili thought it would save her, she would pull the toggle
hersel f.)

(I think you're right about that.)

(Khornya? Do you know any nore about Grandamyet? | didn't even say goodbye.
Do you think she mght think | ran away fromheri I'mglad | found ny-Aari's
and ny-fol ks, but Grandamis-Gandamwas ny real famly, you know?)

(I felt -what you felt too Maati but | don't know any nore about it. W'l
just have to go to narhn-Vhiliinyar when you're free and find out. Captain
Becker says the Khieevi m stook MOO s attacks for some kind of interna
warfare and turned on each other and bl ew each other all across the quadrant.
| could tell Captain Becker was slavering over all that salvage.)

(He if coming now, Maati. RiiS-Kiiyi if coming, too,) Aari said.

(You thought-talk to RK?) Maati asked.

(Yes, but you, know him He doesn't Lit ten to me or anyone el se. But we have

hao a special relationship since | hel peo heal himon Vhiliinyar. Don't tel
Job. He gets jealous. But 'RiQKiiyijust scratched at the ()oor of ny mno. He
wants you, to know he is com ng an9 he will claw the eyes out of the Khieevi

ani) spray their sockets.)
Maati gi ggl ed.

And after a while she said, (I think we're getting nearer. The Khieevi just
cane back on the corn screen even though | scared himoff once with the sap
He's showi ng that-you know, Aari, that vid of you fromthe piiyi, to frighten
us again. But we turned the sound off. Nobody speaks Khi eevi anyway and nany
are sl eeping now Calum s songs are very energetic and involve nuch stonping,
cl appi ng, and hollering. He wore hinself and everyone el se out.)

(I mssed those versions,) Acorna said. (O at |least the stonping and
hol Il ering arrangenents. G1ll did sing me an Irish lullaby or two.)

As they spoke, they narrowed the gap between thensel ves and the Khieevi linb
until they were within firing distance.

(Cal um says you shoul d know that he thinks each of the ships have a tractor
beam on us. But | think at |east three of the ships are dead al ready.)

(That's what | call good news and bad news!) Acorna said. (But | have an idea.
Tell Calumto be ready to accelerate and fire upon the Khieevi as soon as the
connections are broken. Then to put up the shields and cl oak and take you al
away as fast as possible.)

(I don't think he will |eave you.)

(He must to save the children.)

(They will all feel safer with you, Khornya.)



(That's touching but not hel pful. Just tell him Maati, and wi sh us all |uck.)

She went to Mac's station and asked him "Can you use the Khieevi shuttle's
controls to renotely operate controls on their ships?"

Mac exam ned the controls and said, "No, Acorna. | cannot find such a
nechani smon the shuttle."

"Ch," she said. "Hmm There are six ships with tractor beans | ocked onto the
AcaSecKki . "

"I could try to send thema command to rel ease the ship," he said.
"Three of the ships are dead," she told him "But if we fire on themto break
the beam I'mafraid 'we m ght danage the Acaffeclu.”

"Perhaps the other Khieevi ships inthe linb ewill have a renpte mechanismto
control the tractor beans of the dead ships," he said.

"l suppose there's no harmin trying."

He transm tted command-styl e Hacki ng and klicking using the identification
code fromthe nother ship of the shuttle.

Four ships fell away fromthe Acaaecki at once and when he repeated the
command, so did the fifth.

But the sixth ship sent back a nmessage saying, "This is the driver of the ship
designated Fourteen Klaclu aru) Two Klicki). Howis it that you escaped the

Pl anet of Doom Fifty-three Klaclu am) Seven Kliclu, when nost of our shuttles
were | ost?"

Mac shrugged. "Wiat do | say?" he whispered.

Aari had joined them and suggested, "Respond with this message,"” and he gave
Mac a series of klacks and khcks to transmt.

The last ship imedi ately rel eased the Acaoecki, which shot away fromit and
fired a round at each of its captors. Three of the ships were hit at once and
flewto bits but the other three naneuvered out of range and returned fire. By
then, however, the Acaoecki had cl oaked and shiel ded, as ordered.

"That worked," Acorna said. "Wat does it nean?"

"I have no idea," Aari said. "Except that it is not very polite and those in
charge seened to say it when they were particularly annoyed-although with a
Khieevi if was difficult to tell, of course.™

The other three ships accel erated away from both the Aca<)ecki and the Condor
al ong the sane route they had been folio-w ng, and were out of range before

Aari and Acorna could return to the bridge.

"I am picking up strange signals, Aari," Mac said. "They do not sound like
any of the Khieevi transm ssions | have heard before.”

Acorna and Mac heard a higher pitched sound, containing klicking but also
somet hing that sounded nore like "snip snip" than a klack

"However," Mac said, as klick-klacks began transmtting and new blips appeared



on the scanner, "ThoM do. And they are homing in on us. Fourteen Kl ack) ana
Two Kllclu is transmitting data regardi ng our position."
"I think it's time to sap Fourteen Kl aclu ana Two Kucl u, "
"They have caused enough trouble for one journey."

Acorna said firmy.

The driver of Fourteen Kl achf and Two Kl lckd -was in agony once nore. Behind
himthe debris of four ships of his linb blew apart. He al one had realized
that Fifty-three Kl acLf and Seven KUdu was behaving in an irregular nanner

But when the driver called himan eater of his own eggs, he thought the driver
must be of very high rank, as such an insult to any but the lowiest inferior
was an invitation to be devoured. Thus had he been tricked into releasing his
prey. Hi s only hope now was that he would | eave the nestworld alive once nore.

And then that |ast vain hope al so was eaten.

Anot her of his crewnenbers had becone infected while tearing off the |egs of
one of the previously infected nenmbers. Now this crewnan crawl ed up to the
driver while the driver was arguing -with the false driver of the shuttle from
Fifty-three Kl ack<f and Seven Kilclu. Laying half-eaten pincers upon the
driver's carapace, the crewran begged to be slain. The driver obliged at once,
but not before the sap began eating through to his internal organs.

Meanwhi l e, signals arrived fromseveral returning nmenbers of the swarm
"Deserter!” their klicks and klacks said, nore or |ess. "The swarm has
peri shed and now you will perish as well." That was the nessage from behind
hi m

And just ahead, on the nestworld, the Young were clamoring for their prey,
demanding it be brought to them

On the -whole, it seenmed easier to oblige themafter all. The driver of
Fourteen Klaclu anc) Two Kliclu raised his accel eration and shot for the
surface of the nestworld without bothering to initiate a | andi ng procedure.

"He crashed it!" Mac said. "Fourteen Kl ackf and Two KUcLf crashed his vesse
onto the surface of the nestworld. He killed sone of the Young. The others
seemto be-from-what | can tell, swarm ng over the dead to feast upon them"

"At least it seenms we won't have to worry about destroying innocent children
when we sap the nest,"” Acorna said.

"No," Mac said. "But you had better sap them fast and | eave. The Khi eevi ships
behi nd are gaining on us."

"Khi eevi ships to your starboard stern," Calumsaid. "W'IlIl cover you,
Condor . "

"No!" Acorna said. "Take the children out of here, Calum Now. You can't risk
them"

"This is Wng Command Ifrit,"” Nadhari's crisp and authoritative voice cane
t hrough. "You heard the | ady, Acaoecki. Mve smartly fromthe field at once.”

"Do it," Becker's voice seconded the notion. "W got 'emin our crosshairs,
Cal um Vanpoose and don't |let any salvage hit you in the stern on your way
out."

The rest "was a bit anticlimctic for Acorna and Aari. The squad fromthe MXO
fleet closed rapidly on the few survivors fromthe horde's self-destruction



and denolished themw th a conbinati on of conventional fire and sap shells.

The majority of the sap shells were saved for the nestworld, where the Young
had al ready begun to die fromthe sap oozing out of Fourteen Kl aclu and Two
Klick.

"Dimitri, den, and Gloglie each keep your wing here until you're sure it's
over," Nadhari conmanded.

"Don't worry, Nadhari," Andina Dimtri said, "lI've just the cleanser to take
care of this nmess.”

"Acorna? Aari?" Becker asked plaintively. "I don't suppose you could pick up
any of this salvage on your way back to MXO, could you?"

For the first tine since the Linyaari inhabited narhiiVhiliinyar, hordes of
peopl e of other species joined with the Linyaari and the Ancestors.

It had taken nmuch inagination and very precise navigational nmenory to find the
site of Grandfather Niicari's grave. It had once been marked by being | ocated
a few steps fromthe back flap of Grandam Naadiina's pavilion but now al
pavilions were little nore than pools of nolten ash in the | ake of such ash
that had once been Kubiilikhan

Neeva swal | omed hard and spoke, "Friends and clankin, we are gathered to |ay
our bel oved Grandam nother, protectress, and w se counselor to our many
generations of Linyaari, friend to the outsiders, to rest beside her |ifemate,
our G andfather."

Maati was weeping quietly, supported on one side by Aari and Acorna and on the
other by a dry-eyed but solem-faced Thariinye. Miri and Kaarlye stood behind
their youngest, Miri's hands resting lightly on her shoul ders.

Grandam | ooked so beautiful lying there. The char had been cl eaned from her
silvery mane, the lines were snoothed on her face, her hands resting
peaceful ly, naturally at her waist. And her nouth was curved in a firmand
exultant smile. She had not died in the fire, as it seened when Mati and the
other Linyaari felt first the fire and then the extingui shnent of G andam s
life force.

Grandami s leap at the fire had been a conmplete act involving not only her
body, but al so her extraordinary strength of heart, mind, and will, as she
dragged the river waters fromtheir bed to flood the fires threatening the
scientists and the precious new species they had risked their own lives to
save.

Never had anyone done such a thing in Linyaari history or fable, as long as
any of them could renenber. But G andam Naadiina had |ived | onger than any
two- footed Linyaari and had grown in -wi sdomand skill with every ghaanyi of
her life. Unfortunately, her heart, which had grown in the strength of its

| ove and ki ndness, had not inproved structurally, and the strain of her fina
tel epathic struggle to save others had been too nmuch for it.

"Those who -were with Grandam at the end said she wore the same smile you see
here. Aagroni lirtye, do you wi sh to add sonet hi ng?"

"I do," he said. Hs mane was very short and irregular where the char had been
chopped of f, and he had no brows or | ashes. Hi s skin was reddened and peeling,
as was that of several people around him "G andamdied as you were just told,
saving me, ny staff, and nost inportant, the young we have been growi ng from



cells of species lost with our own beloved Vhiliinyar. | understand that her
passing was felt by her foster daughter Maati and Spacefarer Thariinye across
several galaxies. | was privileged to be nearest to her at her death and
recei ved her last thoughts. They were of you, Mati, full of pride for your
bravery in risking your life to save your fanmly and friends, and for all of

us, her other children, and nmost of all, for Vhiliinyar. Just as G andam knew,
somehow, that we would be saved, she al so knew that the destruction of narhi
Vhiliinyar was not the end of a Linyaari homeworld. Viife<)haanye-feriilt
Neeva?"

"I think G andam woul d be pl eased and proud now to hear the nessage brought by
nmy sister-daughter, VueShaanye Khornya, called Ah-khorn-ah by those humans who
saved her as an infant, and saved us fromthe Khieevi. Khornya?"

Acorna gracefully extracted herself fromAari, with a last caress to his
fingers and a lingering touch on Maati's shoul der, and knelt beside Grandamto
ki ss her forehead before standing, quite close to G andam and saying, "As
some of you know, the Khieevi -were defeated by people nmy Uncle Hafiz brought
into this quadrant in hopes that you -would trade with them | -want you to
know t hat when these people, nerchants, tradespeople, |earned that you were in
danger, they hastened to help you however they could. Not all could destroy
Khi eevi. Like the Linyaari, many are good only at building, not at destroying.
Dr. Ngaen Xong Hoa, in particular, has |ong sought to escape fromthose who
woul d use the -weather-control science he developed for martial purposes. He
feels a great kinship -with the Linyaari.

"He, along -with the npbst expert terraform ng specialists available in the
Federation, have been brought to House Harakam an's Mon of Qpportunity by
Hafi z and Rafi k Harakanian for the express purpose of hel ping us restore
Vhiliinyar to its former |life and beauty.

Her voice lowered for a noment and her silver eyes were covered by their |ong
pewt er | ashes before she resuned, "I do not recall having seen Vhiliinyar with
my own eyes. But in ny dreams, since | -was a baby, | have seen a beautiful
world of rolling hills, snow capped mountains, tunbling waterfalls and
forests, and great tracts of delicious grasses. | amtold that is what
Vhiliinyar was |ike.

"Grandam s final sacrifice, -which kept Aagroni lirtye and his staff's heroic

efforts to preserve native species that woul d have otherw se been

ext i ngui shed, was her last contribution to the restoration of this home | have
never known, but many of you remenber. Her first contribution, of course," and
she smiled inpishly, "Was to have her many children and grandchildren, all of

us.

"My adoptive fathers have requested ne to ask you if the Linyaari would please
direct Dr. Hoa and the other specialists in a joint effort to restore our
ancestral hone to us. For those of us who require the solitude and secl usion
of a peaceful world, Vhiliinyar's location will remain a highly classified
secret. My uncles further propose that narhii-Vhiliinyar and Kubiilikhan al so
be restored as a trade base for Linyaari skills and goods, ewhere our people
may interact freely with people of all planets and species so that we may each
| earn the good the other has to offer

She knelt once nore beside Grandam and, |aying her hand upon G andani s fol ded
hands, said, "Grandam when the restoration is conplete, you and G andfat her
wi Il be brought home to join your children on your world."

It was perhaps the first funeral in the history of the Linyaari in ewhich the
bel oved deceased was interred to sobs of rejoicing and cries of hope for a



better world to cone.
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