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Theword sang in Acornas mind, asong of chiming silver sreams and drumming waterfalls, of wind
fluting across the tops of bending blue-green grasses and through the spade-shaped leaves of gigantic
treesin vast forests. The song echoed in the minds of every Linyaari present asthey beheld
Vhiliinyar-that-was.

The first homecoming place was on a high plateau, overshadowed by aconica mountain. Among deep
purple and azure wildflowerslay asprinkling of snow, while apinkish cap of glacier frosted the distant
pesk, silhouetted againgt addlicate violet sky. A cascade flowed magestically from a plateau, the water
forming aroaring curtain that plunged down to the mountain's base, ending in afroth of rainbow mistsand
white water that smoothed out into abroad plum-colored lake.

Acornafet inginctively that thislake had tremendous significance for her but she didn't understand what
that significance could possibly be. She wanted to stop and stay there, gazing into it, looking for
something she was sure she could find if shejust had timeto look for it, but the world around her
swooped onward, asif she and her traveling companions were flying through it in an open-topped flitter.

Theviolet skies of Vhiliinyar arched overhead, edged by the scalloped beauty of snow-covered
mountains, as the spectacle swiftly segued from one glory to another.

Acornaamost forgot to breathe. Thiswas the world she had dreamed of for so very long. She didn't
hear the thoughts of the others, not even Aari or Neeva, nor did she seek them out. Surely they were as
overwhelmed as she was by the sheer beauty of Vhiliinyar.

Abruptly the sky darkened, the moons rose, and sunset-col ored words blazed overhead:

Brought to Y ou Courtesy of Harakamiatr Homework Holo-gram, and Terrestoration Making Any
World a Better One®

A collective sgh went round the room as the images faded. Everyone began talking, doud and with
thought-talk, al a once, so that the resulting words were little more than confused babble.

Despite all the verba confusion, Aari's communication was very clear. He was trembling and looked
rather greenish. Hisjaw was firmly clenched and his brimming eyes stared straight ahead.

"What isit, yaazi?' Acornaasked, usng the Linyaari term for "beloved.” Taking Aari'sarm, sheled him
quickly to the main exit from the holo-bubble. Shefelt, rather than saw, Aari's parents, hissster Madti,
and Thariinye, who had become Aari'sfriend, following them.

Aari'sanswer to her question cameinto her mind in awave of pain and shock, the sort of emotiona
trauma he had seemed to be free of for some time now. Acorna placed her gleaming horn againgt his
cheek to reassure him. Normally, among Linyaari, this caress would have been horn-to-horn, but Aari
had been muitilated during his capture by the evil Khleevi. His horn had been destroyed. Thanksto hard
work by some of the best Linyaari heders and atissue donation from hisyounger sster Madti, Aai's
horn had regrown to ashort, twisted knot protruding an inch or so from hisforehead and in time would
be fully restored, but horn-to-horn gestures weren't possible for him yet.



Hisfriends and family, emerging from the holo-bubble that had been temporarily transformed into thelr
lost home, sensed Aari's anguish and joined their horns with Acornato try and soothe him.

Hafiz Harakamian bustled out, the Sk panels of hisrobesflying behind him like the wings of varicolored
butterflies. Hisround face retained its genidity, but Acorna, raising her head to watch her adopted uncle's
approach, felt asubtle blend of pique and embarrassment beneath his surface cheer, and saw theright
half of Hafiz's mustache twitch irritably.

"How isit that my smal conjuring trick to bring to life your once-exquisite home world has so distressed
our heroic Aari that al of you must leave so precipitously, O SheWho Is Closer to My Heart than Any
Daughter of My Hesh Could Ever Be?' Hafiz complained, addressing Acorna.

But it was Magti, ayoungling not afraid to rush in where diplomats feared to tread, who raised her horn
from her brother's chest and answered, "The Khleevi made him watch while they destroyed it al, Uncle
Hafiz. It was awful. They killed dl of those beautiful animasfor sport, and ate every living plant and tree.
Then they fouled the lakes and streams with their horrible excrement before they blew the mountains
goart and filled the vdleyswith rubble.”

Y es, yes, these regrettable circumstances are common knowledge. But have we not just demonstrated
with our science which is so much like magic how the damage can be repaired and the planet
reterraformed so it is as good as new nay, better than new? Y ou cannot but be aware of the extensive
interviews we have conducted Linyaari who lived on Vhiliinyar, in order that we may gather

their memories of the place so that our scientists efforts can bring them to life once more? Now al that
remainsisasmple aerid topographica mapping expedition and...”

"Nothing remainsto map," Aari said, hisvoiceflat with alack of emotion that was painful to hear. "How
will you know where to put ariver when there are no mountainsto feed it or seasfor it to flow into? Even
Joh Becker could find nothing to salvage from the planet except the bones of our ancestors.”

Acornaconsidered this statement as the holo-bubble emptied of the rest of Hafiz's Linyaari guests. From
them she heard random snatches of troubled thought.

(I don't remember that mountain as being quite so high.) (No, and there was aways a summer settlement
near the mouth of the Paazo river. The channesweredl wrong.)

"Thereis dill at least one recognizable landmark,” Acornasaid thoughtfully. "Maybe more than one..."

Liriili, theformer viizaar of narhii-Vhiliinyar, was standing nearby, waiting to find fault, asusud, and to
contradict anyone who seemed to have something positive to contribute. She was that rarest of creatures,
aLinyaari with very little empathy for her fellow beings. She snorted, broadcasting her thought not only to
Acornabut dso to al the other Linyaari near enough to recaiveit.

(How would you know, Khornya? Y ou have never been to Vhiliinyar.)

(That's not quite true.) Neeva defended her niece. (Khornyawas born in space, that istrue, but my sister
and her husband brought their babe back to Vhiliinyar while Vaanye finished hiswork on his new defense
system. However brief that sojourn, and however young she was during it, Khornyawas there.) Neeva
turned back to Acorna. (So what landmarks remain, dear Khornya?)



"The cave where Aari and hisbrother Laarye were" Acornatold them al. "And the final resting place
where the bones of our forebears were once buried before Aari and the captain brought them to
narhii-Vhiliinyar. We could use them as a starting point to rebuild the planet just asit was."

Hafiz wrung hishands. Hiswife Karing, arriving in adrift of lavender draperies and scent, cooed
solicitoudy and massaged his shoulders.

Hafiz protested in awounded tone, "But rebuilding it just asit waswill take avery long time. We
certainly can recreate the most bel oved portions of Linyaari topography, my dear girl, asyou have seen
with your own eyes. Surely it is enough to replicate only those features best remembered by your people.
How can they possibly missthat which they cannot recal?!

The aagroni lirtye clearly understood enough of thisto make his opinion on the matter known. He pushed
to the front of the crowd and cleared histhroat. "Human recollection has nothing to do with what is
necessary for aplanet to function,” he said in an authoritative voice, though in the Linyaari language.
"Appearances are only an outward manifestation of the processes that enablelife to grow and develop
naturaly upon aplanetary body. Restoring the vitdity of aworld is much more complicated than
providing pretty mountains and panoramas of rivers, Lord Harakamian. It is based to an equa or greater
part in getting the most minute and fragile details of the ecosystem right, many of which arevirtudly
invisbleto us. | have said this repestedly to those who have interviewed me, Khornya. If our planetisto
flourish again, it must be fully restored biologicaly aswell astopographicaly.

Y our uncle promisesto reproduce those landmarks that are stored in the memories of our peopleand in
what few records of our planet that now survive, but he also saysthat he cannot replace them exactly as
they once were nor with afull suite of native floraand fauna. He would merely give usvistas, and try to
make them live without the forests, the fields, the hills, and valeys, and indeed the very grasses, lichens,
mosses, and fernsthat colored their beauty. He would give usrivers and waterfalls, but not the
associated svamps with al of their myriad microorganisms, plants, and animals that were once so
essentia to our world. But the greater beauty cannot exist without the life that once gave it form, for
biology aswell asgeology bringsitsvital contributions to our ecology. And even theright geology is
essentid to itsfunction.”

Acornatrandated thisto Hafiz. From his blustering growl and defensive posture, she shrewdly suspected,
knowing her adoptive unclés piratica nature, that while he redized on some levd the truth of the
aagroni's, arguments, Hafiz had his own agenda. His bursts of dtruism frequently had a deeper
commercia motivation that was not immediately apparent.

In the case of the restoration of the Linyaari homeworld, Acornadid not need her telepathic abilitiesto
guessthat Hafiz had it in the back of hismind that eventually he would convince the Linyaari to alow
off-worldersto vist. Maybe he was even plotting something as crude as an intergaactic attraction caled
Ki-Lin Land or something smilarly exploitative. Although the need of some Linyaari for peace and
privacy in an inviolate world of their own had been explained to him repeatedly, such fedingswere so
foreign to Hafiz's own nature that he found them inconceivable. A master of hologrammatic illuson, he
was himself deeply involved in surface appearances and loved an audience for hiswork, and thus felt that
the same wastrue of everyone dse.

Seeing that his niece wasreading, if not hismind, at least his character, Hafiz protested, " Acorna, dear
girl, have I not moved heavens and planets to help your people? | am willing to pour out my fortune for
them, to beggar my house in order to help them, but how can | restore those areas of Vhiliinyar no one
can describe to me, much less provide images for or pecimens of the native lifeforms? In my employ are
the best terraforming engineersin the universe, but without detailed maps or charts or biological samples,



they can hardly be expected to revivify Vhiliinyar with such precison asyour so-eminent scientist insgsts
upon.”

Acornanodded dowly and turned to the aagroni, to whom she had been transmitting Hafiz's remarks
after trandating them into Linyaari. (Aagroni, | know that most of the written and visual records of
Vhiliinyar's features were destroyed in our battles with the Khleevi, but perhaps with your help, and the
help of your fellow scientigts, | can help locate the original positions of these landmarks upon our old
planet using the resources available to us. Once we have these featuresin place, we can gather further
information on the location of other less prominent areas. It won't be perfect, but it will be agood start.
Then we can gart thinking about the biological issues.)

(And just how do you intend to locate those sites, young lady?) the aagroni demanded.

Acornasmiled. (I have my methods.) she said. (We have promised the memory of Grandam Naadiina
that her homewill be again what it was and her people will thrive upon it. She died so that we might have

this opportunity.)

The aagroni hung his head respectfully. (Did you think | would forget? But beieve me, Khornya, the
restoration of Vhiliinyar must be done properly.)

Suddenly Karina Harakamian's body swayed and her eyesturned up in her head. She spokeupinan
eeriefar-off voice.

Ground surveys," she said, in arasping practical tone that was far removed from the dramatic voice she
used "when she was purporting to be, as she put it, "a conduit for the Other World."

Karina continued to speak in avoice and alanguage that was not hers. "Everyone who once lived on
Vhiliinyar must walk its ruined surfaceto participate in ground surveys. Vhiliinyar will be hedled only by
thelove in the hearts of those who once inhabited her surface. Perilswill be many, but you will —
aasasaah..." Karinasagged and flopped somewhat gracefully into her husband's arms. Since he could not
entirdly support her ample form, not being an athletic sort himself, Hafiz staggered backward to lay his
bel oved on the ground. Aari intervened, however, swooping up Lady Harakamian in hisarms and gently
lowering his new stub of ahorn to her cheek.

Karina, who did not spesk more than afew phrases of Linyaari, had been speaking it fluently.
Furthermore, distant and eerie though her words had sounded, they were readily recognizable asbeing in
Grandam Naadiinas voice. Since Karinadid not know Grandam, this was no mere imitation of avoice
for effect. Karinaclaimed to be psychic far more often than she actualy showed any evidence of psychic
ability, but thiswas one of those rare times when her claims would appear to betrue.

Hafiz, who like Karina had never met Grandam, was the only one unfazed by hiswife's behavior.
"Excdlent suggestion, my little couscous," he said, patting hiswife's hand and giving the others alook that
seemed to say, "lsn't it adorable how she comes up with these things?!

Captain Jonas Becker, the only non-Khleevi who had the coordinates for Aari's cave in his data banks,
took time off from savage gathering in the ruins of narhii-Vhiliinyar to asss the remaining Linyaari space
vesselsin trangporting survey crewsto the site on their old home world.

In the cargo holds of the Condor were a dozen House Harakamian flitters. As Acorna, Aari, Becker,
and the android Mac unloaded the last of these, Becker said, "I wish | could go with you kids, but -Mac
and | have a shipload of work to do back at NV. | got afavor to ask you though, Princess,” he said.



He and Acorna stood on the robalift deck, Becker holding hisfdine first mate, Roadkill the Makahomian
Temple Cat, while Acorna scratched the cat behind the ears. Roadkill, who usually enjoyed such
attention, squirmed mightily, kicking out with his back paws, which were securely tucked under Becker's
left elbow. RK's front pawstried to jerk loose from the grip of Becker'sleft hand. Every striped hair on
the beast's body was standing at attention, and the cat's eyes, barely ditted open, had aferocious glint.

RK was purring, but woven into the purr was athin stream of growly whine. The cat had been behaving
wildly al during the journey to Vhiliinyar, legping from deck to deck, racing along the tops of the Linyaari
passengers heads with arecklessnessthat had seemed likely to get him impaed on ahorn a any
moment.

"A favor? Certainly, Captain, if it iswithin my powersto grant it," Acornasaid.
"I was hoping you'd say that," Becker growled, and shoved RK into her arms. " Take the cat with you."

Severd of the Linyaari passengers, no matter how fond they had been of the pahaantiyir species nativeto
Vhiliinyar that RK was said to resemble, had been happy to finish their journey smply so they could
leave the cat and his erratic behavior behind them on the ship. Those Linyaari who read animalswell
reported that RK's thought patterns were deranged and unpredictable — not at al to the surprise of
those who normally did not. Just now, the calculating appraisd RK gave Acorna, dong with the paw full
of claws he used to leave alasting impression on Becker about a cat's opinion of being held againgt his
will, bore testimony to that.

"Why would you ask that, Joh?" Aari asked, alittle nervoudy. "Do you not need RK with you?'
Normally, you know me, I'd hate to let the little guy go, but | need to get him off NV so he can dry out.”
"Dry out?' Aari asked.

Y eah. Y ou guys got some baaad catnip there on narhii-Vhiliinyar, and it didn't get al burned up when the
Khleevi trashed the place. Old RK can't keep out of it, and it keeps him drunk as a skunk and it takes
darned near forever to wear off. | can seel don't haveto tell you that he'sa mean drunk. He's always
been a pretty shrewd character about keeping histall screwed on straight, but while he's around that
quff, I'm afraid

hel's gonna get one of uskilled. It'satemptation he can't resst, and it's driving him mad and me with him.
I'd leave him with Nadhari but, uh, we had thisittle disagreement.”

"| see, Captain,” Acornasaid, and lowered her horn to scratch RK's forehead where ahorn would be if
he had one. Tearing loose a paw from Becker's grip, he made a swipe at her nose with hisclaws. The
moment her horn touched him and her healing powers reached out to him, however, he detoxified. He
lowered his paw, waggled it a her, relaxed to bondless limp serenity, and purred with deep contentment.
"I will be happy to take care of Roadkill for you," she said.

"That'stheticket, Princess,” Becker grinned, off-loading the foolishly grinning beest into Acornas
embrace. "Y our buddies on the ship -would have done the same thing if they'd thought of it, but nobody
could catch the little monster. Seeyal”

Shortly thereafter, the Condor lifted off the rock-strewn blasted surface into the bruised purple sky of
Vhiliinyar. A rush of anguish flooded across Acornas mind, though the pain -was not her own. She



looked up at Aari. He seemed to be fairly composed, his eyes perhapsalittle hard, hisjaw atrifle set as
he watched hisfriend's ship leave. But the other Linyaari were the ones having adifficult time of it asthey
explored the broken ruins of their former home.

"There must be some mistake," Liriili said. "That stupid man set us down on thewrong world. Thiscan't
possibly be Vhiliinyar. The scouts told us our home had been ruined, but they never said the destruction
wasthisbad! Even the Sky isthewrong color! Vhiliinyar's sky was a beautiful shade of violet, not this...
this... putrescent purple.”

"Yes, well, it darkened when the debrisfrom dl of the explosions and the smoke from dl the firesfilled
the atmosphere,” Aari said matter-of-factly.

Liriili snorted. "Those scouts did not do avery good job of reporting the true extent of the damage. That
isdl | haveto say."

Turning to the aagroni lirtye, she said, (What do you think? Could you make use of Liriili'stalents here?)

(Sheisabureaucrat, isn't she?) the aagroni said gruffly. (Wewill have agreat ded of paperwork and
accounting to do, once your findings start pouring in. And reportsto send to Mr. Harakamian and test
resultsto transmit to Dr. Hoaregarding meteorologica conditions. She could be quite useful. Yes,
certanly. Leave her.)

With grest rdlief, they did. Maati laughed. "That'll be aperfect placefor her," shetold Acornaand Aari.
"Once these scientists get to work, they don't notice anything that isn't a specimen. They won't even see
her, much less dlow themselves to become annoyed by her.”

Relieved of their unwanted crewmeate, the Baakiire's, crew, supplemented by Mdireenyaslifemate,
boarded their flitter and lifted off to begin their work.

Acornahanded RK to Maati after the younger girl had climbed into the flitter's four-seater cabin. The
cat, exhausted from his " catnip”-induced shipboard acrobatics, melted into afurry puddle across Madti's
knees. Thariinye boarded the flitter next. Acornatook the helm and Aari, as the person who knew this
planet best and needed to be able to focus all of his attention on the terrain, sat in the navigator's seet.

Given itslocation on the star maps, Acornaknew intellectudly that the planet under the shadow of their
flitter had once been Vhiliinyar, "Home of the People," but it was hard to believe, asthey skimmed the
surface of this desolate place, that it had ever supported any sort of life.

The planet'sremaining sun, "Light of Our People," was an amorphous gray-blue glob of smoky light in the
sky, little resembling the brilliant orb she remembered from her dreams and from the descriptions Neeva
had provided.

Remembering those descriptions, Acornarealized that some of her recent experiences were at odds with
them. Sheturned to her lifemate perhaps he could shed some light on the inconsistencies.

(You know, Aari, for along time | had the impresson from the other Linyaari that you were the only one
left behind when the evacuation shipsfled Vhiliinyar. But I've recently discovered that there were other
Linyaari who choseto stay behind rather than leave their homes, aswell as scouts who remained to relay
information on what the Khleevi were up to. | wonder what happened to them. The scouts claimed that
al living beings on the planet appeared to have been killed that their bones were piled up by the Khleevi
as monuments and yet, so far, | have seen no such monuments.)



Besde her, Aari moaned. The memories her question brought back were undoubtedly terrible for him.

(Laaryeand | werethe only youthslogt in the chaos, certainly. There were others, mostly Linyaari who
were reaching the twilight of their lives, who chose to remain behind on Vhiliinyar, yaazi, rather than
adjust to anew world. Almost dl of them resided in distant settlements. | believe they were exterminated
before the Khleevi found me. Certainly the Khleevi thought so. The Khleevi showed metheir bonesto
torment me, but in the end, al of the chaos the Khleevi let loose on our world scattered those charnel
piles dong with the sones of our mountains.)

(Yousurvived. Do you think it is possible we will find others?)

(They would have starved here, with nothing left to eet.) Aari told her. (It was only because our
ancestors graveswere near my cave, purifying the blighted land around it and enabling the plant lifeto
continue to grow and thrive, that | was able to find the resourcesto sustain my own life.)

(I wonder...) Acornasaid, and toggled the connection to Neevasflitter.

"Y es, sgter-child," Neevaresponded. "Is everything well?* Then she added wryly. "Relatively speaking,
thet is"

Consdering the devastation bel ow them, Acorna could understand her aunt'sdisquiet. "'l am aswell as
can be expected, Aunt Neeva. But | have a question. Y ou once told me that our people had scouts who
risked being caught by the Khleevi in order to send back reportsto narhii-Vhiliinyar of what happened
here following the evacuation. Are the surviving scouts among us now?"

"Just the parents of your lifemate, Khornya. The scouts who stayed behind to see what the Khleevi did to
our world sent in reports of conditionson Vhiliinyar aslong asthey could. But only Aari's parents
survived to rgoin us. None of the other scouts were ever heard from again after those initid reports.
Because we received no images of them being tortured by the Khleevi, we assume that they made use of
the substances they wereissued to end their lives before they were captured.”

"Oh," Acornasaid. She was so distracted by that revelation that she was hardly aware of breaking the
connection.

Then Maati pointed out the windscreen and cried, "Look! Thoselong lumpy trails, aren't those 7

"Khleavi scat,” Thariinye said, disgusted. "Maybe it's my imagination, or bad memories, but | think | can
andl it from here”

"l smelled it back at the cave," Maati said.
Aari snorted. (The stench has not |eft my nogtrils since wefirst landed.)

(It has been so for me, aswell.) Even as shereplied, Acornatried not to broadcast the other disturbing
recollection she'd had from the scout reports she'd reviewed. The reports had spoken of Khleevi young
being bred in the rivers and streams of Vhiliinyar. She shuddered, recalling her own single encounter with
the Y oung, so voracious and vicious asto form the driving force behind Khleevi conquest. But surdly al
of the Y oung were dead now, killed on their horrific home world where they were both protected by and
avoided by the adult Khleevi.



Aari picked up her concern and, to her surprise, he was the one to comfort her.
(I can sense when the Khleevi are close.) Aari told her. (And | do not sense them now.)

Acornasighed. (Y es, they must have moved on once they had destroyed all the resources here, and
returned to their homeworld. I'm sureyou'reright.)

(They're gone now, yaazi.) Aari repested. (Nothing of them remainsto harm us or others.)

Gratefully, she dlowed her specid tdent for sensing the mineral composition of any substance she chose
to probe - something she'd devel oped while working with her asteroid-miner foster parents to preoccupy
her with the datait fed her senses. Instead of smelling Khleevi scat she smelled, tasted, mentally touched,
each mgor minerad deposit in their flight path asthey passed aboveit. Thiswasavita part of her planto
map the planet. The few survey mapsthey had were short on biological detail, but extremely precise
when it cameto minerd deposits. She could take what she learned on their surveys of Vhiliinyar asit
existed now and use it to reconstruct the planet topology asit had been before the Khleevi had attacked.

The work was awelcome distraction from the ugliness below her, and from the cold bleakness that
overcame Aari as he withdrew to that inner place where he found protection when reminded too
forcefully of hisordea among the Khleevi.

Long stretches of aluvia deposits containing copper, gold, garnets, agates, and other, rarer gems
indicated riverbeds, and when Acorna sensed these she noted their coordinates on the flitter's computer.
Thedigtribution of these minerals and gemswould help her trace theriversto their originsin the
mountains and their endingsin the seas. Limestone depositsin large quantitiesindicated former ocean
floors even recent ocean floors, since the Khleevi had diminished aswell as befouled the planet's oceans
until they wereturgid, lifeless swamps.

SAlt deposits provided another indication for the oceans, and basalt deposits often outlined origina
shorelines. Acornadstaent for senang minerds, atrait apparently unique among the Linyaari, was
invaluable here. She could useit to help Hafiz and her people reverse engineer Vhiliinyar from the messit
had

become and return it, she hoped, to something at least gpproaching itsorigind beauty and vitdity.

Theterrain aruptly changed and she increased theflitters dtitude to avoid the vast ranges of tumbled
boulders before them. Thislandscape wasin constant motion, like aterrified animal pinned down and
writhing to escape torture. Showers of stones plummeted from precipices, landing with puffs of dust on
the hills newly formed from the avalanches. These in turn were blasted gpart by subsequent dides.
Plumes of ash and smoke rose from three vast craters gaping in the range like festering pockmarks on the
planet'sface.

After the calderas were some distance behind them, the ground findlly stabilized abit. For thefirst time
they could see vegetation growing, low and scrubby et first, and then athick parrot-green junglerising
from the battered ground.

At the edge of thisjungle, Aari indicated Acorna should set down the flitter, which she did.

"Ouch," Maati said to RK asshetried to pry him from her lap. The cat's ears wereflat and histall was
poofed into something that looked like a massive feather duster.



"I don't think helikesit here," Thariinye said.

"But it'sbeautiful,” Maati replied as she wasfindly ableto didodge RK and dump him onto the flitter's
deck. She followed after him, climbing out onto the scarred stone surface of Vhiliinyar. "Isnt this
wonderful? Thisisthe first Sgn we have seen that the planet isfindly starting to hedl and grow things

agan.”

"Hmmm," Acornasaid, noncommittally, "but what kind of things?' Something scuttled across the edge of
the greenery, but disappeared before they could determine its nature. It might have been an errant breeze
moving a plant frond, though the air here was inert and stagnant right now.

Actualy, the whole planet was, for the most part, stifling, with much of its protective ozone layer
punctured by volcanic explosions and toxic chemicd reactions from its ungtable land masses and
destroyed seas. Add to that the effect of the hazy atmosphere, which served to trap and reflect the
energy from Vhiliinyar's sun, and the planet's climate was far hotter than it used to be and likely to get
worse beforeit got better. Acorna suspected that the lush greenery before them was avaiant attempt on
the part of thisworld to restore its own much-depleted atmosphere.

A sudden, happy thought occurred to Acorna. This survey might well have positive consequences for
their ravaged world. The presence of the planet's native people might well speed its effortsto recover,
even before Hafiz's terraformation could begin. With so many Linyaari horns available to purify the
waters and the air and to cleanse much of the poison inflicted upon Vhiliinyar by the Khleevi, the planet
might well hedl alittle each day they were present, just as awounded creature would heal with the
application of the horn's power.

The Linyaari were superb heders, and their horns could detoxify nearly any substance that they came into
contact with. The powers of their hornswere not unique to the Linyaari, nor had they originated on
Vhiliinyar. They were alegacy from their Ancestors, the ki-lin of long ago Terra, often called unicorns.
An ancient spacefaring race the Linyaari knew only asthe Ancestral Friends had saved the ki-lin from
primitive and brutal humans who were hunting them to extinction on Terra, and brought them through the
cosmosto Vhiliinyar, where they had thrived once again.

Though the ki-lin till existed as a separate race, many of them had blended genes with the Ancestral
Friends, and the result of that fuson wasthe Linyaari people. The powerswere the samein the Linyaari
asinthe Ancestorsthemselves.

But that was dl ancient history thiswas now, and they werein the midst of aterrible ecologica disaster,
onethat needed al the hedling power the Linyaari could muster.

Maeti frowned. The caution displayed by al of her friends, right down to RK the cat, in the presence of
the lovely greenery before them confused her. Still new to thought-talk, she addressed the silence of the
otherswith a perplexed protest. "But that forest is pretty. And alivel Why aren't the rest of you happier

that it'sgrowing thingsand pretty?'

Aari glowered a her, the first harshness he had shown to hislittle sster.
Thariinye, picking up on Aari's thoughts, pointed out, (How is she to know what iswrong? She was not
born here! She has never been here before. She has nothing but some stories, afew thought-pictures,

and Uncle Hafiz's holosto compareit to.)

(True) Acornaagreed. To Maati she said, "Y ou remember that place we were in within the holo-bubble,



right at the beginning? With the beautiful mountain and the waterfdl and |ake?
"Y es. Arewe going there tomorrow?"'
"We are here now. Thisisthat place," Acornatold her.

"Butitissoflat," Maati said, bewildered. She was not at al stupid, but the concept of totd terrestria
destruction was alarge one to absorb, especially in the presence of theredlity of the thing. Thisrather
savage and uncertain "prettiness,” Firg vestige of life among the ruins of Vhiliinyar though it might be, was
afar cry from the deeply spiritud beauty of the mountain with its glorious waterfal and wine-hued lake
that sheld seen in Hafiz's holo.

"It'snot asflat asit appears. We had to climb quite steeply to land here. And the vegetative growth isno
doubt due largely to the residua moisture from the lake. Perhaps not even the Khleevi could destroy it
entirdy."

"Its very waters were known to have healing powers akin to those of our horns,” Thariinye said.

"That is clearly no longer the case," Aari said, with asnort to didodge the stench of the place amix of
rotting vegetation and who knew what € se from hisnogtrils.

"The presence of the plants meansthat thereiswater here,” Acornasaid. "We should purify it, but
perhapsit would be wiseto explore thisforest alittle at atime at first, until we can anadyze just what it
conssts of, and what pollutants are present in the water and the vegetation.”

Aari nodded. "There are chemica combinationsthat could et right through what we're wearing before
we could purify it with our horn. There are even chemicalsthe Khleevi developed that can eat through
Linyaari hornsthemsdves."”

Maeti and Thariinye exchanged startled glances. The ideathat any chemica could be so strong asto
counteract the purifying effects of their horns, and harm the horns themselves, wastotally diento dl they
knew about their own abilities. And more dien was the thought that such hostile strangeness could exist
here, on what had once been the safest place in the universe to be Linyaari.

The pallid sun drooped near the scarred horizon, and Acornasaid, "Let's settlein for the night here. For
now, we should perhaps use only the water and food we brought "with usfrom MOQO."

Her opinion was unanimously accepted, and after aquick meal of water and dried grasses, they spread
air mats over therocks and arranged the flitter's attachable awvnings as tents over their small campsite.

Theflutter of useful activity served to cam Acorna's nerves, which were, if not exactly jangling, a least
on red alert. An air or menace pervaded this spot, the very place, however unrecognizable, that had
seemed to be the epitome of peace and serenity in Hafiz'sholo. At least she wasn't lonein her concern.
Aari -wasdert to the dightest shift in air currents, the least nuance of shifting current in the miasmaof rot
and waste Smmering around them.

RK, too, that veteran of athousand adventures, clearly was displeased with the place. He stayed near
the Linyaari, dinking with hisbelly dragging the rocks, his earsrotating constantly, hiswhiskers and fur
bristling, his upper lipsraised above histangsin asnarling expression that uncovered the scent glands

on either sde of hismuzzle. Helooked like a cregture from anightmare.



Maeti reached out to stroke him. He dlowed the small caress after aimost taking off her hand. He rubbed
it with hishead in gpology, but continued to dink and prowl about after she released him.

Thariinye, meanwhile, was lamenting, "We could have brought our traveling pavilionsif the Khleevi hadn't
destroyed so many homes on narhii-Vhiliinyar. They would have been much more comfortable than these
makeshift shelters.”

"| thought you were the rugged adventurer,” Maati chided, "used to surviving in theworst possible
circumgtances with nothing but your wits, never mind apavilion!”

"These are among the worgt possible circumstances, would you not agree, Aari? Khornya? Even with
these deeping pads, we are unlikely to find arock level enough to rest our flanks upon, much less our
shoulders. | cannot imagine that any of uswill be ableto deep.”

Acornasad, "Nor can |. So | will takefirst watch."

"Watch?' Madti asked. "Watch what! This planet can't sustain sentient life. | thought we'd established
that. Well, except for these jungly plants and that scuttling thing and | guess| see your point.”

"I will watch, dso," Aari said. "It may be best to do soin pairsfor now."

"I might aswell watch with you d0," Thariinye said, "because | cannot imaginethat | will degpawink in
thisplace But hedid, and amost immediately. The sound of his snoring soon filled the air. It wasa
caming, familiar noise.

Acornaand Aari sat, relaxed, each with one knee drawn up to their chins, each with oneleg dangling
over the side of the largish rock on which they perched. They gazed toward the jungle growth dightly
above them, instead of back in the direction from which they had flown. The leaves and fronds of the
strange forest were not outlined black againgt the night, as they might have expected, but instead glowed
in the darkness with agreenish iridescence. A smdl wind stirred the leaves. Otherwise dl was silent.

Acornaamost expected to hear abirdcal, or the snuffle of some smaler creature in the woods around
them. Neeva had told her once of the endearing furred creaturesthat lived in the forests of Vhiliinyar
before the Khleevi came but they were no longer here, and the jungle was nothing but mutated weeds
and brush grown very tdl. The crestures of old Vhiliinyar sang inlovely voices and delighted al who
heard. The grace of their forms entranced all who saw them. Acornawondered had aagroni lirtye
managed to save specimens of al those creatures, or even samples of their cdllsto clone them from later
on?What awrenching lossit must be to have known such creatures well, and to lose them, dong -with
al of the other wondersthis planet had held when it was beautiful and whole,

Absorbed in her thoughts, it took Acornaamoment to realize she was hearing anoise, a oft snuffling
sound, from beside her. Trails of tears ran down Aari'sface.

Shetook his hand. (Penny for your thoughts, or was | broadcasting, and you were responding to mine?)
He sniffed again and turned a chiseled manly countenanceto her. (What isapenny?)

(A primitive coin used by one of the nations of humankind before it became so devaluated it was not
-worth the materials needed to createit.)



He gave ashort laugh. (Ah, acoin worthy of my present thoughts, indeed. Which are that we would have
abetter chance of re-forming narhii-Vhiliinyar into asemblance of Vhiliinyar than we haveto transform
Vhiliinyar to itsformer state, as the aagroni wishes. Who would have thought even the Khleevi could so
mutilate the landscape that its own people could not recognize it? | was wondering where the mountains
were, where the lake was, and the waterfal. | see nothing here that resembles them.)

(And yet they are here.) Acorna pointed out. (I sense theiron and granite of the mountain, and the
plateau the bones of that formation run beneath usand al through the area. Also the waters of thelake
and cascade are here, though there are e ements of sulfur and mercury and other contaminantsin them. |
do not think it will destroy our hornsto purify that water. But there is something worrying about those
plants...)

They heard something then: the thump of paws jumping down and a scattering of small stones benegth
soft footpads. Looking in the direction of the sounds, they saw the movement of adark plumed tail
hovering at the edge of the plants. RK, Acornaredlized, had decided to relieve himsdf and he wished to
perform his duties unobserved, but he was not happy about the only available cover. The cat emitted
grumbling growls and plaintive meowsto show what he thought of the feline sanitary facilities available at
the campsite. Ingtead of plunging into the growth, he began to skirt it, hisears il flattened, histail
twitching with frustration, searching for away to conced himsalf without having to actualy step between
the plants.

Acornaand Aari observed their former shipmate, amused. (We won't watch.) Acorna promised RK.

This produced no visble change in the cat's behavior, but in amoment he disappeared from sight and the
Linyaari couple concluded he had found what he waslooking for.

Then an earsplitting yowl! burst from the greenery severd yardsto the left of the campsite.

Acornaand Aari jumped to their feet, sumbling over the rocksin the dark. Acornafdl heavily and
scraped the skin from her right arm and knee.

Aari turned back to her, hishorn lowered to help with the hedling, but Acornawaved him on urgently.

(Thiswill keep. Seeto RK. Help him!) sheindsted above the cat's caterwauling as she climbed painfully
to her feet. (That does not sound like a cat bellyacheto me.)

She brushed her wounded arm over her horn but the cat screamed before she could touch her leg. Her
wound could wait. Something was very wrong with RK. She moved asfast as she could toward the
noise. Sounds of thrashing and howling, snarling and more shrieks and screams rang through the night as
she limped forward to see one of thetall plantswhipping afurry tail back and forth in the air. Nothing
remained evident of RK but hisfurious criesand histail. A huge green bulbous protuberance on the plant
concealed the rest of the cat.

Aari legpt for thelashing tail but it whipped out of his grasp.

They had no weapons handy, no implements or utensilsthat would be useful in destroying the plant. And
RK's cries were growing weaker, strangled, more pitiful. They had to do something... now!

Acornagrabbed the galk in both hands and plunged thetip of her horninto it, deeply. Her assault split
the stalk. Thus weakened, itstop half dropped. Acorna caught the broken plant bulb in her hands,
preventing it and RK from hitting the rocks.



Thariinye and Maati, awvakened by the commotion, joined ther friends, which wasjust aswell, Snceit
took the strength of them dl to pry open the bulb of the plant from around RK.

Firg they saw nothing but histail, then hiswrithing back end, the legsjerking and claws churning. But the
cat'slegs and flanks were denuded of fur, and raw looking. They could scarcely bear to look as they
pried the rest of the plant loose from the animdl.

Digestive acids had caused great burns on poor RK's affected hide. But the cat wouldn't give up thefight.
He gtill had the strength to squirm so hard thet it took al four of them to restrain him while pulling him free
of the plant.

(We might have known the only living things the Khleevi would leave behind would be carnivorous
plantsl) Acornasaid, Some of the other plants seemed to leer at them in the dark.

They pulled the injured cat back onto the rocks with them, where al four began laying on hornsto poor
RK's denuded and sore-covered body. His ears were the worst casualties of his adventure, and his nose
was deeply burned. The cat choked and coughed, making strangling noises, as histhroat swelled.

Naturaly, for RK's mouth had been wide open asthe cat shrieked his anguish and rage while the plant's
digestive juices poured in to make amed of him. Acorna, as gently as possible, pried the cat's muzzle
open and inserted thetip of her horn to heal as much of the damage as she could.

In order for al four well-grown Linyaari to bend over one Makahomian Temple Cat, however large and
fierceit wasfor its gpecies, it required a certain amount of contortion that would have been comica to an
outside observer. Acorna squatted down so that she put no pressure on her horn asit hedled the cat's
mucous membrane, lungs, esophagus, and other interna organs damaged by the juices. Aari rubbed the
nub of histill stunted horn gently across the red and weeping ssumps of RK's ears. Magti and Thariinye
used their hornsto close and hedl dl of the lesons and restore life to the cat's damaged exterior, though
Thariinyewinced in sympathy as he did so.

AsRK's breathing returned to normal and his pulse grew stronger, he began to shiver and Acorna
stripped off her shirt and wrapped it around the cat. "'Even though the night iswarm, he's chilling without
hisfur," she fussed maternally and felt abrief flash of affectionate amusement from Aari. Handing RK to
Maati, who rocked the cat asif her were ababy and crooned to him, she and Aari returned to the palnt
she had horned. She sank her horninto it again, stabbing it repeatedly, while Aari pulled and tore at it,
until they wrenched the top haf of the plant free from the rest of its stalk and carried it back to the flitter.
Thariinye had dready begun to strike camp. The Linyaari had needed no though talk to bein common
accord that they would not remain in this spot for another moment. They were better off in the destroyed
stone canyons than here. They needed aless exposed areafor RK to finish healing in. Besides, the
aagroni) should have the specimen of the plant they'd found to analyze immediately. It wastime to head
back to the base camp.

Was the strange plant that had nearly killed RK amutation of some more benign plant that had once
grown on Vhiliinyar? Or was it perhaps an infestation that had been afarewdl gift from the Khleevi? Best
to have it analyzed while the sample was till fresh.

En route, they tried severd timesto dert the base camp of their unexpected arrival, but surprisingly could
rouse no response on their com unit.

"Why doesn't anyone answer us?' Maati asked the first time their hail wasignored. "That's funny. |



thought Mother said they were going to monitor the com around the clock. Maybe the scientists got their
nosesinto experimentsand areignoring it."

But their subsequent attempts at communication were aso unanswered. Acornaonce hailed her aunt's
flitter to seeif thelr com unit was functioning. It was— Neevareplied in adeepy voice. Ther party had
not tried to reach the base camp and so far their assgnment had proven uneventful. Her aunt offered help
and shared her concern, even though she tried to sound reassuring.

"I'll try them from here and let you know if we reach them, Khornya," Neeva promised. "Y our Steisa
great ded farther out than many of ours. Perhaps we miscal culated the range of theflitter transmitters?’

But even astheflitter neared the base camp their hails went unanswered.

When they touched down on the Site of the former Linyaari graveyard, everything was as il asit had
been when the bones of the ancestors were the only inhabitants of the place.

The base camp was dark, the double pavilion provided by House Harakamian for the laboratory silent
except for the vague snatches of dreams A corna caught coming from the inhabitants. Normaly Acorna
was not ableto pick up dreams, but Vhiliinyar was so abnormally quiet, the unguarded thoughts of those
who dept were like sharp bursts of song from startled birds.

"They posted no guard,” Aari said. "Unbdlievable.”

(Son! Masti!) His mother woke all a once and sat up on her deeping palet. He could see her in his
mind's eye, and through him, Acornasaw her, too. (What isit?)

(We need your advice, Mother. A hogtile plant attacked RK and nearly devoured him.)

(What sort of plant?) Thiswas the aagroni, histhought voice husky with troubled deep, and brusque with
trying to separate what he was hearing from his dreams.

(Not of Linyaari originthat | can tell, aagroni?) Aari, the only one of their team to have lived extensively
on Vhiliinyar, was the obvious one to answer. (Perhapsit isamutation?)

(Or some Khleevi mongtrosity |eft behind!) the aagroni said.

(Thereisan entire forest of them on our site. We will need to remove some portion of that forest in order
to safely examinethe area)) Acornasaid.

(Not before I've had a chance to study it!) the aagroni declared.

(No, of course not, but could you please study RK, too, and perhaps find away to hasten the regrowth
of hisfur?) Thiswasfrom Magti in an aggrieved tone. (He is cold and embarrassed without it.)

(Why were we not informed of your arrival?) the aagroni asked. (Y ou should have sent word. We are
wasting vauabletime.) As he said this he was pulling on his robe with one hand and setting up beskers
and trayswith the other.

(Wetried to send amessage, but no one was receiving.) Aari informed him with an edge of disapproval,
(probably because you were dl adeep.)



(Liriili didn't answer? But she was standing sentry, supposed to answer any hails. How often did you
try?)

They assured him they had tried often enough that if Liriili had been aert, she would have heard them. It
occurred to Acornathat the contrary former administrator might have ignored them smply because she
didiked al of them except that Acornahad been very specific about the carnivorous plant and the terrible
injuriesto RK. Liriili had an odd partidity for the Makahomian Temple Cat odd because she liked dmost
nothing else, not because RK wasn't loveable. The former vi-izaar might well berate Acornals team for
failing to take proper care of thefeline, but she would hardly ignore requeststo stand by to assist with his
emergency trestment.

The mystery of Liriili's absence was temporarily forgotten as the aagroni took charge of RK, who, with
four Linyaari hornsto hed him, was purring madly most of the time, except for growls when he went to
lick hisfurless body. His sudden condition clearly perplexed and upset the cat, and he glared at the
anxious faces around him, his expression murderous, asif demanding to know who had made off with his
coat. Maati stroked the cat's head with one finger while the aagroni anadlyzed the fur on histail to seeif it
could be restored more quickly than nature alone would permit.

The plant specimen commanded the attention of the other scientigts.

Acorna, till uneasy, wandered around the |aboratory and deeping quarters, but nowhere did she see
Liriili curled upin acorner, neglecting her dutiesin favor of deep.

As sheléeft the pavilion, Aari emerged from the cave where he had once taken refuge until rescued by
Becker and RK.

(She's not there.) he answered Acorna before she could ask. (It isasif the planet has swallowed her up,
Khornya. | know every rock inthisareaand sheis smply not here. | cannot see, hear, smell, or read her.
Of al the placeson Vhiliinyar, thisis

the one where | would most feel our people could be safe. And yet... she'sgone.)

They combed the areaaround the base camp, continuing to cal Liriili with their voices and their thoughts,
to sniff for her scent, to listen for an unconscious movement or moan.

Then Acornasuddenly redlized they hadn't checked the base camp flitter, which was where the com unit
would be. Feding foolish, she headed for it. Surely not even Liriili would be so inconsiderate asto enter
the relative comfort and privacy of theflitter and, while she was supposed to be standing sentry, turn off
the com unit so her rest would be undisturbed. But with the ex-viizaar, one could never be certain.

As Acornaopened theflitter hatch, she could plainly hear, however, that the com unit was on, and the
base camp being hailed.

"Basecamp, thisistheflitter wii-Baiakiire (smdl Bdakiire). Comein, please.”

Acornaflipped thetoggle. "Mdireenyal™

"What's happened, Khornya? We've been trying to raise the base camp for hours. We "were so worried
we were about to abandon our mission and board the flitter and investigate ourselves. Has some freak

storm wiped out the base camp aready? Or maybe it was a massive equipment failure that prevented
them from responding?'



"Neither,” Acornaanswered. "The base camp isfine, for the most part. Everyone here was adeep. Liriili
wasin charge of the com unit for the night shift, but she seemsto have abandoned her post. None of the
scientists have seen her since they retired for bed. Weve been looking for her, but wherever she went to
avoid her work, itisagood hiding place. We have looked extensively, and asfar aswe can tell, sheisn't
in the laboratory or the cave, and we can't find her anywherein the vicinity. She gppearsto have
vanished."

"Oh, dear,” Mdireenyasaid. "lan't that just like Liriili? She can't even handle asmple task like com duty
without causing an uproar. She's our shipmate, and we foisted her on the scientists. | suppose that makes
her our responsibility. WEIl be en route a once and come to help you search. Normaly, I'd guess she
just wandered off to avoid working, but if you cannot find her, something might be wrong.”

Acorna, till scanning the area, nodded to the com unit, then redlized that it did not actualy have avideo
component. "That will befing," shesaid. "Wewill be glad of the assstance. We should find out what has
become of her. If it were anyone but Liriili, | would befrantic. I'm beginning to wonder if the Khleevi
haven't left behind anumber of nasty booby trapsfor us."

"I'm afraid you might beright,” Melireenyasaid. "WEell be there as quickly aswe can. Now that | think
about it, just disgppearing without aword or atrace is completely unlike Liriili. She would never be so
accommodating.”

Acornasmiled at her aunt's small joke, but wasinclined to agree.

Many hours later Acornalooked at her gathered friends and shook her head. "I have nothing to report.
We can find no trace of Liriili, or of her body. Our infrared sensors pick up no trace of her heat
sgnature, and our DNA scans of the planetary surface are negative. She apparently never left this camp.
She can't have been buried in an avalanche or have fallen into a crevasse, or have been engulfedina
volcanic cataclysm, or been consumed by any unknown life formsthat might have survived the Khleevi,
astraces of her skin or hair or bodily fluids would have been found on any path she would have taken to
the areas where those disasters might have occured. And, though the scientists were degping when she
vanished, surely they would have heard any mentd or vocal calsfor helpif Liriili had issued them. |
believe that, whatever happened to Liriili, it happened with her cooperation, and perhaps a her
indiagation.”

"Hm," Miiri, Aari'sand Magti's mother said, "1 agree. Knowing Liriili, | think it isfar morelikely to
assume that somehow or other she has left the planet than that she has managed to vanishinto thin air as
aresult of foul play. | do have one possibility to suggest. The equipment we brought for thismissionis
aimed at detecting objects on or below the planet's surface, not ships overhead. Theflitters and shuttles
have the standard suite of detection devices, certainly, but our attention has been concentrated here,
upon this planet. It is possible that somehow an orbiting ship might have sent down a shuttle and that
Liriili boarded it."

"Why would she do that?" the aagroni asked.

"Well, look around you," Miiri answered, indicating the rough and barren landscape surrounding the
makeshift encampment. “Liriili was not exactly onewho liked to do without the amenities. And surely she
made some friends and contacts while shewas viizaar. And she wasin charge of the com unit for the
night. Perhaps she hailed a passing, friendly ship whose signd she recognized and begged to be 'rescued.’
| wouldn't put it past her, would you?"



The silence that followed her satement wastelling. None of them could say for certain that they could.

"Whatever the explanation for her absence,” Neeva concluded, "she knowswhere we are. We will
continue to look for her, of course, but it seems unlikely that she has stumbled into trouble out there on
Vhiliinyar somewhere. If sheison this planet, she has acamp to return to, acamp that | think sheleft of
her own free will. We can remain dert when flying over the surrounding terrain for traces of her.
Meanwhile, we al have amission to perform, and it will be dark again soon. We should continue to
perform our assigned tasks.”

"I have reported Liriili's disgppearance to Council representatives on the Moon of Opportunity, who will
relay the message back to those il on narhii-Vhiliinyar,” the aagroni said. "1 hardly think they can
provide any assstancein this matter, but it is best that they betold of al important developments on this
world. | dso informed them of theinjury to Riidkii and, for the information of Captain Becker, of Riidkii's
recovery.” The aagroni gave Roadkill's nameits closest Linyaari pronunciation,

which was aword with ameaning far dissmilar to the cat's name in Standard Galactic Basic. Whereas
Roadkill meant "Randomly Squashed Formerly Living Being Now Refuse Lying Disregarded on a
Thoroughfare,” Riidkii wasthe Linyaari term meaning "Noble Protector." The aagroni said RK's Linyaari
name asif he believed in the meaning of it, despite the cat's behavior aboard the transport ship.

"| think we had best leave RK with you, aagroni,” Acornasaid. "Those carnivorous plants are aterrible
threst to smaller beingsand heis il heding.”

But Acornahad not discussed thisissue with Roadkill, who had his own opinions on the subject. Asthey
climbed into the flitter, the cat bounded out of the laboratory bubble and legped through the door of their
vehicle. The cat settled onto the flitter deck with histail wrapped around hisfront paws, planting himsalf
so olidly that it seemed asif anuclear explosion could not didodge him.

The cat certainly looked fit enough for the mission. His burnswere completely hedled and hisfur, whilea
bit shorter than it had been, once more covered his entire body.

Aari laughed. "I can trandate that, Khornya. RK isnot going to let any overgrown vegetable keep him
down. Infact, | think we must be vigilant to ensure he does not attempt to attack the plant when we
return.”

| think we had better rig up acat box so he doesn't have to go near those horrible plantsif he needsto
relieve himsdlf,” Acornasaid, patting the cat.

"What isacat box Maati asked, sending out amental image of acage with an angry RK trying torip his
way through the bars.

No, no, that'snot it at al. Don't you remember seeing something like this aboard the Condor?' Acorna
asked, and sent theimage of RK's shipboard sanitary facilities.

Thariinyeflared hisnodtrils. "Oh. That." | have one more piece of newsfor you," the aagroni said.

"While you were searching for Liriili, we analyzed the plant specimen you sent, and we have
manufactured arepellant that seemsto work." The aagroni thought for amoment, then continued, "
believe we will try devolving the plant to its origina form to determine whether or not it isamutation of a
species naiveto Vhiliinyar or if it is something brought to our world in Khleevi spoor. If it isthe former,
we can Smply devolve the plantsto their origind harmless Sate prior to terraforming. If it isthe latter, the



plantswill haveto be eradicated.”
"Have you considered the possibility that they may be ahybrid of domestic and dien?’ Miiri asked.

"Which doesn't matter," the aagroni said dismissively, "since our options are the same. We would il
need to either reverse engineer the DNA to the origina parent species nativeto Vhiliinyar or to eradicate
the plant entirely.”

Kaarlyesaid, "Yes, and | agreethat it must be done before the terraforming process begins. A very
aggressive plant, given the simulation inherent in terraformation, islikey to totally dominate dl plant life
on the planet once the processis complete.”

"Yes" Acornasaid. "l can see where that might happen. | can hardly bear to contemplate the results for
Vhiliinyar if such aplantisleftinitsorigina carnivorous state. In the meantime, we thank you for the
repellent. It will be useful for us aswe explore our sector.”

"Tel ushow it works," the aagroni said. "My associates worked hard to produceit for you.”
"Very wel, well keepintouch,” Acornasaid.

"Keep in touch with us, too,” Neevasad. "Were abit closer to you than base camp if you should have
any other trouble.”

"Thank you, Mother-sster,” Acornasaid, and with an affectionate embrace, took |eave of her aunt and
the Balakiire's crew to return to the pilot seat of her own crew'sflitter.

They arrived at the weed-ridden site once more at twilight, but thistime set down abit further away from
the plant life. RK permitted hisfur to be powdered with the aagroni's repellent and did not even try to
lick it off. The others made camp once more, using afire pellet to make anice openfire. It lent ahomey
touch to what should have been ahomey place, but seemed instead to be hostile to their very existence.

RK snuggled against Maati's Sde as shefdll adegp under one of the thermal blankets. Thariinye also
dept. Acornaand Aari had resolved to stay awake. They didn't speak. Instead they sat together listening
to the hiss and snap of the fire, and the sounds of the leaves of the carnivorous plants rubbing together in
anticipation of another chance to eet a cat, no doubt. For along time, Acornasmply sat enjoying the
fireslight and the sight of Aari's profile, outlined by the fire and the phosphorescence of the leaves. Then
her head dowly drooped, finding aplaceto rest on Aari's shoulder. Findly, despite her best efforts, her
eyes closed and deep took her...

Together they sat quietly on the ledge overlooking the waterfal, watching the waters rush from the
mountainsto give lifeto the valey below. He nibbled afew strands of ginger grass, aworried frown
creating his noble brow just around his horn. The white of his star-clad skin was startling in the night, and
shelonged for the day when her own red-and-golden coloring would soak in the starlight until it, too, was
aswhiteashis). Her sister Neevawas dready on her first mission.

(You know how | fed about you, Ferilii, but they may not alow usto be together. Y our parents
disapprove of my work.)

(But you devise weapons for our defence, Vaanye. Not wegpons at dl redly barriersto intrusion. And
my parentsloathe theidea of intrusion.)



(So do most of our people. | supposethey think that if they just ask hostile diens nicely to please go
away, that will be enough to send them fleeing to their homes. But | have seen thingsin my travels, Ferilii.
Horrible things, sometimes. And | don't want them to touch our world, ever, even if my work meansthat
| am mysdlf dienated from our world because of it.)

The slence stretched out before them as the moon rose above the waterfal, its rays elongating on the
great lake that filled the basin at its bottom, gilding theice of the mountain tops with pearl.

Her heart swelled with courage and love and she reached for his hand, and found it.

(We should wake the others now, love.) Aari's thoughts brushed her mind as softly asaflick of RK'stail.
(They should take over the watch. We are exhausted. We need to deep.)

(Oh!' I dept. Aari, | saw my father. 1 mean, | was my mother. | mean they came to me here. | saw them
inmy dream.)

His hand stroked her mane back from where her curls had tumbled and tangled with her horn. (Did you,
love? That's good. They must have come here when they were young and courting. It was afamous spot
for lovers mesetings, | think. I'm glad your dream was a happy and peaceful one. Let usturn our duties
over to Maati and Thariinye, and perhagps you'll find your parents again in your dreams.)

(I hope s0.) she said.

But Acorna had no more dreams during the rest of the night. It was a quiet one, with none of the darms
and emergencies that had marred their last stay at this place. Even Road-kill stayed out of trouble, using
his new commode when the occasion arose, disappointing the plants.

In the morning, the four Linyaari, machetes and toporecordersin hand, and their cat, his claws and fangs
ready for trouble, began to survey the area.

As cold asthe night had been, the day was hot. The thin atmosphere made for extreme temperaturesin
both directions and the plant cover seemed to emit heet of its own asthe day drew on. The plantsaso
emitted something e se, something that made al of the Linyaari itch. In the end, they controlled their
reaction by healing each other with their horns periodicaly. RK was not so troubled. When he
accidentaly brushed againgt one of the carnivorous plants and fdt it shrink from him, he amused himsdlf
by charging it, clawing its tem, and peeing on itsroots. If his smug expression was any indication, he
enjoyed the process mightily.

The tasks they were engaged in were tedious, the whole process of the survey was dow going, and being
where they where was depressing because of dl of the associationsthe Linyaari had with this place. To
seeitinits present state and contrast that with what had once been there was heartbreaking.

"Weused to swiminthelake" Aari said. "Laarye and | would jump from the ledge at the top of the
waterfal and diveinto the pool at its base. It terrified my parents when we did that. We'd have big
partiesthere here.”

"| think we're about in the middle of where the lake once was now," Acornatold him. She was shin-deep
in some sort of itchy dime she hoped, for everybody's sake but especiadly RK's, was not terribly toxic.
The cat was sulking a short way away, pretending to bask in the sun and sending resentful looks toward
Maati, upon whaose shoulders he had been riding until the girl shooed him away with an unusua show of
irritability. The cat, even with his coat grown back to only haf itslength, was an uncomfortable neckpiece



to wear in the heat of the days here. This place was right on the equator of Vhiliinyar, even though their
dtitude saved them from some of the worst effects. Acorna pitied the teams at the lower eevationswho
would be getting the worst of the heat. They were suffering enough right here.

At least it would coal off later. During the cool nightsthey'd spent in this place, the stars had shone
brightly in the thin atmaosphere, and the bright sphere of the Moon of Opportunity had reflected the glory
of Vhiliinyar's sun with acomforting glow. It had seemed aremarkably stable and benevolent beacon
compared to the planet's volatile surface.

Just as Acornathought that, the ground rumbled and trembled beneath their feet and suddenly agrest jet
of water burst from the surface into the air, spewing the smell of rotten eggsinto the skiesalong with
thousands of gdlons of yelowish water. All around them, including from one nasty vent just under
Acornasfeet feet which she had to shift in ahurry smadler eruptionsimitated the large one, asthe earth
suddenly boiled with scalding hot mud and weter.

Suddenly there was a cat-colored blur as RK streaked back toward theflitter.

The Linyaari didn't even stop to think. RK clearly had theright idea. They took off after their cat, moving
asfast asthey could through the unstable ground. Suddenly Thariinye cried out. They turned around to
see that he had become much shorter or rather he appeared to have done so. A closer look revealed that
he had sunk into the ground, and his struggles were only sinking him faster. By thetimethey'd al worked
their way over to him carefully hewasdready in up to hiswaist.

"Quit moving so much. You arejust making it worse. Spread yoursdlf out,” Acornatold him. "Try to float
on your back."

(What do you think | wastrying to do?) he asked, with an insulted feding in the thought.

(Itisjust quicksand.) Aari said, knedling within about three yards of Thariinye'sfoot.

"What'sthat?' Maati asked.

"What heissinking in, gpparently,” Acornareplied.

"Y es, you find these sorts of things on developing worlds," Aari said. "The carnivorous plants, the
geysers, bogs, sudden caves, quakes and volcanic eruptions. Very common. Just unsettling to seethem
where home used to be. But ill, were used to chalenges. Well get through thisin the end. But for right
now, we'd best get him out of there.”

"Yes" Maati sad. "The poor planet is polluted enough.”

Thariinye stuck out histongue at her. It wasingantly coated with grit that made him spit and sputter and
thrash about and start to Sink. Maati smiled at him smugly.

"Careful,” Aari said, "Thariinye, you just keep your head and keegp cam. And right now that means
keeping your tongue whereit belongsin your closed mouth. | have aplan. Hold out your hands,
Thariinye. Khornya, | will hold onto your kneesif you can stretch forward, reach out, and pull him to us.”
"l don't think she can reach that far,” Maati said. "But | have anidea.”



Shelooked up at the stalks of the carnivorous plants surrounding the pool. Very carefully, sheused a
falen branch to bend one down and maneuver it toward Thariinye. The plant folded and unfolded its
petals a couple of times and sent a green shoot of atendril growing, snakelike, toward Thariinye. The
green stem latched onto his hand and pulled.

"| figured that the liquid in the sand "washed off hiskiller plant repdlent,” Maati said with rather ghoulish
satisfaction. "And since the plant knows lunch -when it seesit...."

"You sadigticlittle brat, I'll get you for thisd" Thariinye threastened, beginning to flail again, ressting the
gentle pull of the plant-predator.

"Shush, Thariinye," Acornatold him. "She'sright. It'sworking. Don't just stand there, Maati. Help us haul
on the stak and pull him to shore before the plant starts digesting him wholesde.”

Therewaslittle chance of that, unlessthe plant had ataste tor the various synthetic materias from which
Thariinye's ship-suit and gloves were manufactured. In any case, the plant never got achanceto find out
whether it liked synthetics. Aari plucked the younger Linyaari from the bog and the plant's grasp at the
sametime.

Their group returned to theflitter to find RK washing hisfur in the sun and looking at them, especidly
Thariinye, with adisdain that suggested they might need baths, too.

They built another bonfire before following the cat's advice. After they'd cleaned off the worgt of the
grunge covering them, Thariinye, covered to hiscaf curlsin ametalic blanket, washed his shipsuit off and
ladit near thefireto dry.

"I will take watch tonight,” he said. "I might aswell stay awake while my clothesand | dry off." They left
him staring moodily into thefire, while his shipsuit seamed in the cool night air.

In the morning the sky was a cauldron of curdled yellow-green clouds, occasondly extruding tentacles of
brownish funnd-shaped whirlwinds toward the ground.

Despite the wesether, they had ajob to do, and alimited amount of time in which to accomplishit. They
headed out to work on the survey, casting wary eyes at the angry sky.

That day they saw nothing of the Harakamian vessels, staffed with Linyaari, which regularly overflew the
planet on aerid mapping expeditions. They heard from them, though. Periodicaly these crewswould ask
for descriptions of the terrain at such and such coordinates and Acornas team and the other Linyaari
teams responded with both verba descriptions and uploads from their toporecordersif they had the
information requested.

That afternoon, Acorna heard in thought-talk that Aarki-ryi'sflitter had been caught in one of the
whirlwinds, then dropped and smashed many miles away. Thiswas not agood day to be airborne.

They waited anxioudy for areport from the Linyaari survey team nearest the crash Site, hoping that
despite the crash, Aarkiiyi and histeam would be dl right. It wasthe first crew lossthey'd suffered on this
mission, other than Liriili, and there was some question as to whether that was aloss or merely desertion.
No one had seen any sign of Liriili a al, even though al crews had been instructed to keep an eye out for
her.



Acornawondered if the former viizaar had somehow escaped the base camp undetected that first night,
and was now lost in the wilderness of this harsh planet in the ssorm. As she and her team retired for the
evening back at their little camp, Acorna could not escape the fedling that something waswrong. She
shivered in her blanket as she dreamed of Liriili caling for her peopleto find her. Awakened by the
image, she listened intently, but heard nothing. She snuggled closer to the shelter of Aari's body for
comfort and fell adeep again.

During the second week of the mission, Acornas survey party had visitors. A flitter set down ashort
distance from their own and two Linyaari elders stepped out. Acornadidn't recognise either of them, but
Maati did.

"Maarni, Yiitir!" she squaled and ran back through the partialy destroyed shrubbery to join them. ™Y ou
cam!"

"Ah. Yes. Yes wedid," said the male, whose mane was abit less luxuriant between the earsthan
average, and whose stray chin whiskers were forming along thin beard that bespoke considerable age.
"Usand an entire heard of others, dl whinnying and complaining and thinking so loudly we couldn't hear
oursalvesthink."

His grumbling was completely belied by the twinklein his eyes and hiswide grin ashe held out hisarms
and said Y oung Maati, my goodness, child, what atreet to seeyou again! And in such illustrious
company. And | don't mean you, Thariinye, you scamp. But the most talked-of couplein Lainyaari
current events aswell, Khornyaand Aari. Y ou young people must tell me the real stories of your lives,
you know. Y ou owe it to posterity.

Acornamust have looked puzzled, because the femae of the pair gave her mate a swat on the bicep and
sad, "You should introduce yoursdlf, Yiitir, or they'll think you're nothing but anosy old blowhard.”

"But, my dear, asyou wel know, 1 am anosey old blowhard," he protested.

"Yes, but you are a very distinguished and eminent nosey old blowhard, entrusted with the task of being
chief keeper of the stories of our people.”

"She means| teach history at the academy, my dears," Yiitir told the others.

"He'sagrest teacher, too," Maati said. "Everyone says he's brilliant. Grandam aways said if the Council
had paid heed to Yiitir when the Khleevi werefirst spotted in Vhiliinyar's vicinity, we'd have had a
defense ready. He knows all about great space battles and things.”

"Quite bloodthirsty for amember of the gentle sex of a pacifist people, isn't she?" Yiitir said, looking
down beneath his scraggly brows at Maati. "Always did say shewas a splendid child." Heturned to
Maarni. "Put that down in the biography aong with my other deethless utterances, will you, m'dear? Yiitir
aways said that Maati was asplendid child. That way perhaps the Council will remember and consult her
before gppointing anidiot like Liriili asviizaar again."

Maarni shook her head and rolled her eyes. "It's completely goneto his head that the Council has
suggested he write his own memoirs aswell as the volumes he's dready written on the history of our
people. By theway, that'swhy were here. In case you have any questions about Vhiliinyar asit once
was"

"Maarni is as much an expert on the unwritten stories of our people as Yiitir is on those that have been



documented, or that occurred within hislifetime so that he can document them,” Maati told Acorna.

"And I'm nearly as old as Grandam was," Yiitir said. " So that's agreat long time that 1've been paying
attention to what

"Bored meinto astupor with agreat long saga about the interclan trade wars and took advantage of me
while | was unable to defend mysdf,” Maarni laughed, patting her lifematé's arm affectionately. "Now
then, can we do something of the sort for you? How are you faring with thisthis oh, dear, it'sreally rather
ahorribletangle, it it?'

"Thought you'd never notice, my dear,” Yiitir said softly.
Aari sadto Yiitir gravely and with consderable respect, "Thiswasthe VriiniiaWatiir, Elder Yiitir."

"Quite amessthey've made of it," Yiitir said. "But then, | suppose that'swhat weredl herefor, isnt it?
To clean up the mess? No sense standing about weeping over dried waterfals when, with abit of elbow
grease and application of proper knowledge, we can help put everything right again, eh, my dear?'

"Asyou say," Maarni sad, her shrewd blue eyes under tight curls of mane grimly surveying the landscape
asagenerd might the bloody aftermath of a bettle. "Puts mein mind of when our twinswerelittle and we
returned to our pavilion after aday at work. Well, perhaps that's giving the Khleevi too much credit. Our
twinswere very innovative younglings.”

Maarni and Yiitir soon dug in and made themselves useful, far from interrupting the work, the newcomers
made it go much faster, and when Acorna showed them the gpproximate position of thefals, the
mountain, and the pooal, they began recaling other well-loved features of the areaand asking if she knew
yet where they might be. The trained memories of the two historians brought the dream of restoring
Vhiliinyar toitsorigind state much closer to redization.

Even the smallest of their recollections was useful. It was of great help when Maarni suddenly recaled
that she used to enjoy diving for agates and garnetsin the lake to use in her jewdry crafting and
bead-making. Acornawas able to locate deposits of the minerals usudly containing those stones severa
yards from where she had thought the boundaries of the lake had been just where Maarni had indicated
they occurred. That reinforced everyone's confidence in Acornas mapping.

After another hard day's work, they shared an evening meal back at theflitter. They had al been so busy
imagining the area asit had been before the Khleevi came that Acornaamost saw it that way now. Now
she had the memories of the Linyaari Elders, very strong and vivid memories, in addition to her own
recollection of how thefdls had looked in Hafiz's holo. Though that, too, echoed in her dreams.

"Do you know the story of how the VriiniiaWatiir cameto be?' Maarni asked, when they had finished
grazing from their hands on the sweet grass Maarni and Yiitir had brought from the hydroponics gardens
on MOO. It was ahit stale already, but awelcome change from dried grasses they had with them. The
problem with their usual diet was that the grasses didn't retain flavor al that well. One could freeze or dry
them, and survive on the nutrients they contained, but it Smply wasn't the same as grazing.

"The origin of thelake? I've heard some stories," Aari said.

Maati said, "Wasn't everything pretty much theway it wasin the holos when the Ancestors arrived?”

But Thariinye said, "No. It wasn't. The lake's beginning had something to do with lugt, didn't it? Back in



the bad old days, before everyone had evolved into the thoroughly superior mora beings we are today,
of course.”

Yiitir gave Thariinye an approving glimmer from under his brows but said nothing. Thiswas Maarni'sarea
of expertise and Acorna suspected that even her eminent husband stole her thunder at his own peril.

"My, SO many questionsto answer at once," Maarni said, gathering their attention as she might gather
flowersfor abanquet. "Let me see. Maati, my dear, things have not always been asthey werein the
holos any more than they are now. Worlds always change. If people don't change them, planets
rearrange themsalves. Scientists can cal it laws of entropy, or chaos theory, or whatever they will. /
suspect planets change because they grow weary of always looking the same, and they find agood
catastrophe a cure for boredom. Such change does make life quite interesting indeed for any lifeforms
living on the surface of aplanet at the time one of these makeovers occurs.”

Maati giggled. "When they change, do the planets then admire themsalves using other planets oceansfor
mirrors?'

Maarni looked at her in surprise. "Why, | wouldn't doubt it a al! That must be how they do it. Perhaps
you should go into my line of work, with amind that generates such images. Anyway, as Thariinye so
shrewdly pointed out, we were not aways as we are now. In the times before time aswe know it, there
were no Linyaari. There were only those of the race we call the Ancestral Friends and there were, after
the Rescue, the Ancestors here on the face of this planet dong with the plants and dl of the creatures
unable to share their mind's thoughts. About thistime we have only the stories the Ancestors handed
down to us, and much speculation. None of the Ancestors dive today were dive then, nor were their
dams or Sres, or their dams or sires for many generations back.

"So if what | say now shocksyou, Madti, for | know that Grandam took avery positivetonein her
interpretations of our stories, please bear in mind that the People were Becoming back then, that they
were finding their way, and that athough they knew many things, they did not know then, any more than
most people know now, how to treat their fellow beings.

The Friends rescued the Ancestors from Old Terra. Perhaps they felt compassion for the Ancestors
plight on their homeworld, it istrue, but it isaso said by some that the Friends had other reasons, or
deveoped other reasons after the Rescue, for wishing the Ancestorsto live near them. The Friends, you
see, found our Ancestors very beautiful and they yearned for them.”

"How?' Maati asked. "They were different species, weren't they? Surely the Friends were anthropoid so
that the mix between them and the friends produced us. Oh, | see. It did produce us. So. Yes. The
Friends yearned for the Ancestors. So what you're saying is that we came to be for other than purdy
scientific reasons?’

"Y es. The Friends loved the Ancestors and yearned for them. And the Ancestorsin those days were
different from the precious ones still among ustoday. They were four-legged as they are now, true, and
looked very much the same, but their temperaments were different in those days. Wild and fierce,
intelligent and capable of learning, but not very learned, and very strong-willed and stubborn.

"The Ancestors were very grateful to the Friends for the Rescue and looked upon them as protectors,
but still they remained wary. They had been hunted nearly to extinction back on their home world, and
trust came very hard to them.

"One Friend in particular conceived agreat passion for aparticularly lovely Ancestor and followed her



everywhere. She became aarmed and afraid of hisardor and one day, when she saw him, began running
very fadt, until she cameto the edge of agreet dliff. Shewasfleet of foot and nimble and turned aside
quickly but the Friend went tumbling over the edge to his death on the rocks below. The Ancestor, with
great remorse, began to weep, and her weeping became a great torrent that flowed over the cliff and
formed the waterfall and |ake. There used to be arock formation at the bottom of the lake, we weretold,
that was actudly the petrified remains of the hapless Friend." "Oh, dear,” Acornasaid.

"Hmm," Maati said, "I never heard that one. But then, Grandam didn't like to tell soriesof Vhiliinyar dl
that often not the old stories anyway. It made her sad. | guessit affected alot of the People that way."

"That isunfortunately true,” Maarni said. "Some of the oldest stories have never been recorded too
fragmented, too many versions, too unsubstantiated to pass on officidly, | suppose. They're my persond
favorites, however. | loveto think about how to fill in the gapsin the information provided.”

The conversation around the campfire wound down as the night lengthened and their exhaustion caught
up with them.

But before they dept, they called back to the base camp to seeif there was news of Aarkiiyi and his
crew, or of Liriili, but were told there was nothing.

That was disquieting. Maarni and Yiitir dept near them that night. Nobody wanted to be out of sight of
the others, and they stood watch in pairs.

About two hours before dawn, their com unit crackled to life.

"Mayday. Mayday. Thisisthewii-BaakLire. We have amissing person in our sector. Firki Miilkar, the
anima specidigt, visted our Site today and was staying the night here. He offered to stand the first watch.
When the next watch cameto relieve him, Firki was nowhere to be found. We heard no outcry from him
during hiswatch, nor have we found any sign of foul play. But he has disappeared without atrace and dl
our attemptsto find him have failed utterly. All crews, please be dert for any sign of him. Base camp,
please advise”

"Thisis base camp, wii-Batakiire," said avoice Acornaidentified as Aari'sfather, Kaarlye. "Doesthis
incident appear to you to be smilar to the disappearance of Liriili?!

'Oh, no, Kaarlye," Médireenyasaid. "Fiiryi isavery useful and respected expert on the evolution and
habitats of Vhiliin-yari creatures. Heisnot at dl the sort of person to just wander off, athough anyone
can have acal of nature. He would never desert hispost. If heismissing, it is because something
happened to him, something he could not prevent or escape.”

Perhaps Maarni and | should flitter over there and help them look for him, eh?" Yiitir suggested to
Kaarlye. "Of course, we won't see much in the dark, but we might pick him up on the infrared.
Méelireenya, could you use the ass stance?’

"Oh, yes. Wewould be so thankful," shereplied.

"Soundslikeaplan," Kaarlye agreed. "Keep us naotified if thereis any change to the Stuation, please.”
"Oh, that goes without saying,” Yiitir said in an airy tone that belied the grave expression he wore.

When he had signed off, Acornasaid softly, "We should come and help, too."



"Nonsense, m'dear, no sense everyone rushing in. A crowd of huntersis more likely to obscure whatever
ggnof himthereis, that is, if hestruly lost. Y ou know how it iswith these scientists, especialy those who
pursue the natura sciences. Get so involved in finding aspeciad sort of fern or some such thing that they
quite forget where they are. I'm sure he'sfine. Besides, he's on our team, you know. Second wave.

Y ou've important work to do right here.”

"Trueenough,” Acornasaid. "But please let usknow what you find out aswell. When you find him, |

"Certainly, my dear Khornya," Maarni said, laying ahand on Acornasarm. "'In fact, we would very much
like to return and speak ‘with you further. Y ou represent not only the youngest survey crew, but aso
have specia knowledge among you. Aari knows more about the trangition of this planet than any other
living Linyaari, and you, thanksto your unusua upbringing, bring amost atotally aien viewpoint to our
world that will provide afresh perspective. Y oung Maati is heir to the greatest number of Grandam's
doriesof any of us. If you will permit it, we wish to spend quite alot of timewith you dl.”

"And me?' Thariinyesad.
"I'm sure you'll be aquick learner,” Yiitir said with aclosed grin.

Thariinyesfacefdl for amoment, then he grinned back, showing plenty of teeth. Yiitir looked mildly
adarmed, ance showing one'steeth wasasign of hodtility among the Linyaari.

"Just joking," said Thariinye. "When you're around people who have been raised by humans, as Khornya
has, showing one's teeth can be taken asjovidity and courtesy. Sometimesit's fun to confuse people.”

Yiitir did not appear to hear him, however, for the historian and hislifemate were dready starting their
flitter.

Neither Acornanor anyone else on her team got much deep that night. They were too busy worrying. As
soon asthe sun shed its murky light over the landscape again, they resumed their explorations.

Maati was the one who found the artifact the hard way. "Ouch!" she cried, hopping around whiletrying
to hold onto her foot.

"Maati, what's the matter?* Acornaasked. She quickly ran to the girl and knelt beside her, applying her
horn to Maati's bruised flesh. The source of the bruise, an oblong piece of ahard black substance,
protruded from the soil. "That thing!" Maati pointed. "It attacked me." She means she stubbed her foot
onit," Thariinye said. Acornabegan digging the object from the ground. As sheran her handsaong it,
didodging the dirt and plant life twined around it, she noted much to her surprise that it was not anatural
rock. Nor did sherecognize it asan artifact of Linyaari design though she was hardly an expert.

Can anyonetdl mewhat thismight be?" she asked. "It's definitely manufactured see, how smooth and
evenitisin texture and thickness?'

Thariinye shrugged. "Could be a broken bit of anything awrecked flitter, a piece of apavilion support.”
Aari joined them and Acorna handed him her find.

"No, that's nothing I've ever seen from our people,” he said.



"Oh, come now," Thariinye said. "How can you be so sure on such ashort examination? Maybeit'sa
piece of one of the off-world items the techno-artisans were working with before the planet was
overrun.”

"No," Aari shook his head, his mane flying up from his neck and shoulders and tossing in thewind. "The
techno-artisanstook as many of their projects with them as possible and | am familiar with the thingswe
were working on &t the time we wereinvaded. Thisis natural to some extent, Khornya It is a substance
formed by the skeletons of small dead sea creatures. But it has been shaped intentionaly by sentient
hands."

Maati leaned forward and touched the thing with afingertip. " There's something on the surface it'svery
light, but it'sthere. Don't you seeit?"

"Those are just the random marks made by passing fish or erosion,” Thariinye said, glancing &t it.

"No, absolutely not,” Maati said. " See, some of these marks are exactly the same. The designsare
repegated.”

Acornaexamined it more closdly. "Yes, yes, they are, Maati. And heré's another pair, and another.
These oneslook vagudy familiar. | think | have seen them somewhat larger, somewhere on
narhii-Vhiliinyar."

"That'snot Linyaari," Thariinye said emphaticaly. "Maybeit'sKhleevi. A fragment from one of their
craft.”

"Their craft wered| intact,” Aari said bitterly. "Asfar as| could tell each and every oneflew away from
this place under its own power without so much as a scratch on it. Not one suffered by Linyaari hands.”

"Oh. Uhtruetrue,” Thariinye agreed. He had cometo like Aari and secretly regarded him with something
closeto hero-worship.

"I have seem something smilar before aswell, yaazi," hetold Acorna. "Thismark," heindicated alightly
etched design that reminded Acornaof astylized sun with long rays.

"And thisone," he said, pointing to aswirl with ahook on the end.

"Arethey Khleevi, Aari?' Maati asked.

"l don't know. | don't think so."

"It does seem to be an artifact or adocument or asign of some sort,” Acornasaid. "It's covered with
these symbols. Well, bag it and take it with us. As soon as we get to camp, we should consult with Yiitir

and Maarni and base camp about it. Maybe someone will recognizeit.”

They continued working, cataloging with an eectronic tabulator al the various forms of plant lifeand
minerdsthey came across.

When Maarni and Yiitir returned from helping Mdireenyas survey crew search for the missng Linyaari
scientist, they had no newsto report. The man was sill missing, with no explanation for his absence. Still,
the return of their mends was awel come break for the four younger Linyaari, who showed them the



artifact.
"Ahhh," Yiitir sad.

Y ou know what it is, then?' Acornaasked. No. But | sounded very much asif | did, didn't I?" Yiitir's
eyes sparkled with good humor.

Maarni took the stone from him and examined it minutely, but her "aaaahhhs" and "ummms;” and "Oh, |
sees,”" were genuine.

| can't be entirely surewithout corroboration,” she said, but | believe this may be from the ancient culture
of thedi-Linyaari."

Who?" dl four asked at once.

Another early race on this planet, dso developed by the Friends. They were much like us,” she said.
"Except that they evolved into aquatic beingsinstead of two-leggedswho wak on land, aswedo. This
swirl here? The one that formsarow from smallest to largest dl curling the same direction? That denotes
the white spume of the waves of the sea, which were said to be the manes of the si-Linyaari.”

"l never heard of them," Aari said.

"Me, neither,” Thariinye agreed.

"The Ancestors don't spesk of them much, athough my understanding isthat they were as much the
descendants of the Ancestorsaswe are.”

"Grandam mentioned them once in passing, when shewastelling astory,” Maeti said. "But when | asked
about them, she said it had nothing more to do with the story and not to distract her."

"That doesn't sound like Grandam," Acornasaid, mildly surprised. The ldest of Linyaari Elders had
taken Acornaunder her wing when Acornafirst arrived on narhii-Vhiliinyar. Grandam was the only one
willing to tell Acornaabout parts of Linyaari society nobody €l se would speak of.

"There are overtones of something abit shameful about them,” Maarni said. "But they were long gone by
the time the Khleevi came the Ancestors say they vanished into thin air one day, or so their Elderstold
them. Though, in ancient times, from some of the stories I've heard, the seas were teeming with them.”
"Can you read their language?' Acornaasked, nodding at the long black artifact in Maarni's hands.

"I could probably trandateit, with alittle help. I'm afraid that many of the books and compuiter files that
would have helped mewerelogt in the Khleevi attack. But I'll seewhat | can do.”

Thariinye had logt interest. ' So, tell us about hunting for the missing person.”
"Not muchtotel,” Maarni told him. "It wasthe same aswith Liriili."
"Hmph, not at al," Yiitir said. "Firyi was respected and ussful. Heis much missed.”

Acornawas puzzled. How could Fiiryi vanish so completely? All Linyaari except the very young were
telepathic. Every Linyaari on this planet was able to hear and broadcast thought-voices. Surely any



Linyaari in difficultieswould send out amental cry—just as Thariinye had done when held gotten stuck in
the quicksand. Those menta criesfor help would be heard by the nearby crews, if not by those farther
away. Liriili'smental powers were somewhat less powerful than most other Linyaari, but mostly because
being able to read minds had never endowed her with empathy for her fellow beings. But Firyi surely
would have the same abilitiesasmost Linyaari.

"Has no one heard Fiiryi'sthoughts caling out?" she asked.
"No, apparently not.”

"But that's very strange, isnt it? My experience with Linyaari thought-spesk isthat we can sometimes,
especialy under emergency circumstances, read each other across great distances even acrossthe
vastness of space.”

"Perhaps Liriili and Fiiryi are no longer able to send their thoughts,” Maarni suggested.
"Y ou mean they might be dead?’ Thariinye asked.

"Possbly. Thisisadangerous place since the Khleevi destroyed it. Or they might be unconscious,” Madti
sad.

We should still be ableto get areading, even if they weren't conscious,” Aari said.

Wedll," Acornasaid. "It isclear our usua methods of locating the lost don't work on this planet. Just asa
fal-safe, | think we should ask Uncle Hafiz to send us down some personnel locators that my human
friends usein timeslike these the tiny ones that send out constant signas. That way, if someoneelse
disappears, we will have a backup means of communicating our Position to rescue parties, regardless of
whether we are conscious or not."

That isavery good idea,” Maarni agreed. "1 think it might also be agood idea for those of uson the
survey teamsto avoid being alone at any time we should always be paired when we are apart from the
main group. That way, if one personisunableto cal for help, the other one -will perhaps be able to take
action or cdl for assstance.”

"l suggest Acornagoes to communicate that to the base camp right now, my dear,” Yiitir said. "In the
meantime, we will take our own advice, heh?

So Maarni, Yiitir, Maeti, and Aari continued their examination of the artifact while Thariinye and RK
accompanied Acorna back to theflitter.

Beforelong Acornawas on arelay from the base camp to MOO, where an unexpected and familiar
voice greeted her. "Hey, Princess, it'sme, Becker. | heard that the cat met something that eats even
worse suff than hewill.”

Acornahad to smile. These borrowed flitters had no vid screens, but she could imagine Becker's bristling
mustache and in spite of hiswordsthe worried expression in the back of histwinkling brown eyes. ™Y our
concern ismost touching, Captain. | will convey it to your first mate, who now looks completely
recovered, and is purring beside me aswe speak. Ah yes, he understood your message. Heislifting his
leg to cleanse hisrump.”

Becker chuckled. "That's my boy. What can we do for you?"



"When did you become the communications technician for the Moon of Opportunity, Captain? Have you
run out of salvage?'

"Oh, no, | just brought aload in. Hafiz had arranged to have some buyers |ook over the goods when |
showed up. They wanted me to send an inventory before they bothered to come dl thisway, so | came
in to send them amessage that | sold the salvage dready.”

"Did you?' Acornaasked, as she could tell he wanted her to. Most of thetime, it didn't require telepathic
powers to know what cue Becker wanted you to take.

"Not yet. But | will. These guysare clowns. | don't think your ol* unk really understands the salvage
business, Princess. He thinksit's just junk, so he thought he was helping me out when he asked these
bozo buddies of histo take it off my hands. Cost me atrip to the MOO for nothing, except | think | may
be able to supply one of hisarchitects with afew odds and endsfor the Linyaari pavilions."

"I'm sure you will manage to prosper, Captain, despite my uncle'sinterference. It's very good to speak
with you. Asamatter of fact, | was calling to ask Uncle Héfiz if he would send down some personnel
locatorsto Vhiliinyar. We seem to have midaid two of the people who landed here." She explained why
she thought the locators might be useful.

"Well, don't that beat dl? Liriili ismissing and that other guy, too? Princess, Liriili can't still be on the
planet. Y ou can hear that woman grousing three solar systems away whenever she's conscious. If you
can'tfind her, sheain't there."

"Maybe not, Captain, but there is another person missing aswell, and we cannot hear thought-talk from
either of them. We need enough locators for every person here. Uncle Hafiz has the records from our
expedition, so hewill know the quantity of receiversto send. Do you think that can be managed?’

" think if you think it's necessary, old Hafiz will make it so. He dotes on you, Princess. Buit it'll be better
if you explainit to mm yoursdlf. Let me patch you through to his mobile unit. And-Princess?"

Yes, Captain?'

Look, in case there's some bogeyman or Khleevi scum left there kidnapping Linyaari, don't you take any
chances. Mac has afew tricks that even some of your folks don't, as you know. Y ou want me to send
him down to help?'

No, Captain, you need Mac to help you with the salvage." Not redly. | got whole messes of brawny
young stalions panting to show off their musclesto the Linyaari ladies by piping me out. And-I think Mac
missesyou. I'd fed better if he was there looking out for you and Aari and thelittle girl."

"That'svery kind, Captain. | think it best, however, if wetry to solve this problem ourselvesfor now.
Y ou know how some of the traditionalists can be about off-world people coming here.” "Y eah, you'd
think we all were Khleevi. But technicaly speaking, you should pardon the expresson, Macisnot a
people. Macisadevice. | mean, you and | know he'sgot alot more persondity than say, Liriili, but
somefolk wouldn't ook at it that way."

At that point Hafiz's voice said, "Acorna, dear girl, how ddightful to hear from you! Y our scientists at the
base camp let us know of the unfortunate disappearances. | certainly hope you are not calling to relate
more such newsto me?"



"No, but it isrelated to why I'm cdling, Uncle," Acorna said. Becker made aloud smooching sound into
the transmitter and broke his own connection, and she told Hafiz her reason for calling.

Hafiz promised to send the locators at once to as many Linyaari aswere on the planet's surface, and dso
assured her that al future personnd who cameto Vhiliinyar would be smilarly equipped.

Then Karinacame on and said, "Acorna, darling, be careful, be very careful. My spirit guidestell me
there are mysteriousforces a work on Vhiliinyar."

Acornathought of severa thingsto say to the obviousness of Karinas "prediction” and was very glad that
Karina could not read minds aswell as she claimed. Instead, she thanked the Harakamians, asked how
her Uncles and their wives were and where they were a the moment—all well but off planet — and
sgned off.

Or tried to. Immediately the light on the console was blinking for her attention again.
Aari'smother's voice said, "Khornya, we cannot locate Kaarlye or the aagroni.”
"Miiri," Acornasaid, "I'll get Aari and Maeati. Wewill come and helpimmediately.”

Sheleft theflitter and found Thariinye dozing lightly against the outside hull, RK fast adegp with front
paws and chin laid proprietarily across Thariinye's outstretched leg. There was no need to disturb them
right now, of course. She could thought-call the others easily from here.

(Aari? Maati? Come back to the flitter. Y our mother wants to speak to you.) she broadcast her thoughts
into the late afternoon storm. The tops of the carnivorous plants dipped and bobbed in afreshening wind.
The sky was boiling, and jagged bolts of lightning flashed green nearby. There was no ram yet. It was
hard for it to rain with the surface water so diminished, Acorna supposed while shewaited for her
life-mate's answer.

Asthey terraformed, possibly they would need to bring in water from the outsdefirgt, to "prime the
pump" as humans said in some of the old books she had read, the ones about life in the desert.

There was no answer from Aari or from Maati. Acornatold hersaf to be cam, that they might be
preoccupied or conversing with someone else, not receiving. She stepped back into theflitter and said in
acarefully leve voice, "Miiri?I'll have them hail you assoon as| can. | know it's hard, but try not to let
anyone go look for Kaarlye and the aagroni before Hafiz's ship arrives with the personnel locators.”

But the voice that answered was not Miiri's and was, in fact, strange to her.

"Khornya? Miiri said she had to join the search for Kaarlye and the aagroni, so | am now
communications officer. Thisis Ficki. Was there some message you wanted to give Miiri?* Ficki," she
said. "Try to call the search party back, please. Tell them to wait for personne locators from the Moon
of Opportunity. We must think of the safety of the searchersaswell as of trying to find those who are
logt. Infact, | may be missing of my crew now." I'll seeif I can find themto tell them, Khornya," Ficki
agreed, rather nervoudy. "No one seems to be around a the moment, though.”

"Cdl them with thought-gpesk," Acornasuggested. "Before you leave the building.”



"That'sodd,” Ficki said after amoment in which Acornafollowed her own suggestion, caling out for
Aari, Mati, Maarni, and Yiitir. She could gill seethetip of Thariinyestoe and RK'stail out theflitter
window. "Silence."

"That'swhat I'm getting too. Ficki, thereis something very peculiar going on here. Do not leave the com
unit under any circumstances until those locators arrive, and call me at once when they do. Meanwhile,
patch me through to Hafiz again, please, | am going to awaken the rest of my crew and do an air search
for our missing people en route to base camp. No, no," she said, feding the panic in the erstwhile
communications officer even through the vast distance between them. "Please don't be overly concerned.
Whatever is hagppening is certainly curious, and causeto investigate. But remember that we have heard
no alarm or fear from any of those missing. Whatever is happening, it may not be at al harmful or
dangerous. | think we should recall al personnel to base camp, dispense the locators when they arrive,
then regroup and redepl oy each team in continuous communication with MOO if possible. It'seither do
that, or evacuate—and persondly, | have no plansto leave this place without my family and friends. We
will find them.”

"If you fed differently, then of course you must do asyou think best,” she added quickly.

"It'sasif they've been swallowed whole," Ficki -whispered hoarsdly, sounding as though he was afraid
the very building could hear him. "I have never felt such — sllence, Khornya. Even in space there were
the other crew members. Please don't sign off."

"I won't. Monitor the unit during my hail to Hafiz, but please keep trying to contact the others through
thought-speech. And stay at your post other crews might be trying to call for help, too."

"I-1 will, Khornya. Please don't break the connection.”

She promised she would not. While the patch to MOO was relayed, she opened theflitter door, gave
her deeping shipmatesamenta hall, and said to Thariinye, "Please come aboard now, and bring RK. We
are going to base camp.”

"It'snot my shift," he said, yawning. "Can't aman get any deep around here? Why do we haveto go
now? And where are the others?’

"l don't know," Acornasaid. "Why don't you call them?' She waiched hisface ashedid. His confusion
when his queries went unanswered was dl too evident.

"Khornya, | don't understand. | hear nothing. No answer, no other thoughts, nothing.”

"Exactly," she said. "It happened while you were deeping and while | was speaking to Captain Becker
and Hafiz. Just likethat. | remember watching them walk away from theflitter toward the bog and then |
became involved in the conversation. Then, just afew momentslater, when | tried to call, nothing.
They've vanished. It is gpparently happening al over. So get in. Wewill do aquick fly-over where they
are supposed to be, and seeif we can pick up any clues. | do not expect to find easy solutions. The
aagroni and from the sound of it, nearly everyone else at base camp isgone. And well be no help to the
people back & MOO or our friendsif we find out where the missng persons are only by joining them.”

Thefly-over of theterritory they had been covering on foot for the last few weeks showed no signs of
any Linyaari, or of other anima life of any kind. Acornaflew low and in azigzag pattern three times,
covering the entire area of their study and somewhat beyond those boundaries before she would give up.
Yiitir, Maarni, Aari, and Magti were dl gone, if she could believe the evidence of her own eyesand the



instruments of her flitter. She double-checked to make sure they had not returned to their camp or Yiitir's
and Maarni'sflitter, but both were dtting as sllent and empty asthey had been dl during her
conversations on the com unit.

The weather was not good for flying. Although theflitters, once airborne, had shieldsto protect them
from lightning, the smdl craft was buffeted by the wind and twice lightning crashed againgt the shidld. The
flare of energy was s0 bright that Acornawas nearly blinded. RK huddled on the deck behind her, and
shewas sure hisfur must be standing at attention al over hisbody. Thariinye said nothing, but hiseyes
rolled to the sdes abit, his nogtrilsflared, and the white of his star-clad skin blanched even further
around the knuckles as

he held onto the control pandl while theflitter dipped and bobbed and took heart-stopping plummetsin
the storm.

At last they landed at the base camp, leaving the worgt of the storm crashing and booming behind them.
The large [aboratory bubble looked as quiet as the former graveyard upon which it was set.

Night gathered even more rapidly than usud, the storm clouds bunching with other more innocuous ones,
bullying the planet's pallid sun into seclusion. Acornafeared that they would find the base camp entirely
deserted, but at the sound of the flitter, Fiicki emerged from the lab bubble and pulled the flitter door
open before the engines had shut down.

"Khornya Thariinye, | am so glad to see you! Oooooh, and poor little Riidkii," Fiicki said, impeding
Acornas exit to reach behind her and scoop up the bristling, growling RK.

"At least he'snot missng yet," Thariinye said with atrace of annoyance.

"True, true," Ficki said. "But everyone dseis. Please don't leave me done here again. The slenceis
enough to distress and depress me and worse, there are the noises.”

"Noises?' Acornaasked. "What sort of noises?' "Underground growlings | hear through my deeping
mat, like the beginning of an earthquake, or avolcano about to erupt or—asif the ground was digesting
something. Or someone.’

Acornalaid her horn against the sde of Fiicki's head, but since hisfear had areason and was not
pathological, it could hardly be cured asif it wereamental illness. He did grow calmer, either because of
the effects of her soothing thoughts or because they gave him the reassurance that he was not completely
done.

"Underground noises? Now that's something to consider, Acornasaid thoughtfully. "I wonder could there
be underground Khleevi ingdlations? Or isthisjust another Sign of Vhiliinyar's unstable geology?* She
got on the com unit and began hailing the other crews, asking them if they had any further cases of
missing persons or if anyone reported hearing unusual subterranean NOISes.

It was no surprise, and in fact confirmed her worst fears, when she learned that many more people were
missing, savera from some crews, one from others, and none from still others. Altogether, in the last
afternoon twelve more people had vanished from Vhiliinyar asif they had never been thereat al. But no
one mentioned underground rumblings other than the usual ones, which seemed to be related to volcanic
eruptions.

When she reached MOO and gave her report of what had happened, Hafiz said, ™Y ou must evacuate at



once."

"What about our mission here?' she asked, because she knew none of the others back on MOO would.
"What about our friends?"

"Thereisno wisdom in reviving a planet to house arace that becomes extinct in the effort,” Hafiz said.

"That'strue,” Acornasaid, "and | think it would be smart to evacuate most of the crews and all
nonessential personnel, but | believe | can discover what is happening. | want to stay here, Uncle Hafiz. |
need to find Aari and Maati and the others. | have no evidenceto giveyou at dl, but | can't believe
they're dead. They're smply not here. If they were dead, or evenin terrible, terrible trouble, I'd know
that. Evenif | didn't pick up actud thoughts, 1'd be fedling something if I'd lost them. | fed nothing but the
certainty that | can find them if | continueto look."

Hafiz, wily old merchant that he was, said reasonably, "Of course, of course, my dear Acorna, |
understand completely now you feel and you may certainly stay behind to look to your heart's content
and the blessings of the Three Prophets and the Three Books be upon you. But only on one condition.”

What isthat?" she asked, sounding vague and distant, even to herself.

That you promise on thelives of my nephew Rafik, hisugly first wife, and Giloglie that you will not
yourself becomelog.”

"| cannot promisethat,” she said. "In fact, being lost taken, whatever happened to them mysalf, may be
the only way to find them.”

"You are far too preciousto risk on amaybe, my dear sweet Acorna. Come now, for once listen to the
wisdom of your elders, and return with the others while you are able. We will not abandon your friends
and loved ones. Once you are here, we will form aplan to search for them, using dl the consderable
resources at my command. But please leave before you vanish with the others. When dl have had a
chance to compare impressions without disappearing in the next ingtant asif at the will of someevil djinn,
when from thisyou have gained perhapsingght, formed an idea that may have some outcome other than
the sacrifice of yourself, done perhaps some research into this matter, then shal you return with al of the
assganceit iswithin my power to giveyou."

Acornas protestations that meanwhile her loved ones could bein deeper peril were met with a
philosophicd, "If it isGod'swill, they will survive until we can assist them. It ismy will that you now put
your head before your heart in this matter.”

Sheknew hewas right, but leaving Vhiliinyar behind was the most difficult thing she had ever done.
When they had arrived on this planet, she had finaly been part of ared Linyaari family her lifemate, his
parents and sster, her aunt and crew-mates. Now, al of them were suddenly gone asif they had never
existed and she was done again.

The enormity of it was completely unreal to her. She could not grasp it, and did not want to. Despite
what sheld told Hafiz, she felt no fear for her companions, because she could not fed the truth of it at all.
The people she loved couldn't possibly be gone. They weren't lost forever or surely they would have
broadcast some kind of distress call that she could have heard. There had to be some explanation for
their absence. Perhapsthey al were suddenly taken on avoyage off-planet together, and were waiting
for her dsewhere. Her fedlings were leading her thinking, she knew, but she redlized that she had often
gonewith her gut feding in solving problems. Shejust didn't have any idea how to proceed in this case.



So, even though she hated to leave Vhiliinyar, Hafiz's counsel was good. It wastimeto hold aplanning
council and decide what to do next.

Neevaand Melireenyawere among the missing, though Kaari and Hrronye remained to bring the
Bdakiire back to base camp. Theremaining Linyaari survey members straggled in with ther flitters, dong
with their data and the precious specimensthey had gathered for the aagroni. Under the supervision of
Ficki, dl samples of materid from Vhiliinyar were carefully packed. Aside from her persond 10sses,
Acornaknew that aagroni lirtye's absence would be a crushing blow to any hope of restoring Linyaari life
asit had once been, if he was not found again. Especialy when not only the rather gruff old scientist but
al of his colleagues had been taken at once. They had to find the missing Linyaari, not just to ease her
own heart, but also to save her peopl€e's hopes.

For al her conflicted fedings about leaving Vhiliinyar, she wasincredibly glad to see the Moon of
Opportunity again, and to be crushed in Becker's bear hug. She had been holding RK, but the cat smply
prowled back and forth between her shoulders and Becker's for the duration of the hug, kneading his
clawsin and out and purring louder than the Condor's, engines. | sure am happy to seeyou, Princess;”
Becker said. Good thing | sent that cat aong to look after you. And | know it's hard, but try not to worry
about Aari too much. Heiswhat we call one tough hombre. | mean, the Khleevi messed with him, and he
came out of that and look what happened to the Khleevi! Nah, anything takes a bite out of that boy is
gonnaneed abig chunk of something else to take the taste out of their mouth! Well find him. Mark my
words.

Hafiz has got afeed and abunk organized for al of your folks, but Mac and | would redly rather you'd
come back aboard the Condor with us when you're done esting." He winked at her. "Y ou could bring
some chow with you if you redly love us," he said. She could tell hewas asworried as she was. He was
talking nonstop asfast asif he was sdlling sdvage, and mugging ashe did so. With that last request he
batted his eyelashes, ridiculoudy long and curly on such arough-looking character, to cgole her. His
effortsto digtract her drew one corner of her mouth up dightly.

"Okay. I'd likethat," she said.

Thariinye, who had been consoling ayoung femae who had lost three members of her team, |eft her
being cosseted by abevy of Linyaari femaes who had remained on MOO. He caught up with Becker
and Acornajust as she was about to go edt.

"How about me, Captain?’ he said. "Can | come back on the Condor aswell?*

"If you think you can make yoursdf useful in other than a supervisory capacity, yeah,” Becker said. "Just
kidding," he added, seeing, as Acornadid, that Thariinye appeared to be genuinely upset.

"Don't worry about Aari,” Thariinye said. "l think I've figured out what happened, Khornya. Something
went after those eders and you know how Madti is, she would have been in the middle of whatever it
was beforeit knew what hit it. And Aari wouldn't let anything happen to Maati so he went, too. To tell
you thetruth, I'm glad in away that, since the others disappeared, Maati and Aari are with them. They
can take care of themsalves, and save the others, too."

"Y our confidencein our friendsisvery sweet and | know they would both be touched by it," Acorna
sad.

"Sounds good to me," Becker said. "I hope for once you'reright, fela."



The captain strode off toward the Condor with RK wrapped around his neck.

Hafiz and Karinaenveloped al the returning survey personnd in scented silken robes and solicitude as
soon as they entered the dining gardens Hafiz had created especidly to cater to Linyaari tastes.

As she grazed, Acornakept both her ears and her mind open to conversation and nuances of thought
around her. Theverba conversation was perfunctory, but the thoughts she could overhear spunin circles
of wonder and fear.

(How did it happen?I'm surel didn't take my eyesfrom him for more than a moment not even that yet he
smply was nowhere. No sound, no word... How could he leave me like that?)

(But there were three of them! How could three people vanish? Why would they, or why would anyone
else want them t0?)

(No sinkholes, no avalanches, no eruptionsthere. | checked before I went there. Liriili checked, too.
Goneinto the air, asif they had been vaporized. And yet, if that were so, surely we would have heard
fearful thoughts, perhaps a moment of startled recognition of what was happening, acry for help from
onewho saw it happen to another. Surely something! | don't see how it could have happened without a
trace))

(How?... How?... How?1)

Everyone's thoughts eventually turned to that one question. No one questioned why it had happened.
They assumed that the vanishings were involuntary, under the influence of someirresistible force. No one
seemed to believe that any of the missing had reasonsto vanish, or that anyone could possibly have a
reason for wishing them to do so. They assumed that something was behind the events on Vhiliinyar,
drawing them dl dong an unknown and possibly hodtile path.

But how had it happened? Even if the ground or the heavens had swallowed their friends up, therewould
have been a ought-cry, an ingtant's panic, something that might have brought help, or at least awitnessto
the disappearance. Surely

their vanishing would leave asign of some kind on al their instruments monitoring the planet. But it hadn't.
Every sngleinstance wastraceless, leaving not asingle clue behind, not even ablip on the energy or heat
sensors, or the dightest joggle of the seismic detectors. No unidentified ships had beenin their skies, and
even theidentified ones had remained just asthey werein position and population before their friends had
vanished.

The Linyaaris unguarded thoughts at the banquet clearly demonstrated that they were as puzzled as she
was, and that no one had any more information than she did to explain what had happened. But perhaps
they knew thingsthey were not aware of, had observed connections no one had yet put together. When
the grazing was finished, she went to each member of the survey teamswith the map of Vhiliinyar she had
downloaded from the ship's computer, detailing their variouswork sites.

She asked each crew where they had last seen the missing people, where were they working when the
disappearance occurred. She checked to seeif the missing werein areas of the planet new to the survey
teams, placesthat they had not been working before.

Few could exactly pinpoint for her the spots where their comrades went missing, but Kaari at least was
ableto give her thelocation of the relatively small areawhere Neeva and Melireenya had been seen



conversing right before they had vanished. And she discovered that Firyi, when he disappeared, had
been only afew meters from theflitters, on ground everyone had waked over hundreds of times as they
unloaded equipment. She hersalf knew, within afairly close range, where the peoplein her party had
vanished. It was closeto their camp, again in aplace that they'd al traversed many times.

Little was decided at Hafiz's banquet that night. Everyone was too tired and distraught to even think, so
the planning meeting was postponed until they had alittle time to recover from the shock of it. Acorna
gathered al the information she could, and took it back to the Condor after dinner, where she showed
the mapsto Becker and Thariinye. "What I'll haveto do first is backtrack to the site where each of the
disappearances happened and thoroughly investigate the terrain.”

"But people did that when they searched to begin -with!" Thariinye said.

"Not in al cases. The largest numbers of disappearances happened just before the evacuation. No one
has searched properly for those people. And no single person has yet searched al of thesites. So | "

"We" Thariinye sad. "I'm going, too."
"Me, t00," Becker said.

"Captain, you cant," Acornatold him. "The Council won't dlow it, even now. Y ou know how they fed
about humans on their planet.”

"Blessed Mother of Invention!" he roared. "'I've been there dready probably more than most of your folk.
Who brought the bones of your people from Vhiliinyar to narhii-Vhiliinyar? Me! Who saved Aari from
that cave after the Khleevi got through with him? Me, that'swho!"

"It makes no sense, | agree, but even o, it ishow they fed."

"Y ou're taking Mac with you, then," he said. "He's not as good as me, but if heloses you, he knows 'l
dismantle him and short out every circuit he'sgot.”

Becker had one of the command chairs turned around to race the two secondary seats he had ingtalled at
the Condor's, hem. Acornaand Thariinye each occupied one of these, with RK perched behind
Becker's head, on the back of the chair. Now the fourth chair turned and Mac, who had been monitoring
the control panel, said, "The Captainisvery srict.”

Wéll, please don't be too hard on him, Captain,” Acornasaid. "He might not be able to stop matters.
After dl, Aari, Maeti, and the e ders disappeared from right under my nose.”

If you go, hedd better plan on being with you if you vanish, Becker said with a pugnaciousjut to hischin
ashefolded

"I will," Thariinye said. "And well get Maati and Aari back, too, and the others. Won't we, Khornya?"

"WEéll try, Thariinye," shesaid. "Y ou know, Captain, Uncle Hafiz mentioned something about research. |
can't help but fed that whatever is causing these disappearances has nothing to do with the Khleevi. It
doesn't have their touch the terror and destruction that are the hallmarks of their inventions. | am
beginning to wonder if it iskeyed into our own people's history on the planet. It ssemsto methat if this
problem is happening to us now and yet, if what Aari observed wastrue al over the planet, it did not
trouble the Khleevi"



Becker snorted, "Not much troubled the Khleevi. They weren't exactly sengtivelittle things."

"No, but Aari felt fairly certain that they were unmolested in their destruction of the planet. It seemsto me
that the destruction our enemies visited upon Vhiliinyar itself may have stirred up some forcesfrom long
ago, from back when the Friendsfirst brought life to this planet. Remember what Maarni told us about
the sii-Linyaari vanishing into thin air? Maybe these disgppearances are rel ated following the same path
asthe si-Linyaari. Perhapsthe Ancestors would have some clue about this. | wonder if an interview with
them might beilluminating.”

"Oh, yes" Thariinye said. "The Ancestors are older even than Grandam was. If anyone knows about the
olden daysthey do. | think Joh "

"Captain Becker to you, punk,” Becker said.

"All right Captain Becker, then,” Thariinye said with apout, "must take usto narhii-Vhiliinyar to seethem.
The Ancestors no doubt aready know what is happening here and why, and will be able to tell uswhat
has become of our friendsin that sarcagtic, cryptic way they have. Maybe it is possible they know how
to get our friends back. Y es, going to seethemisavery good idea" He said thiswith agreat ded of
sdf-satifaction, asif it had been hisidea, which was exactly the sort of thing Thariinye often did that
irritated people. But Acornawas glad to think they'd agreed on any valid course of action, no matter who
thought of it fird.

Shewould consult with Hafiz, and head back to narhii-Vhiliinyar as soon as possble.

Unlike their descendants, the Linyaari, the Ancestors needed none of the trgppings of civilizationto live
their livesin ahappy and fulfilled manner. As soon asthe funeras on narhii-Vhiliinyar were over and the
losses counted, the Ancestorsretired to their accustomed hills, and began to hed the damage | eft behind
by the Khleevi. They had only to apply their horns to the scorched and scored soil to makeit flourish
again, green with shoots of their favorite grasses. They were content in their place. The Ancestors
Linyaari handlers needed almogt aslittle astheir charges. aplace to store the ceremonia trappings, a
pavilion for when the westher was inclement, grazing privileges on the newly restored fidds, and they,
too, were satisfied.

Becker landed at the Site of the old spaceport and began accepting loads of salvage again from Linyaari
who had been picking through the ashesfor it. The sale of such gleaningswould help to offset some of
the Linyaari debt to Uncle Hafiz for the reclamation of both Vhiliinyar and narhii-Vhiliinyar, thoughin
the long run the Linyaari servicesto Hafiz as hedlers and psychicswould be far more valuable than the
more tangible goods they were unearthing. But it felt good for them to be doing something physica, while
they were cleaning up the messthe Khleevi had left behind.

Linyaari began lining up, their amsfull, some of them pulling makeshift carts and wagons aso full of
debris, asthe ship set down. Becker greeted most of the waiting Linyaari as old friends, but Acorna
gpared little more than anod for most of them as she passed. Already her thoughts flew ahead of her
feet, as she moved quickly toward the hills and her forthcoming visit to the Ancestors.

Thariinye trotted along beside her, occasondly burgting into aflurry of distracted chatter. Thistold her
that he was as profoundly disturbed by the disappearance of their friends as she was. She knew he had
grown to admire Aari and was, though he would deny it, genuinely fond of Maéti.

They traveled for three days from the spaceport before reaching the hills where the Ancestors lived.



Acornaredized asthey came down over the brow of one of "1 the hillsthat the "hills' were actudly a
sngleridgetherim of al very old volcanic crater. A beautiful blue-green lakefilled much of the basin,
surrounded by flowering blue meadows and groves of young trees. The Ancestors had done afine job at
restoring their homeplace to normalcy.

Two of the Linyaari Attendants walked toward them across 1 the meadow where the four-footed,
goat-bearded unicorns| from whom the Linyaari were partly descended stood grazing, 1 deeping, or
smply enjoying the day. The wegather of narhii-Vhiliinyar seemed unusudly fine after the sorms of
Vhiliinyar, with high fleecy pink clouds and warm sunshine. At nightfal alight rain would mist thefieldsfor
about an hour, just to cool things off, before clearing off so the individud stars could be counted and
clearly identified.

"Greetings, Khornyaand Thariinye," said the femae Attendant wearing fuchsaand limesilks. "You are
troubled and your newsistroubled. Grandmother says you have cometo ruin her day. "

"Well, | might do that, but it's not why I've come," Acornasaid, dredging up asmdl smile. "We need
help. We need to draw on the wisdom of the Ancestors and their memories of things past. Some of our
people have come into danger. Wefed that it might be due to things that happened long ago. Only by
learning more about the past can we determine what has now become of these people and how best to
hep them."

"You can ask," the other Attendant said. He wore yellow and sapphire silks and was perhaps a head
shorter than Acorna. Hisvoice hed awry twist toiit.

When Acorna had conversed with the Ancestors before, the Attendants had served as interpreters most
of thetime. Thistime, however, she caught commands from the Old Ones themsdlves asthey
approached.

"Hurry up, Children. I'm trying to save you some of thisbut it isn't easy around these other old goats.
Nobody has any manners these days.”

"Never mind her, Y ounglings. Y ou're troubled. Come graze and tell us what 's on your mind and how we
canhdp."

Of course they're troubled. They've been gdlivanting around the universe in one of those ridiculous
contraptions. It's enough to unhinge anybody."

That'snot it, you old foal. | can hear aready that it's something far more serious. If you will just quit
sending so much perhaps we could read why they've come to see us."

Acornacouldnt tel which thoughts were coming from which Ancestor, they came so quickly, but she
settled herself in the middle of agroup of three. Four more ambled casudly to the edge of the group and
put their heads down to tear up some grass.

Shewaited for them to raise their heads and begin chewing before she said, "People are missing. A lot of
people. We are terraaforming we put things back where they belong, just asthey werein the old days.
Onthefirst day of our survey, Liriili disgppeared. Some of us thought she might have found away to
leave the surface. But then in afew days, another person disappeared and then another, and then,
suddenly, people began vanishing in large numbers.”



"Which people?’ the Grandmother nearest her asked.
Acornatold her.
"Hmmm," wasthe only reply.

Thariinye said, " So we were wondering, Wise Ones, if you know anything about Vhiliinyar that might
explain what's causing this problem. Since you have been around longer than anyone e se, we thought
you might remember something that will help usfind our friends. Anything you can remember would be
useful, even dating asfar back asthetime of the Friends.”

"Were not that old, Sonny," a Grandfather informed him. | "And if we were wise enough to know all
about it, we'd have been wise enough to warn you to avoid it, wouldn't we? Vanishingson Vhiliinyar...
I've never heard of such athing, mysdf.”

"Oh," Thariinye said, with awink at Acorna. "Then Maarni must have been wrong when she said how
knowledgeable of ancient history the Ancestors are. How sad. I'm sure that, | whatever has become of
her, shelll be understanding if you don't know enough to help.”

The old Grandfather gave a snort and a very indecorous laugh and one of the Grandmothers, arather
plump one, nuzzled Thariinye's cheek with her horn. "lan't that the cutest thing you ever saw? Thelittle
dear istrying to manipulate us."

"Aren't you the clever one, though?' cooed another Grandmother.

Thariinye ducked his head boyishly at being caught out. But Acornasaid, "'l don't see how we can be
said to be manipulating you. We've told you aready we need your help. And Maarni id among the
missing, though it'strue we don't know what she's thinking. But she certainly found alot of worth in the
stories you told her, and that's part of what gave us theidea of coming to you in case you know
something that might help.”

"Maarni isthat nice girl who likesthosetal talesyou tell her, Hree," the plump Grandmother said to the
Grandfather.

"Oh, yes, she'sapoalite girl. Always brings the most ddlicious flowers she grows hersaf when she comes
for gories. I'm sorry shelsmissing. Wish | could think of something to help. Which of my storiesdid she
tell you?" he asked.

"The one about the waterfall wasthefirs one," Acornasaid. "That was awfully interesting. It certainly
shed some light on the characters of the Friends. | had no idea they ever thought of the Ancestorsin that
sort of way."

"Well, of coursethey did, slly girl. Otherwise, how do you suppose your kind came to be?!

"Haarilii, don't scandalize the poor girl. Of course it took more than that, sweetheart, there was alot of
scientific tinkering involved in getting from us and them to you. We were dien lifeformsto each other
initidly, after dl."

" She a'so mentioned after we found an artifact that there were once another kind of Linyaari Si- Linyaari,
| believe she said. They lived in the oceans. Shetold usthat they'd been gone for sometime, that they
vanished one day long ago.” Isthat what she said?"' one of the Grandmothers asked in abrisk



disapproving voice. " Some things she wasn't supposed to repest.”
"Redlly?' Acornaasked. "Why not?'
Thariinye asked eagerly, "Wasit something maybe to do with breeding?’

Thariinye, do not be rude!" Acornatold him. It wasn't that she thought there was anything one shouldn't
gpesk of regarding breeding. It wasjust that it seemed to be dl Thariinye was thinking about. That wasn't
exactly the case Acornathought he was just hoping the topic the Ancestors expounded on first would be
the one he found mogt interesting.

She was rather surprised therefore when one of the Grandmothers said, "How did you guess?”

Before he could answer a Grandfather continued, "1t's not about breeding in arecreationa kind of way,
sonny, | know what you're thinking. It's about the scientific kind of breeding, which supposedly takesthe
strengths of two species and combines them to make what should be an even stronger species. It
requires some fiddling by those who are directing the process. That's how the Friends took themselves
and us and came up with you younglings. But it's dso how they came up with the Sii- Linyaari."

"How can that be?' Acorna asked, though she could think of severd reasons how it might be.

"Theway | heard it," the plump Grandmother said confidentialy, "it's because the Friends were not all
alike. Some were one kind and some were another.”

"I'm sure they meant nothing bad by it, creating those strange creatures,” said avery old Grandfather.
"They werejust trying different forms out. They did that, my grandsre said. Alwaystinkering."

"Aye" sad avery old Grandmother wisdly. "My Grandam hinted that the Friends had many different
appearances that even the same person took many seemings sometimes. She never came right out and
said shapeshifter, but she did say and she had actualy met them, mind you that we were not the first
people they took to themselves and blended with. That they had done it e sewhere, with other races.
Vhiliinyar was only one of the planets they had inhabited throughout their long history."

"But you're not supposed to repest that,” the plump Grandmother told them. "1t would upset people.”

"Yes" Acornasad, finding hersdlf alittle sunned by theinformation, "I can well imagine. That would
explain the existence of the Si- Linyaari, | suppose, but what about their disappearance?”

"Tel usagain what happened back on Vhiliinyar," another Grandmother said, cocking her ears forward
to show that she was listening most intently to Acorna

"Wl except for our friends going missing, nothing, redly, which iswhat was so odd," Acornatold her.
"Y ou would think, given our telepathic powers, that if something was about to capture our people or
make them vanish asit did, even if the ground swallowed them up or some unseen bird of prey swooped
away with them, at least one of them would have cried out for help. But no one remaining reports hearing
anything like that, through their minds or their ears. The missing people werejust gone.”

"And you're sureit's not those bug things?' asked a Grandfather with a narrow-eyed half-snort toward
the sky.

"No, Grandfather. If it had been the Khleevi carrying them off, Aari would have known. He sensesthem,



you know. Besides, the Khleevi were never good at hiding their presence or a any sort of subtlety, for
that matter. Khleevi like ther victimsto scream, and to prolong the screaming aslong as possible. They
depended on terror astheir primary tactic. It iswhat they feed on. Why would they do something so
puzzling that no one can figure out whether to be afraid or not? It would serve no good purpose for
them.”

"What I'd like to know is, if something on Vhiliinyar made our folk disappear, did it make Khleevi
disappear, to0?" declared a Grandmother. "And if it did, why didn't it disappear al or them? Preferably
before they made such abig mess of our planets.”

Y ou know, I'm beginning to remember something,” the eldest Grandmother said. "'l wastalking with
Grandam once about our natures. Y ou remember don't you, Hraaya, the old stories of how fierce and
smart and courageous our Terran forebears were? How the only way they survived wasto be so wily
and dangerous that the men of Terra could not capture them without trickery?*

"Ho, yes, who can forget? It's part of who we are.”

"Yes" shesad. "But it's not part of who they are, these younglings. The Friends, | remember Grandam
saying, did not believein fighting or killing, even when extremely provoked." She pauised, ate a mouthful
of grass, and chewed thoughtfully. "And | remember asking, well then, how did they dedl with people
who wanted to hurt them maybe hurt their younglings? And she said, oh, they didn't do anything violent,
but the aggressors disappeared. | wish such athing worked on the Khleevi. It is certain those bugs were
nasty enough to deserve to disappear. Perhaps your answer liesthere, child. Y ou did say you thought it
might be something from the Ancients”

Acornalet her breath out in adeep sigh. Progress, at last. She began munching on agrass sem hersdlf.
So, once upon atime the Friends had caused aggressors to disappear. Interesting maybe, alittle, but she
gill didn't know how the Friends had caused it, or why it didn't work on the Khleevi when they invaded
Vhiliinyar, or why the long-gone Friends would cause people who were not aggressors, but their own
descendants, to disappear now.

Thariinye, reading her, said aloud, "Well, | think, if it isthe Friends come back to haunt us, that these
disappearances are amigtake. | bet they wouldn't have let it happen if they were till around | mean, the
Friendstook off along time ago, didn't they? So if they |eft something there that started grabbing people
it probably just didn't recognize us."

Acornalooked at her young mae friend, who was speaking matter-of-factly and as usua without
troubling to engage many of hishigher intelectua functions, asif he had suddenly ' manifested genius.
Which, inaway, he had.

"Excuseme, Khornya," said the Attendant in the lime and fuchsia silks, gpproaching from behind,
"Thariinye, we must ask you to retire for now and leave the Ancestors to their own company. So much
gimulation, especidly in the wake of the disaster that recently overtook us and the enormous output of
energy required to restore the Ancestra Meadows, drainstheir staminaand vitdity. Do you see how
trand ucent their horns are becoming, just from conversation, without even the strain of heding?”

"Nonsense, Granddaughter, I'm as spry as| ever wad" inssted the Grandmother who seemed to be this
woman's specia charge. But the woman stroked Grandmother's nose and cheeks and kissed her
between the eyes and said, "Yes, but | can't keep up with you. And Khornya and Thariinye have had a
long journey. If you are not tired, they probably are.”



"Ah, yes," the oldest Grandfather said. "They don't make younglings like they used to."
Acornasmiled at the remark, one so appropriate to the conversation they'd just been having.

The Attendant in lime and fuchsa, whose name was Imaara, led Acornaand Thariinyeto a pavilion and
showed them where they could lay their degping mats. ™Y ou know, you might wish to consult the
Ancestors library," she said.

"But | thought that the destruction of our planetary records by the Khleevi wastotd, that nothing
remained of thefiles™ Acornabegan.

Imaarasaid, "Oh, | don't mean any of the Linyaari records here on narhii-Vhiliinyar. | mean the Ancestral
ones we attendants use as our handbook, training manual, journd, history, chronicle, what have you.
These are persona records, not part of the planetary system of pooled knowledge. The main Linyaari
archive was destroyed during the attack, but not our work. Our original materials are aways carefully
protected, and new materia isdivided among us. It isacontinuoudy growing work, you see, as parts of
it are Hill under congtruction.”

"Redlly?' Acornaasked.

Oh, yes, itisacareful record of our Ancestors preferences, habits, histories, and perhaps most
important for your cause, for of course, | couldn't help but overhear it'smy job to do so, in fact al of the
Ancestor's utterances. We have historica notes dating al the way back to the time when the Linyaari first
began attending the Ancestors.”

Thariinye yawned but Acornatold the attendant that, yes, indeed, it sounded like something that would
be helpful in clarifying some of the more enigmatic remarks the Old Ones had made. "Could you show
me those records now?"

"It'sgetting very late," Imaarasaid.

"l understand, but we have missing people to find and we have no idea how much danger they may bein.
The very restoration of Vhiliinyar may depend upon what we find here.”

"Perhaps, but you must rest sometime. The oldest documentsin our archive are very fragile. Wewould
not want you to make a mistake that would damage them through exhaustion-induced clumsiness. Also,
they should be studied in naturd light. Artificia light can cause deterioration of the pigments. Becam,
little Sgter. Thisthing will take wheat timeiit takes. Onelearnsthe ways of time, living among the
Ancegtors"

The Attendant's words sounded very wise and important and al that, but Acornastill had difficulty
suppressing impatience as she lowered herself to her degping mat. Didn't they understand how urgent this
was? She was prepared to fume all night about it. It niggled her for perhaps a nanosecond before
exhaugtion caught up with her and she fell into adeep deep.

Imaarawoke Acornaand Thariinye beforefirgt light.

(Come. Itistimetoread.)

She dtilled Acornas questions and Thariinyes grumblings with a swift thought and led them around the
lake and across the meadows, to acleft in the hill. Asthey approached, Acorna noticed that windows



had been carved into the hillside at three different levels, and when they entered the cave concedled by a
few recently grown trees, she began to understand why the time was so important.

The sun had been rising asthey walked to the cavern. Asthey stepped foot insdeit, thefirst rays of the
morning blazed atrail acrossthe floor of the cavern and lit the chamber asif they were outdoors.

1 hewadlls of the cavern were covered with glowing paintingsin what looked like new pigments. "Hey,
they'vefixed thisup nicdy," Thariinye said. "Decorations and everything."

But one of the symbols depicted there had captured Acorna's attention. She lagged behind Imaara’s brisk
sepsto examineit. "Look, it'sthe same one we saw on the, Sii-Linyaari artifact.”

Imaarareturned to look at what had caught her guest's attention. " Oh, those are the copies of the
paintings we meade from the walls of the origind cave on Vhiliinyar.”

"Origind cave?'

"Y es, where wefirst kept the Ancestrd archives. That cave had been used in that manner for many
years, the Ancestors said, before our people became adept at the written word. The early Ancestors
used to make pictographs, though | believe many of the earliest images were drawn instead by the
Friends and may be their form of the written word. Our language and writing systems are descended
from theirs, but are not the same, as our voca chords and hands could not form all the same sounds and
characters astheirs. These paintings would have been logt after the Khleevi attack on Vhiliinyar, except |
that the Ancestors have rather long memories, good visua memories at that, and we were able to piece
together the graphs from their recollections after we were forced to leave our home so precipitoudy. We
did bring most of the written archives with us, though some were irreparably damaged in the haste of the
transfer, but most survived. Come, I'll show you."

Sheled them to an upper leve, acircular room lined with fine crystals. The sun snaking into the chamber
from the dtrategically placed window bounced off of these and caused the floor to shimmer with
rainbows. Imaaradrew forth some storage boxes and scooted them to the middle of the floor. A long
low table with a bench on either side made a place to sit and study the contents or to add to them.

Before Imaaraleft, Acornasaid, "Thisorigind cave on Vhiliinyar, Imaara, where wasit located?!

"Near the great waterfdl, the VriiniiaWatiir, in acliff near the sea. It was a very secret place and hard to
reach if you didn't know how. The key to entering it was passed down by generations of Attendants.
And by the way, Khornya, Thariinye, these records you see today are secret aswell. They arefor the
Attendant class of Linyaari, shared only among oursalves, and kept shrouded from genera knowledge by
our life-bonded words to maintain silence. | trust our privacy will remain inviolate?'Y ou may act upon
anything you learn here, but not reveal the source of your knowledge. | show you this place now only at
the direct orders of the Ancestors."

"I heard no such suggestion,” Thariinye said with surprise.

She smiled. "Even the most favored of the Linyaari people do not share the most intimate confidences of
our Ancestors. Good thing tor them it is, too. Mot of them concern the ate of the Ancestra digestive
system. But afew are of more interest to others™ she waved her hand indicating the records, and nodded
asAcornaraised thelid of the storage container and extracted afew ornate wooden binders containing
severd sheets of what looked like processed leaf and grass material blanched and pressed, held together
with long dark purplefibersfrom theliadavine.



The writing was crude and faded. "These must be the oldest surviving records of our people,”" Acorna
sad, handling the leaves gently and with reverence, and feding uneasy with the crumbling texture of the
edges between her fingers.

They are," Imaarasaid. "It is believed that these are the records made by the first Attendant, who wasin
fact the biologicd son of this Ancestor here," she pointed to aword that could have been aname. "The
Attendant, who never names himsealf, we cal Hrunvrun, thefirstborn, and his records form the basisfor
thetraining of al future Attendants.”

Thariinye looked at Imaara and then at the paper. "I had no Ideayour craft had such alineage, Lady."

She blinked at him and Acornaheard her thought, (What isit that you suppose people who work with
Ancestors would nave, young man? Short-term thinking? Like, perhaps, yours?) with that, she turned
and left them with the documents.

Acorna, though she was very good with languages and trand ations, found the faded ancient script
daunting and nearly indecipherable. After dl, though she had spoken afew baby wordsin Linyaari, the
first language she had learned, a child was Galactic Standard. She till had to concentrate be asfluent in
her Native Linyaari astherest of her race.

And though Thariinye was a native spesker, he was not particularly andytica in hislanguage skills.
Despite his attempt he was not much help in deciphering the scrolls. The Laanye was, Acorna's hopesto
the contrary, not alot of help ether, could scan the written words of a culture, but these words wen
faded in places and written in multiple hands. Also, most of 1 documents were too fragile for her to dare
to useit upon the The little device worked much better with spoken words that written ones, especidly
ancient written ones.

Acornasent amessage to Imaara, (1 realize these documents are secret, but could we have permission to
meake copies of some of them for linguistic anayss?)

(©hno.) Imaarareplied. (I'm afraid not. The content of documents must not leave the library or be
shown to anyone else who is not an Attendant.)

(Then could you spare someone to trand ate them for us| Acornaasked. (We are having grest difficulty
understanding the contents. And timeis very important in this matter, as said. The problem isboth a
persond one and dso onethat affects every living being in our society Linyaari and Ancestorsdike. The
terraforming project on Vhiliinyar ison hold cause of the missing people from the Survey tesm. Many my
friends and rel atives have vanished without explanation We must get back to Vhiliinyar and try to find
them before we can move forward to reclaim our home planet.)

(A moment.) Imaarathought.

In afew minutes an Ancestor spoke, very formally pared to the conversationa tones of yesterday, to
Acornasand. Thariinyes minds.

(Y ou have seen the Attendants library. That is enough Go. Return to Vhiliinyar and do what you must.
We have helped al we can for now. Perhaps later well be able to help more.)

"They'redismissing us?' Thariinye asked. "Just likethat? | don't believeit! | had no ideathiswasaquiz,
didyou?'



Acornashook her head, as perplexed as hewas. "No, | didn't. Perhaps for now it's better not to read
too much into what the Grandfather said. It seemsto me the Ancestors are often quite literal, which
makes them hard to understand. Y ou've had more practice at it than | have. But we're clearly not wanted
here, and nothing we've seen isgoing to help uswithout atrandator fluent in the ancient language. Timeis
not standing till. If Captain Becker isready, we should return now to MOQO, relay what weve
discovered, and go back to Vhiliin-yar."" So we can disappear, too?" Thariinye asked. "'l don't know,
Khornya. Don't you have more of aplan than that?'

"Y ou don't have to go with me," shetold him. ™Y ou could even stay here on narhii-Vhiliinyar. After dl,
you have your family and friendsto consider.”

"Whereas yours have vanished, first lost in our wars and now snatched from Vhiliinyar during the Survey.
Y es, yes, you make mefed so much better. Of course I'll go with you. Aari would not forgive mefor
letting you go unprotected,” he added, puffing out his chest abit and adding a strut to hiswalk.

That's very kind," she said with aperfectly straight face. we will mark ourselves, of course, with al sorts
of tracers. Hafiz will wire us up so we resemble Mac. We will not return to Vhiliinyar until we can be
found by other meansthan telepathy,” she told him. "Well have persona locators, olfactory and visud
indicators, and anything else anyone can think of. | we will be very hard to lose.”

Y ou're taking Mac, Becker told her on the way back to MOO. "No argument. | can't send the Condors
compuiter, but now that Mac'sfinished upgrading himsdlf, he's smarter than Buck. Buck was what
Becker cdled the Condor's compuiter.

Asthey approached the Moon of Opportunity, Mac gpproached the bridge. His gait was curioudy off
balance and he held hishead at a strange angle. As he tromped down the metd grid leading from the
crew and main cargo baysto the bridge, Thariinye asked, "What's wrong with him?"

And then they saw that there was now what appeared to be the long end of an exceptionally large screw
coming out of Mac's forehead.

Becker groaned and buried his head in his hands. Acornaread hismind. He was suppressing avery
obvious and bad pun.

"Isthat ajoke?" Thariinye demanded of Mac, pointing at the meta horn.

"Androids do not joke, Thariinye," Mac said. "1 have modified my cranium in an attempt to assmilate
mysdlf to your culture. If your people object, as Khornya has told Captain Becker, to the presence of
non-Linyaari on your troubled homeworld, then | seek to become more Linyaari. Also, whilemy horn
cannot hedl, it isexcellent for prying and tearing and boring into things and could be used to hold the
supports of collapsing substructures together in an emergency. Also, if | spinit reverse, it can extract
things. | have attachmentsfor it concedled in my abdomina wall. Do you wish to see?!

Becker's eyes were running with water. He kept blowing his nose noisily on hisdeeve. Acornacould see
he was struggling to keep from dissolving in laughter. His valiant battle was so convulsive he couldn't
seem to catch hisbreeth.

"Captain!™ Acornasaid, and thumped him on the back. Sheld try her horn next, if she had to, but she had
no ideaif it worked on someone who was threatening to die laughing.



"I'm s-sorry, P-Princess. But you gottalove that guy. And | you gottatake him! Oh, Lord, his horn has
handy dandy attachmentd! | love him. | redly do love him."

Mac smiled abroad, if unaccustomed, smile. HEd been working on hisfacia expressons.

Thariinye, still abit worried after watching Becker's reaction that his race had been insulted, changed the
subject. " Speaking of love, Captain Becker, | have not heard you mention Nadhari Kando on either leg
of the voyage. How is she?'

Becker shrugged. "Energetic as ever, probably. | dunno. Haven't seen much of her lately.”

Acornawasimmediately concerned. She had thought the | two of them happily mated, and surely these
things turned out well for some people, even if her own love life was she wouldn't consider that now, not
until she could do more about it. With Aari among the missing, it hurt too much to think about. Instead
shesad, "Oh, Captain, have you had afaling out?'

"Not really, nothing like that exactly, Princess. No, don t look so worried. Salvage consultants don't have
lifemates the way you people do. Neither do lady-commando-warrior-securitv-chief-honchos. The truth
iswdl," helooked alittle bashful and dightly shame-faced. " She took a shine to the new commander of
the Federation outpost.”

"Sheisunfathful?* Thariinye asked. "Redly? Thefemdes| know aredl extremely faithful.” He said the
last somewhat regretfully, which was understandable. He was very good at flattering members of the
opposite sex. Since hewas avery dttractive, articulate, and virile young mae of excellent family, and
sncethe Linyaari mated for life, theladiestook him at hisword, which wasin Thariiny€'s case not, unlike
thewords of the Ancestors, to be taken literdly. Especidly in matters concerning sex.

"I wouldn't put it that way exactly. Nadhari let me know what was going on. Pretty loudly. She got dl
ticked off just because | was enjoying the dolmathes Andinafixed for me. These warrior ladiesredly
have bad tempers, you know. Though they're awfully flexible, they can be kind of lumpy off thetraining
room floor. Not cuddly, much. Actually, Nadhari took the incident pretty well. For her. It only took
Kaarlye atouch of his horn, and my arm and head healed right up. Nadhari even said she was sorry,
afterward. But she till spendsdl her off-duty time with that soldier boy. "

Acornasighed. Apparently Nadhari was not the only one who had made other mating arrangements.
Becker did not appear to be distraught, though, smply cautious.

Thariinye was fascinated. "Does it not injure your honor to be thrown over for another male like thet,

Captan?'

Becker looked asif he wanted to protest, then grinned wryly. Not as much asit would have injured the
rest of meto bethrown the way Nadhari would have liked to. Her finer sengbilities and fondnessfor me
plusmy great personal charismakept her from doing worse. Frankly, son, between you and me, | was
getting worn out. | was il redl flattered at how much she cared, but | was getting exhausted. That's how
Andinal got to be uh close. She noticed how puny and

thin | was becoming, and she decided | needed feeding up. She suggested waysto get rust out of my hulll,
too, and clean up some of the cargo. Her company owns the cleaning concession for MOO, you know,
and al of the cleaning products Hafiz intends to peddle to peoplein thislittle corner of the universe.”

"Impressive,” Thariinye said. "Though not asimpressive as Commander Kando, | must say."



"Go ahead and say what you like. Y ou know what Nadhari told me the last time we were together? She
said shefound merestful. Restful! That's not the kind of thing aman likesto hear from an exciting femde.
But | gottatell you. | find Andinarestful, and it's pretty nice not to be congtantly sparring with someone.”

"Andina suggested the shape and purpose of severa of my horn attachments,” Mac said with what
passed in him for enthusiasm. " The scraper-sander and dicing attachments were entirely her idea, and she
helped modify some of the othersas| well."

Becker looked a Mac again as he spoke and burst out in hel pless laughter once again. " So she hel ped
you cook thisup, did she? | don't suppose you have an attachment that will help you with the gardening?’

"Oh, yes" Mac sad. "I have an excellent one for weed pulling, though it is somewhat awkward to use
without further bodily modifications." He demonstrated by assuming the weed- | pulling-with-the-horn
position, which required himto dl but | stand on his head.

"Yeah, | can seethat,” Becker said. "Somehow | don't think that's going to catch on with the Linyaari.
But it'sagood try.

Acornasaid thoughtfully, "Y ou know, Captain, | think perhapsit isagood ideato take Mac. So far as
we know, everyone 1 who has disappeared isaLinyaari. It may be for lack of a better target. But
despite Mac's courteous attempt to assmilate himsalf to our race, if whatever istaking our people wishes
to take Linyaari specificaly, perhapsit will ignore Mac and alow him to witness the disappearance of "

"Us?" Thariinye asked. "That's reassuring, Khornya."

"Perhaps not, but it's not unlikely either,” she said in amatter-of-fact voice. "And Mac could be very hard
to stop if he decided to rescue us."

"l would," Mac said earnestly. Heturned to Acornaand said in an amost flawlessimitation of her
Linyaari accent, "l take it then, Khornya, that you now accept me as part of the rescue team?”

She amiled at hisuse of the Linyaari pronunciation of her name. "1 doubt we could do it without you," she
toldhim.

It took severd precious hoursto convince the Council that Mac should be included in the roster of the
search and recovery team, and it took almost as long to convince them that Acorna, Thariinye, and the
cat should be the other members of the team.

Had Liriili still been viizaar, it would have taken longer still. However, with many of the council members,
including the aagroni and Neeva, missing, only five were present to make the decison. Their concerns
were more for the team's safety than anything el se. That was why they were concerned that Acorna
should participate, even though they acknowledged her losses of Neevaand Aari and hisfamily gave her
astrong motivation to solve the problem. Once they convinced the council that the controlsthey
proposed to safeguard themselves were as stringent as possible, the Council was more amenable to
alowing them to proceed.

Another persuasive argument was that fewer, rather than more, people on Vhiliinyar's surface, backed up
by intensive air surveillance, was not only the most cost-effective method to Proceed, but aso probably
the most effective method of locating the lost ones, and the least likely to result in more personnel [osses.
They acquiesced to Acornas plan.



The council's approva of the addition of Mac to the team, however, was not made thanksto logic adone.
Nor was it made because they considered him a device instead of a person. The Council, which could
have found Mac's "modifications’ insulting, instead were touched by the inventiveness of the android's
attemptsto blend into their society, and his earnest desire to help them. His horn impressed them so
much that one of the senior Council membersjoked that Mac would next have to modify hishair follicles
to make his short sandy brush cut grow out long, curly, and silver as befit astar-clad Linyaari. Mac
promised to giveit hisfull attention as soon as the current mission was successfully completed.

Once the Council waswon over, it wasjust aquestion of getting the equipment Acornawanted supplied
by House Harakamian. It was alot like agambling game Hafiz had taught her asachild ashdl game. It
involved multiple ships each abit farther out from Vhiliinyar. A large ship would monitor the surveillance
ship and Acorna's party from the depths of space. A smdler survelllance ship would enter close orbit
around the planet, ready to send down help to those on the sur-face at a moment's notice, though it
would return to the mother ship as needed for refueling or necessary maintenance. Be tween thetwo
ships, there would never be amoment when Acornaand her friends would be out of contact with those
monitoring them. Whilein orbit, the smaler ship would monitor the team's every word and breath aswell
asdl of the many other signastransmitted by the sensors Acorna, Thariinye, Mac, and RK wore. The
cat's sensors were embedded in a specia collar which Becker and Acorna had buckled around RK's
neck with some trepidation, despite Acorna's best attempts to communicate its function to the cat.
However, for once the didn't object, and seemed to rather admire himsalf in the ornate neckpiece.

Becker fussed during al of the preparations. Acornaand the others could hear him muttering to himsdlf
al theway down to Vhiliinyar's surface as they began their mission, only seven days, Vhiliinyar time,
snce Aari, Maati, Yiitir, and Maarni disappeared.

Hewas afraid that hisfriends would vanish, no matter how careful they were.

Acornadid not have the heart to tell him that it was her fear, too and perhaps the heart of her plan.

Y ou sure you can track them, Nadhari?' Becker's voice boomed across the com links as the Condor, on
MOO, spoke to the surveillance vessel commanded remotely by Nadhari Kando.

"Becker, you are like amother hen with one chick. Every possible sense and emanation has a sensor
attached to it. The landing party membersarelit up like Chrissmastrees.”

Getting pretty folksy there, Nadhari. What, your new boyfriend used to be afarmboy on Rushimaor
something?!

That isnone of your business, Jonas. Neither isthis misson, from here on out.”

| in sorry, Nadhari. Y ou know | only noodge because | care.” Becker sounded truly contrite. Acorna
could just imagine the sort of race he would be making to well, there was no one for him to make aface
aboard the Condor now. Aari and Maati were gone, and she, Thariinye, Mac, and RK werein theflitter
headed for the Site of the great waterfall.

Thariinye disagreed with her chosen target area.

| want to save Maati and Aari as much asyou do. Khornya, but more peopl e disappeared from the site
of the laboratory, and other places. Shouldn't we start there?"



"We are more familiar with theterrain in that sector,” Acornareminded him. "Besides, theré's something
else | want to check out." She flew past the place where she had last seen Aari and the others. The plants
swayed gently in thewind, green and inviting unless you knew their true nature. "The waterfal was near
the sea, right?’

"Yes," Thariinye sad, with exaggerated patience.

"And Imaara said that somewhere between the fal and the seawas the old cave where the archiveswere
kept. If it ill exigts, I'd like Mac to have alook at thewalls.”

"Too bad that when Aari and Maati disappeared, they took that black cord thing with them,” Thariinye
said. "Mac could have looked at that and probably reconstructed the whole language of the Sii-Linyaari.
If only we'd thought to take him to Vhiliinyar to see the Ancestors with us. Of course, the Ancestors
probably wouldn't have talked to usif held been with us. Still

Acorna, ignoring him, was tuned in to the mineral content of the areas beneath them. "That seemsalikey
spot,” she sad. "I'm getting a sense of hollowness, and of limestone there. A good place for a seashore
cave."

She st theflitter down and the four of them disembarked and walked cautioudy forward, the two males
following Acorna, while RK stalked ahead of them, his bushy black-streaked gray tail lashing. Hewas
armed not only with sensors but aso with plenty of repellent for the carnivorous plants. He seemed to
think he wasimmuneto attack.

Thariinye, much less cocky now that they were on the ground, furtively examined himsdlf now and then,
inspecting hisfeet or ams, to seeif hewas vanishing yet.

Mac smply took in the devastated landscape, impassively storing what he saw as data.

Acornds steps across Vhiliinyar's surface were tentative at first, then as they moved closer to the place
she had sensed from the flitter, grew more confident. Until she literdlly came up againgt astonewall. At
that point she stopped, staring at the rock asif willing it to go away, because she knew it shouldn't be
there. She turned to Thariinye and Mac. They shrugged. Thariinye scratched his head and Mac looked as
if he wastrying to caculate the rock's density and how much thrust it would take him to burst throughiit.

RK came up with an immediate and much smpler solution. Without waiting for the rest of the party, he
sprayed the wall. Then he walked over to one side of it, and rounded a corner that had been concedled
by the shadow from an overhang. He stood just beyond their sight, except for thetip of histail, which he
kept flipping asif to signal them in case they were so dense they hadn't figured out where he was.

The cat was right. There was an opening in the rock, one that seemed to lead downward amost
immediately. But it was heavily choked with rocks, mud, broken bits of Khleevi scat, and other debris. It
hardly looked passable.

"Of course, with mountains and cliffs leveled and waterfalls and seas buried in muck, we could hardly
expect the cave entrance to bein any shapeto use," Thariinye said glumly. "Besides, the cave must be
buried so deep that it'simpossibleto get to that is, if the whole thing hasn't caved in.”

Acornasad, "Thefact that thereis still some sort of an opening at thisleve indicatesto metheresa
good chancethat the cave hasn't filled in. | certainly didn't get asense of it being filled inwhen | read the
elementsin the substrate here. But that's beside the point. Getting through to see what shape that caveis



inisour problem right now."

"Not aproblem, Khornya," Mac said. He had strapped a pack to his back when they |eft the flitter, and
now he shrugged out of the straps and plowed through the contents, extracting Pick and shovel
attachments that locked into his hands. " Stand back, he advised, and attacked the blocked passage.

RK bolted and jumped to the top of Thariinye's head, holding on with al his claws asrock and mud
began flying from the hollow in the rock he had so proudly discovered. Acornadidn't need to be
telepathic to read the cat's mind.

"Thisisthetreatment | get for showing those stupid peopletheway?" he was clearly thinking indignantly.

Thariinye was clearly yelling, though he couldn't be heard over dl the noise Mac was making. Acorna
extricated the cat | from Thariinye's scap as gently as possible, which wasn't very. A liberal application
of horn-healing was necessary for al par- ties concerned except the cat, who retreated aconsiderable
distance from the android-made avalanche and sat down to wash.

Thariinye was ill in abad mood, even after his scratches were healed. He nodded toward the storm of
debris flying from beyond the rock. "What the Khleevi didn't destroy, that android will if he kegpsthis up.
What good will it do him to un-cover the caveif he buildsamountainin front of it?"

But just then Mac resppeared, pulled something else out of his pack that turned out to be acollgpsible
wheded carrier. Hefilled it with aload of debris.

"There," Acornasaid to Thariinye. "He's thought of that Mac, we can haul that away for you."

Mac looked puzzled. "But what would | do while you were | doing so? Until | am further in, Khornya,
the immediate area surrounding my excavation will be dangerousfor organic life-forms. | will be quick. |
promise”

So hetrundled off with aload of rocks and dirt and fragmented Khleevi scat, dumped it, then returned to
resttach his pick and shovel, which he had removed to wield the wheel barrow onto the growing pile
beyond the cave. In avery short time Mac was so far in the tunnel he was creating that Acornaand
Thariinye could remove piles of debriswithout being hit by the flurry of flying gunk generated by Mac's
current efforts.

As Thariinye loaded up hisFirg cartful, Acornasaid, " Stay close enough for meto seeyou, and I'll do
the same. | don't want usto go too far when we're spreading this stuff around, lest one of us disappear
without the other noticing. | think if we just keep a path clear to the entrance it will do for now. The
Khleevi left such amessthat our little contribution here does not matter. Uncle Hafiz can pretty thingsup
when heterraforms.™

Thariinye was more than willing to go dong with this plan, aways being one to maximize resultsand
minimize work, if possible. Even working so close to the cave entrance, soon enough he wastired, his
white face and sllver mane brown and black striped with dirt and sweat, and his breath in short supply.
But, like Acorna, he kept at the job. He was not the most industrious of males, but he was not about to
let afemale outwork him, ether.

RK supervised his human companions as they worked, and now and then entered the cave to check on
Mac's progress. He had apparently forgiven the android, deciding that the attack of the flying landscape
was not persond nor wasit amed exclusively at Makahomian Temple Cats.



During the entire procedure, their communication and monitoring channes were kept open so that the
surveillance ship could hear and observe everything that went on. The ship had long-range scanners and
was able to watch them as they went about their tasks, S0 it was not necessary to speak to them directly
al thetime to keep them posted on what they were doing, though periodicaly Acornaor Thariinye would
direct acomment or aquestion to the ship's personndl.

When the sun set, they kept working, usng miner's lights attached to their helmets. Loading dirt and rock
by hand into

the whedlbarrow by the erratically bobbing glow of her [antern, Acornaimagined hersdlf in the place of
one of the child miners she had rescued from Kezdet. She thought how hard their lives must have been as
they did this backbreaking work day after heart wrenchingly weary day, with no more light than she had,
far underground, punished if they dackened their pace even for amoment. When she thought of

Maganos M oonbase, which she had helped Delszaki Li, her old mentor, transform from a useless moon
into an educationa and vocationd school for the former child davesthey had rescued, it made her fedl
less burdened by her present task.

Thinking of the Moonbase brought her friends and family to mind. Shewould find Aari, Maati, Neeva,
and the others. She would. She would. And they would befine. Just fine. Nothing bad would have
happened to them. Nothing at al. They only needed her to come and get them. Any other circumstance
was unthinkable.

(Hold on. Were coming. I'm coming. Can you hear me, Aari yaazi, Maati, Mother-sister Neeva?)

She was s0 busy hauling dirt and concentrating on not panicking over her missing loved onesthat she
didn't notice that the incredible noise of excavation had stopped or hear Mac speak to her until he tapped
her on the shoulder.

"I believe," he said, "that | have reached the entrance of the cave you spoke of. The entrance was not so
badly blocked aswe had feared it might be, nor the cave so damaged. Thereiswriting on the walls that
you will wish to see. I've used my laser attachment to solidify strips of the walls for support and
gtabilization and yes, Khornya, mindful of your instructions regarding the petroglyphs and the artifacts, |
ascertained that none were contained in the materid | fused before | did so. But aswe lack any other
sort of materia with which to shore up the walls, the fusing was necessary to prevent further cave-ins. |
have no ambition to be flattened in this adventure, nor to see you o afflicted.”

"We understand, Mac. Thank you," Acornasaid. Shewas aready insde the cave as she said this,
picking her way forward on the rubble-strewn floor. The passage led seadily, even steeply at times,
downward, for an amazing length consdering that Mac had been doing al of the clearing by "hand.”

"Thisjob was one in which one of those picturesque little raillroad devices would have improved my
efficiency, and our journey,” Mac remarked, practicaly in her ear, startling Acornainto siopping, which
stopped Mac, cramming Thariinye, who was behind him, between the android and the steeply
descending path.

Acornawondered if RK had come with them and looked around for him. Becker would never forgive
her if the Condor's first mate wasthe first of their party to disappear.

Her lamp caught two gold coins hovering above Thariinye's head, further back and higher up on the path,
and then therewas astresk of fur, agraze of claws, and the cat landed on the path in front of her. With



an impatient glance backward, RK began stalking hisway down the tunndl.
Acornasmiled. "The cat is playing the canary,” shetold the other two.

"He doesn't look asif heis,” Thariinye observed. "Heisnot making chirping noisesor trying to flgp his
paws."

Mac sad. "l believe Khornyaisreferring to abarbaric mining custom from antiquity, in which the miners
took asmall caged bird with them down into the mines. If therewas alesk of toxic gas, the bird would
diefirg, and its death would warn the miners thet the shaft was unsafe and they must leave immediatdy.”

Asif he understood every word Mac had said, RK suddenly stopped, turned to Acornaand gave a
kittenish mew, then put his paws on her knees, clearly asking to be lifted. She picked him up and he
settled around her shoulders. A natural born leader he might be, he seemed to say ashelicked hisfur into
place, but while he was willing to assume equal risks with histeam, he was not about to risk one hair of
his precious pelt just so they could run off and leave him. He would ride for this portion of the journey,
and hang on tight to his transport. Acornawinced alittle asthe cat's claws sank into her neck.

Thelight beams from their helmet lamps cast shadows on the jagged walls, moving crazily asthey picked
their way through the passage to the cave. The shadows cast by that light made the rescue team look like
aparty of rubberized marionettes jerking dong on invisible strings as they descended. It was an eerie

journey.

All but Mac jumped when the com link cameto life, and the surveillance ship's captain, one Y aniriin,
spoke into their ears.

"Khornya, Thariinye, and Maak," hesaid. "Wejust had asighting of something interesting near the
laboratory camp. The source looks like a single person. We're sending down another flitter to check it

"That sounds like good news, Y aniriin," Acornasaid abit shakily, torn by hope. "Maybe one of our lost
ones has re- turned. Please keep us posted as you check it out. We are now inside the passage to the
cave we were seeking. Do you need usto return to the surface and meet the new flitter at the [ab Site?”

"l see no reason for that, Khornya But keep listening to us as you work. Depending on what we
discover, we may need you later. And keep usinformed of what you discover, aswell."

"Of course," she said. "But theré's not a great deal to say yet. We haven't reached our destination.”
"What are you looking for?"

She hedged. The importance of this cave and the existence of petroglyphs made by the earliest Ancestra
Attendants were a secret she had promised the Ancestors and their Attendants she would keep. But she
didn't need to identify exactly what she was looking for to justify her actions.

"Someone at base camp talked about hearing underground rumblings when the aagroni went missing,”
sheanswered. "I decided it might be worth looking for underground ingtalations, either left behind by the
Khleevi or by our own people, to seeit they could have something to do with these disappearances.

"With dl due respect, that sounds like awaste of timeto me," Yaniriin said. " Shouldn't you backtrack to
all the placeswhere the lost ones were last seen instead?”



"Wewill do that aswdll, eventudly,"” Acornaassured him. "But we are hoping to find akey hereasto
why the disappearances occurred. Besides, if you are right, and we backtrack to where our friends
disappeared, it seemsto methat | stand agreat risk of losng my new team members aswell asthe
previousy missing Survey members. And, although if we vanish that would probably tell mewhat became
of the others, it would hardly enlighten the rest of you. | hopeto find the reasons for these
disappearances, and thus find the missing Survey personnd, without getting lost mysdif.”

"With the sensors, you could probably be traced, if you went missng.”

"Y es, that isthe hope. But, until we test that theory, we have no certainty, do we?' shesaid. "Just find a
bit more patience in your heart, Captain. Theinformation | seek here could be very vauable."

"Very wel,” hesad. Y ou must forgive me, Khornya. Aar-lii, who disappeared with three others from
the SiaaryiMaartri, ismy firstborn."

'I'm sorry to hear that, Yaniriin. | share your grief. Perhgps you don't know, but my lifemate and his
kin-sgter, his parents, my mother-sster, and my former crewmeates from the Balakiire are also among the
missing. Be assured that | will do everything | can to find them dl as quickly aspossble.”

The conversation, overheard by at least fifty people of three different races and spanning the vastness of
gpace, seemed oddly intimate, down herein dark where she, Mac, and Thari-inye moved dowly
between the narrow, rough-hewn walls of the newly opened passage.

Herel" Mac said suddenly, pointing to a spot just within the Pool of light cast by Acornas headlamp.
"The cave entranceis herel"

"We have found what we were seeking, Y aniriin," shesaid. "1 will now exploreit.”
"Continue communication, please," he said. "1 want afull report, and ™

As she stepped out of the rough passage and into the wide opening that had been the cave's mouth, her
comunit failled. Theindicator light on her shipsuit went dull and lifeless, and her receiver was silent
despite repeated attemptsto hall the surveillance ship.

"Thariinye, pleasetdl Yaniriin | have had an equipment 1 mafunction,” she said, but Thariinye did not
appear to hear her until he had joined her and Mac in the cave's entrance.

"That'sfunny,” he said. "My com unit isdead.”

"How odd." Acornadecided asmall test wasin order. Signding Thariinye to stay put, she stepped out of
the cave once more. 1 Her com link activated with the words, "silence. Welve logt”

"Yaniriin, thisis Khornya. This cave has some sort of barrier to our com units. | am not sure how or why.
Perhaps the mechanism causing thisis part of the answer we seek the reason why our friends and family
aremissing. Therefore, | fed it isessentid to continue exploring, despite the communication difficulties.
Wewill not be able to maintain contact with you while. we are here. However, one of our party will
remain outs de the cave entrance aslong as possible to maintain visua contact with the others, and
transmit our report to you.”

"That sounds very risky, Khornya. Perhaps you should return to your flitter and rethink your plan.”



"Negative, Yaniriin. But wewill take no longer than necessary in gathering the datawe need. That'sthe
best | can promise. | am going to step back inside the cave now, but please expect contact to be
resumed within sixty seconds by myself or one of my compatriots.”

"| read you, Khornya, but | ill don't carefor”
Hislast word was cut off as Acorna stepped back inside the cave entrance.

During thejourney to Vhiliinyar, Mac had been studying the few entries Acornaand Thariinye had been
ableto makeinthe LAANY E from the Ancestor's records, and now he and Thariinye were eagerly
checking these entries againgt the very faint and faded scratchings on the cavewalls. Thefirst glyphsthey
saw were much damaged by the rock that had fallen against them during the cave-ins, but asthey
retreated farther into the cave, the damage to the paintings was less.

We have aproblem,” Acornatold her team members. "This chamber blocks our transmissionsto the
surveillance ship quite thoroughly. One of us needsto stay out in the tunndl, maintaining contact with the
ship and visud contact with the team in the cave.”

That's no problem,” Thariinye said, Straightening up a once. "I'll be glad to stay outside. | think I've given
Maak enough cluesthat he can decipher these scribblings excuse me, ancient glyphs readily enough. Y ou
can asss him aswell can now.”

That's very gracious of you," Acornasaid, suppressing asmile. "'If there's any news about who that
person found wandering near the base camp is, please duck in and tdll us, will you?'

"Oh, certainly,” he said, and with what seemed to Acornato be asigh of relief, he stepped outside the
chamber and into the tunnel, where he stood facing them, his mouth moving as he spoke into the com
unit.

"Thank you, Khornya," Mac said. "It will be easier to concentrate without needing to pay atention to
Thariinye as he regales me with stories about various young females of his close persona acquaintance.”

Acornalaughed for thefirst timein severa days and squatted down beside Mac, her hand stroking RK's
back as he strolled back and forth between them. The cat's fur bristled dightly at the nape, just to let
whatever therewas at large that might hurt them know that he was prepared. If necessary, he could puff
himself up to threetimeshisnorma sze. That should throw a good scare into anything unwise enough to
accost himsdlf or his companions.

Thework began to go very quickly, with Mac moving more swiftly than Acornacould along thewalls,
recording the drawings and trand ating the writings, until he was out of her sight. Soon she had to duck
out for amoment to tell Thariinyi she needed to move farther back in the cave to keep Macin visua
range. "I'll be ableto hear you if you pop your head in now and then and cadl for us," she said. "Well call
back. If we

fail to respond, please sgnd the surveillance ship and relate the problem, then come and seewhat is
wrong."

Thariinye looked up from the com unit, into which he had been dternately babbling and listening
appreciatively, and waved her on. "Yes, oh, yes, Miliira, | remember her, Vriin. Saucy little shesyour
lifemate now, you say? Wl er congratulations. | dwaysliked that girl."



Acorna shook her head and returned to the cavern.
"l assumethisisal making senseto you now, Mac?"' she asked.

"Oh, yes, Khornya. Thewritings are not difficult to trandate, being mainly pictoria, and in abase
language that strongly resembles modern Linyaari, in which | am fluent, except that these early ancestors
of yourswere very poor spdllers, and are inconsistent in their symbology for certain concepts. This
makes these glyphs harder to understand than they would otherwise be. But | believe | now understand
what thesewallshaveto tell us."

"Isthere anything you've read so far that you fed might be helpful in our current situation?' she asked.

"Not so far. The communications are mostly about where the best pastureisto be found, and the various
indispositions of your ancestral race and cures for them, dietary preferences, that sort of thing.”

"Isthere anything about the Ancestral Friends?" she asked. "Do you know enough now that you might be
ableto scan theremaining glyphs and seeif you can pick up amention of them, or of these caves, or of
the shield we're encountering or of any sort of weapon?”

"I will try that, Khornya," Mac said, and began to scan the walls even morerapidly until he said, "Aha" in
ahighly dramatic manner, hisfinger pointing in the air as he said so. "Here they are, mentioned severa
times. It says.."

Y ou're both out of visua contact,” Thariinye caled out rather crosdy. "Areyou quitedl right?’

Yes, Thariinye, werefine," Acornacaled. "But were going to be here for abit. Check on us, say, every
fiveminutes." Oh, very wdll," he said, asif he had more pressng mattersto attend to.

Mac meanwhile was moving deeper and deeper into the cave. The cave wound much further back, but
presently they came upon a carved staircase leading upward, asit had in the Ancestrd Attendants library
on narhii-Vhiliinyar. The glyphs pedled up with the Staircase so they followed them to the upper room.

"It isodd. The mentions are more frequent as the entries appear to increase in age and crudity, Khornya,"
hetold her. "Here! Thisone. It says, 'Here | set down the stories of the Ancients astold to me by my
own four-legged ancestors, whom | serve. | have long wondered at the difference between our mother
people, the four-footed and finned ones with the healing horns and rather primitive minds, and our father
people, the technol ogically advanced and sophisticated ones who call themsalves smply our Friends.

'Across time and space they came to rescue us and..
"Khornya? Mac?' Thariinye'svoice caled from the cavern room benesth them.
"Were here, Thariinye," Acornaanswered.

"Y aniriin wants usto return to the flitter and go to the base camp. The person they saw wandering around
isLiriili."

"Oh." Acorna sighed. She had so hoped it would be someone else. Anyone elsg, in fact. "WEell be there
as soon aswe can, but | believe that, having put so much effort into it, we should finish herefirgt,” Acorna
said. "After dl our hard work, | would like to hear what these walls haveto say, eveniif it delaysthe



pleasure of our reunion with Liriili."
RK looked up at her and meowed loudly. He, at least, liked the former viizaar.

"But tell me what you know about her regppearance. | would like to know how sheis. Where was she?
What happened to her? Does she know where the others are being held?”

Thariinye said, "I'll get back to you on that, Khornya."
"You didn't ask?" Acornasaid, stunned.
"Not yet,” Thariinye said. "But | will do so now." Silence again.

"Sometimes | worry about that boy.” Turning back to Mac, she said, "Go back, Mac. That first line, what
wasit?'

He repeated it.

"Acrosstime and space,” she said. "'l wonder... Of course, some time differences are inherent in space
trave. It may mean nothing."

Thariiny€esvoice cut through the silence around them. "Liriili saysthat what happened to her wasthat she
got logt. Sheleft theflitter for amoment to go look for food. But the [aboratory structure was not where
she remembered it being. When she turned back to theflitter, it was not there either. She wandered
around the area of the base camp growing more and more confused, she thinks for many days. Then
suddenly she was facing the laboratory structure again, only it was deserted. She says she saw no one

€l se between the time sheleft the com unit and the time she was rescued. Y aniriin wants to know if we
wish to speek to her before she is evacuated to the surveillance vessdl. Personaly, since shehas so little
to say about her time away, / have no wish to speak with her."

"Hmmm," Acornamused. "Her time away.”

Mac looked up and saw her twisting alock of her mane around her finger thoughtfully, chewing dightly
on her lower lip with an abstracted |ook on her face.

"Khornya? What shdl | tel them?"

"Tel them to ask her oh, never mind. | think | should do thismysdlf. | hate to break this off here, but |
have some questions | think may shed some light on our predicament. Ask them to wait before
evacuating her. | would like to ask her some specific questions there where she was | ost and rescued.”
Do you think she was abducted by aiens and returned to the same place?’ Thariinye asked.

Invisible diens? The same ones who took the others? The ones that never showed up on our sensors? It
seems Liriili never saw an dien. Surely they wouldn't have goneto dl that trouble to grab her just to
return her to uswithout even introducing themselves. | find the dien theory doubtful, Thariinye, don't
you?' Yes, | suppose 0."

Mac sad, "Khornya, do you wish meto remain and con-the trandation?"

She sghed. "No, Mac, | might need you. Besides, given dl that has happened, | don't like being out of



touch with any member of my team for any reason. We will come back and finish this. The cave has been
here sncethefirg Linyaari waited on thefirst Ancestor. It survived dl during our history aeven madeit
through the Khleevi attack when dmost nothing esedid. I am sure the opening will be here when we can
return and continue our investigations.”

They rgjoined Thariinye outsi de the main room's entrance checked in with the surveillance ship, and
began the steep trek-back up the tunndl. RK choseto ride around Thariiny€e's neck asthetall maeled
the way back to the surface. Acornamade use of the timeto be briefed by the ship's captain, though he
could tdll her little more than Thariinye had aready.

"Liriili iscomplaining that she was deserted and | eft Starve for days and now you are keeping her from
returning civilization, Khornya," Yaniriin said. "1 have explained the Situation to her, and theflitter crew
have opened their minds her, but she still seemsto fed it isdl aplot of some sort.”

"It sounds asif she has suffered no il effects from her or-ded then, Y aniriin, and is il very much
hersdf,"” Acornasaid The path they werefollowing was very steep, and at times she had to use both
hands aswell as her feet to keep herself upright during the ascent. She was thankful for the distraction.
Some-how, Liriili aways managed to try her patience. Even rescuing the former viizaar ran trueto form.
"Tdl Liriili that we are moving as quickly aswe can. Quicker than is comfortable, even.

That was certainly true. In their haste, Thariinye kept kicking rocks back into her face, and as she drew
level with RK'stall tickled her nose. Mac was so close behind his "horn™ prodded her in the back
occasondly. "

It was very hot in thetunnel, and close.

She spoke dowly, pausing for breath between her words, "We must regain the surface and then thereisa
little bit of ahike to theflitter. Then perhaps another two hours ride to the base camp? Try to get Liriili to
complain more rather than lesswhile he waitsfor me, Y aniriin. It should not be difficult. Perhgps she will
remember something she endured that she has not yet mentioned that will give us cluesto the
whereabouts of the others."

"Very wdl," Yaniriin said. She could hear the reluctance in his voice as he contemplated spending more
timethan hehad to ligening to Liriili.

Acornasaid, "Bear in mind, Captain, that once she is evacuated from the planet's surface you will not be
hearing her complaints vicarioudy, but on your own bridge, and she will be stlanding right next to you as
she ddlivers them. Every moment we delay postpones that scenario.”

"Ohyes. | supposethereisthat,” he said, sounding somewhat abashed.

The team continued its upward journey until they were near the tunne mouth when Y aniriin suddenly
sad, "Walit! Thereis something, someone, moving near your flitter. Let me zoom in for acloser look."

"Someone Linyaari?' Acornaasked, breathless because of more than the climb now. Could Aari or one
of the others have come back, too? Perhaps whatever had taken the research teams was now releasing
al of them. "Canyou tell whoitis?' Not yet. Unlike yoursaves, thisbeing is not carpeted with an array
of sensors. Let melook more closdly. How odd... The beingisnot Linyaari. No horn. But it isvery large

"Two feet? Four feet? More?' Thariinye asked. Hard to tell. Something seemsto be draped over its



lower portions, but | would guessfour. It isvery bulky. From what we can see, it could be an animd of
what your human friends

cal the urgne species, Khornya, the sort that is heavily furred and may stand on two legsor four.”

A bear? On Vhiliinyar?' Mac shook his head, grazed Acorna’s shoulder and stepped a steep step
backward, only just catching himsdlf againg thewadl and preventing himself from faling. "Highly unlikely."

"Is something bothering your vison, Mac?' she asked.

"l weep interndly for joy, Khornya Did you hear? The captain said three Linyaari. | am considered one
of you now."

"Don't expect Liriili to be so broad-minded,” Thariinye said. "1 don't suppose it would hurt anything if we
just stepped outside the entrance, just alittle, to cool off and get abreath of air while we wait for the
flitter to inspect our new friend and then come and get us.”

Acornahad to agree. It was unlikely that whatever was prowling around their flitter would be able to see
them at the cave entrance. And though Mac and the cat seemed spry as ever, she and Thariinye were
both hot, tired, and sick of tasting the dust of the tunndl.

They stepped cautioudy outside and each uncorked awater bottle and had along swallow.
Mac ran amaintenance check on himself.

RK sat on the ground at their feet, made an L of his back legs, and washed himsdf dong the lower belly
andtall.

"What are you doing? Get back ingdethe cavel” Y aniriin barked suddenly. "It's coming toward you,
whatever it is, and wait, there's another one.

"Where?' Thariinye asked, scanning the landscape. "1 don't seeathing!”

"Never mind, just conced yoursaves!" Y aniriin ordered.

Acorna had aready ducked back just insde the tunnd. While Thariinye was talking into his com unit, she
glimpsed, over his shoulder, two large heavy hary beings running toward them, brandishing long sticks
with points on the ends spears. Spears?

One of them was covered on the top with matted red fur, and on the bottom with matted brown fur. The
other'stop fur was black to midway down the trunk, then mottled gray. They ran very swiftly for such
ungainly looking beings but Acornadecided they were roughly humanoid after dl, they seemedto be able
to use rudimentary tools.

Asthey drew closer she saw their eyesfrom under their shag of hair. They looked wild, ferocious,
definitely hogtile, and they were fixed on Thariinye and the mouth of the cave.

Thariinye had frozen.

Acornarushed out, grabbed hisarm, and pulled him back insde the cave passage. And abruptly, she
hersalf was pulled further back into the cave so suddenly that she fell over backwards.



"I am sorry, Khornya, and | shal be sorry to lose the esteem of your people, but | believe these beings
mean us harm. Run back into the cave and keep running. | will cover your flank."

Mac snapped out his pick attachment from one arm. In the other he held hislaser. She untangled hersdlf
from Thariinye, who had dso fallen, and rose to her feet, pulling him with her. Though she would never
wish to leave afriend to danger in order to protect herself, what Mac said made excellent sense. Two
such obvioudy primitive beings would be no match for Mac. Not that he was done. A bristling, snarling
RK, larger than Acorna had ever seen him, blocked out the twilight from between Mac'slegswith
bushd s of enraged fur.

She was reassured when she saw that instead of confronting the beings directly, Mac had backed into the
cavern, seeking the best place in which to make astand. He was clearly going to use caution and good
sensein hisdefense of them. RK looked up at Mac in astonishment then abandoned his battle stance and
hightailed it back to Acornaand Thariinye. Acorna could dmost hear the cat think that he could protect
them as eagily from back here as from up front with an android who wouldn't fed anything if thet long
pointy thing got stuck in him.

The hairy monsters suddenly filled the entrance to the cave, while Mac, some yards back, said, "'l caution
you not to come nearer. We are peaceful beings but my hands are lethal weaponsand | will usethemto

defend my companionsif necessary.”
RK turned and growled and fluffed again.

"Also," Mac sad, asthe hairy mongters laughed, seemingly at the lameness of hiswarning. "Thereisacat
of great fierce-ness.

In answer to thisthe shaggy red-topped mongter thrust his spear at Mac, who broke it off while burning
the spear from the hand of the other monster with hislaser attachment.

That was al Acornasaw, for just then Thariinye grabbed her hand and dl but dragged her off her fedt,
pulling her down deeper into the tunnd toward the cave's mouth.

And then they were running, panting, running, running, Sweet pouring off them, running deeper and
deeper, the passage walls swirling crazily inthetilting light from their headlamps.

Behind them, very distantly, horrible roars and growls interspersed with occasona erudite exclamations
from Mac, such as”| seethat your hirsute condition functions as something of ashield for entrgpping the
weapons of your foes! Let usseeif it can capture alaser beam! Ahal Takethat," echoed off the walls of
thetunnd.

Redlly, it seemed to Acornathat there was no need to retreat quite so far, but Thariinye'sthoughtsroiled
with the besat of hisfootfdls.

(Hewho fights and runs away will live and love ancther day; he who fights and runs away will live...)

Obvioudy Thariinye had spent too much time pouring over the hard copy books of gphorisms among the
literary litter aboard Becker's Condor.

Had Mac appeared to be actually endangered by the hairy louts attacking them, Acornawould have
returned immediately to help him. The cat aready appeared to have done so, which worried her. Fierce



as Makahomian Temple Cats might be, they were flesh and blood, whereas Mac's own anatomy was
much more complex and not very organic.

But even RK'sfeline battle cries faded in the distance as Thariinye pulled her swiftly dong, past dl of the
areawhere Mac had trandated runes, then down a corridor that branched into another corridor. At the
second branch she gave amenta bellow that sopped Thariinyein histracks.

(Whoa!) shesaid. (Thisisagood way to get usthoroughly lost.)
"Oh, Macwill find us," Thariinyereplied breezily.

"That istrueif he doesn't get pulverized. Which is another reason that we should not proceed any farther.
We should be close enough to help Mac if heor RK need it."

Just then they heard aterrible bellow and arumble, clatters and thumps and rattles of rocks and earth
fdling.

A cloud of dust billowed toward them and Acorna charged for it. Thistime it was Thariinye dragging
aong behind her.

Shetore back through the cave corridors as quickly as she could, but from what she could see through
the clouds of dust, the place where daylight had once poured into the passage from the tunndl's entrance
was now shrouded in tota darkness except for the light cast by the lamps she and Thariinye wore on
their foreheads. And then, through the dust and debris, another feeble light wobbled toward them,
growing brighter asit came.

"Mac! Areyou dright?' shecdled.

"Yes, Khornya, but the cat has sustained an injury and unfortunately my horn, while quite useful in other
ways, lacksthe healing capabilities of your own. Heis quite a brave cat. One of the beasts attempted to
decapitate me with alarge sword, which would not, of course, have killed me, but would have serioudy
disabled me long enough for the monstersto reach you. RK distracted the monster by jumping ontoits
head and raking it with his claws. Heis bleeding rather badly and | did not wish to continue the battle
when my comrade in arms needed your help. So | collapsed asmall portion of the tunnel on the
mongters, between them and us. That should dow them down until the flitter arrives.”

Acornadropped Thariinye's hand and ran forward to meet Mac, whose shipsuit was torn into so many
tattersthat it made him look almost as shaggy as his recent opponents. RK looked up at her and
meowed once, and dropped his head back onto Mac's arm. Acorna bent her head and tried to search
through the cat's fur for the wounds, but the dust was so thick she could see very little and besides, she
was afraid of what dl this dust was doing to al of them. The haze was far beyond the scope of the usua
sorts of airborne pollutants Linyaari horns were so good at cleansing. She walked backward in front of
Mac as they descended to the cave entrance, touching as much of RK as she could with her horn, while
trying not to accidentaly gouge Mac.

After afew seconds of this, RK roused himsdlf, grabbed her horn with both hands and licked it, then
wriggled free of Mac and trotted down to Thariinye, where he proceeded to wash again.

"A mighty warrior,” Mac said admiringly. "He fought bravely, and with no technologica atachmentsto
hdphim."



Thariinye knelt down and scratched RK's head, until his hand met with a swipe of claws. "Oh, the cat has
attachments, and though | wouldn't exactly call them technologicd, they are effective,” hetold Mac,
rubbing his horn over his new wounds.

All of them quickly moved further back into the cave, asfar away from the choking clouds of dust asthey
could easily get, to where Thariinye's and Acornas horns could purify the air more quickly.

"Y ou know, Mac, you redly frightened Khornya," Thariinye said. " She taught me how to fly without the
benefit of a gpacecraft, making aglider of me as she towed me in her wake coming to save you."

"| gpologize for frightening you with the cave-in," Mac said. But | knew the elders did not want me to kill
the mongters, yet the monsters were quite persistent. It was adilemma. | do not read minds, but after a
few moments, | could understand their words, which were avery antiquated form of one of the early
Terran languages, aforerunner of Standard Gaactic. Oddly, they seemed to think you werethe
mongters, and were thinking mostly basic thoughts such as 'Kill, kill, kill the beasts back and forth to
encourage each other, and laughing asthey did so, reminding mein their own rough-hewn way somewhat
of my former owner, KidaManjari. | landed severd blowswith theflat of my pick on their heads, but
they wereimpervious. | doubt the cave-in will damage them, but it will provide uswith protection for the
moment, and | can dig us out soon enough when the flitter arriveswith help.”

"Famouslast words," Acorna muttered.
"Excuse me?' Thariinye said.
"Nothing, just something my uncles used to say about planning thingsin times of danger "

Two bellows, some more crashing and rumbling, agreat deal more clatter and rattle, and alot more dust
belching into the cave followed.

Neither the Linyaari nor Mac coughed, but the cat ran back into the cave. Without aword, the others
followed him.

Asthefluff of tail disappeared around the corner Thariinye and Acorna had not taken, Acornacaled,
"RK, it'sdl right. Werre coming. But dow down or you'll belost and well never find you."

RK peered around the corner, histail lashing impatiently, asif to say, "Finewith me. Y ou people are
nothing but alot of trouble," which seemed remarkably ungrateful consdering that they had just hedled his
undoubtedly otherwise mortal wounds.

But then, cats were not fabled in song and story for their undying gratitude. Acornawinced at her own
apt pun and joined the cat in the corridor he had chosen. Thariinye and Mac joined her, with Mac lagging
behind as rearguard while the others tried to outdistance the dust.

"Stop!" Mac said. "l can scan the images on these wallsinto my processor very quickly, but not this
quickly."

"Areyou gill sugpended from ahigh place on that?" Thariinye asked, literdly trandating a dang phrase he
had picked up from Becker. "Those things are making afine mess out of your cave-in. For al we know,
they may be moving enough rock to get through to us right now."

"Judging from what we have seen, | would say that isquitelikely,” Acornasaid. "'l fed itisbest for usto



go asfar from them as possible at the moment. We might be able to lose them here in these caves,
making further violence unnecessary. Besides, RK ishaving adifficult time bresthing in dl thisdust.
Further in and away from theworst of the haze, Thariinyeand | can control the air quality much faster
with our horns.”

"Very well," Mac said, and histone surprised Acorna. The usualy genia and cooperative android was
amost grumbling. "But thisdatais extremely interesting and it is, after dl, why we came here.”

"True," Acornasaid, "and it ismost commendable of you to show such dedication to your task. And, a
some more convenient time, we will resume our work. However, | think that, rather than doing what we
came hereto do, our skillsand lightswould be put to better use for the moment looking for an dternative
way out of here."

"These are superior lanternswith avery long life" Thariinye said.
"And | can dways recharge them from my own cdlls" Mac pointed ouit.

"And who is going to recharge you when you run out of energy?' Acornaasked. "Though | redize how
unlikely such an event is," she added when Mac protested. "How long has it been since our conversation
with the cgptain, Thariinye?"

Mac answered. "Approximatdy half an hour, Kezdet time, Khornya."
"Not long enough,” she said. "Stay here. I'll be back in amoment.”

"Where are you going?' Thariinye asked. "Back to the tunnd to tdl Y aniriin of what happened and what
we aredoing. | will aso mark theway we cameto this place, then we can keegp marking aswe go. That
way we can find our way back, as soon asit isfeasible. Or, once our people get past the monsters at the
entrance and the cave-in, they can find us."

But when she reached the main cavern room, she found that the rocks from the cave-ins caused by their
hairy friends outside had tumbled down the tunnel and choked half the room aswell as the entrance.
Now they were well and truly trapped until Mac had time to dig through the rock again. And it looked
like thistime the job would be alot more difficult. It gppeared her ingtincts were right it might be easier to
seek another way out of here than to tackle that rock fall asecond time. Furthermore, her com unit
worked no better insgde the cavern than it had before. The survey ship personnd would be very worried
about them. Still, matters were not desperate. The blockage kept the monsters at bay for the moment.
And Y aniriin knew they were insde the tunnel somewhere. In time, people would come to search for
them if they did not find another way out.

On to the next matter. How to mark their passage? Even if no rescuers arrived, such markingswould
help her own parry retrace their steps when it became necessary. She had no ball of yarn, no bread
crumbs, no chalk. The sensorsin their ship suitsdid not work in here. Or did they? Perhaps they smply
did not work outside the cave to detect what was insde and vice versa. They might work very well inside
the cave itsdlf. It was agood idea, and she would test it as soon as she rgoined the others. Nevertheless,
she and her friends must be able to count on something more tangible to retrace their steps. Equipment
that had failed once for no apparent reason could do so again. Of coursg, it was possible that Mac had
aready stored in his database the entire sequence of runes from one room to another, and so the whole
exercise was unnecessary. But if Mac became separated from them, they needed afallback position.

So what could she use to mark their paths? Something effective... Something easy to use.. Something



more basic... Something there was aready supply of... And hereit was al around her: rocks.

Shefilled her pockets and hands with them and began laying them in fours, one for each of them. She
placed each pile six paces apart, the distance between herself and the end of her lantern beam. That way,
they could aways see the next pile of rocks. And, even if the lantern was dead, they should be able to
find therock pilesby pacing.

She handled each pebble before piling with the others, so it would be marked with the scent of her
hands, which quickly grew rough and chafed under the unaccustomed work. When that happened, she
used her horn to hed them, and continued laying a path of rock cairns until Thariinye tapped her on the
shoulder.

Acornalooked up from her passage marking to see three expectant faces - Mac's, Tharinnye'sand RK's
where helay draped across Thariiny€e's shoulders.

"Weé're on our own for now," shetold them. "That caveishaf full of rubble from the cave-in, and it will
be tough getting into the passage. So I'm marking atrail. Y ou two might want to fill your own pockets
with rocks while we've got such anice supply of them. I've dready marked thisfar. I'll go back for
another load now.

Her friends agreed with her. While they loaded up with rock, Mac aso continued hiswork on the cave
drawings, which he certainly had the time to pursue now. Theflitter was only an hour away, according to
Mac's cdculations.

"We then" Thariinye said, "actudly, dl thiseffort is unnecessary. We could just wait to be rescued.
Those mongters arent Ikely to find us through the mess they made. The ship will have warned the flitter
and Y aniriin has undoubtedly sent properly equipped reinforcements to help capture our guests.”

"True" Acornasaid, "but | fill believe we shoud continue our own efforts here. The survey ship might
decide we werekilled in the cave-in. Or there may be some problem up on the surface with digging us
out that werre unaware of . For example, what if there are alot more of those hairy things running about
the planet? Besides, we came here to explore. Why don't we do it? | agree with Mac he should return to
deciphering runes. And I'd liketo seeif my minera sense can tell me more about the geologica origins of
this place, and look for another way out.”

"Even if there was another exit a onetime, there's probably not now,” Thariinye advised. "After dl, the
main entrance was buried pretty deep.”

He looked dgjected, and rather frightened. Thariinye was not a coward, no matter how cautioudy he had
behaved recently. She had seen him charge Khleevi when his friends were in danger. But he was not one
to court death unnecessarily especially when no oneinteresting was around to be impressed.

So she gave asmile and alittle shrug and turned toward the hidden mysteries of the unexplored cavern,
saying, "Y ou have apoint. On the other hand, the recent upheaval s we've witnessed and those caused by
the Khleevi when they were here may have exposed something that was less accessible in the days when
the Attendants used this place. Who knows what we might discover? We might even be heroes! Look
onit asan adventure.”

Thariinye perked right up. Mac's pace, as he tried to trand ate and record the runes al around them, was
much dower than the one they'd have used if the Situation wastruly desperate, but Acornawasin no red
hurry. They continued for alittlewhilein thisway. She, too, needed to concentrate as she mapped out



the geology of therock around them.

Thariinye, however, suddenly felt the need to reassure her. "Well befine, Khornya, you'll see. They'll be
herefor usin no time. Why, I'll bet the ship digpatched extraflitters which have netted those beastsin
crosstractor beams and are hauling them aboard a craft specidly rigged as ajail. Where do you suppose
those hairy things were from anyway? I've never seen anything like them.”

"Mac saysthelanguageisancient Terran," shereplied, not really paying attention. The wals just ahead
bore runes that were much older and more faintly etched than any they'd seen before, and beyond them
the cavern walls appeared to be bare. " So perhaps they are from some devolved space colony."

"Full of beingswho don't know how to comb their hair or use lasers but are capable of space travel ?'
Thariinye argued. "Unlikely, Khornya. Redly! Use your head!"

"That'swhat I'm trying to do," she said, and turned him gently back the way they had come. "Perhaps
your skillswould best be utilized helping Mac with histrandations. Y ou are the only one of usto whom
Linyaari isyour fird and nativetongue, after dl.”

When he was gone, she felt pressure against her leg and saw that RK had remained to keep her
company. Quietly. She smiled at the cat.

She opened her mind and put her hands upon the walls of the cavern, walking them one over the other as
she paced the length of the corridor, not forgetting to leave her little stone quartets as she paced. When
she had finished with the wall on one side of the corridor, she followed it back down the other, breathing
as deeply and steadily as she could. The mineral composition was what came first and most easily to her.
Limestone with veins of quartz and copper, basadt and deposits of ametrine and azurite.

Gradualy, she could fedl what was beyond them, just abit at first, and then, more deeply.

Stone, stone, stone, sand and... water! Moving, surging water, waves and knots and fathoms of it, deep,
very deep, beneath her feet.

Tooneddedirt and stone, the granite of afalen mountainsde.

The other sde was what she had hoped to find lighter, thinner, air on the other side intermixed with other
things she could tell much less about, though there was sone there... Her sensory impressions were being
clouded by emotiond ones. Disappointment... no... something deeper... disillusonment... repugnance...
and alonging.... A longing for what, Acornawondered. Love? Nurture? The emotion felt likeachild
wanting its mother. Infact, it reminded her somewhat of the impressions she had received so stronglly, if
not always conscioudy, from the child daves on Kezdet, the orphans of war victimstorn from their
burning and bombed homes and the arms of their dead parents to be forced into the lowest and most
degrading sorts of labor. Unlike Kezdet, there was no actud fear involved in the strand of emotion. Not
here. But there was anger. A lot of it. What was that about?

Sheincreased her concentration, deepened her breathing, and stared ahead of her. Suddenly, the
corridor flooded with light.

Along the wals where the runes had been, holos sprung into lifeimages, stories, vids, and vignettes of all
sorts enacted themsalves in a continuous loop down the corridors. She started to call Thariinye and Mac
to see, and as she did so, the walls grew dark and cold again, glyphs scarred and no longer vibrant with

talesof lifeasit had played out here.



Sowly she coaxed the images back again, reaching out with her thoughts and emotions. She kept
walking, in her excitement forgetting to lay down stonesto trace her path, forgetting about the landdide,
about her companions, forgetting everything but the panorama around her and her need to get to the
beginning, to the very beginning, so she could begin to understand what she saw.

But when she reached the source of the flowing river of narrative, it appeared to cascade from the ceiling
at the dead end of atunnd. Walking closer, she saw that the end wasn't dead after all. Stone steps were
carved in thewalls, embdllished with the glyphs and runes forming the riverbed of the torrent of tales.
And above the steps was amore prosaic symbol, asign as clear to her as any she had ever seen on
Kezdet. "EXIT," it said.

RK found Acornaas she started climbing the steps. The crigp sturdiness of them disappeared, dong with
the EXIT sign and the visud story stream, as the cat took a solid swipe at her leg and yowled for
atention.

She stumbled as she reached down to protect her leg and her hand connected with afamiliar set of
claws. The steps were in the past, as were the runes she had seen so clearly, and the story that had
gushed through her and that seemed to have deserted her now. Stones clattered under her feet, rolling
away and causing her to dide down arubblefilled incline.

She struggled to remember what she had seen in the runes, the story that had been flying past her onthe
wdls

Wethe Linyaari, made people of the Hogts, do now seeit as our only course and duty to assumetherole
of caretakers of our Ancestor,), those whose horns we bear. Them will we keep safe and sacred from
explaitation, from degradation, from suffering of dt kinds, while we build our own society.

Thethread of the story fled her more quickly than it came, carrying its messages away asthe seacarried
messages written on the sand. She couldn't bring it back, couldn't pull it up in hermind to look at it, to
hear the words that had sung in her cellsjust moments before,

Now something e'sewas singing, far lessmeodioudy if no less meaningfully. Y owls and caterwaulsfilled
the cavern and she felt something brush against her, but she was loath to re-turn to the present. She
wanted to catch those last few words, memorize them before they could drain away, ook for the clues
she sought in them. She knew that somewhere within them, within this place, lay the secret of the
disappearances of her lover, her aunt, her friends. But the clues contained in the words fell away from her
likeaplanet'sface fdling from view when avessd launched into space.

She dipped, her feet flying out from under her, and connected with something that tumbled down the
diding stoneswith her.

The something was RK, of course, and he didn't like being ignored and then tumbled down asmall
rockdide. The cat rushed into action the moment they stopped moving. He would get her atention, oh,
yes, hewould!' However could such anormaly sentient being as Acorna suddenly lose her senses so far
asto disregard his presence? He would have to give her the old treatment. He snagged her with aclaw
and darted out of the way before she could catch him to make him stop, then zapped her again from the
opposite direction to the one she faced. He kept her attention until she was once more thoroughly in the
ruined tunndl.

Hewas il at it when she snatched her leg away from the reach of his claws and said, taking adeep



breath, "Thank you, RK. I'm glad you found me, but that'll be enough of that for now." Shetried to pull
hersdlf up from the place where she had been. The information she had gained in her trance, she knew,
was useful, fascinating, and maybe even invauable for their mission, but the fedlings accompanying it
were so sad. So very sad.

Sheflicked atear from her eye with the tip of her finger and tried again to remember it al, but Smply
couldn't. Was she crying because of what she had seen? Or was she just thinking of Aari and wanting
him back? Somehow she didn't think the fedings that she was now at the mercy of related directly to the
disappearances of her friends, but how could she be sure when she couldn't recdl clearly what she had
seen?

She felt something in her hand she ill held the last four rocks she had been ready to mark her path with
when the walls began to flow. "Hmm. | fell down onthejob | see, RK. GuessI'm lucky you came aong.
Will, that was strange. | hope the others can find us."

It was not an issue she had to ‘worry about long. RK's yowling had attracted plenty of attention, and
soon Thariinye and Mac thudded up to them, the light of their lamps bobbing in the dark like some kind
of crazed fariesflying before them.

"Khornya, you're bleeding," Thariinye observed. "A lot."

"Oh, yes. So | am." She gave RK alook that caused him to wash rapidly asif to remove any of her
blood from his claws and show that his conscience was clean. He had, after dl, only been thinking of her.
Well, her and maybe anice juicy mouse, but none of those tasty little creatures were scampering around
these hdls.

Why did RK attack you, Khornya?' Mac asked, picking up on the byplay between Linyaari girl and Cat
thereby displaying more sengitivity than Thariinye had shown.

To pull me back into thisworld," she said with asigh, and held her fingers out to RK to show that she
bore no maice. Helicked his paw, licked her fingers, and returned to the paw, all to show her he had no
hard fedings either.

Were you somewhere ese?' Thariinye asked, and the tone of hisvoicetold her that he had not seen the
river of images sheldd seen.

She sent him athought picture of it, and athough she still couldn't exactly sort out one part of the story
from the next, or recall any details, shefdt it rushing over him asit had her. He stood redling for a
moment looking asif she had hit him on the horn with ahammer.

"Wheeeee! Isthat what it means!" he exclaimed. "Did you get anything like that, Mac? Oh, sorry, forgot
you aren't telepathic.” To Acorna, he said, "I'm amazed that | didn't pick that up while it was happening
to you. | wonder why?"

She consdered the question carefully, and her answer more so.

Some Linyaari Neeva, for instance, or Aari, or Grandam certainly would have picked up immediately on
the unusua surge of psychic energy in an enclosed space such asthis. Apparently the cat had perceived
it, and he wasn't even Linyaari. But it was probably unkind to point that out to Thariinye, so she said
truthfully, "I wasn't sending. | was concentrating very deeply on receiving minerd impressions from our
surroundings. | certainly wasn't expecting what came and wasn't prepared for it and it was, as you saw,



very... preoccupying. If you had tried to find me with your thoughts, you surely would have become as
enmeshed as| wasin theimages.”

"Perhaps," hesaid. "'l am very strong-willed and not as suggestible asfemaes are apt to be. | would have
picked up onit, I'm sure, but probably not been as overtaken by it as you seem to have been.”

RK looked up a Acorna, laid one ear flat and twitched his brow whiskers asif to ask, "Should | scratch
him for you?'

Shelooked back at the cynical expression on the broad-striped furry face and laughed. The cat reminded
her remarkably of Becker.

It would probably be good for Thariinye if she argued with him. Maati shefelt a sudden pang and an
accompanying sense of urgency Maati would certainly have done so. " Perhaps we could compare what
you learned during your paranorma experience with my trandations, Khornya," Mac suggested.

"Absolutely,” she agreed. "Buit firdt, | think one of the things learned isthat thereis, or at least there once
was, some sort of door there up near the calling. | wastrying to reach it when RK arrived.”

"Excdlent,” Thariinye said. "Sinceit is near the ceiling, perhapsit will lead to ascending passagesthat may
bring us back to the surface with any luck at some distance from the mongters.” He brightened. "Or
perhaps by now our people have apprehended them and they will no longer be a problem.”

Acorna pointed to the pile of rubble on which she had been standing. They could al seethat there were
definitely dotsin thewall above the pile of stone, which had evidently been alanding of some sort, where
steps or aladder had been attached. At her signa, Mac gave her aboost that raised her high enough to
reach the fourth, and most complete, indentation, from which she could easily reach the ceiling.

Feeling around the walls and overhead, she didodged cobwebs and dirt that descended on Mac and
Thariinye. Mac stood unmoving beneath her while dirt gathered in his upraised eye sockets, nose, and
mouth, but Thariinye souttered. He brushed at himsalf so vigoroudy that he brushed thelight from his
head, where it dangled for amoment from his horn before falling to the cave floor and shattering. RK had
removed himsdf a safe distance before anything fell. He stirred only to walk over to Thariinyeslight and
dab at it with apaw, asif testing a snake or amouse for sgnsof life.

Acorndslong, clever fingersfound the hair-wide outline of arectangle that might have been an opening,
but nothing she did could degpen or widen the tiny irregularity in the celling'sfabric.

She shook her head and motioned to Mac to let her down.
"Bevery careful that my horn does you no injury asyou dismount,” he said.

"l will," shesaid, jJumping lightly to the floor. " And now we must trade places. | think your hornisour
ticket out of here. Now you hop onto my shoulders.”

"l am congderably heavier than you may think," hetold her. "It will take both you and Thariinyeto
support my weight."

RK flipped histail and looked away. Clearly the android could not depend on him for support.

Mac did not overestimate hisweight. Even with both of them supporting him, it was difficult to elevate



him to the necessary height. When at last he stood with afoot on each of their shouldersto distribute his
weight evenly, hewas till too heavy for either of them to bear it for any length of time. Findly, he
stepped back onto the tops of their packs so that both of their shoulders and their backs supported his
weight. In that way, they managed to support him long enough for him to explore the areausing dl of his
varied sensors. Once he had mapped the opening's perimeter, he said, ™Y ou may wish to duck your
heads during this portion of my mission," and craned his neck so that his horn touched the crack in the

ceiling.

Hishorn'sdrill attachment began to hum, and dirt sifted down, but after only amoment he stopped. "I am
unable to move my head with enough freedom to trace the opening with my drill."

"Can't you unscrew it?" Thariinye asked.

"My head?Yes, | could, but that would detach it from my centra nervous system, which containsthe
controls and power for the drill. The same problem applies to the horn. Besides which, it appearsto me
that thisfissure, whileit indeed indicates the opening Khornya professesit to be, has been in some
manner sealed shut.”

"Y ou could try your laser. That would probably open even ased," Acorna suggested.

"Oh, very well," he said with un-androidlike peevishness. "But | wished to make use of my horn. Its
capabilities have not yet been field tested, and this seemed to me to be an excdllent opportunity.”

"Y ou shouldn't have dropped dl that dust in hisnose, Khornya," Thariinye said. "l think you made him
blow achip.

"Maybe. But before | gave voiceto that thought | would remember that from where he is standing he can
squash you

eadly.

"Youareright," Thariinye said. "Mac, you can wield the laser from down here. If you would jump down
please, before we are each severd inches shorter?”

"Very wdl,” Mac sad, "but, whileinjury ispossible, | doubt that it would cause significant compressionin
your bodies. The scenario you have outlined is extremely unlikely."

"Y ou aren't the one standing here with an android pressing you into a pulp. Now, you can use your laser
on that doorway or whatever it isfrom down herejust aswell, can't you?' Thariinye asked.

"Yes, | havethetemplate recorded so | can target it easily,” Mac replied, and hopped down, sending
chipsflying from the stones paving the floor of the cavern.

Stones paving the floor of the cavern?

"Cavernsdon't usudly havefloors™ Acornasaid, knegling to ingpect the damage as Mac wielded his
laser.

"Nor doorsintheir celings,” Mac said, restoring the laser to its hiding place and flipping the pick
attachment out into his hand. "And doors that are meant to be opened generdly are not seded.”



This gave her amoment of pause. Why had the door been seded? Was there something harmful above?
But she had felt no fear in that morass of emotion that had come to her through the walls. Grief, yes, but
not the same sort of grief shewas so familiar with in Aari's makeup. "It was sedled long ago,” Acorna
said reasonably. "It cannot have been sedled to keep usin or out after dl thistime. Use caution, but open
it

Mac gave ashort nod of understanding and backed up alittle distance, asthey dl did. With adight flick
of onefinger he caused his pick to grow ahandle. It extended far enough that he was able to ding the
point of the pick into the rectangle on the ceiling. It did not give when he pulled, but as soon as he jerked
the pick back, the sealed door creaked dowly open.

Mac flipped the pick back up so it caught the upper edge of the exposed celling.

Heglanced at Acorna. "1 believe Captain Becker hasindicated that it is courteousto alow ladiesto
precede one through adoorway, Khornya."

Acornalooked up into the darkness, her lamp's beam swallowed before it reached the top of the hole.
"l suppose | could gofirgt, but may | begin by standing on your shoulders again, Mac?' she asked.

"Or," he countered, grabbing the pick with his other hand, and waking himself up thewall until hisfeet
were even with the celling, "we could try this.” "Now what?" Thariinye asked.

"Now | release my hand from the pick, and do aflip that will insert my lower body into the space beyond
the hole. Then | haul the pick up, reattach my hand, and lower the pick to pull the two of you up behind
me," he said. He no longer sounded peevish. Now he sounded smug.

Apparently RK thought so, too. With alight and graceful feine legp he launched himsdlf from the floor to
the small of the android's back, then delicately put first one paw, then the other, on the top of the hole,
sniffed, meowed, and jumped up, the dightly twitching tip of hisbrushy tail the last they saw of him for a
second. Then suddenly his eyes and teeth gppeared in the opening once more, looking down at them asiif
from atree.

"Hmmm," Acornasaid. "'l wonder if someone has been reading to RK from Alicein Wonderland.”
"What?'

"It'sabook," Acornasaid, as Mac performed the inhumanly flexible maneuver he had outlined and thrust
the pick down for them to latch onto. "And | think RK may be borrowing from its pages.” Above them,
the cat vanished into the dark, itsgrin last of all.

Getting Liriili into theflitter had been hard enough, but getting her to shut up and alow the pilot to ddliver
her to the ship was proving to be tediousin the extreme.

"I demand to be taken back to the Council on narhii-Vhiliinyar immediately,” Liriili declared with asmuch
hauteur asif shewerenot only till viizaar of that planet, but dso High Commanding Queen of the
Universe, had there been such atitle.

Madame, we have explained to you " Y aniriin began, but to no avail. He was fortunate enough to have
escaped previous encounters with Liriili, but he had heard stories, and from what he could hear, they
weredl true.



Again, | demand to return to my old world and be presented to the Council. | have endured an ordeal
beyond bdief and my story must betold. | done™

If you are going to say that you aone have experienced what you've been through, lady, | doubt that,"

Y aniriin interrupted her thistime. ™Y ou disappeared, sure, but so have athird of the people we sent to
scout Vhiliinyar for rehabilitation.” "Yes, | noticed that,” she said loftily. "1 turned my back for only a
moment and when | looked, the laboratory and all of its staff had vanished. | notice, of course, that
someone has dyly put the building back now, but where isthe aagroni! | thought he had too much pride
to stoop to such chesp tricks."

Yaniriin sad carefully, "The aagroni has vanished dong with the others, Lady, and isstill missng. But he
was there when you vanished, and he was there for days afterwards. Did you not see him where you
went when you disappeared?’

"I would hardly be complaining of hisbehavior if | had, would 17" she said.

In between fidding her remarks, Y aniriin was speaking with Lady Khornyaand her companionsin the
search misson. Hewas amost rdieved when Khornyatold him she wished for him to keep Liriili onthe
Ste s0 she could interview her. It kept her out of his ship for however long it took for the interview to be
concluded.

If hethought Liriili would be pleased by this decison, he wasinformed of his mistake a once.

"1, who have been deprived of food, water, and the company of my peersfor lo these many daysand
nightswhile| shivered on this desolate Khleevi-ravaged place, fearing who-knows-what horrorsto be
vidted on me, am to wait on the pleasure of that chit of agirl?"

"Lady Khornyahopesthet if she interviews you here, Madame, she will gam cluesto where you have
been and where the others might be. It isher misson ™

"It has been her misson from the very beginning to undermine my authority, and now she wishesto
endanger my lifewith her dalying? And you, aman responsible for commanding a starship, permit this?"

He hadn't known what to say to this, and had consulted with Nadhari Kando, asking if perhaps
Khornyas wishes should be disregarded. Liriili, who no doubt, was) still suffering from exposure
certainly, from what the shuttle crew who treated her initidly said, she was dehydrated and rather thinner
than before. Should she be taken straight back to MOO.

Commander Kando was emphatic that Khornyasinstructions be followed, however afact which hewas
about to relay to Liriili when the first of the monsters was spotted by the ship's scanners.

Heimmediately dispatched two other shuttles, but the craft which could reach the team quickest wasthe
one dready on the planet's surface. That, of course, was the same one being monopolized by Liriili's
draméti zation of her own experience, and by her general disagreeableness.

"It seemsyou will get your wish after dl, Madame," Y aniriin informed her. "The recon and rescueteamiis
in peril and the shuttle must be dispatched to its assistance.”

"What sort of peril ?"

"A mongter, or wait make that monsters seem bent on attacking oh, no, they are under attack now!"



"Khleevi? That stupid girl said she had destroyed the Khleevi. Oh, | told the council how untrustworthy
shewas, and herethey are back again.”

"No, malam, not Khleevi."

"Y ou needn't think | am going to alow you to put mein the path of those Khleevi again for her
convenience," Liriili said with increasing shrillness. " Sheld like that, if they killed me™

"Vilii Hazaar Miirl?" Y aniriin addressed the shuttle captain directly.
Aye, gr:

"Y ou will proceed to these coordinates. If Lady Liriili wishesto leave the planet's surface, she may
accompany you. If not, leave her there and alater shuttle may find time to transport her when the crisisis
over."

Aye, gr.

"Y ou are not leaving me behind?" Liriili cried, aghast. "Not if you cease and desigt dl verba
communication and load yoursdf aboard immediately, Madame. Otherwise, leaving you behind is exactly
what we will do," the captain said with satisfaction so profound that it was no doubt uncharitable and
unbecoming in an officer of the Linyaari spacefleet.

Liriili opened her mouth but Vilii Hazaar Miirl, who had initidly entertained kind fedings for the castaway,
aswell ascompassion for her plight, started to shut the shuttle door in her face. Miirl was actudly hoping
Liriili would utter just one more word, but the former viizaar pulled herself together, haughtily opened the
door, boarded, and dumped hersdlf into one of the seats, her mouth clamped into ahard thin line. She
didn't bother to shield her thoughts at dl, but with anod from Miirl, the crew chief shoved ahorn helmet
over Liriili's horn, muffling her outraged ruminations. "For your safety, lady," the chief said with
deliberately officious crispness.

Whileit did not take the shuttle nearly aslong to reach the coordinates Y aniriin dictated asit would have
taken aflitter, agreat ded happened while they were en route.

Y aniriin kept Miirl and her crew apprised of what the ship's sophigticated long-range visua scanners
were showing.

"The beasts are shaggy, covered with what appearsto be coarse fur or hair. Their movementsindicated
bewilderment initidly, but that has turned to aggression. One attempted to board the flitter, but when it
was unable to do o, it attacked the craft with aweapon of some sort.

"Oh! Wait! Here comes the second cresture, joining thefirst one. They appear to be dlies, and do not
attack each other, which is perhaps unfortunate for us. The second oneis a so attempting to board the
flitter. No. Perhapsit was sniffing the craft, for now itislesstal, asif it has hunched over. Now it is
dowly proceeding aong the route taken by Khornya and her team to the place where they dug the tunnel
leading to the the cave.”

Silence interrupted these reports, while Y aniriin communicaited with Khornya, Thariinye, and their
android and pahaantiyir associates.



Suddenly Y aniriin said, "Oh, no. The team has emerged from the tunnel. Now it appearsthat the
monsters have seen them, and they are attacking! Have you a sturdy net aboard your craft, Vilii Hazaar
Miirl?"

"Aye, gr," she answered. "And theré's avery strong tractor beam on this craft, too it is one of House
Harakamian's, used for construction, and capable of moving heavy ground equipment, | understand.”

"Excdlent. Khornyaand her friendswill have need of that. If you can increase your speed at dl, please
doso.”

"Unfortunately, this sort of craft isn't actualy built for speed, sr, but we will do the best we can,” Miirl
promised. "Perhaps if we offloaded extra personnd ?*

"Nicetry, Miirl, but I'm afraid | cannot condone abandoning your passenger for that reason.”
"It wasworth atry, Sir,” Miirl responded.

Liriili couldn't hear her over the craft's drive and, with the horn hemet on, couldn't really read her well
ather.

After afew moments of breathless silence, Y aniriin said, "Oh, to be there now! Thariinye and Khornya
have taken shelter insde the cave but their companion, Maak, has el ected to guard their rear. The
scanners can just make him out, standing at the entrance to the tunnel while the hairy mongters charge
him, their sticks pointing a him! He counters mightily and one of the monsters pullsfrom his body what
seems to be another wegpon. He is attempting to remove Mac's head. What isthis? Some small beast it
must be the pakaantiyir-like khaat they cdl Riidkii has flown onto the monster's head. At any rate, the
scanners show Maak has not diminished in height, so he seemsto have kept his head. Now Riidkii has
falen and now heisnot there oh, neither isMaak. He hasllifted the khaat and is carrying him deeper into
the tunndl, but the monstersfollow. What isthis? Our scanners detect alaser. A great exploson! Oh my,
the tunndl is collapsing. But only on the monsters. What ardief. We can gtill see the sensors on Maak
and Riidku dl the way down the tunnel, going very fast and there are Khornyas sensors, and Thariinye's.
Now they are dl back inside the cave and we can no longer see them. Y ou will be relieved to know that
thelife force sensor for Riidkii improved in strength once Khornyamet them, so whatever woundsthe
khaat sustained were hedled.”

"We are coming within visud range of theflitter now, Yaniriin," Miirl told him.

"Very well then ahhh! Perhaps there will be no need. Therewas just another explosion; did you get a
visua onit? Can you tranamit anything closer than what we are currently receiving?'

"Yes, Captain, | am sorry to report that it appears that the entire tunnel has just collapsed but thereis
movement. There's our quarry! They have escaped being crushed in the tunnel collgpse! Both of them.
Oh, by my horn, how ugly they arel Disgusting!”

The crew chief told her, "I'vejust released the net, Vilii Hazaar."

"Excdlent, chief, stand by. Were coming into tractor range now. Therethey are, clear asthe horn on
your head, Y aniriin. They are shaking their manes and have begun to toss the rocks from the tunnel's

entrance aside, asif they are desperate to reach Khornyaand her team. They areinrange...”

"Deploy tractor beam when ready, Miirl," Y aniriin said.



"Got them!" Miirl said asthe two huge shaggy figures were jerked off their feet dong with the boulders
they held in their hands and pulled horizontally through the air until they were pulled into the sted cargo
net, which closed around them and their rocks.

"Excdlent! Haul them aboard and return to the ship so that we may properly incarcerate and perhaps
interrogate them, should they be sentient. Seeif you can pick up their speech patterns, if they have any
intelligible ones, on your LAANYES."

"But what about Khornyasteam, Y aniriin?' Miirl asked. "They are buried!"

"Other shuttles are on their way." After another silence, he resumed speaking. "Nadhari Kando has sent
to MOO for earth-moving and digging machinery to be brought by Linyaari crewsto the surface of the
planet. The Council has given permission for Captain Jonas Becker, the grest friend of Lady Khornya, to
bring his salvage ship Condor to the surface aswell.”

"Isthat not highly irregular?’

"He has been on our planet before. He was the one who rescued Aari the Survivor. Also, the vaiant
Riidkii and Maak are crew members aboard his ship.”

"Ahhh, well, the Council's decison is understandabl e then. We are now |loading the monsters oh, oh,
quickly, the masks. The samdll of them is not to be believed, Y aniriin. Have your crew don masks before
opening the air locks when we come aboard. And have sufficient personnel standing by to purify theair
as soon as possible”

"That'sdfirmative, Miirl."

The shuttle flew back to the mother ship with Liriili and the captives. Meanwhile, the other two shuttles
Y aniriin had dispaiched earlier landed near the tunndl.

Before the crew from the first shuttle could disembark, the other shuttle immediately vanished crew, ship,
and dl right infront of their horrified eyes.

The miner's lanterns did not cast enough light to see very far, but Acornaknew at once that dthough She
and her companions were not yet above ground, they were out of the cave. Wherever they were, it was
spacious, and the air was, if not especidly fragrant or heady, oxygen rich and clean without the need for
horn purification. And the floor was smoothly surfaced, laid out by sentient hands.

Nevertheless, the space smelled dightly musty and felt derdlict.

Hdlo-o!" shecdled, "Aari, Madti, Neeva? Are any of you here?' She found she was expecting not an
answer but an echo. She got neither. Her voice sank into the darkness in the same way the sound of her
footfalls and those of her companions died on contact with the pavement.

However, since she had no actual ideawhere she was, continuing thisjourney seemed as good away as
any to begin searching tor the lost ones, since she aso had no ideawhere they were. She sent out mental
feders, but could not honestly say that there was any response to them.The beam of her light and Mac's
stopped afew feet from their faces, where a mound of earth doped upward, extending past the
boundaries of the light. In three placesit bore deep, even gouges about four feet long and ahalf afoot

deep.



"Khornya, look, we are a the base of amountain!” Thariinyesaid. "And it isindented just asthe wall was
down below. Fortunately, theinclineisless perpendicular.” "'l suppose wed better climb it, then?!
"Why?" Thariinye asked.

Mac and Acornasaid in unison, "Because it isthere!" Mac had uploaded the same books she'd read
aboard Becker's ship, one of which included the famous words spoken by George Leigh Mdlory, when
asked why he wished to climb amountain called Everest on Old Terra.

Acornaremembered the words because they sounded very much like the things Becker had quoted his
adoptive father, Theophilus, as saying. The saying aso reminded her of her own adoptive fathers, Calum,
Gill, and Refik, and shefelt asurge of longing to see them.

Would she ever again see any of the people sheloved, those who had disappeared, or those from whom
she had now become separated?

But then, redidticaly, aperson could ask hersdlf that question every time she took a space voyage
anywhere or any time she stepped away from the people she cared for, even momentarily.

She sghed and began the climb. As mountains went, it was more of afoothill. In fact, she had beenin

spaceportswith taller gantries. In fact, sheredlized, as her feet met flat, even flooring once more at the
top of the climb " Thisisn't amountain. It's another staircase. The cavern must have been the basement
level of some great structure maybe it's where the Ancestral Hosts and Ancestors lived when they firgt
came here. Though thislevel doesn't seem to have access to the outdoors, the upper levels must have.
The Ancestors would need that.”

As she climbed, she redlized that the sounds of their breathing were gradualy being augmented by
another, more subtle sound. She stopped, holding her breath, and motioned for the othersto do the
same.

Hiss. Sap dap. A receding susurration as soft as the sound of a silken gown moving across skin.

"| think that's the sound of the seg," she said.

"What sea?' Thariinye asked, hisface tensein the light of her lamp as he strained to hear. "The seaswere
al destroyed by the Khleevi. No, it's probably some giant carnivorous mutant cave rat dragging itstail
back and forth on the floor asit comesto eat us."

"Why, Thariinyel" Acornasaid, smiling at hisgrim joke.

"What?'

"How colorful," shesaid.

"l heard what you were thinking!" he chided. ™Y ou -were thinking | didn't know he had that much
imagination." And you'reright, | don't have. Never have had. But the way things have been going since
we arrived, it doesn't take much to redize that any strange sound can hardly be something normal and

pleasant. It must surely be some new disaster.”

RK had been flitting merrily in and out of thelight of their lanterns, chasing his own shadow. Suddenly he
gaveasmal "Yow!" Light gppeared from nowhere, blinding them asit pierced their dark-accustomed



eyes, flooding them with apainful brilliance.
"What?' Thariinyeyelled, hisnerveswell and truly on edge by now.

Acornas eyes readjusted, and she saw the cat Stting by along -white wall, patting it with his paw,
blinking at it rapidly with eyesthat weredl iris, thethin dit of pupil undetectable at thisdistance. "There
doesn't seem to be anyone here but us, but | believe we've found civilization," she said.

The light was not actually as bright asit had seemed at firs.

It would have been called "atmospheric” in certain upsca e esting establishments. Because of the
wall-wide areaiit covered, it sufficed to illuminate the corridor, but did not provide enough light that one
could see colorsclearly.

Stll, it showed that they stood in the corridor of abuilding at least the size of Uncle Hafiz's grand
ballroom in his principa palace, or the spaceport on Maganos Moonbase, or one of the Amalgamated
Mining Corporation office buildings she had visted with Caum, Gill, and Rafik. On the street Side of the
corridor, the central-most of severa portas still stood, supported by two ornate columns. Four other
portas, had broken and alowed the wide awvnings above the doors to collgpse into them.

"| don't believe anyoneishere" Thariinye whispered.

"No, but theillumination system in thewals ill works" Acornasaid, struggling for anorma tone herself.
"At least that one did. If there are others that aso work, we should be able to find our way around here
pretty well." She walked over to the wall opposite the one RK had touched and laid her hand upon it. It
brightened the light in the corridor, and revealed more clearly that there were five additiona arched
doorways on theinner wall. All of these still contained sets of double doors carved with characters
amilar to thosein the glyphsin the cavern.

Making his eyeswide and gesturing with his brows toward the nearest inner door, Thariinye indicated
that he didn't seewhy Acornadidnt try it.

She gave alittle huff of impatience and pushed the nearest door, which dowly creaked open &t her touch.

"| believe | have some lubricant in my left ankle which could take care of that problem,” Mac offeredina
sengbly normd voice

"I'd hang ontoiit. | doubt you have enough for every door in here,” Thariinyetold him, hisvoice il
subdued.

(Afraid the giant carnivorous mutant cave ratswill hear you?) Acornateased. (Becausethey'realittle
late. We were in the cave for many hours dready and they didn't even show atalil tip.)

(It'slucky we had RK with usisal | haveto say.) Thariinye answered.

The psychic byplay concedled the trepidation they al felt on entering the ancient room. The light from the
corridor penetrated the interior for no more than the sweep of aball gown's skirt. Acorna backed up,
took adeep bresth, stuck out her hand, and the wall she touched responded by lighting one side of the
room.

The chamber was not as vast as she had thought it might be from the corridor. Unfurnished and empty,



the glowing walls decorated with afew paintings and symbolswereits only sdient feature.
"What do those things say, Mac?' Thariinye asked.

"l havenoidea," Mac said.

"After dl thet trandating?"

"These are not in the same language,” Mac replied. " Certainly there are smilarities, but it will take agreat
ded moreinput to be sure | am trandating them accuratdy.”

Acorna examined the placement of the words on the walls and above the doorway. She let out her
breath and felt the emptiness of disgppointment replaceit. "1 doubt they say anything vitally important. |
recognize that one over there from my earlier adventure,” she said, pointing to adoor. "It ssysEXIT. My
guessisthat other words near the entryways are dso directiond, telling where different roomsin the
building are and their functions. These," she spread her hand and waved it above some smaller notices at
other pointsin the room, "probably say things like 'please refrain from loud talking' and kindly do not run
with scissorswithin thisbuilding.'

Why would they run with scissors?' Thariinye asked. And what is a scissors anyway?"

An old Terran edged implement for cutting, made obsolete by hand-held lasers. That was just an
example. But | have seen Sgnslikethisin many civilizationsas| traveled with my fogter family I'm dmost
aure, given thelocations, the sgns are the adminigrative kind of stuff put in big buildingsto keep large
numbers of people under control.”

"How do you know they needed to control large numbers of people here?' Thariinye asked.

"Widll, they'd hardly have needed such abig building if they didn't have lots of peopleinthe area
sometimes, would they?' shereplied, wondering why Thariinye didn't use his head. Did he think it was
put there as an ornament?

"That'strue," he admitted.

After dl the trouble they had taken to get here, this place was a big letdown. Even though it was kind of

eerie, deserted asit was, it was so ordinary. Perhaps their friends were here somewhere, but there didn't
seem to be anyone around. The silence of the place, and the profound fedling that there had been no life

here for avery long time, discouraged the searchers.

Acornasent out amenta cal, and Thariinye did the same. She broadcasted so loudly her head hurt with
the effort, but felt nothing in return. Thariinye shook his head and rubbed it. Same results.

Still, she couldn't shake the fegling that this place had something to do with her missing friends. Perhaps
putting the structure in context with its surroundings would help. "Rather than take the time to have Mac
trandate dl of these, | think we should look around and get the lay of the land, examine some of the other
structures and seeif thereisany clue hereto what this placeis, who lived here, and if it has anything to
do with what's been happening to our rescue teams.”

The others agreed to this, and they left the building through the doorway between the two columns
Acornahad noticed earlier. Along the broad street were many other buildings of size, though none as
large as the one from which they had come. Most of these were fronted with columns too, or arched



entry-ways, al of which appeared to be fairly open. Acornalooked for glass or some other barrier but
found nothing, neither did she find framesin which such materid s would have been contained. But
touching exterior walls caused them to light up, and by touching every wall they passed, the team found
they could see aswdl as on amoonlit night on narhii-Vhiliinyar.

They entered none of the buildings at first, but walked down the street until they cameto aside Street.
This one doped downhill to another street. The building they had just come from had another level that
appeared to open out onto the lower street aswell. So did some of the others.

Mac used his sensorsto search for life formsin the buildings they passed, while Acornaand Thariinye
broadcast calsfor their people. They stared into the gloom of the hollow-eyed buildings, lighting the
wadllsthat would light.

"Have you noticed that none of these seem to be dwellings?' Acornaasked Thariinye. "If thereare no
meadows, no gardens, where did people eat? Excrete?' She eval uated the areaaround her again. " Of
course, we're assuming that Linyaari lived here, along with the Hosts. And we don't know what sort of
lifeforms exactly the Hosts were. But surely they needed to prepare food somehow and dispose of
waste. They must have rested. And yet we have found no facilitiesfor any of those functions.”

Rounding a corner where the street doped downward, they al stopped and stared for amoment at the
broad expanse of water fanning out from along shoreline at the foot of the hill.

"Perhaps they used the seafor al of those activities," Mac suggested, and continued walking, the other
twotrailing in hiswake.

Meanwhile, RK ranged on ether sde of them, running up and down the street and twisting circles around
them, darting off down the Side Streets, ddliberately jumping onto the walls and up onto thingsto touch
thewalls of upper stories. He was having agrand time. Acornalet him enjoy himsdf. There didn't seem
to be anything that could harm him herein this deserted town.

Thariinye was clearly fascinated by the place. He sometimes walked backwards to view the city behind
them, sometimes swiveed his head, scanning the streets around them, and sometimes stared out &t the
wide water.

"Kubiilikaan!" he announced at last. "Thismust beit! The great city told of in the Elder songs, the city by
the seq, the one where the Hosts lived when they brought our Ancestorsto live with them.”

"Well, | suppose that explainswhy it doesn't seem to be very Linyaari-like, and why thewritingisin an
unfamiliar language. Still except for being subterranean, of course, it looks so ordinary,” Acornasaid.

"Well, after seeing the needle-spires of the Iraani, hearing the Singing Stones of Skarness, even seeing the
bubble worlds people construct as temporary bases, what wouldn't seem ordinary to you? | mean to say,
have you redlly listened to the songs and stories of our people?’ Thariinye asked. "Except for abit of
poetry here and there, they actudly tell of very little we haven't seen, and grander, on other worldsin
other ports," he pointed out. "Sad, that, redly."

"But think how wonderful it isto be walking the very streets of the origind place that the main pavilion
city of narhii-Vhiliinyar was named for," Acornasaid, wonderingly. "A city so old it was assumed to be
legendary or lost forever." The difference between the two places was astounding. This city, though far
more ancient than anything on the second Linyaari homeworld, had obvioudy been built and run with
congderable technology.



Asthey drew nearer to the edge of the water, they saw down on one end of the shore the husks of
severa spacecraft and gantries, along with the domed buildings of alarge spaceport. It occurred to her
that the spacecraft were the first trangportation they had encountered.

Acornaindicated the underground sea. "Here's your mutant caverat, Thariinye. It was the noise of the
seq, as| thought al dong!™

But Mac contradicted her, politely. "My auditory sensors detect very little sound coming from that body
of water, Khornya. It isrdatively ill, with no tide at thistime."

She strained her ears toward the water and realized Mac was correct. The seawas slent. In fact, she
had not heard the small mysterious noise since first entering the building from the cavern.

"| find thisvery odd," Mac said, holding out his had with alittle instrument he had caused to materidize
from somehwere on his versatile body. "I can see, and you can see that there isa sea, and now my
detectors are aso showing that thereisindeed the seawe see before us.”

"We can seethat,” Thariinye said. "What's your point?'.
"They did not show this body of water when we were above ground,” Mac replied.

"Nor did your ship's nor those of any of the other ships, including Becker's," Acornatold him. "I suspect
the same thing that blocked our transmissions to the Survey ships once we entered the cave may be
responsible for conceding al of thisfrom the ship's sensors. This place may bein disrepair, but it has
some sort of shielding devices that are working miraculoudy well to conced its presence and contents.”

The shidds hadn't protected the city from everything, though, she thought. Besides the damage to many
of the buildings, there was one more very obvious breach in the defences. The street they were walking
disappeared abruptly into water, which was lapping against the outer walls of arow of buildingsthat did
not appear to have been built as waterfront property. Indeed, the doors of many of the nearest structures
were awash in water, which entered halfway up their doorframes.

Farther out, lurking under afew feet of water, were the tops of other buildings. Debristhat looked like it
might have come from the timbers of docks floated on the water. But most impressive, even in thevery
dim glow emanating from the buildings ablock away, was what was actudly in the water.

Far out into the bay an idand of debrisrose to the shadowy heights, blocking the view of the waters and
opposite shore beyond.

"The celling has caved in alittlethere,” Acornasaid, pointing. "It must have been well built to have
sustained that much damage and not completely collgpsed.”

Thariinyes nogtrilstwitched till he pinched them shut with hisfingers. "Nothing's quite asrevolting asthe
stench of Khleevi scat. | wonder that we didn't smell that before the salt water.”

"l did," Mac told him. "Or rather, my olfactory senses detected it. But itsrangeis rdatively limited and
the scat isinits solidified and less pungent stage. The salt water occupies amuch larger areaand
sdination hasincreased as the years have passed. It has essentialy pickled the scat in brine.”

"Eeanww, lovely," Thariinye said. "Now thereisathought. | hope for their own sake there are none of



those si~Linyaari ill inthewater. Though I'd like to meet one. They must be very graceful and they
sound so exatic. Like diens, only, morelike us possibly, we could crossbreed, don't you think?'

"| doubt that you would find anything that has been in that water sexually appedling, Thariinye," Mac said.
"Even if something living remained. And my scanners show that nothing living has dwelled therefor avery
long time." He asked suddenly, "How do the songs and stories of your people say that this city cameto
be underground and underwater?*

"They don't say,” Thariinyetold him. "But they talk of verdant fields and towering spires and skiesyes,
skies of aubergine, skies of amethyst, skies of indigo setting the twin jewels of Our Star and the Consort."
Hisvoice rose to dramatic heights as he pronounced these words, then sank back to normal, " So, yes, it
must have been above ground when the stories and songs were written, 1'd say.”

"I wonder how far below the surfacewe are,” Acorna said. She looked away from the sea, up the
[abyrinth of buildings, some shorter, some so tal she could not see the tops of them in the limited light.
And she began to realize there must be areason for that. "1 want to climb to the top floor of one of these
buildings," shetold her companions. "Mac, could you climb up in another? And Thariinye?!

"Why?' Thariinye asked. "1 likeit here”

"Unlessyou likeit well enough to remain here until we starve to deeth, we need to explore some more.
I'd like to learn what we came herefor.”

"How do we know it's hereto learn?"

"We don't, of course, but where else would it be? We have ships and flittersin the air, and we thoroughly
explored the solar system around V hiliinyar before the Survey team even landed. None of those ships
saw anything out of the ordinary. We know whatever it was that took our people did not come from
there. Besdes, dl of the disappearances have been from the planet's surface. Then theré'sthe shielding
around the caverns and this city that blocks our sensors. | believe, if we look, we might find something
that will help usfind our friends who disappeared.” She desperately wished that it was Thariinye who had
disappeared and Aari who was by her sde now Aari and Magti both. Even thelittle girl would have been
abetter companion on amission like this one than Thariinye. "So the answer, it seemsto me, is
somewhereright here. Maybe even herein thisburied city."

| heard what you thought!" he said. "Y ou think I'm useless! I'm not that bad. Maeti will tell you that when
wefind her. | can certainly be counted on to do what's necessary if | know what it is. Maati and |
survived plenty of adventures on our voyage together. She quite depends on me, or | certainly

wouldn't be here risking my neck and the rest of me on thismisson. And Aari thinks highly of my
abilities, too."

"I will think highly of them aswdll," Acornasaid, "if we get Aari and Maeti back to tell uswhat agreat
help you are. But in the meantime, for meto think highly of you, you need to climb highly in one of those
buildings one so tall we can't seethetop of it. | want to know what is on the celling of this place. Maybe
we can even find away out.”

"Oh, wdll, why didn't you say s0?" he asked. The three of them each found one of the buildings that
scraped what passed for asky in this underworld and climbed to its top. Acornare-entered the building
from which they had entered the underground city.



Just insde the doorway, she broadcast again. Thistime, maybe it was because she was aone, or maybe
because she wanted to so desperately, she thought she felt aquery inreturn, just her name, "Khornya?'

But then RK looked up quizzicaly and said, "Rryow?" and she thought what she heard must have been
the cat'sreply.

She wanted so badly for it to be Aari, she thought with asurge of loneliness and "worry for her lifemate
that she had been suppressing during the whole adventure. Instead of concentrating on missing him, she
had tackled each task she thought might bring him closer. But now, for amoment, she felt the weight of
theworry that he would never return, that having found her lifemate, she had lost him again so suddenly.
Worse than that, she worried that he needed her, that perhaps he was hurt and calling her name, longing
for her to come and hedl him, that he was facing an enemy they should be fighting together. Of course she
was anxious for the fate of Neeva, of Maati and the others aswell, but she ached for Aari.

RK rubbed against her, breaking her concentration, and she patted him, then continued as she had done
before, putting one foot in front of the other.

Fortunately for both of her feet, and the rest of her aswell, the upper floors of this building had Saircases
that were in much better repair than the one they'd faced on the lower leve, and the walslit sufficiently
well to alow her to see dl the way up on each level. RK was with her, making his presencefdt in the
usual way, dashing ahead, then jJumping back down to land on her shouldersor in her armsif she
dtretched them out to catch him.

Once she reached the top of the last staircase in the building she stopped to catch her bregth, then began
exploring. By leaning out abroad window she could touch one of the outer walls of the building. It lit. In
itsgentle light she could see that there was abacony al around this story. When she walked out on the
bal cony and looked down, she saw the streets of the city below where the walls till glowed from her

team's passing.

A block away, another building lit from top to bottom and Mac's voice crackled to life on the com unit,
which worked perfectly well among the three of them, even if they could hear nothing from the other
Linyaari survey team members outside of the cave. "Khornya," the android said, "'l can see you from
here! | trust your risein thisworld was uneventful ?*

lllt W&“

"Mine, too," Thariinye said. As he spoke, another building ablock away, its position triangulating with
hersand Mac's, lit dl the way to thetop story. Like three large candles, the buildingsilluminated the area
around them, including the sky, which rested upon their rooftops, and the rooftops of other buildings of
the same stature.

"Would you look at that! They made columns of their skyscrapers™ Acornacried. "The buildings do not
just scrape the sky. These columns hold up the sky.”

Vaniriin and Vilii Hazaar Miirl surveyed the prisoners with distaste born not from their smell, which was
rapidly dispersed, thanksto the horns of the Linyaari crew, nor even their gppearance, though that was
frankly disgusting, composed as it was of layers of filth, matted hair, caked blood, dirt, and skin, where
they could seeit, that was a carapace of dirt. The creatures eyeswere deeply shadowed by swags of
hair mats, and their speech for the most part consisted of shouts and grunts and threatening noises. But
the Linyaari reserved the bulk of their disgust for themselves. What actudly disgusted the Linyaari most
was the concept of having to hold anything prisoner at all.



'Have you been able to read them?' Y aniriin asked Miirl. | confess| haven't had any desireto,” she
admitted. Surely these stinking, oafish louts can have nothing to do with the subtle, quiet disappearances
of our people?!

Maek indicated that their language appeared to be someform of Terran,” Y aniriin said. "Perhapswhen
Captain Becker arrivesin the Condor, he will help us communicate with them in their own tongue.""Maak
did indicate that the form of the Terran language they spoke was extremely primitive,” Miirl said
doubtfully. "Becker seemsto be an advanced representative of the pecies.”

Nadhari Kando put in acomment from her command station on MOO. "Trust me," shesad. "That'sno
problem. Becker can be very primitive when he wishes.”

"| heard that,” Becker said over the com unit. "Give meaminute and I'll be there to prove you wrong."

Since Becker was once more crewless, he chose to land the Condor on Vhiliinyar near the remaining
shuttle, the one that had not instantly disappeared, he flew his own current shuttle, a swest little Linyaari
egg he had salvaged from the wreckage of one of the larger ships destroyed by the Khleevi attacks, to
the surveillance ship. He would donate the shuttle back to the Linyaari if they wanted it, especidly if he
couldn't talk Hafiz into buying it back for them. But just now it made quick work of getting him where he
wanted to go.

When he boarded the surveillance ship and was shown the prisoners he said, "Hol-eee hermitage, boys
and girls, how can | tell anything about thesefellas, if they arefelas? One or both could even befemde
for dl we can tdl can't seether eyes, much less anything € seimportant down lower. Their mouths are dl
covered up with hair so | can't even lip-read if | need to. These guys need a shave and a haircut worse
than any lifeform | ever saw in al my born days! Not to mention a bath. Don't you guys have a beauty
operator on board this ship?"

They looked baffled and he said findly, "Well, okay, then, I'll do the honors but first | just want one of
you to make sure | won't get cooties or rabies or anything from touching these two. And I'm gonna need
sometools, and some space to work in. Finaly, while Becker stalked off, muttering to himself about how
aman had to do ajob himsdlf if he wanted it doneright, Y aniriin did as Becker asked, he purified
whatever he could reach with his horn, making sure to keep well away from the teeth or the ragged claws
that protruded from the fingers of these crestures. Y aniriin noted that their prisoners hands were shaped
more like Becker'sthan like hisown.

"And me without my chain saw," Becker muttered to himsealf when he returned. He brought forth some
metd shears from the leather-wrapped tool kit hed had in his egg-shuttle. "1 sure hope you've got these
guysfully secured,” he said, as he stepped into the enclosure with them.

"I think some soap and water will bein order pretty quick, Cap'n," hetold Y aniriin as he Sarted
chopping off great hunks and clots and mats of felted hair that piled up at hisfeet, despite the prisoners
anguished protests.

The creatures were bound tightly in the net and could not struggle very hard, but the net itself made
Becker'swork difficult, as he could not get undernegth it to work freely on his subjects. He had to make
do as best he could, inserting his shearsin between the webbing of the net and taking off alock of hair
here, amatted string of hair there.

He and the Linyaari loosened the nets just abit, and as Becker pulled the captives wristsfree of the hair,



human and animal, covering them, he bound them securely with a couple of Red Bracel et restraints that
he'd picked up dong the way in histravels. The prisoners weren't going any place now. They were
disarmed, tied up, and in a space ship. These were definitely not high-tech warriors. It wasn't going to be

easy for them to escape.

As hefinaly began to make headway in his shearing, Becker saw that they only had afew teeth between
them and those were dl rotten, and that their skin was covered with injuries. "No wonder they're so
damned mean," he said. "These guys must be in aworld of hurt with those choppers and al these sores. |
think I'm going to need alittle Linyaari help here. Could somebody get ahorn over here and hedl these

boys?

Severd Linyaari stepped forward and laid their horns on the prisoners, who were unappreciative.

As Becker worked, he hummed to himsdlf, alittle tune he had learned on Kezdet as a child laborer, a
lullaby some of the older children sang to the younger. His singing had anoticeable effect on the captives,
who must a any rate have been tired from their fighting. They stopped struggling. In fact, eventually they
seemed to find dl these attentions soothing, maybe even reassuring, and they soon fell adeep.

"Will you look at that?" he asked the Linyaari. "Two little lambics counting sheep while I'm shearing
them.”

Asthe hair mats piled up on the floor, human features emerged from benegth the overgrown beards,
mustaches, and hair. Once the hairy outer layer was gone, it was clear that these were two young
humanoid men, who had not been in very good shape, wearing anima skins over shredded clothing and
pieces of meta armor, much rusted and dented. In some places they had had scars from where their
armor had rubbed them raw. In others, their skin had hedled right over the foreign materid. And they had
more than their share of old battle wounds, some hedled, some gtill hedling. Theinjuries eased even as
Becker watched, thanksto the efforts of the Linyaari heders.

Miirl smiled a soft, close-mouthed smile that reminded him, not too strangely, of Acornawhen shewas
amused. "l believethat iswhy your suggestion that we apply our hornsto these fellows was a good one.
Therdief from the discomfort of their vermin and sores has alowed them to rest peacefully. Their tegth
will take alittle additiona work to reconstruct, but the decay has been arrested. Their dispositions may
be much improved aswdl, when they awaken, though one cannot predict that sort of thing."

"Well, that'sthe best | can do for them for now," Becker told Miirl, Y aniriin, and the crew. "I haven't got
al day. Still haveto dig Acornaand the boys out of the tunnel, and the cat. Who knows what the oxygen
supply islike down there..." He dapped the newly bald, fully disarmed, cleaned, healed, and bound
warriors each once lightly on the cheeks and said, " So come on, you deegping beauties. Wake up and
and| thetea!"

They ingtantly bolted awake, growling, but he smiled at them in afriendly way and said, "Okay, boys,
let's haveit. Weld like to hear your life story, but names, ranks, and serial numberswill do for Sarters. If
you want, you can save the rest till we get to the flaming-bamboo-under-the-fingernail s portion of our
conversation.”

"They do not undergtand,” Miirl said.

"Obvioudy. Didn't expect them to. This calsfor amore basic approach.” He tapped himsdlf on the chest,
"Me. Becker." And pointed to them, "Y ou?'



"Wat," said the (formerly) red-haired one.
"Wat," said the (formerly) dark-haired one.
"What?' asked Becker.

"Their names," Miirl said, with Acornarlike gentlenessthat got Becker's attention. "They are doing asyou
asked and telling you their names. Both are named Wat."

"How'dyou know that? | thought you needed meto trandate— oh, | get it. Y ou read them, huh?"

Shenodded. "Their intention is clear. They arefedling much better. They are now trying to communicate
with their new manservant, which ishow they see you, snce you are quite clearly not their mother."

'Well just change that little notion," Becker said, turning back to them. "Okay, you crewcut canaries, you
speak Terran, | speak Terran, we should be able to come up with some kind of understanding but | need
youtosng."

Both began babbling at once. Asthey talked, their voicesrather nasal in a singsong rhythm that went up
and down and up and down, with afew familiar words interspersed, Becker grinned.

'Oh, please do nat frighten them by baring your teeth so, Captain,” Miirl said.

"I'm not scaring them, honey. Being scared of teethisaLinyaari thing. | don't believe it, but these guys
are a cross between Beowulf and Chaucer! I'm pretty sure they're gabbing at usin Old English. I'm not
exactly fluent init, but the old man my Dad, | mean and | used to play around with and read some of the
epic sagas to each other when the salvage businesswas dow red dow. Thisll be apiece of cakefor you.
Y ou dready have alot of thewordsinthe LAANYE, but it probably doesn't recognize them on account
of the accents. Now that they are cooperating, once you get the right mix in your trandation, you'l figure
it out in no timeflat. Y ou guys are geniuses. Go on, try aquestion yourself. Y ou'll do better than me. |
can't reed minds and you can. Besides, | can't hang around here chewing the fat with these guys al day
long. | haveto go dig out my pals.”

"Very well, Captain Becker, wewill try," Yaniriin said. "But please stay to monitor our initid efforts and
ingtruct us on how to improve them, before you return to your vital misson.”

"Sure thing, Cap'n, but make it snappy, will you? I've dready lost alot of time dready and Acorna, my
feinefirst mate, and that other kid might bein redl trouble. Mac can take care of himsdlf, but I'm gonna
have afew choice thingsto say when | catch up to him about |etting the kiddies get into trouble.”

"Wewill not waste your time, Captain. Miirl," Yaniriin said. "Would you liketo try questioning these
beings?Y ou seem to have established an affinity with them dready."

"Just finishing adjustments on the LAANY E here, Captain. Oh, yes, | believe | have acouple of smple
phrasesin their tongue.

"Velcommen," she said to the captivesin an impeccable up and down nasa singsong that seemed to trip
lightly from her Linyaari tongue. "Who are you? What do you want?'

They replied in agabble so fast that even Becker couldn't understand them, but Miirl gasped and stepped
back a pace.



"What did they say?"

"They said they were something called liege men of what | gather isasort of warlord named Bjorn. They
tell me they came to hunt the four-legged unicorns and kill them to take them back to their master for the
good their hornswill do him. They want to kill our Ancestord™

The two Wats were now leering and poking at each other.

Miirl looked horrified. "They say their master was particularly eager to get the horns when he sent them
because he had just become lifemates with a very much younger lady named Ingeborg the Buxom, and
our horns or the horns of the four-leggeds are believed to restore manhood.”

The men began shouting and pointing with their bound hands and trying to ssomp their bound fet,
sounding very commanding. “They say they have been wandering many yearsin their quest that they had
their hands on some of the four-legged unicornswhen, al of a sudden, they fell into adeep deep. When
they awakened, the unicorns awoke, too, and bounded away into a countryside these men had never
seen before. But they recognize us as the descendants of the unicorns they hunted. They say that, now
that they have usin their power, they demand our immediate and unconditiona surrender.”

Becker laughed. "I'm starting to like these guys.”

Maati's strongest concern about her recent change of venue was the discovery that hav-ing a big brother
aong for the ride was definitely amixed blessng. He was being very bossy over events nobody could
change, nobody had planned, and nobody knew what to do about. Not even him whatever he thought.
He gave more slly ordersthan Liriili. Yiitir and Maarni, on the other hand, werealot of fun. It had all
begun when she, Aari, and the older couple had been standing looking at the Sii-Linyaari artifact. All of a
sudden, they were facing abright river tumbling from the distant mountainhead, framed by tree-covered
hillsjust ahead of them. Turning, they beheld awide open seawith awhite sand beach on their side of the
river. On the opposite bank stood agrest city. It was abig improvement over the Khleevi-wrecked
landscape they'd just been looking at. She "ad thought Aari would say, "let'sexplore.” But instead he got
al huffy and cautious. And, after they couldn't contact any of the other Linyaari Survey teams, much less
Acorna, hed said, "We must interact with others as little as possible. We should keep to oursalves until
we know what's going

"We aretelepathic,” Yiitir reminded him. "And we share ancestors on at |east one side, according to what
we know of them."

"It's an opportunity not to be missed,” Maarni said, tugging at her lifemate's hand. Maati found herself
dancing aong beside them while Aari stood scowling.

Shedidn't redly understand his attitude at al. It wasn't like there was any danger. If Yiitir wasright about
where no, when, they were the Khleevi were an unthinkably long timein the future.

(Comeon, Aari.) she pleaded. (It'll be an adventure! Come with us. There's nothing to be afraid of.)
(You don't understand, Y oungling. Y ou haven't been trained. All of this hasjust been thrust upon you.
What we do and say now could change history beyond our imagining. No one will have told you about
the space-time continuum and why you must be careful)

(Not to meet yoursdf coming and going?) shereplied scornfully. (Oh, we had dl that before | left school.



Grandam made sure | had progressive tutors. | learned al about that stuff and Grandam and | talked
about it some, too. Y ou know what she said?)

(Youreabout totel me, | takeit.) histhought came through huffy and impatient.

(Grandam said that if people go back and change history, then that's sort of like birth and degth, isn't it?
It'sjust fate. It'swhat happens. And maybeit'sfor the best. Maybe history should be changed. Besides,
what else can we do but relax and explore? Can you get us back to where we were?)

(No, but | can stay put and hope that our friendswill be ableto find us))

(They sure were not able to find anybody €l sethat waslost! We are stuck here. Why can't we look
around? Grandam would say we should take advantage of the Situation if we can't changeit.)

(I can'timagine her saying something so smplistic and irresponsible)) Aari said.

That made Maati so mad she didn't even try to conced it. (She was not irresponsible! She was the most
grown-up Linyaari of anybody ever but she wasn't dwayslooking for bad in everything like you do. You
want to talk about irresponsible? Who wasit who couldn't even get himsealf and our brother to the shipin
timeto be evacuated? | would have had the benefit of your attitudes and teachings along time ago if you
had just been on timefor take-off! Instead | got Grandam to bring me up, while our parents went off
looking for you and Laarye. And you know what? I'm glad! Grandam waswise, not full of gloomy old
scary stories about making it so your future salf is never born. What do we know about the future or
anything ese? Our lifeiswherever we are a thetime, isn't it? Well, isn't it?)

She had been sending so fast and so furioudy that she didn't notice until she ran down that he had grown
very dill, very sad.

"Oh, Aari, brother, | am so sorry!" she said, running over to try to catch his hand and make up with him.
But she had gone too far. He hated her now. He wasn't sending hate, but he was pulling away from her
asif she had some sort of horrible contagious disease.

"No, no, you might beright. Go dong with Yiitir and Maarni. | will wait here and tell anyone who finds us
whereyou

are.

And so she did. Maybe when held sat on the beach by himsalf long enough, held redlize he was being
slly and come and join them.

And she caught histhought, not actualy intended for her to hear, (Sheis still young enough to think that
things dways come out dl right, that your friends dwaysfind you, and that nothing very bad will happen.)

Maati felt an answering flutter of unease. Of course, she had been through alot of bad things, but
basicdly her brother wasright. There were usudly alot of good people around to hel p her out of
whatever predicament shewasin. Though, in her secret heart, so far, she still sort of preferred the
Khleevi to Liriili. Their attacks at least were less persond.

"The youngest getsto push off!" Yiitir commanded cheerily, as he stood in the bow of thelittle boat and
struck apose worthy of the admiraty of some great navy. Maarni was rummaging in the pack she had
had with her when they were transferred? Shifted? Transported?



Thefolklorist came up withaLAANY E and asmal notebook and stiil. Very low tech, but ill light and
handy and it did thejob of writing.

Madti rolled up the cuffs of her shipsuit and waded in, pushing the little pure into the water and jumping
aboard afterwards with such enthusiasm that the boat wallowed precarioudly. Yiitir flailed around and sat
down abruptly. Maarni laughed. Then Yiitir handed Magti a paddle and kept one for himself, and
together they paddled the piiro out into the water.

They saw some other boats, including some very large ones, out on the water, and people were moving
around on them afew were Linyaari, but most were another sort of person, rather like Becker and Uncle
Hafiz but longer and dimmer. Their movements were very graceful, she thought, and there was something
Linyaari-ish about them, athough they had no horns and she couldn't see their hands and feet very well.
Their hair resembled that of the humans Maati had met, too.

"Canwe go tak to them?' Maati asked. "It would be wonderful to finally meet one of the Friends, don't
you think?'

Yiitir said, "Ther€lll betime enough for that if our Situation can't be sorted out. But | think we should
merely listen for the moment. Aari was right, you know. We mustn't disrupt things by |etting on where
we're from and what we're doing here unlessit becomes a matter of life or death for us."

"Asif we knew what we were doing here!" Maati said. ™Y ou know, if we have been brought back in
time, who do you think

brought us here? They did! The Friends. Somehow or other. So they could send us back."
"Thereisaflaw inyour logic, you know," Yiitir pointed out.
"What? It seems sensbleto me,” she said.

"The Friendswere dl long gone by the time we were born. They couldn't have brought us here
deliberately. Not us specificaly, at any rate. They didn't know we existed.”

"Well, yes, but even if they didn't aim for us specificaly they must know how our coming here happened.”

"Why?' Maarni asked. "Perhapswe're here as the result of something the Khleevi left behind on
Vhiliinyar."

"Can't be" Madti said with animpudent grin.

"Why not?"

"Nothing hastried to eat usyet.”

"A valid point,” Yiitir agreed. " She has you there, my dear.”

"Still, 1 do not think communicating our plight isagood idea. We might be asbig asurpriseto them as
they areto us"

"l suppose oh, look™ Maarni cried as something flashed from the water with abrilliant dazzle of



blue-green and a spume of spray. Just for amoment Maeti had seen it ahorn among wet strands of long
greenish hair.

She was about to dive overboard after it when Maarni put afirm hand on her shoulder. The elder
Linyaari sent out amental message, broadcasting very loudly. (Please come to see us here on our piiro.
We understand that our races are related. We would like to know you better.)

They waited, paddling placidly in the lake, which had little rainbows of color floating on the waters from
somekind of strange substance that Maati had never seen before on the lakes or seas of narhii-Vhiliinyar.
It smdt funny, too, she thought, wrinkling her nose nasty stuff. But it wasn't the water she was interested
in, but what wasin it. Maarni sent out her pleaagain, reassuring the sii- Linyaari she meant them no harm,
but smply wanted to hear their stories and songs, wanted to meet them. Meanwhile, they kept paddling
out to asmdl idand. Over onthefar Sde of it, they rested their arms, floating gently and admiring the
birdsflying by, the way the suns gilded the shore with atawny sunset, and the mildness of theair. As
soon asthey were on the other side of the idand, their piiro was surrounded by turbulence in the form of
streaks racing through the water toward them. And then they, too, were in the water. Maati gulped and
gplashed and sank beneath the waves, in spite of her best effortsto stay afloat. She was going to drown
herein this strange world. It seemed Aari wasright.

From the vantage point of their three skyscraper towers, Acorna, Thariinye, and Mac saw that in many
places, despite its reinforcement, the sky bad fallen. Huge triangles of the celling's fabric, a substance
Acornaguessed to be smilar to that used in Linyaari space vessdls, bulged with debris covering whole
smashed city blocks.

All she could see of the seafrom this vantage point was the part washing over the lower city and the
debris column in the middle. But she got a vaster and more shadowy impression of the landward side.
Ranging outward from where she stood, asfar as her eyes could see, were outline beyond outline
beyond outline or buildings stretching endlesdy into the darkness. How could she and her friends ever
exploredl of this?

There were hundreds of buildings astall asthe onesthey climbed, though not dl wereaslargein
circumference, and not al had survived the depredations of time and Khleevi in the world above. Whole
blocks of the city lay buried under earth, trees, and Khleevi scat. Other buildings, less sturdy than the
columns, lay in pieces, shaken by the earthquakes that had so disrupted the surface, Acorna guessed. It
was very difficult to seetoo far by the mere glow of the building walls.

(Aari? Where are you, yaazil) she called again, disheartened by the distance yet to be covered, the
buildings to be explored, the length and breadth of the city.

(Khornyal) A cry came, itsintensity stunning her. Though the volume wasfaint, the sound of her name
was a desperate pleafor help.

(Aari!) shecried, but received no answer. (Aari?) Slence.

She cdled again and again, until her mind ached and she heard another cdl, not Aari.
(Khornya?) Thiswasfrom Thariinye, and uncharacteridicaly timid.

(I heard him, Thariinye, | did! And he sounded terrified,) she said.

"She heard Aari,” Thariinyetold Mac. "Y ou must have imagined the tone, Khornya. Aari would not be



terrified, no matter what. Heis very brave.
Sheignored that, but inssted, "1 heard what | heard and he's here somewhere, They al must be.”

"I didn't hear him. Perhapsit's your building.” "I doubt it, but it'satheory. Look, from here | can seethat
there's actually another floor above the one you're standing on Mac's, too. Can you see the same thing on
my building? If so, | think we should go to see what'sthere."

It was true. Whereas the story on which each of them stood wasthe last one at the top of the Sairs,
surrounded, at its perimeter, by something of an open porch with columnson al sides, the very top floor
on Mac's building and Thariinye's gppeared quite solid.

"Y es, your structure contains another layer aswell, Khornya," Mac sad.

Continuing to cast amenta broadcast as loudly and asfar as she could, heedless that it could be picked
up by whatever unseen enemy had spirited away the other Linyaari, she clicked acrossthe stonetilesand
touched theinner wall.

And found herself looking down onto a huge dark globe that encompassed the center of the building. The
inner wall was transparent.

"It'slike one of those ancient lighthouses in Becker's pirate books!" she said to the others. " Seeif you
have one. If we can light them, well be able to see more of the city, have a better chance of finding our

people”

As she spoke she found the single door giving access to the globe. Opening it, she entered.

A narrow circle of floor was separated from the globe by arailing, but she found, leaning forward, that
she could easily touch the globe with her hand. Unlikethewalls; it failed to light up, and for afleeting
second she was di sappointed.

It appeared to be held doft by columns of something that moved dightly, even in the gloomy light cast by
the wdlls, something quicksiiver with ashineto it. The ancestor to the interior streams of the Linyaari
pavilions, she decided.

Circling the globe, she saw no controls of any sort. Then, in one place, therewas asmall narrow
extenson to the walkway, leading to the globe. When she set foot onit, it jiggled. Then she saw atiny
point on the globe's vastness, just at the end of the extension. She aso noticed that there wereloopsin
the ground level of therailing, and redlized that she was meant not to walk on the extension, but to he
down upon it, hooking her feet into the railing. She found that by doing this, her horn wasin the proper
position to touch the globe.

Breathlesdy, she craned her neck just atiny bit and made the touch, then shut her eyestightly, expecting
ablinding light. However, the person who had dreamed this up no doubt had a healthy respect for hisor
her own vision, for the globe merely shimmered, then glowed, then glittered at various spots, growing a
bit brighter. It did al of thiswithout increasing in temperature either on its surface or in the room
surrounding it.

Acornawas easly ableto return to the outer portion of the building before the light blossomed into a
smdl brilliant sun. It lit the calling in the areafor two blocks beyond the building with the violet and rose
hues of dawn.



"Behold the dawn!" Thariinye bellowed in her ear viathe com link. "I have one, too!"

And from beyond the transparent partition an answering brightness met that of her own globe.
"Mine does not work," Mac said and Acorna heard disappointment in the android's voice.
"Did you find thelittle wakway and the contact point?' Thariinye asked.

"Yes, but it does not care for my horn modification. Perhgpsthe dloy from which | constructed it is
ingppropriate to the function.”

"Hmmm," Thariinye said. "Or it could be that thetip of your horn isthe wrong size or shape. Maybewe
should do alittle filing when we return to the surface.”

Mac sounded brighter. "An excdlent idea. Actudly, | have an array of filesalong my spineif you..."
"Gentlemen!" Acorna stopped them.

"Yes?' they both said.

"Look!"

Once more standing on the outer bal cony, she beheld the city in much, if not dl, of itsglory.

"I can't seetheend of it!" Thariinye cried. "Where are the grasd ands and meadows? But, oh! Now! With
color! How beautiful! And how huge! Oh, Khornya, wewill never find them herel”

Now they could truly appreciate the glory and the magnitude of this underground city and what it had
once been, aswell as assess the damage that had been donetoit.

Where the globe's illumination flooded the street, the buildings danced and seemed to change shapes as
the walls bulged and buckled, melted and grew, doming, spiraing, flattening, expanding, contracting, a
living breathing panorama of color and light. Soft natura colors brightened to vivid, darkened to jewe
tones, shifted to aien light modes that Acornahad never seen before pattern and form shifted.

(What an exhausting placeto livel) Thariinye thought. (No wonder we saw no deeping dwellings here.
No one could degp with al that going on.)

(Impressive.) Acornaagreed. (But it brings us no closer than we were before to finding Aari and Maati
and the others))

(True, and Maati'sjust alittle girl! A youngling! She was so proud of being star-clad, Khornya. So proud
of findly hearing thoughts. Quite annoying realy. Thinks she knows morethan | do or anyoneelse. | wish
| could find her right now so | could tell her how irritating she can be)

(Shéll bewith Aari, and the elders.) Acornatold him, (and Kaarlye and Miiri are missing, too. So if
they've dl been taken or sent to the same place, shell have more family around her than either of usdo
right now.)

(Of course shewill.) Thariinye said, histhought image one of RK quickly shoveling dirt over arecent



production. (I'm not worried or anything, just gppalled at how inconsiderate thelittle scampis,
disappearing when we need her help.)

But the thought-picture of RK reminded Acornathat she hadn't seen the cat for sometime.
"Has anybody seen RK recently?' she said into her com link.

An assortment of negatives came back to her from the othersin her party.

"Oh, no," shesaid. "Now RK might be missing, too!"

"Wemust find him then!" Mac said. "' Cagptain Becker will be most aggrieved with usif welose hisfirs
mete."

(Haf the Linyaari population missing and now we have to worry about RK.) Thariinye grumbled
internally, just loudly enough for Acornato hear.

But he and Mac joined her swiftly, and helped her hunt the area around the globe and the rest of that
floor of the building besides.

She stopped them with, "'I've called the cat until my throat hurts, and sent him urgent mental messages as
well. It'sno good. If RK ishere, heisignoring al calls”

Mac responded sensibly, "It has been, by my caculations, fully twelve hours since the cat last dept. Cats
require agreat deal of deep, and my observations of RK lead meto believe that heisvery fdinein that
regard. | suspect we shdl find him curled up somewhere warm, snoring.”

"A good point,” Acornasaid. "Then let us continue looking for him."

They searched every floor of the massive building, dl dong the glowing wals and the inner chambersto
the ground floor, without success. Acorna began to think the cat had wandered back outside, in which
case he would only be found when he wished to be.

Shelooked out into the street. Perhaps he was merely curled up by the door, waiting for her to finish. It
wouldn't be thefirst time held bowed out of some activity the cat felt was boring to take anice nap. But
he wasn't sitting by the door. Then, as her thoughts and her footsteps stilled, she heard something.
"Ligen," shesaid.

"What?'
"Thereitisagain. That sound | thought wasthe sea.”

"Yed" Mac said. "1 hear it now, too. And purring. | hear purring. It iscoming from below." He indicated
the level beneath the street, the one leading to the cave.

They dipped and did back down the steep incline they had climbed to reach the ground floor. The glow
from the wadll of the upper story was dim down here. Thiswas not a place they had seen clearly before,
snce, upon coming out of the cavern, they had had no ideathat they werein aplace wherewalls glowed.
Now, however, Thariinye waked over and touched awall, and thislowermost floor was illuminated.

RK lay near theinsdewall, purring. Asthey gpproached him, lighting the wall he looked up and mewed



asinnocently as akitten. He'd been caught napping, but he wasn't the least embarrassed. As he stood up
and stretched it appeared he had not acare in the world.

"Now why do you suppose he chose this spot for his ngp?' Thariinye asked.

Acornabent to pet the cat. When she touched the wall next to RK, she straightened up at once.
"Becausethiswall iswarmer than therest. And it's vibrating. We haven't examined thisfloor thoroughly,
but do you know, | could swear there is some sort of humming coming from whatever isinsdethisleve.”

"Wewill invedtigateit,” Thariinye sad.

Acornawas adready trying the door nearest the cat, but to her surprise, it waslocked firmly, as nothing
elsethey had seen in this city had been.

Mac stepped forward, hislaser at the ready. "Allow me," he said.

But as soon asthe laser cut thelock, apiercing siren split the air dong with aloud voice clearly
commanding them to do something, but speaking in alanguage none of them understood.

RK, upset by this rude disturbance of hisrest, bolted for the hole into the cavern and jumped down into
it.

No one paid him the dightest attention. Instead they entered the room that had been locked.

Oncethey illuminated itswalls, they beheld no ordinary meeting room, but avast chamber taking up the
entireinterior of the huge building. At its core, something slvery and metdlic looking spuninsdea
trangparent cylinder. The walls here bore glyphs, too, but these changed constantly.

Thisentirewall isascreen,” Thariinye said, waking dong and watching the numbers change. They did
not appear to be made of light, but seemed painted on the walls like the other glyphs, and yet they
morphed at even intervals, reflecting new datathat had no meaning for any of the team.

"There will be controls somewhere,” Mac said knowledgably, searching dong thewalls. "Something is
generating thiswhirling and this changing of dataon thewdl glyphs™”

"Perhaps the instrument panel isin the floor," Acorna said when Mac's survey produced no results. Y ou
know, this might be the control room for the lighting, especidly the globes on the top floors. We didn't
hear it or fed anything when we came through before because we hadn't yet activated any lights.”

"I do not think so, Khornya," Mac told her. "Thelights, for all their power and sophisticated design, are
relaively smple mechanisms. They would not require so much data as we are seeing here. | will try to
trandate some of thiswriting."

She had wandered to the far side of the silvery column and now saw that in addition to writing, the wall
contained ahuge map. It was not merely aflat wall map, but a globe, and she could see, just bardly, that
it revolved dowly.

"Thariinye," she said. "Look at this. Do you recognize any of the festures here?'

"No," hesad, and then it turned very dightly and he said, "wait, yes, | do! ThisisVhiliinyar. See, heré's
the gravesite and here's the cave where Aari hid and ook, thereis alittle dot of light there, do you see?’



"Y es, oh, but now it'sgone."

"Everything hereisin agtate of congtant flux,” Mac said, with gppreciation but aso with some frustration.
"Itisvery difficult to accumulate datawhen it is changing faster than | can record it.”

Acornadrew closer to the map, and touched apoint of light. A glimmer of understanding stung her finger
likeacrackle of Satic dectricity. "That isFiiryi," she said. "That's exactly where he disgppeared. Thelight
must stand for him. Thariinye! Mac! Come closer! I've found something! Thismap it locates some of our

people”

"Where they were before they werelogt, or now?' Thariinye asked.
"Hmm, | don't know. What would you say, looking at this?'

"I'd say itishistory,” Thariinye said dismissvey. "There might have been another Firyi inthe old days.
Y ou see here? There's the seashore and the Vriiniia Watiir, over here the mountain ranges are where they
belong. Thisisold Vhiliinyar, not Vhiliinyar asit istoday."

She sighed and leaned a bit heavily on the map with her palm. It disappeared, and regppeared, changed.
Thistime the features Thariinye pointed out were missing, as was the light that stood for Fiiryi. But there
was another cluster of thetiny lights, one of them purple, the others white, except for two larger lights,
onethesize of apin'shead instead of itstip, the other the circumference of the pupil of an eye. Thefirgt
of these was pale aqua, the second dark pink.

Nearby was alinear representation of the blocked tunnd and the cavern.
"Look at thigl" she cried and Mac and Thariinye did so, very excited.

"That'sthe surface asit istoday,” Thariinye said. "The big lights are probably the shuttles Y aniriin was
talking about. | wonder if this map shows this hidden city and maybe who is down here? It would help us
locate the others.”

Acornaplaced her hand on the map again, to seeif it would change. It did. And it showed three small
lightsin the center of the map, and another, somewhat smaller and silvery in color, to one sde. But what
dominated the map was the depiction of the slvery column in the center of thisroom and its branches
spreading al over the city, superimposed on the other structures but concentrated at the top of the
buildingsthat served as supportsfor the celling.

"Fascinding," Mac said.

Thisthing hastentacles?' Thariinye said, casting awary eye on the column swirling up the center of the
chamber.

"A conduit pattern might be more accurate," Mac said. "l believeit isarepresentation of energy flowsin
thelighting system. Touch the map again and seewhat it does. Touch it onthelake."

Acornaobliged and the map shifted dramaticaly. Thistimeit showed the features of the lake's surface
again, except that the waterfall was not there as it had been in the previousimage. Instead therewasa
flowing river, dots of blue-green light in amuch vaster body of water than the current lake, and four smal
white pins of light among the blue-green lights. Some boat shaped things were drawn in with saverd lights



attached to each, these a mixture of white and gold.

"| believe that the white lights are Linyaari,” Acornasaid. "l wonder could those agua ones, that seem to
bein the weter, be the si-Linyaari?

Thariinye said, "I think you are setting too much store by thisthing. The topography for thismap isn't
right. Thelake is much too big and thereis no river where that oneis hasn't been aslong as anyone
seemsto recal and the waterfdl isnot there, Thisisn't ared place.”

"Not now," Acornasaid. "But maybe it was once. | begin to think we don't need to ook at awhere for
finding our people. We need to look for awhen.”

Shetriggered the map again, and again, and again, and dways she came up with adifferent picture.
Finally one appeared where the vortex of the silver whirl showed, and its branches as they would appear
if they could be seen through the surface of the planet asit currently was. Except that they weredl
broken up, and even as she watched, bits of the silver stuff blobbed off and bounced away from the main
branch.

"l wonder if those silver bits symbolize something thet isenergy or organic in nature," Acornamused.
"I would say energy,” Mac replied, eyeing the column.

"I think | had better take alook in that topmost story of the building | wasin,”" she said, tracing the path
of theglvery line

from where it began to dightly up and out. "I didn't explore thoroughly there because | noticed that RK
wasmissing. But | think it might be wise to take agood look there now."

"l will accompany you," Mac said. "Perhapsif we find anything | may be of assstance in determining
what itis"

"Don't think you two can leave me down here" Thariinye said. "I find that thing extremely unsettling and
refuseto beleft donewithit.”

But before they set foot outside the chamber, RK pounced back into view and from below afamiliar
gravelly voice cdled, "Hellooo-o! Becker here! Come out, come out, wherever you arel”

When confronted with the short, hairy creature who wasthefirst being he met on hisway into the city,
Aari forgot his diplomat'straining, remembered Decker's vids, and said, "Take meto your leader.”

Actudly, it wasn't so much that heforgot histraining asthat he liked some of the new ways he had
learned recently. The demand, voiced by both protagonist earthlings and protagonist and antagonist
"diens' had aniceringtoit, Aari thought. It wasforthright and honest. Unlike hisrecent dealingswith his
litlesder.

But Maati would have been angrier with him than she dready wasif she had she known heintended to
do this. He had, from the first moment he had deduced where they were, had every intention of causing
disruption to the space-time continuum. He smply wanted to do it lone. One person would cause less
disruption than four, he reasoned, especialy if that person waswell aware of the dangers. Besides,
Khleevi capture had made Aari far lesstrusting than he once was. Until he knew exactly when they were
and what the beingsin chargelike, he preferred that his Sster and the two elders paddie around safely in



the water looking for mythica Si-Linyaan.

The creature peered at him from under fronds of eyebrows and said, quite clearly, ™Y our accent is
peculiar. Y ou're one of the new batch, aren't you?"

"New batch of what?'
"Y oungsters. Although you're pretty old for ayoungster. Shouldn't you be shorter?"

"I was" Aari sad ruefully, referring to histwisted and broken spine after the Khleevi had finished with
him. "I didn't carefor it, so | grew."

The creature cackled and dapped himself on histhighs at least, Aari wasassuming it wasamae. The
creature |looked mostly humanoid, it walked on two feet, it had two arms, rather long, and two eyes,
deep st under the frondish brows, and two large ears with points at both tip and lobe.

"Canyou tdl mewhereand when | am?' Aari inquired.

"Where and when you ? Oh, | see, you're one of the batch that didn't get done properly. How'd you get
way out here, child?Y ou should be back at the palace, learning from your elders, or getting your head
reprogrammed or whatever it isthey're doing to fix the oneswho don't come out right.”

"Comeout right?' Aari asked.

"Likeyou. For instance, you didn't get the Gift, did you? All of usgot it, and al the unicorns, but some of
the youngstershaven't had it a dl. Like you."

"Gift?" Aari repeated cautioudy.

"Telepathy. I've been trying to read you, so that | know where to take you, but | cannot figure you out. |
can't read you."

"Oh," Aari said, keeping hismind as carefully blank as he had been doing, as he had learned to do with
the Khleevi. Among his people, when one wanted to be understood and hel ped the firgt thing one did
was open up one's mind. He had learned the hard way that there are many circumstancesin which that
was not agood idea. So hewould et this creature think he was anot very bright child, aslong asit did
what was asked. "l did say where | wanted to be taken,” Aari told him courteoudy but perhaps alittle
obgtinately, asif he were indeed stupid. "1 wish to be taken to your leader.”

"Soyou did, soyoudid, and 0| shall, so | shdl.”

Soon they were walking uphill, and now Aari noticed that the Host's legs were redlly alot longer than
they had seemed to be at first, and that the Host himsdlf wastaler. Astall as Aari was, in fact.

Asthey strode up the hill into the central part of the city, Aari tried to takein his surroundings, but even
while he was watching, they kept changing. Buildings shifted from shape to shape, from color to color,
and the skyline continually dtered so that sometimes atall cone-shaped spire wasin one place,
sometimesin another, or amodest low round dome shape in hot pink suddenly acquired aspira onion
domewith purple and lavender jewels and enamels.

Vertigo was setting in, and Aari couldn't help showing his bafflement.



His guide laughed, alow rolling chuckle. "Y ou are much younger than you look, son. This," hewaved a
broad and horned hand to indicate the city, "is your home. The changing isal smoke and mirrors of
course, atrick of light."

Aai said nothing. Hefelt he couldn't spesk without reveding himsdlf.

His escort, the hairy fellow, not so short now as he once was, Aari was sure of it, led him up amoving
ramp leading into the ground floor of atowering column whose top seemed to bein the sky.

It changed into a pyramid as they entered, with hieroglyphics dancing on the outer walls. All around them
beingsin awide variety of shapes and sizes went about their business. Many weretal and thin, and
amost as pale as hewas, but without horns. But the mgority of the creatures displayed afantastic
diversity of appearance. Their hair camein dl the colors of alaser-flashed rainbow, asdid their clothing.
Their skins, too, ran the gamut of every imaginable shade from pae to degpest blue-black, and some
were even multicolored, splattered in various patterns. Some were hairy and squat; some massive. Some
wore clothing; some were so covered in fur or hair that it wasimpossibleto tell if they wereclad if they
were, their garments were covered. Among those beings on two legs ran various four-legged sorts of
cregtures. Birds nested on the tops of the buildings and didn't seem to mind that the structures tops
bobbed up and down like thetails of the four-legged, RK-like creatures that bounced importantly
through the throngs.

No onetook the least notice of Aari and his guide, but asthey entered the building and descended via
another moving ramp, glowing walls displayed in sequence pictures of meadows, forests, sorms, blue
skies, and calm seas. Aari tore his eyes awvay from these and found those of his host locked firmly upon
him.

"Y ou're not from around here, are you, son?"'

Aari redized dmost immediately the problem with demanding to be taken to the leader of aspecies
heretofore unknown to you. Which was, once your demand was met, and you were taken to the leader,
you found yoursalf among agreat many followersaswell.

Looking around at the many pairsof eyesdrilling into him asif they could visudly vivisect him, Aari
suddenly recaled the way the vids where someone was taken to aleader usualy unfolded. Oncethe dien
was presented to the leader, the followers waited for the leader's signa to pounce upon the intruder and
administer whatever treatment was given to miscreants. Such treatments, as he recdled, wereinvariably
unpleasant.

His guide ushered Aari into alarge room with wallsfilled with images and words that moved, melted, and
reformed like everything else hed seen in this city thusfar. Asthey entered, at alook from the guide,
severd people stopped what they were doing and realigned themsalves so they stood between Aari and
the door.

In the center of the room alarge swirling silvery column ascended toward the ceiling.

"Highmagister HaGurdy," Aari'sguide said. "I met this being on the road from the sea. | took him for one
of the new batch & firs."

"How could you?' A smdl dender woman with hair like flames and snow and eyeslike the lushest
grasses asked in avoice asmusicd asthe Singing Stones of Skarness. "He is much too mature. The



othersare children."

"Then it came to me that perhaps he was one of the batch living in the sea, that he of al of them had
successfully mutated into the desired form..."

"Highly unlikely," Highmagister HaGurdy said. "Do you think we didn't test them al before releasing them
to the waters?'

"But as| spent timewith him, though | could read no one thought clearly, it became evident to methat he
had seen nothing here before. He is not one of us, nor is he one of our chosen Guests or Offspring.”

Highmagister HaGurdy walked toward Aari. Like hisguide, she grew nearer his height as she drew nigh
him. Her scent, which was basicaly one of wildflowers and musk, had an unpleasant overlay of
chemicas. Although shewas clad in agown of velvety deep blue, it was incongruoudy covered by the
same white laboratory jacket sported by the other occupants of the room.

Aari tipped hishorn to the lady respectfully. "I beg to differ with my guide, Hiimaagii," he said, the
limitations of his Linyaari tongue not alowing him to spesk more of her title than that. "I believethat | am
one of your offgpring, but many generations removed from now. | have becomelost intimeand | come
to ask you to return meto my own time."

He deliberately suppressed thoughts of hisfriends. Hewould tell thisformidable female of them when he
knew if she could be trusted. In al of the storiesthe Ancestorstold, the Friends, the Hosts, were
benevolent and helpful and there was no reason to mistrust or fear them.

But he knew dl too well that redlity could be somewhat different than stories.

"Now how can that be?' she asked. " Certainly you appear to be exactly what we are working toward in
our current creations. Except for your somewhat misshapen horn, you are dl that we hope our new batch
will be when they are grown, but they will not reach physical maturity for thrice atwevemonth." She
looked at Aari and he felt asif more than his mind was being expertly probed. "And you, my lad, are well
past that age, and no youth. Y ou know, based on the evidence before me, | am tempted to believe your
wilddam."

But her incredulity was no greater than hiswhen he redlized that if dl the storieswere true, thisdender
and beautiful female before him was his ancient ancestress on the un-horned two-legged side. How could
she be his many times Grandmother, though?

A small amile played across her lips and her contours grew softer and broader, her cheeks plumper, and
her hair tucked itself into abraid, the snow overtaking dl but ahint of the flame of it. The meadows of her
eyeswere undimmed, however. "Is this guise more appropriate to your way of thinking, Great
Grandson?' she asked Aari. She had clearly read histhought, even though he had tried to suppressit.
"Itislessdidracting,” hereplied.

Dimples morphed into her cheeks and she gave him a Grandmotherly smile.

"So when do you come to us from? And how have you cometo be here?' she asked. "And where are
your companions?'

"When?| takeit then, you truly believe | have traveled from the future... And what companions are you



talking about?"

"Surely you did not come aone from the future. | see hints of those who accompanied you in your mind.
And why, if you don't mind my asking, did you come at al?We, of course, travel to many timesand
placesin the space/time continuum, but you are the first unauthorized visitor we have ever received from
another time. At least, | assume no one here sent for him?" she sent the question around the room and all
of the other people shook their heads and declared that they had nothing to do with his appearance.
"Besdes, if we had sent for you, you would have arrived in thisroom. How did you happen to arrive
elsewhere on thisworld? Or at dl, for that matter?”

"Yes, how?" the others asked and now that he looked at them, they appeared a bit older than he thought
at first, dl were grayer, and had kindly aspectsto their faces. Though they were not Linyaari faces, ill,
they now had something of the Linyaari about them. Something from the two-legged, un-horned side.
They gathered around chattering questions at him and asking for facts of physicsto explain hisjourney.
How could he explain to them what he didn't understand himself? But he was about to relate everything
that had happened to him on hisjourney here when the lady took hisarm in hers, and onewall of the
room opened to yet another, more interior chamber. 'Never mind al that for now. He has cometo us at
theright time. Heisno larva being, but afull-grown maein his prime, and the prototype for our
descendant species. Great Grandson, if you will just lie on that table there, we need to take afew
samples.”

They surrounded him and their kindly aspectswere revedled for theliesthey were. They al grew
monstrous eyes and pincers, looking exactly like Khleevi to him asthey forced him onto the table. They
ignored his protests and struggling, except when the Highmeagister tsked, tsked him, saying, "\We cannot
hurt you—at least not permanently. The other side of the family can immediately hedl any smadl hurtsyou
might fed, you know..."

But it wasn't the hurt or lack of it that made him struggle under their hands. In fact, it wasn't who they
were or where he was that concerned him now. After his experiences at the hands of the Khleevi, he
smply could not stand being strapped to ameta table again. Not for any reason. His mind was no longer
his own, and he fought harder than he could ever remember fighting anything. And somewhere, from far
away, he heard the only comforting sound he could imagine, maybe the last comforting sound he would
ever hear. Hisbdoved lifemate crying,

"Aani!

"Khornya" he bellowed, with dl of hisvoices, physicd and mentd. That cry done and then dl was
blackness.

Oh, Captain Becker!" Acornacried. "Thank goodness you have come! Our Ancestral Hosts have this
machine here, and | believeit dlowstimetravel. Help mefix it so that | can fetch our people back,
please. | believethey have becomelogt intime."

"Isthat what isgoing on?' Becker asked. "No problem. Well have'er fixed in ajiffy."

"What isajiffy?" Thariinyeinquired.

"Another timething," Becker said. In an asdeto Acorna, he said, "Why don't you let him fetch your lost
ones back, Princess? Y ou're handy to have around and he'd be no gresat loss.”

"I heard that," Thariinye said, with acurious combination of indignation and dignity. "And | think it highly



premature to start talking about who is useful and who is not until we have determined how this device
works and how best to retrieve our missing friends."

"I have afew hypotheses, based on the data at hand,” Mac said. He was applying pressure to the map
rapidly and repeatedly and storing the data it presented asit changed. "Y ou'd better be careful there,
buddy, you could maybe break that thing," Becker cautioned. "It's an antique. In fact wheeheee, would
you look at this place! Thiswould be some very high class sdvage." He saw Thariinye's horrified ook
and Acornas rather stricken one of disappointment in his attitude toward her peopl€e's ancient secrets and
said quickly, "Just kidding, guys. Honest."

"l hope s0, Captain. Right now we need to concentrate on how to use this machinery, not what you
could sl it for on an open market. Y ou see there, those white lights we believe represent our people,”
Acornatold him, pointing them out as the shape of the map changed over and over under Mac's
direction. "The maps overal represent the planet's surface at different timesin its history. Mac, can you
show the Captain the schematic we found earlier?'

"Yes, Khornya. It required eight presses of your hand.” But as Mac attempted to do the same thing, and
he came up with severa different mapsin which white lights gppeared, he could not return them to the
sameone. "Hmmm," he said. "I am sure thereisa pattern here if one can locate it. Perhapsyou should try
again, Khornya," Mac said, stepping aside before he added an unscientific comment that surprised her.
"It seemsto prefer you.”

Maybeit did. What could she do that Mac couldn't? She was tel epathic, an ability she supposedly had
inherited from both sets of her ancient ancestors. Thiswas an artifact created by those very ancestors.
Maybe the map worked with telepathy could it show the viewers the time they needed to see based on
what it knew of their thoughts? Telepathy, after al, wasaform of energy...

She wanted to concentrate on her friends but instead she projected a thought image of the silver threads
connecting this subterranean chamber and its strange device to the surface. That image appeared on the
wall, still showing ragged tatters and blobs among the silver extensions as they branched out above
ground.

"Hmm," Becker said.
Acorna noticed something about the map she hadn't noticed previoudly.

"L ook at this trunk-line here running away from thisroom and downward,” she said, tracing it with her
finger. "It comesfrom the sea”

"Hmmm)," Becker said again.

"I think | see apattern here. Our Stein the Survey was beside what used to be agreat waterfdl. The
wii-Baakiire wasinvestigating the terrain near aformer riverbed. Aari's cave and the graves were |ocated
aong the shoreline of another one of the sess, if | remember the details correctly from the maps we had
of the planet from the time period immediately pre-Khleevi. Water seemsto be athread that connects
every disgppearance for which we have enough data to make asurmise.”

"l have anideal" Thariinye exclamed suddenly. "What if this supposed time force is conducted by the
waters of this planet?'

Acornahad to laugh. "Thariinye, that'swhat | just said.”



Helooked puzzled. "Wdll, of course, Khornya. But | said it better. What do you think of my idea?"
Acornarolled her eyes but remained silent.

"l don't quite get it yet," Becker said. "There's no water to spesk of |eft on the surface of this planet
anymore. And that's where everybody disappeared from. So how could the disappearances be triggered
by water?'

"It'sjust atheory," Acornaadmitted. "But thereis plenty of water down herein thisancient city, and there
was enough to grow vegetation in our Survey quadrant and so there may be more water out there than
we know let me seeif | can get thisto return to the time just before Aari and the others disappeared.
What timeframe would best suit that | know! When RK got in trouble with the carnivore plants.” She
visudized the cat and the plant and when the map for that time appeared with their own small white lights
and the cat's showing on the screen, she imagined the diagram of the silvery energy superimposed onit.

"You may just haveapoint!" Becker said. "Thedlvery stuff istill al around, but it's just attached to
random bits of water or moisture now nothing to conduct it in areasonable way. | guessit'sgonealittle
haywire as a consequence. Which could be why people started popping off. Looksto melikeif we
could get the hydraulics going again at least well enough to get the energy channeled back intoitsold
paths, it might stabilize, and if it stabilizes, well, I'm not sure how it would help exactly but seemsto me
weld be closer to some answers. And maybe closer to controlling it well enough to bring some old
friendshome.”

"Why would anyone send time energy through water?' Thariinye asked.

"Hey, why not? How do we know what abunch of your crazy Ancestors were thinking?' Becker asked.
"Y ou know all those songs the Ancestors sing about the rivers of time and the endless sea of lifeand so
forth maybe some Ancestra Friend took them serioudy! Actudly, it ssemsto methat if anything could
hold alot of time, water could it'sthe origina dedl they were talking about with the saying ‘what goes
around comes around." "

"I never thought of it that way, but then, Linyaari songs and poems are more about the tall stalks growing
beside the water than about the water itsdf," Thariinye said. "Still, | fail to understand why we wouldn't
know about the time-travel technology from the tales of the Ancestors. Surely, if the Hogts put so much
emphasis on time transference as thisroom indicates, it would till be evident in the storiesthe Ancestors
or the Linyaari tell today. | don't recall any of the Elders ever speaking of time technology among our
people, not in their lifetimes nor in the days of the Ancestors. The Ancestors didn't say anything about it
to you, did they, Khornya?"

"Well, | know of some referencesto timein the Attendantswritings, actualy,” she said. "In the glyphswe
read back in the Ancestors cave. But they seemed cryptic to me when | read them. Now, however...
yes, itsstarting to make sense. A little, anyway. | think that the truth isthat this technology was entirely
onefor the Hosts, not something our people adopted for their own at any point. Perhaps by the time our
own people evolved enough to useit on their own, this city had vanished into legend and the time-travel
mechanisms aong with it. Perhgps aslong asitsnorma conduits were available, the power was dormant,
turned off and we never knew it wasthere."

"But by the time the Khleevi finished trashing the planet, the damage they did to the water table which
made up the circuitry for the time force kinda shorted it out,” Becker said. He gave ahdf shrug and a
grimace. "l think it'sworth atry to seeif wereright. Y'know, it makes as much sense aswormholesas a



way to move through time and space. We know those old Hosts redlly got around the galaxy. Maybe this
ishow they didit."

Acornasaid, "If we areright, | am worried about the consequences of it. It could take us months, even
years, to reestablish the waterways on Vhiliinyar in their proper places, and Aari isin trouble now. |
heard him, Captain, and | know. Something is very wrong with him, wherever heis"

"Y ou heard him?' Becker asked. "Acrosstime and all? Are you sure what am | saying? Of courseyou're
sure. But, do you think maybeit'sjust that he'slost and missing you?'

No," shesad. "Hewas afraid. Hewasin trouble. If heisin danger, thenitisfair to assumethe others
are, too. We need a solution that will work now."

Now, huh?" Becker snagpped hisfingers. "l know. Why should we wait for terraforming? We can run
water lines from thislake here to the surface right thisingtant. I've even got a salvaged pump that would
be just the ticket somewhere on the MOO, and | bet Hafiz could rustle up adrilling rig.”

There's not enough water here to restore the entire planet's former river systems, Captain,” Mac pointed
out.

Maeti shrieked as she plummeted into the water and felt long, twisty tentacles pulling her down. When
she opened her eyes, shetried to shriek again, and swallowed water instead. The Si-Linyaari were
certainly not arace sheld ever be tempted to crossbreed with. Not that that was an issueif she drowned
out here.

(No one has asked you to crossbreed, frii, have they?) said someone very scaly, with ahead full of small
but lethal-looking horns. His thought in her head appeared in abubble and sounded deep as the ocean.

(It's very rude to eavesdrop on someone's thoughts without their permission!) Maati shot back, snceif
she was going to drown, she didn't want to be insulted while she was doing it. (Y ou have only yourself to
blameif you don't like what you hear.)

(Look, Ma, they have legs!) said another one of the strange creatures, this one smaler and floating just
below Maati.

(And just one horn, like your grandparents,) observed another, floating on the surface and touching
Yiitirshorn. Maati could not see her well, but judged the being to be femae by the thought-forms.
Though she was beginning to worry alot more about bresthing than she was about what the strange
crestures around her looked like!

(No need to get persond!) Yiitir said.

(Please)) Maarni said to the creatures crowding around her. (Y ou don't have to drown us to see what
we're like. We need to breathe to survive. WEIl be happy to sit on the bank of that idand over there so
you can examine the differences between yourselves and us. We want to see you just as much asyou
want to see us. There's no need to be angry or hostile. We came to see you because we have heard of
you and we wish to know more about you.)

(How can that be?) the horny-headed one asked, but as he asked for Maati felt surely the creature had
to be male—he backed away and |et her bob to the surface. Once she surfaced, she found a shelf of land
benesth her feet and was able to walk ashore. Maarni and Yiitir followed easily behind her. (How can



you have heard of us? We have been dive but a single generation from our making. | was the firstborn,
followed by others, some siblings, some of different parenting, so that we might breed. That wastheir
intent. They thought better of it when they saw me.) he thought irritably.

Maeti, safely on the shore now, lay on the beach on her somach so she was staring face-first into the
water. It seemed only polite to be on the same level with these beings. And now that she was, she saw
that the horny-headed one was the most hideous of the lot. Two obvioudy femade si-Linyaari, agquablue
of skinand silver of horn, with only small bumps aong the spine and top of the head, were actualy quite
beautiful. Their crania bumps were surrounded with long thick strands of silvery hair floating avay from
their faces.

Maarni wasthrilled. (Now you can see how the legends of the foam being the hair of the Sii-Linyaari
began. Aren't they fabulous?)

Maati found it easier to agree now that they had stopped trying to drown her. And while the one child in
this grouping had seemed ugly to her, with hisscalp full of vestigia hornsinstead of hair, his brother, who
had the same feature, was much more attractive, perhaps because his eyes were a bit less prominent, and
because he had hair like that of the females. Not that her opinion of their gppearance mattered in any
way. Shewas surethat, like al beings, they had their own ways of judging each other's attractiveness.

Seated alittle farther away, Maarni was getting to work collecting data. She was nothing if not
single-minded, and as soon as she had beached hersdlf asked the group peering up from the water, (So,
if your people have only recently been created, | suppose you have no legends or storiesto share with
me?)

(I wouldn't go so far asto say that.) the horn-headed mae replied, dlowing himsdf to walow in the
shallows and blowing a spume of water to fountain up and fal back down to the surface. (But I've athing
or two to ask you before we say any more.)

(What?) Maati, Maarni, and Yiitir all said at once.

(Just this. Y ou.) and he nodded toward Maati, (you are ayoungling, barely more than afrii, whereas you
two are older than me, 1'd judge, and | am the eldest among my kind. Y et we have never seen your kind
before, and presume you must be the latest attempits. Isthistrue and if so, how did they manageto vary

your ages so?)

Maati immediately saw the difficulty Aari had been talking about, with possibly changing the course of
history with their presence, but Yiitir, who had expressed some reservations abot it, too, blithely
answered the Si being.

(Weare not newly created. In our own time, we're already arace well established on the planet. Y our
race is no longer there, however, and we have been wondering what happened to you.)

(Couldn't tll you that Since as you can see, we are here.) the maereplied. (But were few and spawning
isnot easy. Also, there are large predators in these waters and we are easy prey. And the water welive
in, asyou may have observed, isunclean...)

(No, itisn't.) Maarni said. (Look at it.)

They murmured among themsalves, small words that made bubbles bel ow the surface, like the bubbles
that contained their thoughts when they arrived in Magti's head. One of the femaes ran her webbed hand



aong the surface, and said, (Look, Upp, no film clingsto me! The water surface no longer shineswith the
rainbows of its destruction.)

(You have the power! The power to cure. They gave you the power we were denied!) the big male,
apparently the Upp the femae had been addressing, said accusingly.

(Why are you so upset?) Maati asked. (We cleaned your home for you. Y ou should say "thank you.")

(It'snot their fault, Upp.) the femae with the filmless hand told her mate. (Their blending succeeded in
that way, oursfailed. Our four-legged parents care for usjust the same.)

(And the Changing Ones consider us accidents of the lesser parts of their nature because of it.) Upp said
bitterly.

(Changing Ones?)

(Our parents-who-are-not-unicorns. The shape changers.) Thisinformation appeared in a series of
bubbles within bubbles, no doubt aresult of the thoughts and concepts trandating from the Si-Linyaari
dialect to the modern speech Maati and the others understood.

Before anyone could say or think anything further, one of the great ships they had seen before asthey
journeyed on theriver hove round theidand and the sailors, gethered at the railing and looking very
threatening, broadcasted: (Y ou pond scum monsters cease menacing those people at once, or so help us
wewill beach you.) Then their thoughts turned solicitous, but in away Maéti didn't carefor, (Y ou there,
guests, are you unharmed?)

Maati scowled toward the ship, angry about the threet to the sii-Linyaari. But Yiitir said, (We are quite
well, thank you for your concern, but were enjoying a private conversation.) He said thisquite asiif
everything, including themsalves, was norma and under control. Maati's scowl broke up as shefailed to
control agiggle. A nervous giggle, but agiggle nonetheless. They dl waved nonchdantly at the watchers
on the ship.

(That won't be enough for them. If you want to learn more, and can swim, come with usto see our
horned parents.) the mae said, in atightly controlled thought-whisper.

Maeti felt aglimmer of hesitation from Yiitir, but Maarni doveright in. Magti did, too, and felt the impact
inthe water as Yiitir joined her. The Si-Linyaari dove degp and swam underwater asthey rounded the
idand and headed back toward the shoreline. One of them, observing Madti's unfamiliarity with moving
through the water, towed her along behind him. Once they were safely on the other side of theidand, out
of sght of the ship, the land Linyaari surfaced for air, then dove back under while the sii- Linyaari fanned
their fish tallsimpatiently.

The gi- Linyaari, except for Maati's guide and hel per, were dark and dappled shapes above and
surrounding them. Then one of the sii-children swam under Maati, popping up between her legs,
swimming over the top of her and dropping down to back-paddlein front of her face in amost annoying
fashion.

But it turned out that the little Sii-Linyaari was doing more than playing. Asasolid wal of land loomed in
front of them and she saw nothing to do but surface, the child motioned with webbed palms down for her
to stay submerged, then, sill back-paddling, began to twitch its small webbed fingers backward, guiding
her tofollow it.



Thedi- Linyaari had stopped broadcasting thoughts and Maati redized that the sailors probably
possessed telepathy, too.

Ahead of her, she saw the soles of Maarni's feet disappear into what looked like an unbroken landmass,
followed quickly

by theflirt of two different tails. The child turned suddenly and thrust an arm into the bank and Maati saw
the opening. When the child saw that she saw, it turned and dipped into the bank. Magti found it was
much larger than it looked, but she till was able to guide hersdf with her hands on both sdesfor ayard
or two until the space widened out enough for them to swim three abreast.

She consdered hersdlf apretty fair survivor, having come dl thisway, but now her breath was running
out. Could she make it, or would she drown here?

Suddenly, the tails and feet of those ahead of her turned sharply upwards. She righted hersdlf, too, and
found that -with two strokes her head swas once more above water. They were in an underwater grotto,
deep enough to swim in, but with agood layer of air above their heads aswell. They swam in sllence
down long stretches as the cave cellings rose higher and higher above their heads. The water was pitch
black, and very cold.

Thefrii began frolicking up the siream asthey swam further in and their shrill repetitive voices broadcast
their thoughts, the thought bubbles bursting after every utterance, (Going to Granny'st POP! Going to
Granny'sl POP!)

Up ahead, suddenly, Maati saw them, Ancestors, standing four abreast and at least twenty deep just
uphill from where water met dry cavefloor.

(Lookit there, Gladiis, it's our web-footed offspring, cometo pay their respects!)
(And see what we brought you! POP!) cried Maati's young guide.

(I hopeit's some of that nice seaweed you brought last | time.) the Ancestor just behind the one
addressed as Gladiis said and others showed enthusiastic agreement ruffling ar through their nogtrils.

(Better! POP! We brought cousins from the future who say they're your descendants, too! POP! But be
prepared! POP! They're not as pretty aswe are, redlly funny looking! POP!)

(And very, very cold.) Maarni added through her chattering teeth as they swam up to the cloven hooves
of the ancestors.

(They areland) creatures, with two feet and hornsl POP!) Maati'sfrii friend explaned before anyone
else could, or the Ancestors could figure it out for themsalves.

(They are, and this bears repeating.) Yiitir said, (freezing. They need to get warm and dry &t once.)

The Ancestorstook severa steps backwards, their telepathy allowing them to march to the rear like
precision dancers. Which was a good thing because they had crowded very close together and could
have injured each other or at least knocked the foremost among their number into the water had they not
al understood the intent to make room at the landing.



Getting out was adippery operation for the Linyaari, Snce the water met the landing where the pavement
doped sharply downhill. It was dl but impossible to get one'sfeet under one, but Maati's little guide
boosted her from the rear and one of the Ancestors gracioudly bent his neck so she could grab hold of
his mane. She, asthe youngest and most agile, wasfirst out, and helped Maarni and Yiitir next.

"Oo0o00h, look at them, Humiir!" the Ancestor addressed as Gladiis cried doud with alittle whinny.

"Y es, funny looking things, but kind of cute,” Humiir agreed. The other Ancestors closed around them,
warming them with their heat and using hornsto take the chill off their puckered and goose-bumped flesh.

"It seemsto meif they'd wanted legs and horns, four were better than two,” another of the Ancestors
sad criticdly.

"Y es, but the Changers wanted the new onesto be part of each of us, Host and People of the Horn,”
Gladiisreplied. "l think they'rejust lovely, redly.”

Hmph. | suppose well be seeing little feathered replicas of ourselves with wings, next thing we know,”
the other replied.

'When did they make you?' Humiir asked, nudging Yiitir with hisnose. "You areanold one. That isa
young one. They

"No, it'sthat they think only with their heads and very seldom with their hearts,”" another said.

"It'samazing they do aswell asthey do,” Humiir said firmly. "All that shape-shifting they do and they have
done this sort of thing before, one of them told me when he came to be healed from a bout of
drunkenness. On other planets, with other species. That iswhere some of the other creatures on this
planet arefrom.”

Another ancestor brayed hislaughter. "Distant cousins, | suppose.”

"Thetruthis, dear Youngling," Gladiissaid gently, "isthat whilethe Hosts are, | believe, essentialy good
sorts, and they live agreat long time, long enough, certainly to have acquired wisdom, they smply are not
very sable”

"That'sajoke, frii " Upp informed her. "Stable, get it?

"Too many of those Hosts, changing shapes dl thetime asif they've never found onethey liked, dl of
them crammed into al those shifty buildings,” Humiir said. "We couldn't stand it. Our hornswere going
soft and transparent with the stress. Finaly we asked for a place of our own and they gave usthese
caves, because they could shield them from the thoughts above. They open out onto anice bit of
grasdand, too. Not enough space redly, no forests, no mountain meadows full of wildflowers, but no
hairy warriorslooking to dehorn usether. All indl, it isan improvement.”

"And here at least we are spared the chaos of their thoughts," Gladiis said with asigh so strong that it
gtirred the hairs of thelittle beard under her chin.

But just then Maati caught athought avery clear one. "Khornyal" she heard her brother cry, and shewas
on her feet, pushing through the Ancestors, and searching for away to get to him.

"Her blend was maybe alittle defective?' she heard Humiir inquiring behind her. And Maarni laughed and



asked another question.

The seathat was no longer a sealapped at the road like asick animal as Acorna stared into it. Dark and
dirty asit was, thewater lured Acorna. The seawas where thelittle lights that she believed indicated the
presence of Aari, Maati, and the others were located.

Although she had not heard Aari again, Acornaheld an awareness of his pain, hisfear, somewherein the
back of her mind and it made her fed nervous and twitchy. She had to do something. The plan they had
all formed together was a good one, and Becker was on hisway back to the ship with Mac and RK to
help him. He would return soon with supplies as he promised, but would it be soon enough? Perhaps an
hour and a haf had passed since she heard Aari cry out. If only she knew how to manipulate the time
device better, she could arrive before whatever had disturbed him, and prevent him from suffering
whatever it was that had caused him to scream to begin with.

But she couldn't figure it that closdly. She was beginning to think she might be able to manipulateit to
some degree however. And she had to keep her thoughts from being too open to Thariinye. As Becker
|eft she drew forth packets of seeds and stems she had brought in her pack and handed them to
Thariinye. "'l couldn't eat athing now, redly, but that's no reason you should be hungry. Please, take mine
and | will eat when Captain Becker returns. One of us may aswell be wdll fed and rested for the work
ahead. | will go begin the purification of thelake. If you rest now, you can come help mefinish thejobif it
proves more than my horn can handle." Thariinye's eyes popped open with surprise, but he accepted the
food gratefully. "That sounds very sengible. After dl, beingamale, | will probably be caled upon to help
with the manud labor of ingaling theirrigation equipment and that sort of thing. I'll need dl my strength.
Maybe a nap would be agood idea, too, do you think?'

"Oh, yes. Though | don't know how you'd manageto rest with the walls flickering away and that silver
thing whirling around inthe middle.”

"Actudly, | thought I'd find aquiet inner room upgairs, if you don't mind."
"Not a all," shesaid. It was, in fact, just what she'd wanted him to do.

When he departed, munching on the food as he climbed to the upper story, she pressed her hand to the
map and thought of Aari, Maati, and the others. Shewas not at al sure her plan would work, but she
needed to try. She pressed until she found the place where al four of the white lightswere visible, three
of them in the water surrounded by agualights, one on the shore and headed up toward the city.

Having found that place, she dared not try to adjust it further and waste more time. She had trotted
quickly to the edge of the water, and stood watching it lick at the land for only a moment.

Then she stuck her toein, felt the temperature, which was not as cold as she had feared, and waded in. If
their theory was correct, the water of this planet was the main conduit for the energies of timetrave.
Pollution and the disruption of its courses caused a corresponding disruption in the flow of the time force.
The sea before her should bethe least disrupted of al of this planet'swater, sinceit was the closest thing
to awhole body of water on the planet at the time. That was her hypothesis and she hoped it was
correct. She was about to put it to the test.

If she waswrong, she would go for anasty swim before she purified the water and prepared it for the
implementation of the rest of their plan.

If shewas right, however, the wall mechanism was a control aswell as an indicator of where people



were and where they were sent. She was about to seeif her theory would work. If it did, the others
should be able to find her from what they had discussed. Meanwhile, she could save Aari from the harm
that shefelt sure had befalen him.

But up to her neck infilthy seawater, she could see no changein her surroundings, either intime or place.
The mountain of refuse till dominated the lake, the city still loomed dead and broken beyond her, the
buildings from the front street till drowned beneath the soles of her fedt.

Nothing had changed. Was she wrong? And then she told hersdlf that it was no wonder she was getting
nowhere. She was not concentrating hard enough on where she wanted to go. And she had not yet
committed hersalf sufficiently to totally submergein this sea. So, drawing adeep bresth, she jackknifed
forward and plunged beneath the water.

The Hosts hurriedly |eft the inner chamber where the male unicorn person lay in adrugged stupor on the
metd table. They had extracted from him the DNA samples they needed to tet, x-rayed him, taken
samples of blood, bone marrow, urine, ssomach contents, sperm, and other fluids, and then left as quickly

aspossible.

"Gracious, what afusshe made,” said asmal winged person currently female. Her wings were flapping
very rgpidly, which indicated she was upset. "1 was sending dl the reassurance and good thoughts | could
to him and he till backhanded me so hard | flew across the room."

"Y ou'd think they would have evolved past that behavior after al thistime," said afdlow with along,
seriousface. "If heistheresult of our work after generations of evolution, | think we should try harder.”

"Yes, dfter dl, it'snot likewe hurt him or anything. All of uswere trying to calm him, but he smply kept
fighting and glaring at us asif we were monsters or something.”

"But he knew who we are," Highmagister HaGurdy said. "Perhaps heisn't afind result after dl. Perhaps
heisonly agtarting place.” She sighed. "I fear we've our work cut out for us. We should bresk now. Itis
amogt timefor the feast and we dl need to change into something more festive.”

Not that that wilt take very Long, thought avery junior cabinet minister, given our nature. He wanted to
add, " Shouldn't someone ask one of our unicorn gueststo attend to him?' The unicorns were familiar with
the needs for healing after studies done on the various subject offspring. Not only would they hed him of
the holes drilled in him from the tests; they would aso comfort him.

But Highmagister HaGurdy had |eft the building, followed by her cabinet, who fanned into the city in dl
directions. The minister had no one I eft to make that observation to. The junior cabinet minister was
destined to remain junior because of the direction his telepathic abilities took. He was not, aswere the
other cabinet minigters, apowerful and charismatic sender, the most useful sort of telepathy apolitician
could project.

Even his shape changes did not seem to be under his control. He changed according to whom he was
with, which was also what the others did, but he seemed to demondtrate a different purposein his
changes. They changed into more dominating shapes the better to control the beings around them. His
own changes, insofar as he understood them, occurred to put hisfellows at ease. Among the politicians,
he appeared to be one of them, only less able, lessforceful, and lessimpressve easily ignored. Easily
made the del egatee rather than being the delegator of tasks.

He had decided long ago that he wasingtinctively and incurably an empath, in other words, and there



never had seemed to be anything he could do about it. Of dl of them, only he had seen what the mae
subject had seen when he looked at them. He alone knew the reason for the man'sterror, and he alone
did not believe the person strapped to the examining table was somehow afailure of science.

So after amoment's hesitation, he re-entered the chamber where the subject Aari lay breathing his
heavily drugged deep. The junior minister administered an antidote to the sedetive, released the restraints,
and waited.

Aari struggled for breath againgt agreat weight upon his chest, compressing hislungs. Confused and
disoriented, he recdled meeting some people who seemed like friends, but turned out to be Khleevi.
They strapped him down to torture him again. Dimly, he remembered hearing Khornyacall him, trying to
help. But now he opened his eyes and after someinitia blurriness, found himsdf staring into another pair
of eyeswhich stared back curioudy at him. Then something reached out and patted him on the cheek. It
was soft but accompanied by a hint of sharpness.

"RK?" Aari asked, though the cat Sitting on his chest was not quite aslarge, nor brindled gray ashisold
friend from the Condor. Neverthel ess, he reached to pet the animal and redlized his hands werefree, as
were hisfeet, chest, and head. "Who are you? What isthis? Some sort of a cats underground movement
to free prisoners?’ heinquired. Where were you when the Khleevi had me?”

(Back here helping to create your race, and very glad of it | am too after seeing those nightmare creatures
inyour mind.) hisfurry companion's thought answered. The cat's fur was definitely not brindled, but it
was not definitely anything else. It shifted from black to red to blondish, to spotted, striped from gray
through deep brown, to pae gold, even asit changed from long to short.

(You're one of them? The Hosts?)
(I am one of them. | am Junior Cabinet Minister Gri-maalkin.)
(Thank you for freeing me. It wasyou, wasnt it? | am Aari.)

(I know who you are. | know you wish to |leave before the others come back to vivisect you in the
interests of making akinder, gentler race to inhabit this planet. Come, let us go find the unicorn people
and they will hed your wounds.)

The cat jumped down and Aari sat up too suddenly, felt dizzy, and had to catch himself with the edge of
the table before standing. At that point he realized he was naked. His shipsuit was negtly folded and
stored under thetable. (Vivisect?) Aari asked, wincing as he donned the suit. (Not really? Surely not!)
After al, these were the kindly Hosts. He had heard them, vaguely in some unnoticed quarter of hismind,
decry violence.

(Oh, they wouldn't mean to.) Grimaalkin assured him. (And they would ask the unicornsto hedl you, of
course, but what they would do to you wouldn't make you happy. A couple of the unicorns already have
come very closeto not surviving the experiments. Good thing they have the hedling power they have. On
other planets, | understand, races with other abilities have not dways survived our wish to improve their
stock by blending it with our own.)

Aari braced himsdf on the table and stood, more firmly thistime. (I have to get back to my own time.
And my friends, aswell. Can you help us?)

(Certainly. Any idiot can run the time transport.) The cat bounded from the chamber. When Aari did the



same, ayoung man with long ginger hair, overlong eyebrows, and a sparse mustache that was longer than
hisface stood in front of the wall. He was wearing only awhite coat, such asal of the scientists had
worn, and his bare legs and feet heavily covered with curling red hairslooked incongruous with the coet.
But histhoughts cameto Aari in Grimaakin'svoice.

(When isyour true time?) he asked.
(Not so fast.) Aari answered, and was taken aback when Grimaalkin chuckled.
(I meant in years, not in speed.) the cat/man said.

(SodidI. I wasusing afigure of speech | learned from afriend. It means, in thisinstance, please don't
rush me, for you are moving more quickly than | am prepared to do. | was not done. My little Sster and
two companions came here with me. They arein thelake. | need to collect them before we leave this
place or, rather, thistime.)

(That presents no problem. The lakeisavery good place to begin atime transport. | don't care much for
it when I'min cat mode but | like agood swim otherwise. Since the unicorns have been hereto keep it
clean, the seaisagood placeto be, if you can stay clear of the seaunicorns.)

(I believe my friends are with the seaunicorns,) Aari replied.

(Then you arewrong. | am not too fast. We haven't amoment to lose. It may betoo late aready.
Quickly now, tell me when you are from so | may set the transport. Then as soon aswe find your
littermate and friends, we can activate from the lake. Hurry!)

Aari gave him ayear, but that meant nothing. Finally, & Grimaakin's urging, he described the areaand
erafrom which he and his friends had been trangported. Grimaalkin, working furioudy, changed the
shape of the map to look like post-Khleevi Vhiliinyar.

Then the junior cabinet minister turned to Aari and said, (Now. Follow me!) Before Aari could blink,
Grimaalkin blurred back into acat and raced for the inclinator to the ground floor.

(Wait! It'sdl very well for you. Y ou belong here. But someone will seeme.)

(Not tonight! Feast night! They'll dl bethere, or at least be too busy with their own changing to notice
you. Come on!)

Aari ran after the cat asfast as he could, down the hill toward the docks and the sea once more. In the
middle of the sea, he saw the idand hisfriends had been heading for. He saw the boat, too, floating
upside down in the water. He took a deep bregath to steady himsdlf surely hisfriends were fine. They had
to befine.

(I hopewe're not too late.) Grimaalkin answered Aari's darm with more urgency of hisown. (If you think
my fellow cabinet members are bad, you should see their offspring by the unicorng!)

In one fluid motion the little ginger cat grew longer, paler, broader, and bumpier, and with aflash of white
buttocks dove into the water. Aari, shipsuit and dl, dovein after him, and both began swimming toward
the upended boat.

Then, suddenly, he was sivamped by an upsurge of water that |eft him gasping and floundering.



Hefelt atouch and opened his eyes. Acorna swam to him and through him and when he surfaced, she
was gone.

Hewasin adark wet place which shook constantly, asif with horror.
(Isthisyour time?) Grimaalkin asked. (No wonder you were so scared!)

Acorna plunged benegth the surface of the lake and felt it somehow deepen benegth her. She opened her
eyes and saw the filthy sea giving way to ayounger, cleaner wash of water below. She turned to head
back for the surface, her eyes open, and saw what she thought were jelyfish swimming above her,
trangparent, indistinct, ghostly. She was heading straight for one and she swerved to avoid it. It had been
further off than she thought, however, for as she neared collison with it, she saw it was aman her man.
She cried out, swallowed water, reached to embrace him... and lost him.

And then she was on the surface of abusy harbor. Where the column of stinking debris had beenwasa
lovely littleidand. Fish swam around her and farther away ships sailed busily back and forth. A few yards
from her, on shore, was the living version of the dead city from which she had just come.

And Aari? She dove severa moretimes, caling him, calling Maeti, but there was no trace of him, nor the
other figure, his companion. Had it been Maati? Were they dead? Had she seen their ghosts? Phantoms?
Shivering with more than the cold of the water, she swam ashore, wiping hersaf and squeezing the water

from her hair and clothing as best she could.

Then she climbed the hill to the building she had |eft just moments ago, yet many, many yearsin the
future.

She had no ideawhat she would find here, except that she had ahard timeimagining it could be as
fearsome asdl of the things she had gone through aready in her lifetime not asterrible asthe Khleevi, or
aswily as Baron Manjari, his crazy daughter Kida, and her guardian Count Edacki Ganoosh, or even as
formidable as General Ikwaskwan.

Aari had sounded terrified to her, but she was not reading any terror in the air now, as she walked
toward the city. According to legend and history, thistime on Vhiliinyar should have as sentient beings
only the Hogts, the Ancestors, and the earliest beginnings of her own race. The history of Vhiliinyar
according to Grandam had been remarkably placid for the most part. No wars, perhaps afew natural
disasters, but nothing as deadly as the events and creatures Acorna had encountered in her own time.

If something back here had harmed her love, if it wasintent on harming Maati, Yiitir, and Maarni, then it
would find her ready and willing to takeit on. Theirs had been a peaceful mission, to rebuild what had
been destroyed through no fault of their own. Her people had endured about dl of the hardship anyone
could stand and she didn't intend that they should be subjected to more. And she was perfectly willing to
explain that point of view to anyone who disagreed, regardless of what race they came from.

Shewasin such a state by the time she stormed into the building with the time device that she felt ready
for anything... except for what she got, which was a slent, deserted building with no oneto challenge and
no one chdlenging her.

The changesin therest of the city meant nothing to her at the moment. Her sense of ire was so aroused
that her sense of wonder failed to register dl the vehicles whizzing by and the beautiful music playingin
the streets.



She rode down theincdlinator from the ground floor to the floor containing the time device in her own
time

Thisareawas eerily as she had left it lit up and unoccupied. Not quite as silent. From somewhere she
heard a pounding, as of construction or machinery starting up. And there was one other changetoo. A
door she had never noticed before made an opening in thewall of shifting glyphs. She peered through it
into some sort of medica or |aboratory facility. A shiver ran through her that had nothing to do with her
wet condition.

The metd table in the middle of the room beckoned to her from amemory that was not hers. Shewaked
toit. A few curly slver hairslay upon it, adrop of blood. Knedling so that shewas level with thetable,
she sniffed deeply. Aari. Thiswaswhere he had been when he cdlled. The hairswere hishairs. The
blood was hisaswell.

But where was he?
What had happened to him?

Was he hurt somewhere, needing her touch to heal him? She reached out to him mentally and heard
nothing.

She searched the room, the walls, and then started on the

adjacent room. In the back of her mind was Aari as she had seen him in the water, wondering what he
was doing there. She passed the time map and saw that it surprisingly reflected Ku-bnlikaan asit had
been before her dive into its shrunken sea. Deserted, subterranean, befouled, and damaged. She grinned
suddenly. Aari had escaped back to their own time! They had passed each other time traveling, using the
seawater as aconduit. He would be waiting for her when she returned! She should have trusted that he
would find away back to her! There had never been any need for her to travel at al. But what about the
others?

The map was no help it seemed to belocked in its current incarnation.
She was ready to pay attention to the thumping now, and she returned to the corridor, heading asif
pulled toward it to the entrance to the Ancestors caverns. The stone floor shook asif amajor

earthquake rocked the building's foundations.

Acornasaw the release for the passageway door recessed in one of the flagstones and pressed it. Asthe
door raised, hooves flashed past her nose.

She backed away, then peered downward. "Ha! Got it!" An Ancestor had backed up on the top step
and attacked the closed door with al the strength of its hooves and hindquarters.

"Hdlo?' Acornasad.

"It'sanother one, Gladiidl" the Ancestor exclaimed. "What in creation does she want, do you suppose?”’
"Khornya"

The Ancestor was all but knocked aside by Maéti as she legped from the top step Straight into Acorna's
arms, knocking her over backwards.



"Oh, Khornya, you came! Y ou came! | should have known! | heard the most awful cry from Aari and
whereishe?|s he okay?'

"| think so, yes," Acornasaid, smoothing Magti's hair and

hugging her tightly. "It looks asif someone hurt him, but not badly. Somehow he got away before | could
rescue him. Inconsiderate of him, don't you think? So I'll have to rescue you insteed, | suppose. Are
Maarni and Yiitir with you?"

"Yes, uh huh. They're here. They'refine. But before you rescue us, first, come on, you have to mest
Grandmother Gladiis and Grandfather Humiir and the others, and Upp and the frii and their family.”

Leaving the door open, Acornaalowed herself to be led below and found hersalf surrounded by
Ancestors. Madti introduced her to the ones she had named. All the while Maati was pulling her by the
hand deeper inside the cavern. Here Acorna could smell and hear the sea echoing against thewalls. She
also made out the faces of Maarni and Yiitir. They looked well, happy even. Acornabreathed a sigh of
relief.

Maati started to drag Acorna past them to the water. "Upp? Frii? Sii-Linyaari? | have someone | want
you to megt!"

"Madti, they'renot here," Yiitir told her.

"Not here? Where are they? Did they go back to sea?’

"l don't think s0," Maarni said. "One moment they were swimming below the landing, the next they were
gone. They're very quick, you know, and it'sdark here so | could be mistaken, but it seemed very
sudden even for them. Thefrii was doing one of hislegps from the water and it looked to me asthough
hevanished in midar.”

"Oh, no!" Acornasaid. Now she understood what had happened with Aari dso. He hadn't been trying to
time travel when she met him in the water. Her own journey had precipitated his probably before he was
ready. He must have been looking for Maati and the others and the Sii- Linyaari, dso in the water, had
time-traveled, too.

Maeti caught her thought and laughed. "Aari is going to be unhappy with Khornyal Shetried to rescue
him and messed up his precious space-time continuum!”

"Oh, Madti," Acornasaid. "l fear you may beright!"

Hafway through the tunnd to the surface, Mac sad diffidently, " Captain, with al due respect, | detect a
flaw inyour logicin thisstugtion.”

"Now that istotaly inconceivable," Becker told him. ™Y ou must be mafunctioning. What flaw?'

"Y ou have acom unit. Why would you fly al the way back to MOO, when they could fly what you need
herein haf the time, even considering your shortcut?'

"Because" Becker stopped. "Because... they wouldn't know where to get what we need.”



"Some of the finest engineersin the universe arein Mr. Harakamian's employ, Captain. They are reputed
to be very competent.”

"Y eah, but the Linyaari only want me here. Not them.”
"That isnot the caseif oneis speaking of Linyaari engineers. Of which there are many on the MOOQO."
'Y egh, but in case you haven't noticed, the Linyaari have arunny habit of disappearing from this place.”

Then perhaps we should atempt to stabilize the time diffusion in the landing areaand nearby
surroundings.”

"For which we need the equipment they'd be bringing," Becker said, one word at atime to emphasize
that thistime it was Mac whose logic was flawed.

"Captain,” Mac said. "1 may shut down from pure shock. Do you mean to tell me you no longer have
aboard the Condor ahalf adozen pumps of various sizes, hoses, and the other items necessary to make
anirrigation system, dbet one of limited 9z?"

Becker stopped and scratched his mustache. ™Y ou got apoint, Mac. | congratulate mysalf on upgrading
your memory. I'll go ahead to the ship and art digging the stuff out. Meanwhile, if you return for Acorna
and Thariinye now, well have more people to haul stuff back there. As soon aswe havethisfirst area
built and get it tested, then we can have the other Linyaari come down from the sky and help uswith the
work while were waiting for the suppliesfrom MOQ."

"Other Linyaari, Captan?'

"Y eah, see, they sent acouple of shuttles here but one of them disappeared, so the other one, which was
supposed to help me, dropped off the equipment they brought and returned to the mother ship.”

"Should I not come dong and ensure that you do not disappear, Captain?’

"I'll walk back in my own tracks, son. It'san old Becker trick taught to me by my pappy who was taught
it by hisn."

"l do not entirely understand you, Sir."

"Good. Good. I'd worry moreif you did. Now off you go. RK, you with me or with him?”

The cat looked from one to the other. There was no real choice to make. Becker was flesh and blood
and winced and complained when RK dug his clawsin. Mac was not. RK followed Becker. It was
about timeto re-mark histerritory anyway.

"Mr. Harakamian, theresarday from Vhiliinyar. Captain Becker wishes to speak to you persondly.”
Hafiz gracioudy indicated that the underling should activate the nearest com link. Hewasin his persond
garden, surveying the progress of his Kardadistanian Rhodamians, whose bright red blossoms were being
coaxed into bloom by his gardening staff.

"Hafiz? Becker here" adisembodied voice said from the direction of Hafiz's favorite water feature, a
four-tiered cascade plummeting from the exadted height of twelve feet from hisartificid mountain. Only



haf of it was materid. The other half was hologram and turned off when no onewasin the garden.
Frugdlity was avirtue (though one he practiced infrequently of late), even when turning an artificid moon
into the showplace of the universe.

"Yes, Captain. If my beloved nieceisthere, may | speak to her please? | thirst for the sound of her
voice"

"I'll have her call when she gets here. Mac went back to get her and Thariinye. Meanwhile, we need your
hdp."

He sighed. Too often these days people needed his help. Too seldom did they offer lucrative favorsin
return. But he had thefaith of hisforefathersthat al his good works would be repaid tenfold in the
fullness of time. He just wished time would fill out more quickly. Hisheir and hisboard of directors had
begun expressing concern about the state of his accounts lately, and questioning the vast withdrawals he
had been making from corporate holdings.

Karinawafted in. "Haffy? Isit Acorna? Has she news?"

"Hi, Mrs. H.," Becker said. "Like| wasjust telling Hafiz, we need some help down here. While they
were rooting around in the caves here on the old home world, Acornaand Thariinye found thisold city.”

Excuse us, Captain, Mr. Harakamian," Y aniriin, who was part of the relay, cut in. "With al due respect,
gentlemen, our Council was very reluctant to alow an offworlder such as Captain Becker to set foot on
our world and even more reluctant to alow him to access certain highly classified areas. Please do not

describe what you have seen to others over the com unit, Captain Becker. | know Mr. Harakamian will
understand the need to maintain security.”

"Uhright," Becker said. "Sure, Y aniriin, whatever you and the Council say. Anyway, Hafiz, Mrs. H. she,
Acornal mean, discovered this er object which is probably responsible for the disappearances. Our
belief isthat it may have been screwed up by the Khleevi decimating the planet'swater supply. Thereisa
uh hidden water source we can tap if we can get some irrigation equipment down here pronto to help
stabilize the uh process which is being triggered by the object which ismaking al the people go bye-bye.
Y aniriin, was | confusing enough to suit you?'

"That was admirably obfuscated, Captain Becker, thank you."

"Captain Becker, have | not madeit clear that we will be fully restoring the planet s resources as soon as
the survey is completed to the Linyaari Council's satisfaction? That aspect of thework is till some
months away, however. Suitable equipment has been ordered but is not expected to arrive for several
weeks. At any rate, it would not be employed until the terraforming process has been implemented.”

"Y eah, yeah, but that's not what I'm talking about. I'm talking about this object that made the people who
were doing the survey to begin with disappear. We need the equipment now if we're going to get them
back. Weneed alot of it."

"| regret that we do not have that sort of thing on hand at al times," Hafiz said, growing abit irked a
Becker'singstent tone. Most people were quite diffident to Hafiz Harakamian these days, and he was at
agtagein lifewhen he could chooseto fed insulted if the diffidence was lacking. ""From what you have
been dlowed to tel me," he continued in an offended tone, "there is no guarantee that such equipment as
you seek will be of any use whatsoever. Y ou have only alittleideathat it could help.”



"Maybe, but do you have a better idea?
Silencefollowed.

It was no use. Becker tried every argument he could think of, and appealed to Y aniriin aswell, but Hafiz,
remembering the last balance sheet he had seen, was unmoved. He had tried and tried to help the
Linyaari and so far al he got was demands for privacy and more privacy... and no return as yet was
returning.

"| think this conversation isnow at an end, Captain Becker. Y ou and the others must do the best you can
with the lavish resources the House of Harakamian has dready provided.”

"Uh-huh. Yesh. Wait. Just asec. Don't hang up. | have an incoming cal from Thariinye.
"What? Huh?Y eah? Oh, holeee sh | mean, damn. | should have known."

"I am dgning off now, Captain Becker. | have an empireto run, after dl," Hafiz said with great dignity to
the generd vicinity from "which Becker's voice issued.

"No, no, don't. At least, | wouldn't, if | wasyou. That was Thariinye. He's on the way up to the ship with
Mac, but they used the com unit to give methe news. Hafiz, Acornas gone.”

"Gone? How so gone?' Hafiz demanded with indignation and suspicion brewing dangeroudy in hisvoice,

"Disgppeared. After Mac and | eft shetold Thariinye she was going down to the uh body of water |
mentioned, to purify it, becauseit was|'m sorry, Y aniriin, afilthy polluted swamp. Which wefigureis
part of the problem with the workings of the object. And why it's behaving erratically and making people
disappear. The absence of water and the contamination and what not. Acornafigured that out hersdlf, so
my guessis shedid this on purpose. She was red upset about Aari being missing. Claimed sheld heard
him hollering for hep.”

"But if the solution to this problemisuntried, if you have not the equipment, why would sherisk hersdlf
before acertain solution isat hand?'

"I dunno. She'sasweet girl, but kinda dumb sometimes. At least, she leads with her heart, not her head. |
bet she figured she had some adoptive relatives who, once the Stuation was explaned to them, would do
anything within their power to help her return, and to bring back the others. Naive of her really. Y 'know,
| tried to teach her better but she has this sentimentd idea about people. Maybe wherever sheis, she's
getting some sense knocked into her now.”

Hafiz fdt asif someone had just knocked something into him, but he was trying to control histone, his
demeanor, so asto conced thisfrom Becker. Then he turned and saw Karina. Her gauzy lavender robes
were kilted to her waist, her dimpled knee bent to force the blade of a shovd into the soil surrounding his
beloved exctic flowers. Her hair had come loose from its bindings and her tongue stuck out a bit from
between her sharp little white teeth and her lusciouslips.

"What in the name of the Three Prophets and the Three Books are you doing, my beloved Djinn of
Energetic Endeavor? " Hafiz asked, hisintended tones of authority emerging in an darmed squesk.

"If you won't have anyone else do it because we're pinching pennies, Haffy, then | will persondly dig up



theirrigation systemsin al of our gardens and send them to the Captain to save our dear Acorna. After
al, if thereisno Acorna, thereisno need for any of this, isthere?| will keep digging, dthough | fed quite
faint dready from hunger and overexertion.” She said this as she flicked ateaspoonful of dirt to one side
and panted heavily, leaning againgt the shovel handle asif she might

Swoon.

Hafiz modulated his voice and spoke in atonethat must have been much like that of one of the Three
Prophets of hisfaith declaiming the Law. "Very well, Becker. Acornamust be saved. So let it be written,
s0 let it be done. | have spoken. My people will strip my gorgeous gardens and we here wil drink from
common reservoirs and cease washing our clothing or our bodies until you have completed your task and
our Lady of the Light and her people are safely among us again.”

"Okay. That's great. WEIl be on the lookout. Make it snappy though, will you? Gotta dash.” And the
insolent junk man terminated the connection without so much asaverbd sadaam.

Hafiz had no timeto get hisfeathers ruffled by that, however. Karina picked that moment to swoon
gracefully toward the ground. Naturally, he found it necessary to cushion her fal. When he had assured
himsdlf she sustained no damage, he summoned every able-bodied staff member in hisemploy and began
the destruction of his newly planted gardens. He consoled himself with the thought that he could use the
equipment on order to replace that which he was sacrificing.

Maati was now completely serious, her face set and her voice trembling to keep it from rising to ashill
whine. "How can they al be gone again? Oh, Khornya, it's not fair. Aari can come back if he wantsto,
can't he? | know we had abig fight and | acted like everything was hisfault and | didn't care about him
but he can't be gone dready! | just got him back and | wasn't done with him yet!"

"I know the feding exactly, Maeti, but you mustn't think it was your fault. Those people up there," she
jerked her head sharply upwards. "They did somethingto him "

"Did they hurt him?"

"I don't think they did, at least not very much, but the way they treated him must have reminded him of
the Khleevi. Y ou know how brave heis. Nothing € se would have bothered him so much asthat. |
suspect hewastrying to find you when | arrived. And | think that my arrival somehow or other sent him
forward to our own time. Aari is probably waiting for us back in our own time, worried sick about us. So
now weve got to get back again oursalves.”

"Very sengble, my dear,” Yiitir said. "But how?"

"If | can get it to work theway it did in our time, | can set the device on our own period, then come back
to the seawherewewill how can | explain this>—think ourselves back there while using the water to
conduct our thought-energy and combine it with whatever it isthat drives the time switching device.

Yiitir shook hishead. "l can't see how that would work."

"Neither can|," Acornasaid. "And it might not, but it worked to get me here. It isthe only way | know to
get back. | fed wehavetotry it."

"Y ou can't go back up there," Maarni said. "'If the people who hurt Aari capture you, what will they do to
you?"



"Oh, redlly, yaazi," her lifemate said. "Thisisthe Hostls we're speaking of, not the Khleevi. They won't
hurt the girl. Will they?' He addressed the |ast to the Ancestors.

"They will not," said Humiir, tossing his head so that his mane flew in amagnificent manner.

Acornaredlized that the Ancestors intended to go with her, and that was not what she had in mind.
"Don't worry. They al seem to have gonefor theday. I'll befine. I'll just dip up there, set the machine,
and when | givethesgnd, my friendsand | can diveinto the water. The "worst that can happen isit
"won't work and welll dl haveto dry off again.”

Findly the unicorns agreed to stay below in case the three Linyaari needed help, but they made Acorna
agree to leave the passage open between their cavern and the upper stories of the building.

Even though she knew the building was empty, she found herself cregping back aong the corridor and
dipping into the room dominated by the quickslver swirl. At least there had been no need to turn on
lights. They had l€eft the entirefirst two floors glowing from thewalls and cellings too, Acorna saw now.
Even the floors brightened with each footstep. Inits own eerie way, it was beautiful.

The control room was till deserted, and the map was as she had seen it before. She stood beforeit,
memorizing every detall. It looked subtly wrong to be their own time, and there were details Aari could
not know about the present time the tunnel, for instance.

She took a deep breath, and concentrated hard on the subtle aterations that would indicate the areaas
she had left it with Thariinye, Mac, Becker, RK, the tunndl, the city. When the map was as she thought it
should be, she sent the thought to Maati and the others, (Okay, jump in the water. I'll be right behind

you.)

She wouldn't be, not exactly. First she was going to return the map to itsformer state, and then she
would find Aari before taking him back to their own time. But there was no need to upset Maati and the
others by telling them that.

(Well wait.) Maati said. (Y ou might get lost.)

Maeti knew her al too well, it seemed, but fortunately, the others did not. (Don't be difficult, child.) said
an Ancestral voice, followed by adistant splash.

Acorna concentrated hard and the map briefly showed in miniaturized three-dimensiond detail the
landscape she had |eft ahead of her.

She sighed deeply. The others should be safely back with Becker and Thariinye now. If they werent,
wdll, they could be fetched dong with the other missing people, but Acornawas pretty sure sheld done
the necessary work to return them. Shelistened closdly, hoping to hear the Ancestors thoughtsindicate if
her friends had vanished or not. Instead, she heard voicesright behind her.

"You seewhat | told you? He got loose! And now he's messing about with the time device and hel's sure
to get lost and there goes the future of our race!™

Acornaturned from the map and faced such alarge group of people that she was amazed she hadn't
heard them arrive. That'swhat she got for listening with her mind instead of her ears.



"Highmagiger, that isno mae."

"Even better!" the woman said. Her hair was a blue-white flame wound with sparkling stones that
matched those on her dinner gown. Behind her ranged what appeared to be an entire party's worth of
guests. "We have his contribution with hers, we will insure the future of our descendants.” Belatedly she
smiled at Acorna, saying, in thought-spesk. (Hello, dear lady, | am the Highmagister HaGurdy and |
believe in your time we are known to you collectively asthe Ancestral Hosts dthough, of course, we are
actualy your ancestors aswell. Have you cometo find your friend? He must still be in the next room.
Come aong and welll take you to him.)

(He has gone. He managed to escape in spite of what you did to him.)
(Oh dear. Wdll, he was very excitable, and rather more timid than he appeared.)

If thoughts had color, Acornas burned crimson. (He was not timid, you fool! He is among the bravest of
our people. He endured and survived torture at the hands of the worst enemy the universe has ever
known. It isto your discredit, not his, that you reminded him of that experience so strongly thet he relived
it while enjoying your hospitality. Why, you aren't fit to parent another race. Y ou aren't evenfit to
entertain the Ancestors! Maybe they were better off where they werel Hosts, indeed!)

(Why, you ill mannered, ignorant young ingrate!) the Highmagister said. (Y ou are too stupid to redize
that we are called the Hosts because we are each host to many different forms, not smply because we
have invited afew unicornsto share our planet. Do you think thisisthe first time we have done this?)

(No.) Acornasaid. (I've dready been told that you've bred your different shapeswith other peoples on
other worlds and then moved aong. If your behavior was as thoughtless and carel ess of the rights of
othersthere asit has been here, I'm not surprised you've moved alot. Probably you've been thrown off
the other planets))

The Highmagister changed form as Acornawatched, finally stabilizing as atowering creature with wild
black hair, asharp beak, and long scarlet claws. The deeves of her gown and ablack cloak were
suddenly swept back by an invisible wind turning them into wings as she ordered, " Someone get that
creature a sedative and prepare her. Her mind is obvioudy not going to be an asset in creating our
descendants, but her body is a perfect match for the maé's and we might aswell use his materid with
hers." Four other Hosts began to close the distance between themselves and Acorna. They didn't haveto
change. They were dready large and frightening looking enough.

Acornawas trembling with shock at hersaf and just how angry she had become.

"Aari ismy lifemate and his seed iswelcome to my body but only asagift from him personaly. Y ou will
not use usin thisway, without our leave and againgt our wills" she said firmly.

But though her words were brave, shefelt quite alone, with Madti, Yiitir, and Maarni gone forward in
time and Becker and the others unreachable. Her intent had only been to return her friends home, then
locate and join Aari and do the same.

"Y ou aretoo ignorant to make adecision in this matter,” the bird-woman told her coldly.
"l am notignorant at al. | know that my race was formed somehow but according to my people it was

not by some third-hand forced fertilization from the people who rescued our venerated Ancestors. |
begin to wonder if your sort ever had anything to do with our beginnings. The stories of my people say



that both sets of our parents were good and honorable.”

She dtated the truth as she saw it asforcibly as possible, hoping someone else would recognizeit. The
reactions of the others were unknown to her as she spoke, however. Her whole being focused on
broadcasting her outrage. Nothing was|eft in her mind to receive impressions from the Highmagister or

her people.

The bird woman flew at her and the other four Hosts closed in on Acorna.

Asthey rounded the slvery column, Acorna surprised hersdf by dipping her chin, putting her head down
and preparing to sink her horn into the first Host who laid hands on her. But her head snapped up again
at asound that seemed to be drums. 1-2 34. 1-2 34.

The Hosts scattered as atight phalanx of Ancestors marched through the parry guests and into the room.
They halved the Hosts ranks down the middle, one hdf to theleft, the other to the right of the column.
When they stopped, the determined Ancestors, their chin whiskerstwitching with the intengity of their
purpose, stood between Acornaand the Hosts. Each half of the crowd was separated from the door by
Ancestors standing sideways. WWhen someone came too close, he or she was bumped, gently but firmly,
right back into place. One of the Hosts changed into asmall four-legged being and ran under the belly of
the Ancestor restraining him, only to be met by another Ancestor's horn and theinquiringly raised brow
and narrowed eyes of athird Ancestor.

(This has gone far enough.) Humnr broadcast. (High-magister, for dl your words, it seemsto have
escaped your grasp that this child is our daughter and granddaughter and great-granddaughter—the
daughter, granddaughter, and great-granddaughter of usal, as her lifemate was our son, our grandson,
and our great-grandson. If thiskinship is not enough to grant her gentle treatment at your hands, then we
must keep you from disgracing yoursalf by ddivering her from you until other, wiser heads can prevail.)

While he spoke, Gladiis said, (Khornya, my dear, Ared isthe largest, swiftest, and strongest of usal.
Climb upon his back, and he will carry you far from this place. Y our friends are safe, and you must run
far and hidewell until we are able to persuade the Highmagister or her political opponentsto see reason.)

(But you ?) Acorna began.

(Weareinno danger. These are not evil creatures, merely misguided and overconfident of their rolein
the destinies of others. And obstinate! I'll bet you thought you got that from our side of the family!)

Acornathrew her arms around Gladiiss neck in an impulsive hug, but Gladiis nudged her to Ared. She
threw her leg across the Ancestor s back, bent low to grasp his neck, and ssimply held on as he soared
from the room over the heads of Ancestors and Hosts aike. One legp to the center, one to the door, one
from the door to the cavern entrance and down he went, his muscles surging benegth her, and she
swayed as she learned to harmonize her movements with his as he bore her away down the dark
corridors.

Dimly shewas aware of pursuit. Aredl's pounding hooves echoed down the stone passageways, and as
they thundered through each section, itswalls it behind them, asif their flight heralded light for the
underworld.

Never had Hafiz given such alarge house party under such restricted circumstances!

All animd life on the Moon of Opportunity now lived under the bubble of his paace, sharing the public



baths, the food, the drinking water, the air and energy resources he had insisted on retaining. Hundreds of
pumps, hundreds of thousands of kilometers of plascene conduits and pipes, thousands of vaves and
connectors had stripped MOO of itslife-supporting facilities, laid waste to its gardens, its newly planted
forests and meadows, its housing for staff and guests dike. He certainly hoped the inconvenience was

temporary.

Almogt dl of the Linyaari who were not missing were now on Vhiliinyar. Within the confines of Becker's
few hundred feet of hose, they busly transplanted the irrigation systems that had once watered Hafiz's
lavish gardens. Instead of idands of lush blossoms and serene pools and splashing fountains, the systems
now spread across the disfigured face of the Linyaari home-world.

The conditions he endured to accede to the Linyaari demands, and Becker's, made Hafiz fed that he had
been reduced to his days of impoverishment, that he had come down in the world. He had no desireto
attempt his holograms. After dl, without the pumps, hydraulic energy was not available and his other
energy sources must be conserved for the necessary life-support systemsto keep the MOO functioning,
despite the temporary lack of gardens and plantings. The only bright spot was that Karina apparently
found a certain spice of adventurein their newly bland existence. The atmosphere of tenson, the
crowded conditions, the need to sted moments of privacy from the people constantly seeking the
assstance of the Harakamians, brought out the outlaw in hisdarling, and stimulated her inner strumpet in
away that relieved hisown tension at totaly unexpected times and in altogether inappropriate, but
interesting, places. So he was not dtogether displeased by the Situation. But hefdlt it was only good
negotiating strategy to appear terribly put out. That way no one would be under theillusion that al of this
effort and inconvenience on his part would be without asubstantia price.

Therefore the acting head of the Linyaari Council on MOO approached Hafiz nervoudly.

"Uncle Hafiz," the council head began, since from their first meeting, Hafiz had ingsted that since Acorna
was hisniece, her relatives by extension were hisreatives. ™Y our pardon for thisintruson,” she
continued. KarinaHarakamian rose from Hafiz's massive desk, on which pillows had been incongruoudy
spread, pulled her lavender silk up over her plump shoulder, dimpled at the Linyaari council head, and
fled with agiggle. Her departure | eft a panting and dightly disheveled Hafiz to climb down off his desk
and st in the chair behind it, trying to wipe the smirk from hisface and settle hisfeaturesinto
impassveness.

"Whét isit?'

"We have amost important delegation arriving from narhii-Vhiliinyar. Their vessd requiresrefuding
followed by immediate departurefor Vhiliinyar.”

"Has this delegation no need to rest and refresh themsalves for anight or two? Not," he added, "that we
are not rather crowded at the moment and our hospitality thus much poorer than our usua standards. But
we would endeavor to make them comfortable.”

"Speed is of the essence, Uncle Hafiz. And this delegation requires absol ute privacy, so we further
request that only Linyaari people participate in the docking, refueling, and departure procedures.”

Hafiz Sghed. Once more, he felt he was being insulted with mistrugt, but he was neverthelessinclined to
be magnanimous at this moment. He waved hishand dismissively. "So let it bedone. Itisdl asoneto
rre.ll

Asthe council head turned to go he added, "If you see Madame Harakamian on your way out, would



you tell her | have not yet finished ingtructing her asto my wishes, and require her presence again?”

"Certainly, Uncle Hafiz," the council head agreed with agrave bow of the head, al the while wondering
why, when Uncle Hafiz was so stern, Auntie Karina laughed and smiled so often.

Maeti, Maarni, and Yiitir sivam unguided and aone back out the darkened tunnd to the sea.

Masti was pretty sure the time thing had worked, because once they hit the water, the Ancestors
vanished, and she knew they couldn't have actualy gone anywhere so quickly. But Khornyawas not with
them, as she had promised to be.

The older people were dightly confused, though Maarni pretended she knew exactly where she was
going. Thewater seemed higher to Magti than it had been before, and there was stuff floating in it not
redly dirty stuff, because their horns of course would purify the water around. But bits of metal and
wood, glass, and plasthat shefdt, but couldn't see very well.

She hoped with every stroke that the Sii- Linyaari would return to the tunnel with Aari. It was spooky in
here without them.

Oncethey got up to where the Ancestorslived, thewallslit up, but here they were left with only the
sound of the water ricocheting around the high cavern celling. It reminded Magti of the sound inside her
ears now that they werewet, al scritchy, pinging, and poppish.

But findly, after what seemed a very long time, she saw some brightnessin the distance. She bumped into
Maarni as the woman stopped in place, listening. There was a sound like the beating of a monster's heart
coming from beyond the tunndl.

"What isit?' Maeti hissed, whispering.

Yiitir swam around hiswife and on toward the light. "Girls, girls, itsapump. A large pump. My
goodness, dl our little escapades have made the two of you quite skittish. Some sort of work istaking
placein the harbor."

"Wadll, don't reved yoursdlf in the open until you know what it is" Maarni cautioned. "It could be the
Khleevi for all we know. Or the Hosts. There's no guarantee Khornyalanded us at the proper moment.”

Maeati gathered herself and swam even further than Yiitir. (Sure thereis. Khornyawouldn't have sent us
unless she was sure.) She broadcast her thoughts, (Aari? Khornya? Thariinye? Anybody out there?)

For amoment it seemed asif the whole planet held its bresth and she repested, more feebly, (Anybody?
It'sme, Maati, and Yiitir and Maarni are with me.)

(Maeti!) The answering cry came from not just one, but many Linyaari consciousnesses, including one
very specid onein particular.

(Where have you been, brat? I've been | mean, the council has been worried crazy!)
(Thariinye, 1've been hiding just to make you mad.) she teased. (And so have Maarni and Yiitir. No,

we've been time-traveling and we met the Sii- Linyaari and ancient Ancestors and everything did Aari
come? Arethe si-Linyaari here? And Khornya? Is she here?)



(No, but onething at atime, irritating Y oungling. Where are you?)

She swam out to seathrough the opening, which was now much shalower below and much larger above.
Bouncing up and down in the water, she waved her arms. (Here! Were herel Come bring aboat and get
us. | am soooo tired of being wet!)

With three more pairs of handsto help, Becker was able to expand the safety ring of irrigation far enough
to accommodate landing areafor two ships and three more shuttles. There had been no furthur Linyaari
disappearances, and they had begun to retrieve their missing, so it was starting to look like their
theory—he grinned to himsalf here—held water. When Hafiz's equipment began arriving, soon after
Maeti and the others had been fished out of the sea, the network rapidly expanded. At the suggestion of
and with the help of the Linyaari engineers, the hole that had allowed the debris from the surface to
collapseinto the sea was expanded so that lines could be run up the column connecting the planet's
surface to the water of the ancient sea. This allowed a second network of irrigation troughsto feed
directly from there.

Maati, Yiitir, and Maarni helped Becker |ocate the place where they had disappeared with Aari. This
wasthefirgt place Acornahad wanted to make safe and, although three of the missing had returned, it
was till the area closest to the lake site. Becker thought this was where Aari would probably return, and
maybe Acorna, too.

"It'samazing how much closer thisiswhen we use your shuttle,” Yiitir remarked. "It took usagreat dedl
of time and effort to walk from hereto the city, didn' it, ladies?"

Maati and Maarni agreed. Maati was pleased that the lines now made the site of the former waterfall

safe. And the shuttle lost when Becker first arrived had regppeared over anirrigation ditch dug acrossthe
gtewhereit had vanished. Amazingly, al hands were still on deck. It had been atriumphant moment for
al of them.

Maati could scarcely believe they had been back only aday and ahalf too much activity had been
packed into the time for it to seem possible. They worked round the clock digging, pumping, and laying
hose, lines, and valves. Fortunatdly, there were machines that did most of the digging, with Mac pitching
in where more finesse and intelligence were required than brute force.

Suddenly Maeti heard Yiitir, who had been busy consulting with the engineers, exclam to Maarni, "The
Ancestors are coming! They're on their way from MOQO right now! According to our dispatcher, they
ingsted they were needed right here.”

"| can scarcely seethe Ancestorsin al thismesd™ said Miryii, one of the engineers. "It will bresk their
poor, old heartsto see their former planet reduced to this."

"They're atougher lot than you might suppose,” Yiitir assured him.

When the ship carrying them landed, the Ancestors and their Attendants asked immediately to be taken
to the VriiniiaWatiir and to thefals. At that point they demanded, quite shrilly, that a deep pond be dug
immediately a astethey sdected. Then it had to befilled immediately aswel, never mind that thefilling
|eft the underground lake so low that some of the pumps could no longer pump to their irrigation lines.
When the Linyaari attempted to explain thisto them, the Attendants turned them away, said that the
grandparents were weary from their trip, that the filling of the pond was well done and necessary, and
that they could al go away and do their work elsewhere.



Sincetherewas agreat ded to do and enough equipment gill functioning to start running aline toward
where the crew of the wii-Baakiire disappeared, everyone but Maarni, Yiitir, Maati, and RK did asthe
Attendants suggested. Maati asked the Attendantsif they could stay the night with the Ancestors.

The Attendant in rumpled lime and fuchsalooked like she was about to deny her request when the
Ancestor with ablanket that color said, "Yes. Y es, we would like the company of these
great-grandchildren. They have recently been among our Ancestors and we would like to hear of them.”

And so they dl talked, and dept and it seemed to Maati waited.

Ared wasthe fastest and most powerful thing Acornahad ever traveled on, short of a space shuttle. And
he felt even faster than one of those. He galloped so fast that the wind tore at her face and her hair, and
oncethey were outside, clods of earth flew up and pelted her legs and sides. She ill rode low over his
neck, but once they were out of the tunndl, she hung onto his mane instead of riding with her aams around
his neck.

She could run very swiftly hersdlf, but how wonderful it must beto run like this. The Ancestors of her
time deemed themsalves too ancient or too important for thiskind of race, but Ared gloriedinit.

His endurance was greater than that of any living thing she had ever known. They ran far beyond the
outskirts of the city, with pursuit still hot behind them. Looking back, she saw the Hosts following, flying,
running, some on two legs and some on four. She wasn't sure, but others seemed to be running on six
legs or more. In and among them ran the Ancestors, trying to discourage them. She heard snatches of the
thought-talk between them that flew into her mind, only to be whisked away as Ared'sfeet ate up
another furlong.

Finaly, only two Hosts pursued them. The rest smply abandoned the chase. Acornawas exhausted just
from riding, and she knew Aredl must be even moretired than she was, though his pace never faltered.
"Great-Grandfather, we have to stop. Y ou must rest or you'll surely die. And | have got to relieve

mysdf.”

"Aaaaaah," Ared said, taking care of his own need as she dismounted. She found herself so stiff and sore
that shefell, and she had amuch harder time than she would have imagined rising to her feet again. Ared,
finished with his own task, inclined his head. "Take my mane, child. There. | have never had arider
before, but you made yourself no burden. Now, quickly. | will graze as you do what you must. Y ou grab
somegrassaswdll.”

Shedid ashe said and pulled up handsfull of grassesrather than waiting to graze. She wished they had
stopped near running water. Her mouth and throat were terribly dry from the rush of air filling them as
Ared ran. But hewas saying, "They come. Hurry. To me."

And behind them she heard the thought-broadcast, (Halt! Stop! We need you! Come back
immediately!)

Nothing there to make her change her mind, dthough eventudly, if they could reach a place where there
was some tactical advantage, she would haveto try to negotiate.

But not now. Behind her she saw ahuge black bird and avast, fast, gray beast with awhite patch
covering its back and front legs. She climbed back aboard Ared and they were off again.

The landscape grew familiar and she wondered where she had seen it. In her dreams perhaps? She had



had such sweet dreams as a child of ahomeworld she never knew. And by the time she found out that
the homeworld must be Vhiliinyar, that world had been destroyed. So perhaps thiswas asite from her
dreams.

Or was it something more recent?

That wasit! Hafiz's holo-projection of Vhiliinyar when it was done. This was a place she had seen there,
except that when she saw it on thevid, it was from adifferent perspective. Now Aredl splashedinto a
great broad river, swimming toward the other side, when a huge blue-eyed leviathan swam up behind
them. From itsfin, awhite garment fluttered.

"The co-parent of the Sii-Linyaari,” Ared informed her. "And thefirgt to disown our watery children when
they were not as well-formed as had been hoped by the Hosts. For mysdif, | thought they were quite
attractivein their own uniqueway." The leviathan was much fagter than Ared in the water, and the huge
black bird caught up with them quickly, too. Meanwhile they were being swept downstream.
"Great-Grandfather, | know this place. Thereisawaterfal not far from here, avery steep one, and you
will not be ableto avoid it. I'm going to jump off now. Y ou swim to shore and save yoursdlf.”

"Youwill bekilled!"

"Perhaps not. | have seen thisplace. | think | can swim to aspot | know and avoid the rocks," she said,
but it was avain reassurance to save Ared from dying with her. She had seen the holo of the waterfal,
true, but she had no idea where the rocks were. The holo had prettily covered these up with decorative

Sprays of spume.
"Even if you escgpe death or injury, the Hosts will recapture you," Ared said.

"Then you and the other Ancestorswill just haveto rescue me again,” shesaid. "I havefaith in your ability
to do so. Thank you, and farewell." And she did off hisreassuring bulk into the water.

She made an arrow of her dender body and swam with the current, shooting toward the falls more
quickly than even the powerful leviathan chasing her could swim.

The water became rougher, stiff white ruffles around rocks with only small patches of slver-green water
maintaining the flow to the falls. She was so busy dodging rocks sheforgot her pursuit, forgot to seeif
Ared madeit to thefar shore or not, and even forgot about thefal itsdlf.

Until the instant when she hung over the edge, looking down and down and down over a sheet of
spraying white water into awhite trimmed green pool below, and then she was diving, for she would not
let herself fall uncontrolled to her deeth, not if she could helpit, plunging straight for the pool. She heard a
high shrill sound in her earsand it occurred to her hafway down that she was hearing her own scream.

Acornadived deep, deep, deep into the pool and then, laying her hands to her sides, shot to the surface
like arocket. FHlicking the hair from her eyes and the water from both, she peered through the blurs the
drops made and saw an Ancestral form on the bank. "Aredl! Y ou madeit! And so quickly.”

"Who areyou caling, Ared, Y oungling? And these days | don't do anything quickly,” the Ancestor
replied. And then she was seeing double, triple, and in even more multiples as al sorts of Ancestors
herded together beside the poal.

"Khornya" cried four Linyaari voices, and Acornaswirled in the water to see Maati, Thariinye, Maarni,



and Yiitir watching her from the shore and waving. Magti dived in and came out to meet her, pulling her
to shore by the hand. "I don't get it!" the girl exclaimed. "How did the Ancestors know? They had usdig
this pool, then we all just sat and waited for you to pop out of it!"

"Hmph," snorted the lime and fuchsia bedecked Ancestor. " That's for usto know and you to find out, if
youre avery sudiousand clever girl, Youngling."" Still, Grandmother, you must admit it'sagood thing
Khornya cameto inquire about our ancient writings, or you and the other Ancestors might not have
recaled the prophecy intimeto fulfill it."

"Nonsense. It was aprophecy. Of course wefulfilled it," snapped the first Ancestor. "Now that the girl's
had her soft landing, |et's desdinate this frogpond and have us anice cool drink. Nothing inthis
Friend-forsaken place to eat or drink. I'd take a bite out of one of the Khleevi themselvesif they were
here, I'm so0 disgusted with what they've done to our Home."

RK hopped onto Acorna’s shoulder and began grooming her wet face and hair, which made verba
conversation difficult. Maati and the othersled her back to a shuttle, and then down to the tunndl. On the
way, she caled Yaniriin and asked him to patch her through to Hafiz.

"Itisgood to hear your voice, child of my heart," Hafiz said. Y ou are safe? Well?!

"Yes" shesad, rgoicing in her sdvation. But then Acornas voice was dowing down and shefound it
hard to respond to the questions he asked her. She didn't need to ask her own question. Aari had not
returned. He was not here. Had he been, there would be no need to ask. He would have been with the
others a the pool. She would have heard him in her mind the instant she had surfaced in her own time.

Shedidn't allow hersdlf to brood, however. She knew that wherever he was, he would find away to
return to her. Or shewould find him. It was just ameatter of time.

Astheirrigation systems hydrated more and more of the siteswhere Linyaari explorers had vanished,
Acornahelped to retrieve the missing Survey teams by working with the time machine, locating the
appropriate dots of light, and hel ping the crews make sure that the fresh water flowed where the people
werelanding inthistime.

Neeva and the crew of the wii-Balakiire returned with their pockets |oaded with detailed drawings and
notations about the planet asit had been before the Khleevi, with soil, plant, and grass samples even
examples of insect life.

When their collecting met with the admiration of the hydraulics crews, Mdireenyasaid, "We smply
treated it as another diplomeatic expedition, gathering al the information we could about our surroundings.
We knew where we were, dthough we didn't know when the area was totally unpopulated, which was
certainly not the case shortly before the Khleevi came.”

"Y ou must have been there sometime between the period when ancient Kubiilikaan disappeared and the
period when our people became more populous,” Yiitir told her. "Of course, we now know the city
didn't actually disappear. It was deliberately buried and covered over with meadow.”

"Weve been studying the writings on the walls of the old city, and when he hastime, Magk has helped us
with histrandations,” Maarni said. "And we've made copies of the glyphsand their meanings™

"Which she just happensto have in her shipsuit pockets” Yiitir said with awry smile. "In case you'd like
to see. Along with the holos of the grandchildren.”



Maarni stuck out her tongue a him.

The crews were busily redigning the hydraulicsto cover the distance between the seaand the former
base camp. Neeva, Khaari, Méeireenya, Hrronye, Maati, Thariinye, RK, Yiitir, Maarni, and Acorna
remained within the protected area atop the buried city. Already the increased flow of fresh clean water
was causing smdl, hedthy plant life to pop up dl over the Sitesthey had irrigated. Tiny star-shaped white
and ydlow blossoms, furry coverings of lichens on blasted stone, even abristle of grassformed a
meadow of sorts. Here the lot of them sat, munching on packaged leaves and seeds, while Maarni pulled
out her findings and smoothed them on the ground for dl to examine.

"Y ou see here, thisfa con-headed glyph with awoman's body? Up to this point sheisin the guise of the
Leader, or Highmagistrate and scientist/mage.”

"Highmagigter,” Acornasupplied. " She was called High-magister HaGurdy."

"Yes. Oh! | see. That'swhat this character here means. It's a proper name. Thank you, Khornya. Well,
asyou can see, here sheiswearing the coat of high office and that light around her head indicates power.
We seein this pand what looks like the punishment of aLinyaari criminal, Sgnificant because until this
point, no other Linyaari appear in any of the glyphs.”

"That was no crimind,” Acornasaid. "That's Aari. She wanted to use him as a shortcut to building our
genetic structure. But shetried to do it without his consent.”

"Ahhhh well, yes, that beginsto explain things." Maarni waited, in case Acorna had anything further to
add. She had not spoken or projected thoughts to anyone since her return about what had happened to
her on her journey. While she did not appear to have been injured in any way, her attitude of thoughtful
withdrawal worried her friends. These comments were the first any of them had had from her indicating
what had happened in the Hosts chambers once she had returned Maarni, Maéti, and Yiitir to their own
time

"Thefigurethat was Aari Smply disappears and isnot seen again in any of the glyphs. However, the
femae Linyaari figure who appears here why, that must be you, Khornya!"

"Yes'" shesad amply.

Maarni said, "l want you al to know that | obtained permission from the Ancestors and the Attendants to
share thisinformation with our people. Prior to thistime, even this record has been kept as the sacred
secret of the Ancestors. | believe in light of what we know from our personal experience that perhaps
from the most ancient Ancestors to the present ones, they were wise enough that they did not wish their
descendantsto think badly of half of their lineage.”

"So the stories Grandam told me and the ones told to her were the versions the Ancestors edited to
make them suitable for children?' Maati asked.

"Yes," Maarni told her. "The Ancestors place a high value on peace and contentment, as do most of us,
and knowing about the tempestuous side of the family would be upsetting to some and perhaps have had
abad influence on some of the youngsters. Now the Ancestorsfed that the truth has come out, but that
our race has endured times that make us long more than ever for peace and contentment. Enough time
has passed that much can be forgiven. Perhaps, also, the Hosts don't seem so bad when one knows
about the Khleevi."



"No," Acornasaid, closdly scrutinizing one of the star-shaped blossoms as she spoke. "Though it seems
more of abetraya when it comesfrom those who are kin than those who are clearly enemy and dien.”

"Y ou see here now the story | told you of the origin of thefalls. At least we thought it was the origin of
thefdls, but it ssemsthe story was actualy a creation story of the pool. The verson we found on the
walls shows the fal con with the woman's body and all of these other strange-looking creatures,
interspersed with Ancestors, chasing what looks like atwo headed ancestor "

"That would be Great-Grandsire Ared with me on hisback," Acornasaid. "The Ancestors intervened
when Highmagister HaGurdy would have used meto replace Aari in her experiments.”

"Here," Maarni'sfinger stabbed at a picture of the two-headed unicorn with awave halfway up his body
to indicate theriver. "We see the pursued creatureAred and Khornya, in the water but not until here™
shetapped alater picture, where apool surrounded by Ancestors received the body of afdling Linyaari
superimposed on what was clearly supposed to be awaterfal, "do we see that there is a Cascade there.
This glyph must have come from a private story of the Ancestors...”

Behind her, astanding figure cleared her throat. "After your

vigit, the Ancestors recalled the prophecy of Grandam Gladiis. It was she who saw you fal into the
future, to be saved from the waters of the past by those of the present day. Everyone thought Grandam
Gladiis had gone abit gaga when she made her prophecy, but the Ancestors decided differently when
they heard of the time machine. Once they knew that you'd gone missing, they redized that they were the
onesto do the saving, and you were the one to be saved and they sprang into action, after their fashion,
that is”

Acornasmiled broadly for the first time since shed returned and Magti smiled even more broadly in
gopreciation of it. "Once more | benefit from thelr wisdom and insight,” Acornasaid.

Maarni said, "And asyou can see here, once thiswaterfal glyph appears, the light disappears from
around the bird-woman's head and sheis dways shown with wings folded. Here she and her fellows help
with the birth of the Linyaari you can see aline of them there. But then there follows aglyph thisone,
which saysthat dl lab-conceived Linyaari were sent immediatey to the Ancestors for nurturance for their
first few years. Later, those who wished to returned to the city for their education. But you see from this
other figure this one here, the woman with the bear's head, that the bird-woman's power was diminished
and soon sheis shown entering one of the ship glyphs. More and more of them disappear. There are
three panels of what appear to be grown Linyaari inside the city building towers and carrying sun-shapes
on their shoulders dong with the Hogts."

"Those are the globes at the top of the buildingd" Thariinye said.

"Other Linyaari figures" Maarni continued, "meanwhile, are shown building the celling and covering it
over with soil and trees. Even the seais divided between the upper world and the lower."

'And then the last of the Host figures are shown entering the ship glyphs and are not seen in further
drawings. For atimethe city is shown to belit by the globes with some of the Linyaari involved in
technologicd activities below, while others, in ships much as we know them now, are shown coming and
going from the planet, and engaged in adifferent level of technica activity on the surface. Hereisthefind
glyph of the city, indicated by the column with the rayless globe, no longer accompanied by Linyaari
figures. And this symbol here," shetapped a horizontal doorway, "which gppeared earlier in the open



position between the caverns and the city, is shown locked, or sealed shut.”

Acornaturned to the Attendant who had spoken earlier. "Do the Ancestors recal any other apocryphal
materia about aLinyaari like Aari entering at any other time?”

The Attendant shook her head. "I'm sorry, Khornya. No. If they remember anything, | will notify you at
once." "How about the Sii-Linyaari?' Maati asked. "After theinitia glyphs, they are not mentioned again,”
Maarni said. "Of course, we know now it's because they vanished in time."

"Oh, | hope they didn't go to atime when the water wastoo foul for themto live," Maati said. "But but
they should have come out at the same time as Aari, right? So he could have purified it for them.”

"The entire sea? Always?' Yiitir shook hishead. "Doubtful, I'm afraid.”

With aroar, the Condors, shuttle landed nearby and Becker aighted. RK yawned, stretched himsdlf off
Maeti's |ap, and sauntered over to greet the Captain. "We have the water in place, Princess, if you want
to go work the way-back machine and seeif you can find Aari and the aagroni and the rest of your
scientistsand bring 'em back dive."

Before becoming involved with the rescue efforts, Acornahad barely known many of the people who
disappeared, but that had changed. Now she carried a pam-held computer stocked with pictures,
anecdotes, resumes, preferences, passions, and stories from loved ones about each person. Now she felt
she knew each of them much better than she had known any of them to begin with. If shewasto use
psychic energy to help locate and bring them home, she had to know who they redlly were.

She found the base camp location, near the old graveyard and Aari's cave. Then she concentrated mostly
on the aagroni, Kaarlye, and Miiri, at first, then on Lared and Liimi, Faarli and Paari, Sedlaand Kewmii.

As she concentrated, she held her hand againgt the map and watched carefully. Her reward was fourteen
white lightswidely dispersed from the original area, which no longer bore the topography of the ruined
planet, but instead included rivers, streams, foothills, and forests aswell as pastures. Other life-forms,
indicated by lights of different colors and intensities, moved among the white lights. Why were they so
scattered? That was going to make them much more difficult to bring back.

The heavy shidding that had confounded the surveillance ships when Acornaand the othersfirst explored
the caverns and city had been partialy removed. Through the breach, Acornawas able to send the
Linyaari engineers at the base camp a picture of where each white light was, so they could distribute their
irrigation ditches appropriately. But if these people kept moving, it would be hard to bring them home.

Once shelocated the lost Survey team members, she returned with Becker to the base camp. By the
time they arrived there, so had severd of the missing people. She saw at once why they had been so
scattered when sheld seen them. They were scientists. They'd been collecting specimens, of course. Their
handswere full and pockets stuffed with al manner of plant life, and any anima small or cooperative
enough to come dong. The aagroni and Kaarlye and Miiri arrived with three species of birds nesting in
their manes and some smadl furry rodent-like cresturesin their shirts. Miiri wasleading what looked like
some kind of baby deer, while Kaarlye had apair of bear-like creatures clinging to each hand. The
aagronis shirt was stuffed with the Vhiliinyar equivaent of rabbits, squirrels, chipmunks, and alarge bird,
agoosdike creature which had fouled or perhaps fowled? the ingde of the aagroni's ship-suit.

The aagroni didn't seem the least bit unhappy about that, however, nor did he seem particularly surprised
to find himsdlf once more on post-Khleevi Vhiliinyar surrounded by hisfelow Linyaari, Becker, and



Meac.

"It's about time you brought us back," he told them. "I hope you can send us back to the past again soon.
Well take proper enviroshdtersfor the animals and collection bagsfor the plants next time."

The aagroni wanted to go back out again right away, but finally agreed that other |ost people had to be
found first. Though hedidnt likeit.

Acornawas a patient person, but by now she was more frustrated than she could ever recall being. In
between searching for the teams, while the equipment was being moved from ste to Site, she searched
the time map for Aari. It hadn't been that difficult to find alocation smilar to the one she had memorized
in the pagt, the one he had |eft behind when he fled. But the area on the map contained no little lights of
any sort, neither white nor agua. So she concentrated as hard as she could and kept searching but she
couldn’t seem to find the right time or place in the space/time continuum.

The night after the base camp team was located, however, she saw, at last, a collection of agualightsin
the seaasit had been above ground. The crews were moving the hydraulic equipment to another site and
no one manned the pumps tonight. When a ship came to collect the aagroni and histeam, Neevaand her
crew had gone aong, as did some of the other recently returned people. Y aniriin's lifemate was among
them, and eager to see him once more.

Becker camped with the engineering team and even Maati had returned with her parentsto MOO.
Acornawas glad Kaarlye and Miiri were safe but didn't like to face them, feding as she did, irrationally
respongblethat Aari waslost again.

She kept the screen where she could see the blue-green lights, and walked down to the sea. The water
level was much lower now, and the buildings which had been covered were once more exposed and had
resumed their proper place as dock-front real estate.

At least now, when she waked into the water, it was clean and clear.

She dove, submerging herself totdly, thinking of the aqualights and Aari. As she surfaced, she knew she
was not alone.

(Sigter! POP!) ahorn-headed sea creature with humanoid features cried afriendly greeting that had a
bubble around it. The bubble popped when the words emerged.

(Hdlo. I am cdled Khornya.) shetold him and the smal ones and the femaes with wavy long hair who
bobbed around her. (I believe you know my lifemate, Aari?Is he here? | have been searching and
searching for him.)

But myriad little bubbles popped "No!" "Not here!" "No longer!" "Gonel"

"Where?" she cried. "When?' and "how long?" but the sii-Linyaari couldn't say. They could only describe
what had happened to them from their point of view. The waves around them rose and the wavesfell.
They had fetched up in asea covered with darkness, and Aari had gone away and not returned. They,
however, had been sent here, where the suns still shone and the seawas warm. Only afew people ever
appeared on the shore and some sort of building was going on, but that was of no concern to them.

Where Aari had gone, they couldn't say, but they wished him well and considered him a brother and
good friend.



"If he returns, well tel him you were asking for him," the horn-headed Upp said.

A smdl si-Linyaari swam after her. "Perhaps he went with your brothers and sisters on one of the ships,
Khornyal" thefrii said. "Heliked the ships. | could tell. And severd |eft the planet after he swam ashore.”

"Thanks, little one," she said, and continued swimming ashore hersdlf. The spaceport was deserted.
Therewere no shipsfor her to take now, even if she knew where he had gone. Wasit possible Aari had
discovered away to use aship to return from here to their own time? Wherever he was, he knew
where—and when — she could be found. And she knew he wanted to find her again as much as she
wanted to find him. But why had he had to leave just then? Just when she was so close to finding him? I
only he had waited just alittle longer.

But he hadn't. He was gone. Lost to her again. After dl thiseffort, dl thispain.

Shewas s0 good at helping people, at finding away through their problems. Now that it really mattered
so very much to her, now that she had needs of her own, she had failed. Bad timing, her uncleswould
say. Oh, yes! Very bad timing indeed. Shefdlt flattened, somehow empty now.

It was s0 lonely without Aari beside her more londly than she ever had been before they came together.
Intellectually, sheredized she wasn't done. She had her friends, her adoptive human family, of course;
but it wasn't the same. They were not hersin the way that Aari was.

She pulled hersdlf ashore and shook off afew droplets. What should she do now? Aari wasn't hereto
find, and she had no other way of seeking him in thisworld and time. She tried to shake off the weight of
bewilderment and frustration, the load of disagppointment and sadness bearing down on her. She would
not giveinto the londliness. Would not giveinto grief. She had accomplished some of what she came here
to do. She knew now that Aari was alive and uninjured. She knew he cared for her and longed for her as
shedid him. He was strong, intelligent and resourceful and had gained some knowledge of thetime-travel
device. Hed befine. Redly. Of course he would.

So for the moment, she smply had to trust that, snce she could not find him, he would find her.

Shewas easier to |ocate than he was, after al. She wasn't lost in time and space. Even if she was not
on-planet when he camelooking for her, someone on Vhiliinyar would always know where shewas. He
knew who and where and when to ask about her. Hed find her, now that hed found away to start
looking for her.

And, he could just keep looking for awhile, she supposed. After dl, that's what she had done. A little
flash of anger ran through her when she thought about his absence from this place after al sheld gone
through to get here. It gave her the power go on, to climb the hill, to return to the machine, to reset it for
her owntime.

She would use thewater dtill clinging to her body to return.
Aari was an adult male. He had been in far more threatening situations than this one and had escaped
without her. She had no way to continue after him from here, and she had the needs of othersto

congder. Shedid not, after al, wish to bring the sii-Linyaari forward to shallow seas and darkness again.

But then, as she activated the machine, she redized that perhaps she wouldn't be so easy to find after all.
When the terraforming of the old home world began, everyone would haveto leave. If Aari returned to



Vhiliinyar to look for her then, he would arrive on the rapidly mutating surface of the deserted planet and
that could be deadly.

Thewadl of reason and good sense she had just finished building to sustain hersdlf crashed down upon
her, crushing her spirit with the sheer weight of it, and leaving her with the sense she and Aari could be
truly lost to each other, perhapsfor al time, and nothing she had done or could do right now would make
any difference. Arriving back in her own time, she found her feet and eyelids as heavy as her spirit. What
sheredlly should do was sit for amoment and try to think this through one more time. But Sitting turned
into laying down on the cold floor of the building, and her thought turned into a deep disturbing dream.

She had been under theimpression that dl of the Ancestors had returned to narhii-Vhiliinyar, but when
she opened her eyesin her own time, she was surrounded by unicorns.

"You are very troubled, Great-Granddaughter,” said the lime and fuchsia Grandmother.

"Of course she'stroubled, old girl. She misses her lifemate and doesn't know where the boy's gone off
to."

"It'snot just that,” Acornasaid. While the two speakers were standing, many of the Ancestorslay on the
floor, asif searching for something to graze upon. Acorna opened the pockets on her shipsuit and pulled
out | of the food she had to offer.

"That is not necessary, Great-Granddaughter. Our Attendants fear we will take harm from thisjourney
and so overfeed usto the point of bursting to counter any ill-effects. Y ou were saying it was not just that
you missed the boy. If it isnot that, then what makes you so sad?!

"It'stheterraforming. As soon as dl of the teams have been located, we will al be leaving the planet
whileit isterraformed to restore the mountains and other contours, to replant and replenish the water, to
restore the atmospheric layers.

"Yes, sothat Vhiliinyar that waswill be again!" one of the Grandfathers crowed. "1 am looking forward to
that!" Then hisenthusiasm fdtered. "But you are not, are you?"

"Not any longer. Because when they do that, it will utterly change everything, the city will be destroyed
and so will thetime map. Infact, evenif wetried to moveit to MOO, it would do Aari no good. He will
not be ableto find hisway back here again if thetime deviceisgone. Or, at least, that iswhat | fear. And
| cannot find him. Thedi-Linyaari say heisnot with them, that he may have gone off planet with our
people of the pre-Khleevi past, before the city was buried. Without hislight on the map of this planet, |
cannot search for him. | cannot hopeto find him, and he will be unable to find hisway home again.”

"My dear," the lime-and-fuchsia-draped Granddame said. "Heisagrown man. When the si-Linyaari last
saw him, he saw them to safety, then walked away on his own two feet. Since you cannot find himin
time, it isprobablethat heisin space.”

"But what if hesnot? Or evenif heis, hewill not be able to return when he's ready!”

"Not the way heleft, anyway,” a Grandfather said. "But perhaps there are other ways, ways you don't
know. Or &t least not yet. Calm yoursdlf, child. Maad, what isthat song you used to sing the Y ounglings?
This one needs deep. And good dreams.”

When she awoke, the Ancestors were gone and Becker had the next team ready for her to find. Two



more teams after that, and the shuttles came for them. She wanted to dip away, to return to the machine,
but perhaps Becker knew what was on her mind. He kept a close eye on her and made sure she
boarded the Condor ahead of him. RK stayed very close to her. She returned to the quarters she had
shared with Aari and found the coverings they had used, taking comfort in his scent lingering on them.
Snuggling into them, shedidn't fed quite so done.

Never in the history of our people have we held a high council meeting of such importance, and certainly
never have we held a council of importance el sewhere than our own world, and with folk other than our
own kind in attendance.”

The temporary council head, one Kaami Vroniiyi, had astrong and sonorous voice that filled the
ballroom of Hafiz's palace.

"However, here with ustonight are those who have involved themselvesin our causes and our welfare,
who have endangered themselves and their own livelihoods to help us when we were set upon by
enemies. We have decisions to make in some cases, only because they have made choices possible
where previoudy acceptance of disaster would have been our only course.

"We stand with feet on two worlds. Our dear friend and adopted kinsman, Uncle Hafiz, who has given us
his homefor this meeting, who has succored us during our disasters and grief, who hasaided in the
rescue of those of our number when in danger, has offered us his hel p in restoring both of planets have
suffered from the conflict, we have professed oursalves to be willing to alow them to rebuild for us, to
hed our worlds asingtantly aswe would hea asmall cut, with no effort on our part.

"But will thistruly be hedling? Some of usthink not. Some of usfed that dlowing Uncle Hafiz to beggar
himself on our account isbad for usal. Wefed that amore gradud rebuilding of both planetsis called
for, apay-as-we-go processin which we interact with and learn from those who contribute their skillsto
our homes rebirth.

"Uncle Hafiz has ordered much that is needed to terraform our planet but we are here to decide the fate
of that process. Do we want ingtant terraformation or do we, perhaps, wash to rebuild a mountain here,
rededicate a stream there, alow Dr. Hoato improve our climate so that the seasrefill, theriversrun, the
meadows flourish in agentle fashion? Meanwhile, thanks to the genius of our Ancestrd Hosts, we have
found away to reclaim some of our lost pecies. As habitat becomes available for them, we may
reintroduce them to the present time.

"One other factor entersinto this equation before you, the Linyaari people, give the council the benefit of
your wisdom. That same son so injured by the Khleevi has become lost in time and of al our lost people,
heis one who cannot be found. He leaves behind a mother and father who also were logt, alittle sister
who has only just come to know her sibling, and alifemate who is our own dear Khornya, from and
through whom we have gained the help we needed to survive our late catastrophes. Aari isonly one
male, you may say, just one Linyaari when many are needing their homes. So, shdl we abandon him
again?What say you?'

Before anyone else could answer, the ballroom was stunned into silence by the pounding of hooves, 1-2,
34.1-2, 3,4.1-2, 5,4. Asthe Ancestors, the best kept secret of the Linyaari people, marched in
synchronized formation into the room and with one voice brayed, "Nay. We say nay. We will not lose

himagan

aslong asthereishope he may survive. We will never again willingly sacrificethe life of any of our
people or our friends aslong asthere is hope they may survive. For the needless death or abandonment



or even mistreatment of any one of us causes a plague of grief, pain, and anger beyond the power of the
horn to heal, apoison to the waters of our souls. Beit known that thisis the advice and the vote of we,
your many times great granddames and grandsires, collectively known asthe Ancestors.”

The vote was taken. Acornashakily voted nay with the entire hall.

Asthe Ancestors marched back out again, the lime-and-fuchsia-clad Grandam stopped before her for a
moment and Acornathrew her arms around the Ancestresss neck, thanking her profusdly.

"Oh, nonsense child. We have dways had plenty of time for truly worthwhile people. And now you and
the other Y ounglingswill have time and space to move mountains, cry yoursavesrivers, and generdly
grow into the present. | suggest that you enjoy it, while you leave being relics of the past to us. We have
alot of experienceat it."

And with that, they marched from the room.

Glossary of Terms and Proper Names Used in the Acorna Universe

Ancestors. Unicorn-like sentient species, precursor race to the Linyaari. Also known aski-lin.

Ancestral Hosts: Ancient spacefaring race that rescued the Ancestors, located them on the Linyaari home
planet, and created the Linyaari race from the Ancestors and their own populations through selective
breeding and gene splicing.

Andina: Owner of the cleaning concession on MOO, and sometimes lady companion to Captain Becker.
Attendant : Linyaari chosen to serve the Ancestors.

Bdaave :Linyaari dan name.

Bdakiire : The Linyaari ship commanded by Acorna's aunt Neevain which the envoys from Acornas
people reached human-popul ated space.

Barspan: Jlyfish-like anima on Linyaari home planet. Becker See Jonas Becker.
Cadum Baird : One of three miners who discovered Acornaand raised her.

Condor: Jonas Becker's salvage ship, heavily modified to incorporate various "found" items Becker has
come across in his space voyages.

Declan"Gill" Giloglie : One of three minerswho discovered Acornaand raised her.

Deszaki Li : Once the richest man on Kezdet, opposed to child exploitation, made many political
enemies. Helived hislife paralyzed, floating in an antigravity chair. Clever and devious he both hijacked
and rescued Acorna and gave her a cause saving the children of Kezdet. His recent death was asource
of tremendous sadnessto al but hisenemies.

Dbarmakoi: Smdl burrowing sapient marsupias known to the Linyaari, now extinct asaresult of Khleevi
war.

Edacki Ganoosh: Corrupt Kezdet count, uncle of KidaMan-jari.



Enye-ghanyii: Linyaari time unit, smdl portion of ghaanye.
Feriilac Acornas mother.

Hicki : Linyaari communicationsofficer on Vhiliinyar expedition.
Firki Miilkar: A Linyaari anima specidig.

Hiryi: A Linyaari.

Fraaki: Linyaari word for fish.

Gegyiinah: Oneof the Linyaari clans.

Ghaanye (pl. ghaanyi) : A Linyaari year.

Gheradyemdlivii: Linyaari for Navigation Officer.

Gheradye ve-khanyii: Linyaari for Senior Communications Officer.
Giirange:Office of toastmadter in aLinyaari socid organization.
Giryeeni : Linyaari dan name.

GSS: Gravitation Stabilization System.

Haarhaliirni:Linyaari term for advanced educeation, usualy pursued during adulthood while on sabbatical
from aprevious cdling.

Haarilnyah :The oldest clan amongdt the Linyaari.

Hafiz Harakamian:Rafik's uncle, head of theinterstelar financiad empire of House Harakamian, a
pass onate collector of rarities from throughout the galaxy and a

devotee of the old-fashioned sport of horseracing. Although basically crooked enough to hide behind a
spird staircase, heisfond of Rafik and Acorna

Haven: A multigeneration space colonization vehicle occupied by people pushed off the planet
Esperantzaby Amagamated Mining.

Highmagister HaGurdy: The Ancestrd Friend in charge of the Hostson old Vhiliinyar.
Hraaya: An Ancestor.

Hrronye : Mdireenyaslifemate.

Hrunvrun : Thefirgt Linyaari Ancestral Attendant.

liiliirar A Linyaari ship.



lirtye: Chief aagroni for narhii-Vhiliinyar.

Ikwaskwan : Self-styled "admird" of the Kilumbembese Red Brace ets.

Imaara:An Ancestor attendant.

Jonas Becker : Interplanetary salvage artist; alias space junkman. Captain of the Condor. CEO of

Becker Interplanetary Recycling and Salvage Enterprises Ltd.a one-man, one-cat savage firm Jonas
inherited from his adopted father. Jonas spent his early youth on alabor farm on the planet Kezdet before
he was adopted.

Kaarlye : Thefather of Aari, Madti, and Laarye. A member of the Nyaarya clan, and life-bonded to
Miiri.

Aii-Linyaari : Something againg dl Linyaari beliefs, something not Linyaari.

Karina A plumply beautiful wannabe psychic with asmall shred of actua taent and alarge fondness for
profit. Married to Hafiz Harakamian. Thisis her first marriage, his second.

Kava:A coffee-like hot drink produced from roasted ground beans.

KEN: A line of generd-purpose mae androids, some with customized specidizations, differentiated
among their owners by number, for example KEN6G37.

Kezdet : A backwoods planet with alabor system based on child exploitation. Currently in economic
turmoil because that system has been broken by Delszaki Li and Acorna.

Khaari : Senior Linyaari navigator onthe BaiakLire.

Khetdla: Captured asasmal child for the mines of Kezdet, later sold into the planet's brothels. Rescued
by Acorna, and now abeautiful young woman.

Khleevi :Name given by Acorna's people to the space-borne enemies who have attacked them without
mercy.

Kii: A Linyaari time measurement roughly equivaent to an hour of Standard Time.

Ki-lin. : Orienta namefor unicorn, aso a name sometimes associated with Acorna.

Kilumbemba Empire : An entire society that raises and exports mercenaries for hire the Red Bracelets.
Kirilatova: An operasinger.

KidaManjari: Anorexic and snobbish young woman, raised as daughter of Baron Manjari; shattered
when through Acornas efforts to hel p the children of Kezdet her father isruined and the truth of her
lowly birth isreveded.

Kubiilikean: Thelegendary firs city on Vhiliinyar, founded by the Ancestral Hosts.

Kubiilikhan : Capitd city of narhii-Vhiliinyar, named after Kubiilikaan, the legendary first city on
Vhiliinyar, founded by the Ancestral Hosts.



LAANY E:Seep learning device invented by the Linyaari that can, from asmal sample of any foreign
language, teach the wearer the new language overnight.

Laarye :Maati and Aari's brother. He died on Vhiliinyar during the Khleevi invason. He wastrapped in
an accident in a cave far distant from the spaceport during the evacuation, and was badly injured. Aari
stayed behind to rescue and heal him, but was captured by the Khleevi and tortured before he could
accomplish hismisson. Laarye died before Aari could escape and return.

Laboue : The planet where Hafiz Harakamian makes his headquarters.

Lifadla. :A flowering vine nativeto Vhiliinyar used by early Linyaari to make paper.

Linyaari: Acornas people.

Liriili : Former viizaar of narhii-Vhiliinyar, member of the clan Riivye.

Lukiaof theLights:A protective saint, identified by some children of Kezdet with Acorna.

Maarni: A Linyaari folklorigt, mateto Yiitir.

Maeti: A young Linyaari girl of the Nyaarya clan who lost most of her family during the Khleevi invasion.
Aai'ssder.

Mac :Android and member of Becker's crew on the Condor.
Madigadi:A berry-like fruit whosejuiceisapopular beverage.

Maganos : One of the three moons of Kezdet, base for Dels-zaki Li's mining operation and child
rehabilitation project.

Makahomian Temple Cat:Cats on the planet Makahoma, bred from ancient Cat God stock to protect
and defend the Cat God'stemples. They arefor catslarge, fiercely loya, remarkably intelligent, and
dangerous when crossed.

Manjari:A baron in the Kezdet aristocracy, and akey person in the organization and protection of
Kezdet s child-labor racket, in which he was known by the code name"Piper." He murdered hiswife
and then committed suicide "when hisidentity was revealed and his organization destroyed.

Martin Dehoney :Famous astro-architect who designed Maganos Moon Base; the coveted Dehoney
Prize was named after him.

Mélireenya Linyaari communications specidist on the Bal-akiire, bonded to Hrronye.

Miiri: Mother of Aari, Laarye, and Maati. A member of the Nyaarya clan, lifebonded to Kaarlye.
Misra Affrendi :HafiZ's derly trusted retainer.

Mitanyaakhi:Generic Linyaari term meaning avery large number.

MME : Gill, Cdum, and Refik's origind mining company. Swallowed by the ruthless, conscienceless, and



bureaucratic Ama gamated Mining.

MOO, or Moon of Opportunity: Hafizs artificia planet, and home base for the Vhiliinyar terraforming
operation.

Naadiina: Also known as Grandam, one of the oldest Linyaari, host to both Maati and Acornaon
narhii-Vhiliinyar, died to give her people the opportunity to save both of their planets.

Naarye: Linyaari techno-artisan in charge of find fit-out of spaceships.

Nadhari Kando : Delszaki Li's persona bodyguard, rumored to have been an officer in the Red Bracelets
earlier in her career.

Narhii-Vhiliinyar :The planet settled by the Linyaari after Vhiliinyar, their origind homeworld, was
destroyed by the Khleevi.

NeevaAcornas aunt and Linyaari envoy on the Baiakiire, bonded to Virii.Neeyeereeya The most
populous of the Linyaari clans.

Ngaen Xong HoaA Kieaanese scientist who invented a planetary weather control system. He sought
asylum on the Haven because he feared the warring governments on his planet would misuse his
research. A mutineer faction on the Haven used the system to reduce the planet Rushimato ruins. The
mutineers were tossed into space, and Dr. Hoa has since restored Rushima and now works for Hafiz.
Niciirye :Grandam Naadiinas husbhand, dead and buried on Vhiliinyar.

Niikaavri :Acornas Grandmother, amember of the clan Geeyiinah, and a spaceship designer by trade.
Also, as Ni-Lkaavre, the name of the spaceship used by Maati and Thariinye.

Nyaarya One of the clans of the Linyaari.
Nyiiri:The Linyaari word for unmitigated gall, sheer effrontery, or other form of misplaced bravado.

Order of thelriinje Arigtocratic Linyaari socia organization Smilar to afraternity, named after a
blue-festhered bird native to Vhiliinyar.

Paazo River:A mgor geographica feature on the Linyaari homeworld, Viliinyar.
Pahaantiyir:A cougar-like anima nativeto Vhiliinyar.

PdomelaHome planet of Nueva Falona.

Riiro : Linyaari word for arowboat-like water vessd.

Riiyi:A Niriian biotechnology-based information storage and retrieva system. The biologica component
resemblesavery rancid cheese.

Quldbrid : Hafiz's assigtant.

Rafik Nadezda: One of three minerswho discovered Acornaand raised her.



Red Bracdets : Kilumbembese mercenaries; arguably the toughest and nastiest fighting force in known
space.

Renyilaaghe : Linyaari clan name.
Riivye: Linyaari clan name,

Roadkill :Otherwise known as RK. A Makahomian Temple Cat, the only survivor of a space wreck,
rescued and adopted by Jonas Becker, and honorary first mate of the Condor.

Shahrazad:Hafiz's persona spaceship, aluxury cruiser.

Shenjemi Federation : Long-distance government of Rushima.

Siaa ryiMaartri :A Linyaari Survey ship.

Sii-Linyaari : Legendary aquatic race aso devel oped by the Friends.

SitaRam: A protective goddess, identified with Acorna by the mining children on Kezdet.
Standard Gdactic Basic : Standard language used throughout human-settled space.
Stll:Linyaari word for apencil-like writing implement.

Techno-artisan: Linyaari specidist who designs, engineers, or manufactures goods.
Thariinye:A handsome and conceited young spacefaring Linyaari from clan Renyilaaghe.

Theophilus Becker : Jonas Becker's father, a salvage man and astrophysicist with afondnessfor
exploring uncharted wormholes.

Thiilir (pi. thidirii) : Smal arbored mammalsof Linyaari homeworld.

ThiiUit : Grass pecies nativeto Vhiliinyar.

Twilit:Small, pestiferousinsect on Linyaari home planet.

Vaanye: Acornasfather.

Vhiliinyar:Origind home planet of the Linyaari, destroyed by Khleeavi.

Viizaar:A high paliticd officein the Linyaari system, roughly equivaent to president or prime minigter.
Vilii Hazaar Miirl :An officer inthe Linyaari spacefleet.

Virii : Neevas spouse.

VriiniiaWaiir : Sacred healing lake on Vhiliinyar, defiled by the Khleevi.

Wii:A Linyaari prefix meaning smdl.



Y aazl:Linyaari term for beloved.

Yaniriin:A Linyaari Survey Ship captain.

Y asmin: Hafiz Harakamian's first wife, mother of Tapha, faked her own death and ran away to return to
her former lucrative career in the pleasure industry. After her accumulated years made that career much

lesslucrative, she returned to squeeze money out of Hafiz in the form of blackmail.

Yiitir : History teacher at the Linyaari academy, and Chief Keeper of Linyaari Stories. Lifemateto
Maarni.

TheEnd
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