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A short recounting of events that took place prior to the opening of this
book, events that are fully detailed in the novel Acorna, also by Anne
McCaf frey and Margaret Ball

Three asteroid miners CalumBaird, Declan "G I11" and Ratif Nadezda were at the
begi nning of one of their long collecting journeys when they discovered,
floating in space near the asteroid where they were working, a |life-support
escape pod of unknown origin and its single, sleeping occupant. The occupant
was cl early humanoid yet not quite human; this was not as rmuch of a problem
for the miners as the fact that they had suddenly been saddled with the care
of an infant-and a female one at that! Yet, having no desire to stop working a
profitable asteroid belt to bring the child back to their base, they had no
choice but to keep and care for her as best they could. In a few days, they

| oved her as they would a child of thenown. Then the child's unusual qualities
becanme obvi ous-she could purify water and air, she | earned w th astonishing
speed, and she matured even faster. Wthin the single year of their voyage she
grew as tall and mature as an adol escent human girl

When they did finally have a | arge and val uabl e enough load to return to their
base, they found that MVE had been taken over by a | arger conpany, Amal gamated
M ning. This change in ownership, as well as Amal ganated s desire to assune
all control over the waif whomthey had nanmed Acorna, proved unacceptable to
the three mners. Wen they and their "ward" fled, officials at Amal gamated
pursued themw th clainms to ownership of the ship, which was the mners' only
means of livelihood-untrue clainms which could nevertheless keep GI1Il, Rank

and Calumtied up in Federation courts while their resources were drained by

| egal expenses. In desperation the mners turned to Rank's renarkabl e

Uncle Hafiz, the wealthy and nore than slightly shady owner of an interstellar
financi al enpire.

Hafiz arranged to swap the identifying beacon of their ship for one bel ongi ng
to a wecked vessel with Kezdet registration. Al though the mners were uneasy
about adopting the registration of a planetary systemw th which they had had
some difficulty in the past-a small matter of disputed mining clains-they had
no option but to accept the offer and pay part of the price Hafiz demanded-a
substantial percentage of their profits fromthe |ast mning journey. The rest
of his price, though, was unacceptable to them A dedicated collector of
rarities and one-of-a-kind treasures, Hafiz was fascinated by Acorna's short
horn and delighted by her precocious ability to understand the nunbers he

| oved nost-ganbling odds. He demanded that the miners | eave Acorna with him
and clearly planned to keep them prisoner until they conplied. Rafik outwitted
his uncle in a series of clever maneuvers which freed thembut left themon
the run fromeven nore enenies than they had had before: not only the m nions
of Amal gamated M ning, but al so the Kezdet magnates who had caused the weck
of the ship whose identity they had "borrowed."” In addition, they had a third
eneny they did not even know about. Hafiz Harakam an was so i npressed by the
way in which Rafik had outwitted himthat he decided this nephew was quite

cl ever and crooked enough to be a worthy heir to the Harakam an financi al
enpire -in contrast to his worthl ess, bungling son, Tapha. Hearing about his
father's plans to disinherit himin favor of Rafik, Tapha decided that the
only way to keep his inheritance was to find his cousin and kill him



After a precarious time spent noving fromsystemto system trying to sell off
their payl oad wi thout being caught by any of their numerous pursuers, the
mners were finally captured by Pal Kendoro, a young man working for Del szak
Li. Li had been a friend of the real owner of the ship whose identity they had
borrowed, and when his agents di scovered the ship's beacon again in use they
assuned the mners had killed the owner and hijacked the ship.

Al t hough based on Kezdet, Del szaki Li was no friend of the Kezdet government
and their quasi-mlitary police, the so-called Guardi ans of the Peace. In
fact, he had quietly funded an organi zati on which worked to subvert the ruling
cl ass of Kezdet. The wealth of Kezdet s few was based on the sufferings of the
many; its lowtech mnes and factories were served by unwanted children
brought from nearby systens and kept in bondage by a semilegal system which
treated them as debtors who nust work off their debts. The factory owners saw
to it that the children's nom nal wages were so | ow and the charges agai nst
them for food and shelter so high that they never "worked of f any debt, but
remai ned i n perpetual bondage. Few survived to adul thood, and those who did
were so debilitated by years of poor food and crippling work that they had no
energy to challenge the systemthat had ensl aved them

Heir to a financial enpire tnat rivaled that of Hafiz Harakan an, Del szaki Li
had first freed his own interests of any connection -with the Kezdet
child-1abor system then had begun working secretly to help the enslaved
children in any way he coul d. Although physically disabled by a wasting
neur ol ogi cal di sease which had alnost totally paralyzed him he -was stil
brilliant and wealthy and was able to recruit others to his cause-anpbng t hem
Pal Kendoro and his two sisters, Mercy and Judit. The Kendoro siblings had
been anmong the orphans brought to Kezdet for slave l|abor, but Judit had
escaped by w nning one of the schol arshi ps established by Del szaki Li to
encour age educati on anmong t he bonded children, and by hard work she had soon
earned enough to buy her young brother and sister free. Now grown, all three
were determned to take whatever risks were necessary to free the children who
remai ned i n bondage.

Their attenpts to effect peaceful change by educating the enslaved children
and hel ping themto demand better conditions were continually frustrated by
the wealthy class that controll ed Kezdet s governnent, and by the tine he
encount ered Aconm, Delszaki Li was on the verge of despair. It seened as

t hough not hi ng short of a revolution would free the children-and it woul d take
a mracle to overthrow the solidly entrenched government of Kezdet.

In Acorna, Delszaki Li thought that he recognized that mracle. Half-Chinese,
he saw in her a ki-lin-the | egendary uni corn of China, whose appearance is an
onen of great and beneficent change. The fact that she came acconpani ed by
three asteroid mners only increased his belief that she was sent by the
heavens to bring good fortune to his enterprise, for it happened that he was
in particular need of such expertise as they nmight supply. Before he net

Acoma, M. Li had subtly acquired the nmineral and mning nghts to Kezdets

t hree noons- Maganos, Saganos, and Ti anos- seeing in them a possible place for
the children he wished to rescue from Kezdet s factories and m nes. None of
the planetary m ning conpani es wanted to bother with the probl ens of building
nmoon bases when it was so cheap to use child labor on ... or rather below ..
the surface of the planet. But Li's plan was anbitious as well as altruistic.
He neant to use his great fortune to create mning bases on the three noons,
where the children he freed could work part-tine and be school ed part-tine.
Wth |l ove and care and decent nourishment, upon reaching adul thood they shoul d
be ready to take over the m ning bases and make themtruly self-sufficient.

But until he met the three asteroid mners and their "ward," the nysterious
unicorn girl, Acorna, M. Li's plans had noved so slowy that he despaired of
their coming to fruition in his lifetine. There were too nany problens for one



man to overcone: the entrenched opposition of the wealthy famlies of Kezdet,
t he bureaucratic obstacles which the Kezdet government threw in his path, and,
nost of all, the fears of the children who had been taught fromarrival on
Kezdet to flee strangers-even benevol ent ones. Wen the factory owners woul d
not admt to enploying children, and the children thensel ves had been trained
to hide, how could they be found and freed?

Once it was clear that Calum G I, and Rank had not caused harmto his
friend, but had nmerely exchanged identities with the wecked and derelict
spacecraft in an effort to evade their own pursuers, Li recruited themas his
allies and offered to adopt Acorna as his own ward. Recognizing that the child
they had rai sed was now maturing to the point where she needed a pernanent
hone and an education in the ways of "normal "-i.e., planetside-civilization
the mners agreed to help M. Li with his project. But when Acona | earned of
the plight of Kezdet s enslaved children, she precipitated a crisis that
affected all of Delszaki Li's slow and careful plans. Unable to wait and do
not hi ng where she saw obvi ous cases of need, she becane entangled in any
nunber of projects that aroused the wathful attention of Kezdet s ruling

cl ass-rescuing one child froma brothel, another from begging on the streets,
gi ving shoes to the barefoot slaves of a glass factory and using her homto
heal their wounds. The furor aroused by her actions forced the Child

Li beration League to forgo their years of patience and increnental

i mprovenents in favor of a bold stroke for freedom

VWhile the miners worked desperately to get the first of the planned nobon bases
in condition to receive children, and Del szaki Li fought Kezdet s bureaucracy
to get permi ssion to open the base, Acoma solved the problem of finding and
freeing the children. They m ght have been taught to flee strangers, but the
mystical rumors which identified Acorna with the protective saints and
goddesses of the children's manifold belief systems ensured that she al one, of
all the beings on Kezdet, was accepted by all of them Believing that the
silver-haired girl with the horn on her forehead was an earthly manifestation
of Lukia of the Lights, or Epona, or Sita Ram at her call they cane willingly
frommnes and factories and followed her wthout fear. Wth the hel p of

Calum Rafik, and G Il to inplenent plans for a working mning base on Maganos
Moon, and the sonetinmes overenthusiastic help of Acoma to reach out to the
negl ected children of Kezdet, Delszaki Li had the imrense gratification of
seeing his plan becone a reality. He also saw that he had made many i npl acabl e
enemi es anong those fornerly wealthy who were now, as a result of his

machi nati ons, merely well-to-do. But it did not appear that this fact

di sturbed himparticularly.

By the time that Maganos Moon Base becane a reality, the mners' lives as well
as Del szaki Li's had been changed-as nmuch by Pal Kendoro's two sisters, Judit
and Mercy, as by the inplenentation of the noon-base plan. G Il and Judit

Kendoro had agreed to act as foster parents to the children brought to
Maganos. Rafik s cousin Tapha had died in an attenpt to assassinate him and
Rafik felt it was his responsibility to work with his uncle Hafiz and | earn
the ins and outs of the Harakam an fam |y busi nesses that he was now slated to
inherit. As for Calum he was as taken with the shy, quiet Mercy as Gl was
with her more outgoing sister, but he felt that with the defection of his
conrades it was even nore his responsibility to help Acorna in the search for
her home, especially as it was his mathematical analysis of the partial
results given themby Dr. Zip that had narrowed down the possible |ocation of
her home planet to a searchabl e sector of space.

Even Acorna was not romantically untouched; Pal Kendoro had fallen in |ove
with her, and she was, like any young girl, flattered though distressed by his
devotion . . . but unlike nbst young girls, she had to wonder whether their
two species were even conpatible ! In any case she felt that she coul d not



commit herself and her life to this young human while she still did not know
where, or even if, others like her m ght exist.

Where did she truly bel ong? And how nuch time did she have to find a suitable
mate? In the three years that had el apsed since the establishnent of Maganos
Moon Base, she had matured from an adol escent into what appeared to be a fully
adult femal e other kind. Knowi ng nothing of her origins, she had no way to
guess whet her

her body woul d stabilize or whether she woul d age and die as rapidly as she
had nat ur ed.

Al t hough the search for her hone world was of prine inmportance to Acoma and
al nrost as much to Calum Acorna's other friends and guardi ans were rel uctant
to see themstart out on such a long and potentially perilous journey. They
had becone used to protecting Acorna-not only fromthe enem es she and

Del szaki Li had nade on Kezdet, but fromthe genuinely ill who wanted access
to her healing powers and the charl atans who thought to grow weal t hy by
expl oi ting her unusual capabilities.

To protect her fromwearing herself out in an attenpt to heal everyone who
nm ght approach her, they had grown into the habit of shielding her fromthe
worl d, screening her mail, and otherwi se treating her as soneone to be

shel tered and hidden. Sometimes it seenmed that it woul d take anot her
revolution to free Acoma fromher well-nmeaning friends, and as, Accrual Q wf
begi ns, just such a revolution is about to take place.

Maganos, Unified Federation. Date 33. 05.11

Acorna's office in the Dehoney facility Maganos Mbon Base was far too full for
her ' confort, and the meeting had been going on so |long that she was

devel oping an alluring fantasy about escaping the confort of the base for the
freedom of a good pl anet si de gal | op-any pl anet, anywhere, just so it offered
her clean firmearth to run on and a horizon very far away. The need for earth
and sky and open space was becom ng al nost an obsession for her as the neeting
dragged on -just as dreanming up all these new ways to stop her and Cal um from
starting on their mission to find her species' hone world had beconme an
obsession for Pa

She tried to conpose herself, remenbering that it was probably even worse for
Cal um He considered finding her home world his first duty to her, even before
his love for Mercy. The sooner Acorna could rel ease Cal umfromt hat

sel f-inposed quest, the sooner he and Mercy could marry. Acorna understood why

some other friends were reluctant to see the Acad&cki depart. G Il and Judit
were happily settled now, overseeing the care and education of the
bondchil dren still arriving to study and work at Maganos; and Rafik was

presunmably satisfied with his new career as assistant and heir apparent to his
uncl e Hafiz, the head of House Harakam an. But couldn't they see that Cal um
needed to conplete his quest for her hone planet-and that she needed to find
her own peopl e before she could be content anywhere?

Pal continued inexorably to read on fromthe notepad in his hand. "Supplies
and nunitions are still not conpleted. But right now'-and he | ooked directly
at Acorna and then Calum shaking his head sadly-"the worst problemis that of
reinstalling and testing the AcaSecki's defense system M people estimate it
will take at |east four weeks to be certain that the new defenses are
accurately installed this tinme."

"Wait a bleeding mnute!" Calumjunped to his feet. He and Acorna exchanged a



glance that told her he felt sure this was yet another one of the many phony
little delaying tactics thought up by Pal in collaboration with his sister
Judit and GIl. Possibly even Del szaki Li had had a hand in this one; although
t he AcaSecki had been supplied by Hafiz Harakam an, M. Li had offered to
finance its refitting to nake it the perfect vessel for this |ong-distance
gquest. Had that generous offer really been a sneaky way of seeing that

Del szaki Li retained control over the ship and could drag out the refitting
until they gave up the search?

Calufti shot a second, alnmost accusing glance at M. Li, who was floating
quietly in the chair which all owed himsuch nobility as his increasing

paral ysis permtted. Some people had nade the nistake-sonetinmes a fata

nm st ake- of underestimati ng Del szaki Li because of his great age and the
debilitating neurol ogi cal disease which had all but paralyzed him Not Cal um
He was all too aware of the clear, penetrating m nd encased in that ancient
body. Delszaki Li was a force to be reckoned wi th- benevol ent, powerful,
astute, and, Calumthought wyly, about as straightforward as a spira
staircase in an Escher print.

Cal um knew that M. Li found it hard-deep in the heart which Acorna's beauty,
charm bravery, and intelligence had thawed-to |l et her start out upon her
search. He did make every appearance of hel ping to secure her anbition of
finding her folk; but he was easily tenpted into thinking up new ways to del ay
her actual departure. And Pal Kendoro, his personal assistant, was not limted
by even the pretense of wanting to hel p Acorna on her quest! He considered
hinself in |ove with Acorna, could not or would not see why she coul dn't
settle down happily with himwhile remaining in ignorance about her own race,
and absolutely did not want her going off alone for nmonths, possibly years,
with Calum Neither of Pal's sisters could convince himthat Calum Baird had
absolutely no interest in Acorna, apart fromconpleting his self-inposed task
of finding her species.

Cal mght seemtotally imrersed in technol ogi es, inprovenents, designs, star
systens and anal yses thereof, but he wasn't oblivious to Pal's obvious

jeal ousy, and he did his best to defuse situations which fed that unreasonable
attitude. Sonetimes he wondered if it wouldn't be better to openly declare his
|l ove for Pal's youngest sister Mercy and his desire to marry her as soon as he
had conpl eted this m ssion-though that would not be fair to Mercy; she should
not be tied down while he went away on a quest of unknown duration. But right
now, all Calums good intentions of calm rational behavior had gone out the
nearest air vent as, once again, Pal seened to be sabotaging the start of
their voyage

"I'f you think," Calumwent on, his anger apparent in his acid tone of voice,
"that a | ousy defence systemis going to stall us another few nonths, you're
crazy. Crazy!" And he scissored his hands to enphasi ze his deni al

"Why we should require a defence system" Acorna junped in to support him "so
far beyond what was originally designed for that class of ship, | do not
know. "

"I's not sensible to send you so far wi thout every possibl e consideration taken
for your safe return,” M. Li said,

"W have comuni cations devices that can reach a habitabl e system soon enough
to sumon help if the long-range mssiles, the nines, the warheads, and the

| aser cannon do not dissuade a pirate,” Calumwent on. He was seething with
resent ment.

"First"-and Acorna held up one of her blunt, two-jointed digits - "what could



a ship the size of our scout possibly have that anyone woul d want ?"
"You," Pal said in an unequivocal tone.

"Second, " Acorna said, ignoring that, "the built-in weaponry already installed
all ows us to defend oursel ves against ships with three tinmes our capability.

"Not to mention our built-in speed," Caluminterjected. "Wy, that drive could
outstrip the fastest drone ever manufactured. And that's saying sonething." He
gave an extra nod in enphasis.

"Third, Uncle Hafiz has supplied us," Acorna continued, "with so many
identities and drive-variation signatures that anyone | ooking for us from one
port of call would never recognize our ship in the next one. And he has

al ready taken | ong enough to supply such multitudi nous identities!"

"You, Acorna, are valuable for so many reasons and to so many people," Pal
said, his tone alnbpst as angry as Calum s had been, "that of course House
Har akam an desired to support you with alternate docunentation and
drive-em ssi on canoufl ages. "

"N neteen of then? Requiring six nonths to devel op? To be any safer, | would
have to be dead already!" Acorna said, unusually sarcastic for her
characteristically gentle self. "You can stay

here, safely, and let Calumfind your folk," Pal said, desperation creeping
into his tone.

Acor na straightened her narrow shoul ders, tossing the magnificent mane of
silvery hair behind her. "These are ny people we are trying to find. How wil |
they know that Cal is on a genuine search unless | amwith himto represent
nmysel f? We know so little about ny circunstances."” She shook her head sadly.
Her brilliant silvery eyes filned over, ever so slightly, with the nelancholy
t hat was deepening within her daily, alnpbst drowning her with an urgent need
to be resolved. Sonetines, at night,

she was nearly overwhel med by the intensity other need to find her own kind.

"Why was ny life pod evacuated fromthe ship in the first place? Wwo did it?
Eneny or friend? Wiy was it done? To save nme or to destroy ne without trace?
Why have no vestiges of nmy kind been discovered with all the explorations that
are being undertaken in every direction of this gal axy? "

"That's another point," GII| said, speaking for the first tine and squeezi ng
Judit's hand in his big one. "You may not even cone fromthis gal axy. The
search coul d take decades."

"Decades it could be," Delszaki Li said, sadly nodding.

"Ch, M. Li." Acorna leapt fromthe chair she was seated in and | owered his
float so she could take his al nbst useless right hand in hers and stroke it
lovingly. "I will not tarry a nmonent |onger than necessary to hurry back to
Kezdet and you. You will receive a nessage the nonent we have found nmy hone
world."

"I know this, Acorna,"” M. Li said in a gentle, understanding voice. He nodded
as if he were patting her hand, an action he could no | onger perform

Acorna bent her head, touching his hand with her horn, w shing she had the



power to eradicate conpletely the wasting di sease which slowy consumed him
She coul d, and did, ease his disconfort. But she need not stay for that; there
wer e nedi ci nes which did as much as she could to alleviate his pain. And she
was nmore and nore "urged" to begin the search. Before it was too late? The
phrase sprang into her mnd. Startled, she | ooked up at M. Li's black eyes,
wondering if he had a vestige of telepathy. But she saw nothing other than his
real |ove and concern for her

"Acorna, ny love," thundered Declan G loglie, "you' re not going wthout the
best defenses we can fit you out with, and that's nme final word on the
subject!”

Cal um heaved a dramatic sigh. "I see there's no changing your mnds."

Acorna gl anced at Calum aghast at this apparent coll apse of resistance. The
side of his face that was turned toward her, away fromthe rest of the group
flickered in what mght have been a brief w nk.

"l suppose you are right," she said, bo-wing gracefully toward M. Li. "Please
forgive me for causing you anxiety. It was indeed extrenely selfish of ne to
wish to find ny own people before | die of advanced old age." She could not
restrain that comnment, even though she recogni zed as she made it that her
words might destroy Calumis pretense at acqui escence ... if it was indeed
pretense?

"Winren!" Calumsaid in a disgusted tone. "All sentinment, no logic. But | do
see the force of your arguments, and |I'Il explain it all to our pretty one
here until she understands."

"Ch, no, you won't," Pal said. "That's nmy job."

"Convince ne later, Pal," Acorna said sweetly. "Ri ght now since we are al
agreed on the necessity for installing the revised defense systenms-1 wish to
go over sone matters of the ship's living space with Calum | amafraid we may

need to conpletely renndel a portion of the interior."

"By all means," said Delszaki Li, beaming in a way that reinforced Acorna s
belief that this talk of the new defense system

was just another taradiddle designed to delay her departure yet again.

"Make what ever changes you wi sh. My architect will accommbdate. " Li bowed to
Acor na.

Once they were alone on the Aca()ecki, Caluml ooked at Acorna.
"You didn't really -want to redesign the living space again, | trust?"
"You don't really want to wait six nmore weeks, which ewl|l

probably turn into six nmonths if M. Li and Pal can arrange it, before we take
of f, do you?"

"No I" they both said in chorus.

"We're well enough supplied for the initial voyage right now " Calum said
t hought ful | y.

"If something happened to distract the others for just a little while ..."
Acor na mur nur ed.



On their return to the base, it seenmed that distraction mght just be at hand.
Pal and G Il were fum ng out |loud at one of the

corn techs, who had innocently sent the requested acknow edgnent for delivery
of a message to Acorna.

"What is the problemw th this?" Acorna asked. "It seens perfectly standard
behavior to ne."

G Il gave her a disgusted glance. "For people who aren't celebrities, maybe.
For you-the acknow edgnent tells whoeverthis-is that they have found your
Latti ce node. Now you'll be inundated with junk mail and worse. Dam it,

peopl e send these test nessages out like confetti, hitting every node where
they think they might find their target, and | thought we had trained all the
corn techs never to acknow edge anonynous nessages!”

Acorna put her hand on the techs shoul der. He was young enough to have been
trained at Maganos in the past two years, thin enough to have conme from one of
Kezdet's factories before that, and he was shaki ng under her hand. She sent
soot hing, calming inpulses to the boy until she could feel that he was

steadi er.

"I'f you upset the people who work here for no reason at all, GIlI," she said,
"how can you expect themto remenber your w shes? Do not worry," she said to
the tech, "it is a snall matter, soon forgotten."

"That's what you think!" said Pal darkly.

Acorna shrugged. "I've never had an anonynous nessage before, so there is no
reason to suppose this one is the beginning of a flood."

"Never-had-" G| plunged both hands into his curly red beard and tugged as if
he were trying to root it out. "Wy, we nust have bounced hal f a hundred of
these confetti jobs back in the |ast week alone!" He glared at the younger
man. "Didn't you tell her, Pal?"

"I didn't think," Pal said unhappily, "it would be a good idea to nention that
we were screening her mail. "

"You were WHAT?" Acorna demanded in outraged tones. "G ||, whatever gave you
the colossal gall to intercept nmy personal messages? And Pal, did you think

t hat because | hadn't absolutely rejected your declarations, you owned ne and
nmy conmuni cations ? "

"See here, Acorna acushia,” put in GIl, "you can't be talking to ne that way,
me that bathed you when you were a baby and that's not so very |long ago
nei ther!"

In a few short, scathing sentences Acorna denonstrated that she could and
would talk to G Il that way and worse. By the tinme she stal ked away, GIll's
face was as red as his beard, and Pal |ater swore that he had seen snmall puffs
of steam coming out of the miner's ears.

"I knew it wasn't a good idea to tell her," Pal said.

GIl glared at him "You could have expl ai ned why we had to doit!"

"Did you hear her give ne a chance to get a word in edgew se?" he replied.
"Besi des, you could have expl ained, too, and | didn't hear you saying



anyt hi ng! "

GIll's deep | augh runbl ed through the coin center, and he w ped his sweating
forehead. "You' ve a point there, young Pal. Tell you what, let's get a
printout of all the nmessages we've deleted in the past ten days or so. That'l
explain it to her without us having to get that word in past the young | ady's
of fended fury." |

"Where' 11 we send it? The nood she's in-

"No matter what kind of a nbod she's in,”" Gl said, "you can't stalk off very
far on a lunar mning base. And you should be able to guess as well as | where
she'll go to let off steam Wy don't you give your sister a call, let her

know what to expect?"

He | eaned over the desk and began explaining to the corn tech exactly what
arcane procedures he'd have to followin order to retrieve the nmassive anounts
of "junk mail" that he and Pal had deleted from Acorna's files before she ever
saw t hem

"They treat ne like an infant," Acorna declared, stal king around the circul ar

floor of the main done in the living space Judit Kendoro shared with GII1. "I

amnot to search for my own people ... | amnot to read my own mail ... | wll
not have it!" Her head came up, her nostrils flared, and the silvery mane that
cascaded down her back quivered with the force of her indignation

"OfF course you will not," Judit agreed, taking Acorna by the hand and | eading
her to a confortabl e couch designed with her equine proportions in nmind, "but
perhaps you will have a cooling drink before you quite explode wth

i ndi gnation? |Iced kava, perhaps, or madi gadij uice?"

"I'f you are trying to make nme forget about it," Acorna said, seating herself,
"I should tell you that it will not work! I amno longer to be treated as an
i gnorant child!"

"OfF course you are not," said Judit Kendoro understandingly. "You have grown
up quite amazingly in the last two years. You never |ose yourself galloping in
the park anynore, or get into fights with street vendors, or "

Laughi ng, Acorna stopped her. "Enough, please! | do not deny that | did sone
very foolish things when | first cane to live with M. Li-but renmenber that
nearly two years aboard a m ning ship is not nmuch preparation for social
life on a planet! And | was much younger then."

"That's true," said Judit, "and G Il and Pal now realize that they were w ong
to screen your nmail for you."

Acorna | ooked at her suspiciously, "Then why did they not say so? And how do
you know?"

"Did you give thema chance to apol ogi ze?" Judit asked. "Or did you just stalk
of f in high dudgeon, 0 mature and sober woman of the worl d? Pal guessed where
you would go and called to tell ne that he and G|l would be sendi ng your
intercepted mail fromthe |ast ten days over as soon as it could be retrieved
and printed-and here it is now," she said as the delivery bell chined to
signal arrival of a parcel

And chi ned.

And chi ned.



And chi nmed.

"Two dozen boxes!" Acorna exclai med when the [ ast of the boxes of printouts

had been dumped on Judit's floor. "lnpossible! | do not know two dozen peopl e
apart fromthe children, and npbst of those people | know are right here on
Maganos and woul d have no need to send nme any mail. GIIl is making a joke."
"Well, this one seens to be addressed to you," Judit said, picking a flinmsy at

random from one of the boxes. "Don't you want to read it?"

"Let Karina, Psychic Heal er, make your fortune?" Acorna read aloud. "Wat is
this about? I do not know any Karina, and if | did, why would | wish to join
in partnership with her to sell ny healing abilities at so nuch for each
mllisecond of time expended? It sounds |ike a nost immoral notion to nel"

"It may not be the nost imoral notion you cone across today," Judit said
softly. "Read some nore."

By the time Acorna had worked her way through half a box full of requests for
noney, suggestions for a line of gilt plastiflex visors called "Acornas,"

of fers of partnership, and demands that she subnmt herself to sonme research
institute or other for inmedi ate exam nation, she began to understand why G|
and Pal had been so protective.

Judit, for her part, silently blessed the men for |leaving all the heartrendi ng
pl eas for help and healing at the bottom of the heaviest box, where with any

| uck Acorna woul d never see them She would never be able to resist those
cries for help . . . yet to heal even one percent of those who needed her
woul d so sap her, energy that she would be unable to do anything el se. W
mutfim a better eolation for her, thought Judit. We cannot go on hQ ng her
fromthe worl~-the war 13 L) catching up with her, aru) it will destroy her

But, of course, Judit realized, with a catch in her breath and a queer ache in

her heart, the solution was there-had been there all along. If they hadn't

been interfering with Acorna's desire to go and find her people, she would

| ong since have |l eft Maganos Moon Base to explore distant regions where even

junk mail had not yet penetrated. And now that one of these nmessages had been

acknow edged, whoever had sent it was sure to be on his or her way to Maganos
to be foll owed by newscasters, charlatans, and the termnally ill. The

fiction that Acorna's healing abilities had faded as she matured woul d be

expl oded the first time Acorna's soft heart was touched and she touched her

horn to an ill or injured person

The only solution, after all, was for Acorna to | eave Maganos before she was
tracked down here. And even if she never cane back . . . she would cone back
Judit blinked away incipient tears and set about the task of persuading the
| ost youngling of an alien species, whomshe had conme to |love |like a younger
sister, to leave inmedi ately.

It was not, after all, rmuch of a task. So, feeling as if she was doi ng
somet hi ng hei nous, she contacted Pal's nissile-defense supplier and told him
that M. Li wished that the installation would take |onger

Mendaci ously, she also told Pal that she had received a call to that effect:
there was sonme difficulty in supply. She told Calum who expl oded, and Acor na,
who gratified her by assumi ng the nost rebellious expression ever seen on that
lovely, tranquil face. Judit decided that frustrati on would have the desired
resul t.



It did. Calum and Acorna made di screet plans, stowed the few itenms they w shed
to take with themon this history-maki ng voyage, and took off without waiting
for perm ssion. The AcaSecki had been "ready" for all practical purposes for
weeks. The hydroponics tanks had even been replanted since the original plants
had gotten out of control in size or disuse, and sone of Acorna's favorites
had gone to seed. The alfalfa had had to be harvested three times already and
was back to | awn height.

Since the Acaoecki had | ong been in one of the Dehoney takeoff bays, it had
been no trouble at all to board her. Nor had the Tower seen anything odd in a
request for her launch, since the Acaoecki was constantly being taken out for
trial runs on this, that, or the other new ranmification to its engines, corn
units, whatever. Calum and Acorna were up, up, and away and into the
star-studded sky while those nearest and dearest to them slept.

Cal um had spent the entire first few hours whistling happily or chortling at
havi ng escaped so deviously. It eased Acorna's naggi ng consci ence that he
evidently suffered fromno guilt about their precipitous departure. She
herself still felt pangs of grief and guilt about sneaking away without a
proper farewell to GIIl and Pal and M. Li-not to nention Rafik, who had been
away, as usual, on business for his uncle Hafiz. But she could not have said
good- bye without warning them. . . and it had seened essential to take

advant age of Judit's offer to keep all three nmen busy and out of communication
until the AcaPecki was well clear of Mganos.

"Are you sure even Rafik won't be able to deduce our course, Calun?" Acorna
had asked when they were outside the heliopause of the Kezdetian primary.

"Not even Rafik, Acorna. He may be subtle in dealing with people, but I'mthe
engi neer and navigator," Calum said proudly.

"But they all know our destination: the Cona Berenices quadrant."

"Ah,"-Calums snile was devious as he held up one finger-"there are nine and
sixty ways of getting there, and we're taking al nost, but not quite, the nopst

illogical. | don't trust Rafik not to think of the nmost illogical, so
plotted in the course he is least likely to suspect. Therefore, there is no
logical or illogical way for himto figure out what way we did go. See-here's

the space we're navigating in." He put his hands in a position to encircle a
gl obe, then drew out the left side.

"Ml ky Way," he explained, "then we are going down ..." He let his right hand
describe a direct downward line. "That is NOT the shortest distance to where
we want to be." And his right hand nade his planned deviation. "Except that,
actually and spatially, it will be. But I don't have to make a course
cor<rection for a few days."

"Well, in that case ..." Acorna allowed herself to be reassured, at |east that
they could not be followed and tal ked out of their project by Rafik's
el oquence. "I am surprised, now that we've been gone nine hours, that they

haven't di scovered we' ve gone."

The corn unit bl eeped. "You spoke too soon,"” Calumsaid. "Urgent you return to
Dehoney i mredi ately. Ace-" Calum s hand di sconnected the corn unit. "Well, |I'm
surprised it took themso long."

"' Ace?'" Acorna asked, blinking a little anxiously. "Maybe we should at | east
listen to the nmessage? It sounded |ike Provola."

"So? They all know we respect Provola and nmight listen to her, where we've



given UP listening to them" His tone was caustic.

"But she's never been an alarm st," Acorna responded, wei ghed down once again
-with guilt about their stealthy action

Cal um shrugged. Provola Quero was now i n charge of the Saganos operation; she
couldn't have anything that urgent to say to them she was probably just
rel ayi ng the expectable protests from Acorna's other "guardians."

"We can't swerve fromthis departure, Acorna, love, or they'll just find
anot her way of stopping us."

It was not until the third day out that their euphoria at escaping so neatly
recei ved a slight check. Acorna had by then used up the greens and veget abl es
t hat she had brought on board. She al so needed to replenish Calums supplies
fromthe storage area. She came rushing back into the main cabin.

"I't's not there anynore," she cried, her silvery eyes wide with distress.
"What coul d have happened to it?"

Calumrose fromthe pilot s chair and took her by her slender arms, which were
far stronger than they | ooked. "Easy, girl, what's not where?" "My escape
pod. "

"What? But it was there when | inspected the ship five days ago.

She followed himas he ran to where he knew, dammed wel | certain he knew, that
t he escape pod in which they had found her five years ago had been carefully
netted in. The net was still there, but the escape pod was not.

"Blast Pal and his retrofitting nonsense. It was there." He picked up a piece
of the netting as if by shaking it he could restore the nissing escape pod.
"They must have renoved it for safety before they started their dammed def ense
installations. The tubes would have had to be settled against the inner hull.
Dam!" And he forcefully threw the netti ng down again.

"Ch, well, it is not all that essential," she said, now taking the role of
conforter. "After all, there is no counterfeiting ne," she said, giggling as
she swept her hand down her obviously alien |ength.

"Yes, but the glyphs . . . they might establish your |ineage or rank or
somet hi ng. "

"W have holos of themin the files. For that matter, | can draw them quite
wel |, you know "

"Yes, petal, | know you can." Calum absently patted her arm But he, too, was

shaken by the di sappearance of the pod-not crucial in itself, but what else
m ght they have overlooked in their eagerness to get away?

The second shock to their seemngly snooth escape was the failure of the

| equre crops to sprout any pods as they should have done by this point in
their growth, followed the next day by a decided yellowing in the stal ks of
al fal fa. Acorna spent a good deal of tine on the agri channel and the

m croscope, trying to deternine why that crop was failing.

"Sormehow, the valve to the nutrient reservoir has been tanpered w th. Damm
it."

Her mild cussword surprised Cal um enough, but the fact that she had not



spotted the problemearlier was even nore unnerving to him Acorna was usually
instantly aware of the slightest change in atnosphere or water.

"I't's just fed the entire stock of trace elenents into the water supply at
once-zinc sul fate, copper sulfate ... no wonder the chard | ooks so sick!"
Acorna si ghed deeply.

"Somet hing the matter with your fanmpbus nose?" Calum asked, since Acorna could
often just snell an inbal ance.

"The ship has many new snells, nost of themchem cal. | guess | thought it was
just normal ." She paused, thinking. "Maybe we should listen to Provola's
entire nessage. 'Ace* . . . where you shut her off, could have been the

begi nning of 'accident' as well as the start of ny nane."

"So we will now dutifully listen.” Calumkeyed in the interrupted nessage.
Urgent you return to Dehoney. Supervisors report lists a. broken valve in the
hydr oponi cs' unit, which was to have been repaired first thing this norning.
Only you left before they couQrepair It. There was a hint of hunmor in that
final sentence, and Acorna wi nced. Advise inmediate return to effect such

m nor repairs which couO totally Damage entire hydroponics ano grazings if not
maae. It won't take |ong.

The pl ea was unmi st akabl e even in Provola's unm stakably prosaic tone.

"Now, now, petal," Calumreassured her. "At least it was a m stake."

"Li ke unl oadi ng my pod?" Acorna asked, then thinned her |ips over her front
teet h.

"How bad is it?" Calum asked anxiously.
"Well, the chard could be toxic. The old, tough spinach | eaves"-Acorna

wri nkl ed her nose-"should be okay since they were fully grown when we |eft,
and one vat of tinothy was well grown before the trace-el enent dunp, but the

rest 1'mnot sure about. 1'Il have to purify the rest of the 'ponies . . . and
the alfalfa will have to go; if it's picked up even a small percentage of that
zinc, I'll cone out in spots.”

"Now just a noment," Cal said soothingly, and twirled his chair around to the
astrogation-control panel. A flash of know ng fingers across the touch pads,
and he beaned. "We're not that far, spatially speaking, from Rushim. W can

stop there . . . two, three days. Basic agri world, colonized by the Shenjem
Federation. It'll have everything we could possibly need."
"Well, | suppose | can exist on what's available," Acorna said with a sigh

She swal | owed hard and scratched a bit, thinking about how near she'd been to
chewi ng her way through her original notion of lunch-a | ong swath down the
al fal fa bed.

SI ~~ he unused 'ponies tank was cold and hard. The |ightwei ght protective mat
that covered it and hid Markel also blocked the warnth of the sunlanps that
fed the plants in the working tanks with a steady diet of golden, artificially
bal anced light. He had padded his sleeping place as best he could with

fragnments of worn-out mats, but it was still so cold that he was unable to
t ake advantage of the space he'd exulted in when he found this hideout. He
sl ept, when he slept at all, curled around hinself |like a sprout coiled within

its pod, trying to hold on to the warnth of his own body. It was so dark and
cold under the mats . . . alnost as cold as the enpty space that surrounded



the Haven. . . . He was not, he told hinself firmy, going to think about
that. He curled up, arns wapped around his knees, and drifted off into an
uneasy doze. The hard white surface of the tank was soft, he was fl oating,
spinning, and the stars floated around his head. ... No, they didn't. If you
were spaced w thout protective suiting, your eyes and everything el se

expl oded, and you couldn't see anyt hi ng!

Mar kel jerked awake, shivering. He wasn't going to think about his father,
Illart, floating forever in absolute cold and darkness, enpty eyes gazing
unseeingly on the stars that he had | oved. He wasn't going to think about
anyt hi ng except the imredi ate practical problenms of surviving another day on
t he Haven wi t hout getting caught.

Huddl ed i n anot her cranped position, he worried at the problemwth his

consci ous nmind. A person could get warm enough in the heating vents that |ed
to the food center. He would try that in a little while, but he didn't dare
now, he was so tired, he might fall asleep in the vent and be scal ded to death
when the steam bl asted through to clean and sterilize it. He would have to
wait, and if he timed it right, he m ght be able to nip out of the vents and
steal some scraps of food fromthe recycling bins. His body needed protein to
suppl enent the fresh greens he stole fromthe working 'ponies tanks in tiny
ni ps and pi nches.

And he needed to steal a blanket from sonmewhere. Due to recent events, there
shoul d be enough to spare now. . . enough bl ankets and warm cl ot hes for
anybody. He wondered if one of Nueva's lieutenants had noved into his fanmly's
old quarters, or if he dared try and make it back there to get sonme of his
clothes. . . . No, not his clothes, that m ght nake them suspicious. Illart's.
They knew his father was dead-everybody knew, had seen

Mar kel struggl ed soundl essly agai nst the dream of space, the cold and the
bri ght ness of distant suns and the pressure of his own bl ood expl odi ng
outward; he snapped out of the nightmare once nore and felt his heart thunping
in his chest. It had all happened so fast, alnbst as quickly as the dreans
that trapped hi mwhenever he tried to sleep

Only three, no, five shifts ago he had been safe in his own quarters, and the
only thing that worried himabout the quarrel between Illart and Sengrat was
that Xi mena woul d take her father's side. She'll never |ook. at ne now, he had
t hought - as t hough she had ever noticed himbefore! But he'd been a child then
Five shifts ago. O was it six? It seened terribly inmportant to renmenber.

Sonebody had to renmenber. Sonebody had to tell the truth, counteract the lies
they nmeant to spread about. . . about the ones who could not speak for
t hensel ves anynore. The ones who woul d never be warm agai n.

The quarters Markel had shared with his father were spaci ous by Haven
standards, as befitted Illart's rank as one of the three Speakers of the
Council. Naturally there were separate sleep bunks for the two of them wth
their own carefully engi neered storage areas for personal bel ongings; any
citizen anong the Starfarers was entitled to that nuch space, and any worKking
citizen, or parent raising small children, was also allotted a private sitting
space and a desk consol e.

But nobody el se Markel knew, even Third Speaker Andrezhuria, had a space so
large that all three Speakers could sit down at one time w thout even feeling
crowmded. Where el se, except in a public hall, could a person enjoy such

[ uxury? Market could never understand his father's wy comrents about how his
rank in Council as First Speaker bought him al nrost enough roomto swing a cat.
But then, Markel's only knowl edge of cats came fromthe vids he called up on



hi s personal console, and he never had figured out why anybody would want to
SW ng one.

The A d-timer generation was full of quaint sayings like that, like their

i nsistence on calling a period of two and a half shifts a "day." Xinena said
it was better just to hunor the old fol ks and not to demand expl anations for
all their quaint old fol k sayi ngs.

Anyway, it wasn't the presence of the other two Speakers that had nmade the
sitting area so crowded that Markel had retreated to his sleep tube with his
personal console; it was Sengrat. Really, Mrkel thought, it was Sengrats
overinflated ego that seemed to fill up all the space and use up all the
oxygen. The man had a voice like a file going through sheet netal; once you
started letting it get to you, it could saw t hrough earplugs and ruin your

enj oynment of a good classic nusic vid. Markel blinked twice to stop the vid.
No sense in letting his pleasure in the ancient nusic be ruined by irritation
at Sengrat. He would just wait until the visitors left.

Sengrat was al ways goi ng on about sonething; it seemed he never agreed with
any of the Council decisions. And Illart said he wouldn't speak up during open
Council; he just sat there and simered and waited to buttonhol e one of the
Speakers in private, later, and tell them how wong they were. Ri ght now he
was di sputing the decision to | eave their present orbit as soon as the nav

of ficer on duty identified a good pattern for quadrant departure.

"We've done -what we cane to Khang Ki eaan for, Sengrat," Andrezhuria said
wearily. "We've presented our case, we have the prom se of their support in
t he next Federation neeting. "

Sengrat snorted. "'Presented our case,'" he mnmicked Andrezhuna's precise,
cold tones. '"Zhuria, wake up and snell the kava! W' ve been presenting our
case for ten years now. Al the nmoral support in the world won't make

Amal gamat ed M ni ng cede Esperantza back to us-and if they did, they coul dn't
repair the danage they've already done to the planet. Its time to nove on
make a new life for ourselves."

"Are you saying we shoul d have accepted Amal gamated s joke of a resettlenment
of fer?" Gerezan, Second Speaker, inquired. "A bit late to be arguing that,
don't you think?"

Mar kel could tell w thout |ooking that Sengrat woul d have flushed a deep
purple. Hi s anger came out in the plumry resonance of his next words. "Don't

twi st ny words, Second! |I'mnot the one who's living in the past-you three,
and the Council menbers who follow you around |ike dullbots, are the ones who
do that. You're still talking as if we could get Esperantza back and settle to
dirt farmng. | don't want to do that. I'mnot even interested in that. Qur

' case' against Amal gamated was settled in Federation court
"Unfairly," Andrezhuria cut in. "If we can get evidence of the bribes

Amal gamat ed paid out and the records they had doctored, we'll have grounds to
reopen it. And we will get it; the kids in ny data study group are shar per
than any dirtside hackers, and they're getting through Amal gamated' s data
firewalls one at a tinme. Until then, our mssion is to keep the story of
Esperantza alive. Not to | et anybody forget what an injustice was done, not to
| et Anmal gamated get away with it!"
"You' re dead wong, ny dear 'Zhuria," Sengrat drawl ed. "Qur missionis to
survive. Anything el se cones second. And in the interests of survival, as
Chi ef Mai ntenance Officer, it is ny duty to point out that the Haven is |ong
overdue for retrofit and repl acenent.”



"Well, | hardly think we shoul d request perm ssion to dock on Khang Ki eaan for
mai nt enance work," Illart said, chuckling. "Even if we could afford it, sone
of the folks down there may just not feel too friendly toward us after the way
we took over their planetary comunicati ons systemto state our case. Sure, we
got a lot of popular synpathy, but | bet the government's going to be
nervouser and nervouser the |onger we hang around here. Al three
governments," he corrected hinself after a nmonent's nmental review of Khang

Ki eaan's troubled political situation

"We don't need to request anything of Khang Ki eaan," Sengrat snapped. "W had
t heir comuni cations system under total control. That should have paid for al
t he mai nt enance we need."

"Exactly how do you figure that?" Gerezan asked. "They weren't going to pay us
to run their planetary conmuni cati ons when they had a perfectly good worki ng
system of their own."

"But they didn't, 'Zan," Sengrat purred. The rasping tone was gone fromhis
voi ce now, and Markel pulled the vid plugs out of his ears to hear better

When Sengrat's voice softened, he was happy; when Sengrat was happy, there was
troubl e com ng

Sengrat'd sounded just that way, smooth and velvety and jovial, when he told
Mar kel that Xinmena was too old for him and he didn't want any
good- f or - not hi ng teenage ki ds hangi ng around hi s daughter

"They didn't have a working systemof their own," Sengrat went on, "not while
we'd intercepted all comunications to make our own 'cast. Wth a little

di pl omacy, we could have gotten a contract fromthe N ght Sky Lightning party
granting them excl usi ve use of pl anetside comunications . . . through us."

"You' re tal ki ng about maki ng them pay us to stop disrupting comunications?
W're not racketeers,” Illart said sharply.

"And just what do you think the Sun Behind O ouds and the Spring Rains parties
woul d have done about that deal ?" Gerezan denmanded

"Not hi ng," Sengrat said sinply. "I checked. N ght Sky Lightning is the only
group with the technology to attack us in orbit; the other two parties are
exhausted fromthree generations of constant fighting. The NSL is the clear
technol ogical leader; with a little help fromus, they could control Khang
Ki eaan now.

We'd be doing a public service, really. End the fighting now, instead of two
or three generations down the line. And ensure Haven's survival." He sounded
as though he was beami ng, turning his face this way and that so that all three
Speakers could get the benefit of his confident |ooks.

"We don't interfere in other planets' internal affairs,” Illart said. "In case
you' ve forgotten, that is part of the original charter agreed upon when we
decided to refuse Amal gamated's resettlement offer and |ive on our colony ship
until we got justice. W offer to all other peoples the respect and

noni nterference we desired for ourselves. That is the way of the Starfarers."

"Your way, you nean," snapped Sengrat.
"The Council's way," Illart corrected him "You wish to discuss changes in the

charter, Sengrat? If so, you should have convened a full Council meeting
i nstead of buttonholing the three of us privately. Nothing | ess can change the



original charter."

"Nothing is less likely to change it," Sengrat riposted. "I already know it's
no use goi ng through the Council; they'll do whatever you three want. And
you're living in the past. | should warn you that not all the origina
Starfarers see things your way. And the political refugees we've taken in from
ot her places- why should they care about a dead pl anet they've never seen?
Peopl e like Nueva Fallona aren't interested in being permanent refugees
crowmded into a ship that's turning into a slum Illart."

"I'f we hadn't taken in Nueva and the other refugees from Palonella, the ship
woul dn't be so crowded,"” Andrezhuria pointed out. "If it weren't for our
charter and our conmitnment to aid other victins of political injustice, she
woul dn't be here. Perhaps she should bear that in mnd before agitating to
change the charter.”

"She said you'd do that." The nmetallic rasp was back in Sengrat's voice.
"That's why | was chosen to .present the opposition point of viewto you. The
Pal omel | ese and ot her newconers are underrepresented in Council "

"That will change with time," Gerezan put in quietly. "They have the sane
voting rights as any other Starfarers."

"Some of us," Sengrat said, "don't think we should wait any |onger. Sone

peopl e don't see any point in trying to work hrough the Council; whoever s
elected, it's you three Speakers who run it, and Nueva was right-your m nds
are stuck in the past. |I'mlooking toward a future in which the Starfarers are

truly free, not begging for favors fromthe Federation, but expanding in space
and answerable to no planetary bureaucrats. If you' re w se, you three, you'l
join ne. It's past tine for some real changes around here."

"Always so pleasant chatting with you and hearing your views, Sengrat,"” Illart
said. "Are you sure you can't stay for kava? It's a new strain, conplinents of
t he genetic researchers from Sun Behind O ouds. They think we mght actually
be able to get enough yields fromthis strain to justify raising our own kava
onboard. O course they don't understand dark-roasting, so I'mafraid it's not
as strong as you like it, but there's a nutty flavor rem niscent of hazel nuts
that | personally find quite enticing.

Sengrat's rejoinder about frivolities and frippery was drowned out by the
crackl e of the shipboard corn system Sengrat wasn't all wong, Marke

refl ected as he stretched out in his tube and reached for the earplugs. Like
far too many systens on the Haven, the corn speakers desperately needed
upgradi ng and refurbi shment. The Starfarers mi ght have the scientific and
techni cal know how to take over entire planetary systenms and hack into

i ntergal actic corporate data bases, but their own equi prent was hel d together

by duct tape and prayers. The speaker in Illart's quarters was so bad that
whol e words and phrases were drowned out by static. Al Markel could nmake out
was, "Kava shiprment. . . nessage. . . . Xong . . . join.

Ch, great, he thought. Another political refugee, sneaking a cry for hel p out

in the kava be-aiu. Ju*t what they neeoeS, one, nore person on the overcrowded
Haven. O maybe fourteen or fifteen nmore people, he reflected gloonmly. These

Ki eaanese ran to large famlies.

He had just inserted one earplug when his father's yell of excitement all but
pi erced the other ear. "Xong who?"

"Not Hoo," the voice on the speaker crackled, "Hoa. Ngaen Xong Hoa."



CGerezan and Andrezhuria burst into excited babbling until Illart hushed them
Whoever this Ngaen Xong Hoa night be, they seened to think he would be worth
his space on the Haven. Markel put the vid system asi de again and wiggled out
of his tube. Mght as well find out what all the fuss was about. He woul d take
his vid off into one of the service tunnels later and enjoy it in peace and
quiet. The desire for privacy had | ong ago inspired Market to explore all the
nooks and cranni es of the Haven -where a slender boy could fit unobserved. He
knew every supposedly unusabl e space where out noded equi pment had been yanked
out and sold for scrap, as well as the whole system of the narrow air vents
and the craw spaces designed for access to the ship's electrical system

The three Speakers were grinning and huggi ng one anot her when Market entered
the sitting area.

"Such a pity Sengrat didn't stay a little longer," Andrezhuria said happily.
"Then he coul d have heard the news ahead of everybody el se!"” She | ooked al npst
as young as Xinmena, flushed with excitenent, curly tendrils of her blond hair
escaping fromtheir severe braids to franme her face in light.

"Just as well," said Gerezan. "Wy give himextra tine to think about sonme way
to put Ngaen Xong Hoa's research to unethical uses?"

"Ch, cone off it, Gerezan. Even Sengrat couldn't think of a way to m suse a
weat her - predi cti on system ™

Illart cleared his throat. "I'mnot so sure about that." He tapped the data
screen set into the wall behind Gerezan. "Here's the conplete text of his
nmessage. "

Al t hough still slender enough to fit into the air vents, Markel was already a
good head taller than Andrezhuria. He had no trouble seeing the screen over
her head. Ngaen Xong Hoa-and Markel still didn't know who he was-requested

political asylumon the Haven because he feared that one of the three
governments of Khang Ki eaan woul d misuse the results of his |latest research

"Ch, he's just saying that to make sure we'll have him" Andrezhuria said
blithely. "And of course we will. If he's finished the nodel he was di scussing
at the Chaos and Control Semi nar, we should be able to sell it to agri planets

for enough to take care of all the Haven's mai nt enance probl ens forever!"

"Not sell," Gerezan said. "Rent. W keep control of the nodel."
"Are we counting our chickens before they' re hatched?" Illart inquired dryly.
"We don't even know he's still working on the same thing. He may have given up

on the chaos-theory problemand turned to sone other |ine of research
entirely."”

In the brief silence that greeted this suggestion, Market finally got a word
in edgewi se. "Who is this Ngaen Xong Hoa, anyway?"

Illart reached out to put an armround his son's shoulders. "It's kind of hard
to explain if you don't remenber living planetside," he said, "but... | guess
you'd call him a weat herman."

"And that's all he would say about it," Markel conplained |ater to Johnny
Greene. Even if Johnny was of the sane generation as his father, he wasn't as
stodgy as the original settlers. He'd only joined the Haven a few years
earlier, after a nearcal am tous escape from MVE when Amal gamat ed had t aken
over the large m ning conpany and caused huge redundanci es anong the
specialists. In some ways Market found Johnny could bridge the gap between his



father's generation, who could renenber digging and growing things in dirt,
and the young people of his own generation, who had been raised in space.
"What's a weat herman, anyway? | | ooked it up on the ship's net, and all
could find was sonme junk about solar winds. | don't see howthat's going to
make us rich!"

"Ch, that's space weather," Johnny G eene said. "Ngaen Xong Hoa's work is on
pl anet ary weat her systenms, and he's the prine researcher in the field.

Al t hough last | heard, even he hadn't sol ved the chaos aspects."

"Who cares about planetary weather?" Markel demanded. If dirtsiders didn't
like being rained on, why didn't they live in space like all sensible fol k?

"Markel ," Johnny said sharply, "stop pouting and use your brains! | know

you' ve got sone, heard '"emrattling round in there just the other day. Turn on
a couple of processing bits, will you? Ckay, so space col ony ships |ike Haven
don't care about dirtside weather, neither do lunar colonies or high-tech
cities in dones. But there are still plenty of people out there who live by
growi ng food or raising animals on planetary surfaces, who have to guess right
about the upcomng weather if they and their children are going to eat next
year. Ninety percent of Khang Khi eaan's habitable surface is good agricultura
| and; naturally they care about knowi ng whether it's going to rain enough to
raise their crops ... or enough to drown them"

"Sounds like a sinple enough question to me," said Market. "Just nodel the
at nosphere and the ground surface and plug in your nunmbers. Nothing |like as
conplicated as plotting a course through four-space to shortcut from one
guadrant to another without neeting a neutron star."

"You think so, do you?" said Johnny. "Well, here. I'lIl give you references to
the | atest weather-nodeling theories, and you can downl oad a conpl ete data set
on Khang Kieaan's current weather. We'll likely be here another two-three
shifts to collect Hoa, so you'll have plenty of tinme to predict . . . oh, the
rainfall over the G een Sea, and the expected high tenperature in the centra
plains area, that'll do for starters. Just take a | ook at the nodels, decide
whi ch one works best, and . . . what was it you said? . . . plug in the
nunbers. Then we'll see how cl ose you cane."

Mar kel hadn't cone to Johnny for extra homework, but he'd learned that if he
did what Johnny Greene suggested, it usually worked out to his benefit in the
l ong run. Besides which, once Johnny had given hima | earning assignnment |ike
that he wouldn't talk to Market at all, not even to tell tales of mning
adventure anong the asteroids, until Markel could show that he'd done the
work. So he copied the references over to his private storage files, set the
systemto downl oad Khang Ki eaan's current weather data, and ski nmed papers on
weat her nodeling while he waited for the data to cone in.

He was waiting when Johnny came off duty two shifts later. "This stuff is
crazy," he conpl ained. "Look, | programmed three different nodel s-well, okay,
| didn't have to do them from scratch, nmost of the code was in files attached
to the papers -and fed in the same nunmbers, and | ook at the results! This one
says the Green Sea is going to get two inches of rain between dawn and noon
tomorrow, this one says thirty percent chance of typhoons and doesn't tell nme
anyt hi ng about rain, and this one"-he waved the printout for enphasis-"this
one only says, 'If a butterfly flutters its wings in the rain forest, what is
the probability of snow in Al aska?" "

Johnny | aughed. "Ckay. Welcone to chaos theory. That last one is telling you
it doesn't have enough data."



"I gave it the same data set the others had."

"It's nmore persnickety. The other two nodels are designed to give you their
best guesses regardl ess of how close on they are - sort of the way traditiona
weat hermen operate. This third one"-Johnny tapped the printout-"won't give a
prediction that can't be relied upon. And it just happens that planetary

weat her is what we call a chaotic systemmneaning that its adjacent sol utions
di verge exponentially in time. Such a systemis very sensitive to the initial
conditions, which nmeans that a very slight change in the starting point-1ike
the fluttering of a butterfly's wing-can |ead to enornously different

out cones. "

"Then this last nodel is a joke," Markel rmnuttered.

"Nope. It's naking a point: that none of the existing nodels is accurate. D d
you | ook at the author's nanme?"

"Ngaen Xong Hoa. That's the guy who's supposed to be delivered with the | ast

| oad of supplies fromdirtside," Markel said before realizing that he probably
wasn't supposed to have read the nmeno detailing exactly how the Haven pl anned
to collect their scientist . . . even if there was nothing particularly new
about the plan. "So?" Markel went on hastily to distract Johnny fromthe fact
he' d been hacking into Council menoranda again. "They're all excited about
getting sonebody who tells you Zen proverbs about the sound of one butterfly
wi ng cl appi ng?"

"I think," Johnny said cheerfully, "they're excited about the chance that he's
sol ved the probl em by now. And even if he hasn't. .. take another | ook at that
nodel . | bet you incorporated the code without reading it thoroughly. Want to
bring it up on the screen in ny quarters, take a second | ook?"

A few mnutes |ater Markel was followi ng |ines of code as they scrawl ed across
Johnny's screen in the highly abbreviated rormat of upper-1level |anguages. "I
don't see the point in untangling this code," he grunbl ed under his breath,
"it's just what he says in the paper. Put the data into canonical form apply
a series of nonlinear equations, and . . . oh." "Now you see it?"

Mar kel nodded. "If you don't stop with the initial data set, but keep entering
smal | changes as they're nonitored . . . but then you have too many vari abl es.
In fact, you could have an infinite series of variables. So you can't define
your nonlinear systemuntil you know how many vari abl es you're dealing wth,
but you can't tell how many variabl es you need until you've defined your
nonl i near system but . . . nmy head hurts,” he groaned. "But, okay, okay, |
see what you nean. If you follow this path through the program you don't get
a Zen proverb, anyway."

"Good. \What do you get?"

"Probably a systemcrash,” Markel said absently, studying the conplex system
of data structures and tenporary processors that would have to be created, and
t hen, "Johnny! You told me to inplenment a nodel that woul d've brought the
Haven's conputer system down?"

"Actual ly," Johnny confessed, "I didn't think you' d get that far. | thought
you' d get bored by the time you'd inplenmented even one nodel, and then you'd
bring the results back, and then we could have | ooked at the discrepancies
bet ween the prediction and what was actually happening dirtside, and that
-woul d be enough to convince you it wasn't so sinple.”

"And then," Markel said, "you'd have inplied that | screwed up by not



follow ng through all three nodels in rigorous detail, and |I'd have been
enbarrassed and quit buggi ng you about this stuff. John G eene," he said
slowy, "you are one tw sty, devious s.o.b."

Johnny beamed. "Thank you, son. Does my heart good to have somebody recognize
my true talents. And by the way . . . that | ast nodel woul dn't have brought

t he whol e system down. We do have fail-safes against infinitely expandi ng
neural networks. Can't ever tell what sone kid mght code in to run his sim
ganes, you know," he chuckled, referring to the tinme Markel had used up sixty
percent of the system s resources to sinmulate a series of space battles in
real time for one of his war ganes

Mar kel flushed. "That was a long tine ago,"
then . . . fifteen. "

he muttered. "I was just a kid

"Last year," Johnny grinned. "Sixteen is, of course, ever so nuch ol der and
wi ser than fifteen."

There was a tap on the door
"Johnny?" called a soft voice that sent Markel's heart rate into fifth gear

Xi mena Sengrat opened the door a crack. "I amsorry to disturb you," she said,
"but the corn unit to your quarters is malfunctioning again."

Johnny snapped his fingers. "Damm wiring!" he said. "l really gotta get in
there with some duct tape.”

As Markel, Xinena, and everybody el se knew, Johnny had the highly unauthorized
habit of disabling the comsystemin his personal quarters whenever he got
tired of the continuous flow of scratchy, squeaky announcements from Centr al
so they gave this "explanation" all the attention it deserved.

"My father thought you would wish to know, " Xinmena went on, "that Dr. Hoa is
now on board, and he has brought with himthe code for his new

weat her - nodel i ng system The Council feels it might be tactless to try to sel
the results to Khang Ki eaan." She smiled and brushed her dark hair back
reveal ing nore of the perfect oval of her face. One curling lock clung to her
neck;

Mar kel coul d have | eaned forward and noved it with one finger. Instead he
hunched over the data console and piled his printouts on his lap. "It has been
suggested we should visit Rushima instead. As a primarily agricultural col ony,
they should be in desperate need of our services, and certainly the Shenjen
Federation can afford to pay for them"

If he didn't know Xi mena was only four years ol der than he was, Market

t hought, he woul d've taken her for a Council nenber herself instead of just
somebody's kid running an errand. She sounded as if she'd been in on the

di scussions. Sengrat was probably right . . . she was too old for him She'd
never | ook at a sixteen-year-old kid.

"They want all our best mathematicians and conputechs to famliarize
t hensel ves with Dr. Hoa's nodel en route,” Xinmena went on. "So |I'mafraid you
two will have to give up your simgane, or whatever you were playing at."

Mar kel wanted to protest that he had not been playing simganmes, he "was way
too old for that kid stuff, but realized saving so would only make hi m sound
younger .



"You' re supposed to study the math, Johnny,'
assigned to the teamto analyze the code."

Xi mena said, "and Markel, you're

"Me?" Markel's voice broke on the word in a humiliating croak, the sort of
thing that hadn't happened to himsince he was thirteen . . . except around
Xi mena.

"But of course,"” Xinmena said, dark eyes wide as if she couldn't imagi ne why he
was surprised. "W couldn't do without you on this, Markel Illart. Everybody
knows you're the fastest conputech on the ship."

A part of Markel's mind noticed the way Xinena said "we," as if she identified
herself with the Council, but nmost of his mind was floating off into

hyper space. She knew? who he was-not just his nane, but what he was good
at-and she respected it!

"Even if you are the youngest," Xi nena added, and Markel came back into
ordinary flat three-space with a dull thud.

For the three shifts it took themto reach Rushima and attain a stable orbit,
Market was lost in the efficient beauty of Dr. Ngaen Xong Hoa's approach to
nodel i ng at mospheric processes in terns of their electronic-potential

di fferences. The paper which had been issued to him nopdestly entitled, "On
Certain Aspects of Chaotic Systems and Operations Theory," outlined a

gl obal - weat her nodel that was both nore general and nuch nore el egant than the
one Johnny G eene had had Markel working from And yet. . . ?

Mar kel frowned at the screen. Once you cut through the code to the underlying
structure and nmat hematics of the nodel, this seemed essentially the sane as
the one in the earlier paper. True, Hoa had replaced his flip coment about
the butterfly with weather predictions graded by reliability, but it was stil
true that until you got into the infinite | oop of adding variables and

revi sing the nonlinear-equations system there were no predictions Hoa graded
as reliable enough by his standards. He still had not solved the probl em of
the unpredictably large results owing to small variations that, according to
Johnny, plagued all attenpts to nodel conplex chaotic systens.

Mar kel had just reached that point in his reasoning when Illart announced t hat
it was time for their sleep shift. Under the circunstances, the only thing he
could possibly do was wait until his father started snoring and then sneak a
portable console into his sleep tube to try out the new nodel for hinself.
Despite Johnny Greene's certainty that the built-in checks in the system woul d
prevent his inadvertently crashing the ship's conputers, he decided that it
woul d not be prudent to test the new nodel directly. Besides, it would take
half the shift to downl oad the anpunt of weather data he'd need. Instead, he
wote a quick and dirty driver programthat would simulate the running and
systens requirenments of both Dr. Hoa's nodels, given unlimted data.

The results were alnost identical. The new version could handl e nore nonlinear
equations than the old one before it crashed, but it still didn't get anywhere
near the predictions stage of the program Markel switched off the portable

console and lay with his arnms behind his head, thinking. If Dr. Hoa's work was
this far from conpletion, why had he found it necessary to fl ee Khang Ki eaan?

Next shift, the Haven was settling into orbit around Rushima, and Illart was
too busy preparing to negotiate for the Council with Rushim to answer

Mar ket's questions. Markel wound up, as usual, perched on Johnny G eene's
cluttered worktable in the CaN, or Conputation and Navi gation

"Hoa hasn't actually been working nuch on the prediction nodel since that



paper you first saw, " Johnny said, supporting Markel's deductions of the shift
before. "He's a neteorol ogi st by trade, not a mathematician, and he says what
t hat nodel needs is sone new mat hemati cal insights-and he sure hasn't got
them™

"Then why did he really want to | eave Khang Ki eaan? The origi nal work has been
out for over a year. Isn't it alittle late for himto worry about sonebody

m susing his research? Besides," Markel added, as snidely as befitted sonebody
who' d been up for nost of his sleep shift conmparing a cleverly disguised "new
nmodel " with its virtually identical predecessor, "you can't even use this one,
let alone misuse it."

"Ch, don't underrate Hoa's work," Johnny said, "it's the best

weat her - predi cti on nodel going, and even if it's not |ong-range or perfect, it
ought to be a consi derabl e inprovenent on ewhatever the Rushinese are
currently using."

"I still don't get why he had to be snuggled out in a sack of kava beans."

Johnny sighed and touched his console with one finger to halt the program he
was running. "And you're not going to stop asking why until you get sone
answers, are you? Pestilential brat," he added, but his voice was warm "What
you need is a walk in the Garden. Get sone exercise. You' ve been staring at
your data console all night again, haven't you? You'll addle your brains that
way. "

"I"'mnot- " Markel began. Johnny hushed himwi th a hand signal that dated back
to the tine of his first arrival on the Haven, when he'd spent hours playing
M ners and Martians with a |onely kid whose father was wapped up in Counci
busi ness and in grieving for a nother Markel could barely remenber. That
waggl e of the fingers, Markel renenbered, neant, "Hush, we are observed." And
the slight crook in the thunmb meant "Follow ne silently."

The "Garden" was actually the part of the Havens hydroponics unit that was
open to general view a network of narrowtrails on the spongy danp fl ooring
of the unit, past flowers and fruits and greens that had been carefully
trained to drape over the edges of their ugly tubs. Markel had never seen the
point of it, but the Starfarers of his father's generation, who had actually
want ed-want ed! he thought in amazenment-to becone dirt farners, who renenbered
living dirtside in the inefficient alternation of |ight and darkness that
didn't fit human biorhythns, insisted they needed this gardenlike section to
rem nd them of their past lives.

Today, though, there were no visitors other than Johnny and him Probably
everybody was too busy 'preparing for the Rushi na negotiations, or too anxious
to hear the results, to take time for snelling the flowers.

"You're not cleared for this information," Johnny began abruptly once he had

ascertained that there were no other visitors to the Garden. "I'monly telling
you because | know how hard it is to stop you when you've got your teeth in a
problem so | know you'll be worse trouble and probably uncover nore stuff if

| don't give you a little now. But I'd hate to have to explain to the Counci
that | couldn't head off a sixteen-year-old's ' 'satiable curiosity,' so just
keep it to yourself, will you. Elephant's Child?"

The ni ckname came froman old story Johnny had once told Markel, about a baby
el ephant who got into terrible trouble and had its nose pulled until it becane
a trunk, all because it refused to stop aski ng annoyi ng questi ons.

"You haven't actually told nme anything yet," Markel pointed out, "except that



there's something to tell. Now that | know that, of course |I'mgoing to be
curious." He grinned at Johnny.

"Al'l right. |I told you Hoa hasn't been working on the weat her-prediction node
for over a year, and that's true. This paper we've been given to read is just
a rehash and slight inprovenent of his earlier stuff, put out to convince the
heads of his research |ab on Khang Ki eaan that his nore recent work has not
been productive and that he is going back to the prediction nodel. The fact is
that his experinments have been quite successful. Terribly successful,"” Johnny
added in sonber tones. "He didn't want themto fall into the hands of any of
the three Khang Ki eaan parties for fear that whichever party had it would use
his work to destroy the other governments, and probably destroy the planet in
the process. And there were too many people involved in the work to keep it
secret indefinitely; even though he was the only one who knew all the parts of
the project and could put it together, he was afraid sone | ab assistant or
graduate student would et out enough to get the head of the | ab interested.
He had al ready converted his notes to a single datacube and erased all his
working files, and he was prepared to bl ow up the datacube and hinself if they
cane for himbefore he found a way of f-planet. You can imagi ne that he was
very glad to learn of the Haven's visit."

"Ckay, okay." Markel was practically dancing with inpatience. "But what is
this "terribly successful' work, and when do | get to see it?"

"You' re not having these papers,” Johnny told him "Nobody but Council heads
and a few sel ected experts have been invited "Li ke who?"

"Well . . . yours truly, for one, which is how come | know enough to know t hat
you shoul dn't be asking questions right now Sengrat, because if we can find a
useful application for the work, he'll be in charge of building the equi prent

needed. J don't know who el se. Not many."

Mar kel could tell when he was beaten. "You could at least tell nme what its
about . "

"I could at |east get nmy head ripped off by your father for breaching security
to the extent | already have," Johnny nuttered. "Look, kid. If I tell you the
general area Hoa's been working on, do | have your word of honor that you'l
stop aski ng questions, and you won't hack into the ship's systemto get any
nmore information on it, until it's released for public consunption? He's
taking a big step here. He doesn't trust his own people to use this work

wi sely, but he does trust the Starfarers. Do you have any idea what that says
about the reputation nmen |like your father have built up in a decade of
fighting for justice? And do you see what a betrayal of Hoa's trust it would
be if we let word of the results spread as soon as we knew what he'd been
wor ki ng on?"

Dry-mout hed, ©Markel nodded. "Okay," he said. "You have my word I won't ask any
nore." The next thing cost himan effort to say, but he managed it anyway.
"You don't even have to tell me what it's about, if you don't want to.

Besi des," he couldn't resist adding, "I bet | can guess."

"Anyt hing but that," Johnny exclained in nmock horror. "Better you should know
than we should be subjected to the guesses you'll dreamup. . . . He's noved
from studyi ng weat her prediction to studyi ng weather mani pul ati on. Everybody
knows that if you zap a planet's ionosphere with enough energy you can di srupt
conmuni cati ons and cause unusual * weat her patterns;

wel |, Hoa's been refining on that, getting nore accuracy, working -with a
series of targeted | aser beans and precise timng sequences. Fromwhat |'ve



seen of the prelinmnary results, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that he
can call down lightning out of the heavens."

True to his word, Markel did no nore investigating of Dr. Hoa's recent
research. Instead, he put in a casual quarter of an hour answering the
guestions the electronic math tutor had Allocated for that week, then decided
to revert to last year's childish pursuits and play a few rounds of

Si mAr mageddon. But the consol e beeped a warning at himinstead of bringing up
the simgame, and neon green capital letters flashed a nessage on the screen

YOUR ACCESS TO GAMES HAS BEEN RESTRI CTED UNTIL YOU WRI TE THAT TERM PAPER FOR
THE LANGUAGE AND COVPCSI TI ON TUTOR. LOVE, | LLART.

Mar kel hated actual | y conposi ng papers-1anguage was so cl unsy conpared to the
pure, sparse beauty and rigorous mneani ngs of nmathematics and conputer

| anguages. He felt sure that he could easily enough hack his way around

what ever restrictions Illart had imposed. No First-Gen Starfarer could know
his way around the Haven's conputers the way the children of the Starfarers
did. But Illart would probably consider that dishonorable.

Wth a sigh Markel settled down to think over the assignment. Research am
write the biography of an aault with whom you are personally acquai nted.
Verify all statements with docunentation am) interviews. \Were there if a
conflict between docunmentation am the personal account, resolve the conflict
wi t hout either falsifying the Documented facts or offending the interviewee.
Ch, great. Not only was he going to have to wite conplete sentences and

par agraphs and do footnotes, he was going to have to practice Tact and

Di pl omacy 101

Vell, let's see. Doing Xi nena would give himan excuse to "interview' her

but he felt sure the tutor would not count a Starfarer of his generation as
an "adult," even if she was four years older than himand inclined to identify
herself with the ol der generation. Johnny G eene wouldn't take offense at
anyt hi ng Markel wote, but he was a slippery custoner; Mrkel had al ready
di scovered that Johnny was vague about certain episodes in his past and that a
lot of his Iife had sonmehow slipped through the bureaucratic nmeshes of the
galactic Lattice.

Everybody el se woul d be doing sone First-Gen Starfarers; Markel cringed at the
t hought of hearing all those histories of the Theft of Esperantza from vari ous
points of view He would have to do something different . . . there was that
worman Sengrat had mentioned, Nueva Fal |l ona of Pal onella. She nmust be quite
old, at least thirty, but Markel wouldn't mnd interview ng her one bit. He

t hought about glinpses of a curtain of straight, iridescent, reddish bronze
hair, a firmchin, eyes that always seened to be |ooking into sone distance
only she could see. And she was intriguing, with that slight linp and the

el egant cane she used, nade of a reddish bronze to match her hair, turning her
disability into an affectati on. Probably she'd been tortured by the

Pal omel | ese government and was too proud to tal k about her past sufferings.
Yes, she'd definitely be an interesting subject. Besides, Markel would bet
nobody else in his age class would think of doing a Palonellese; it wouldn't
have occurred to themthat they could access Palonella' s databases via the
Lattice. True, there'd be just a little hacking involved . . . but it was
research for an assigned paper, Markel told hinmself virtuously.

And the Haven's conputer-tutor seemed to agree, or else Illart hadn't thought
of restricting Markel's access to anything other than games, for it let him
access a gateway to the Lattice with no trouble at all. He didn't really have

to start working until he reached Palonella's first level of security. \Wen
Illart returned upset froma two-shift-long Council mneeting, Mrkel's nobod was



somber enough to match his.

"How did it go?" Market asked fromthe tube, where he'd been | ounging and
wat ching old nmusic vids. "You missed our ness time. Want ne to go to the
ki tchens and get a bow of hotchpotch for you?"

"No, thanks," Illart said. "They sent in food between shifts, so we woul dn't
have to break for ness."”

"How cone?" Market thought he knew the answer, but he wanted the satisfaction
of hearing it fromhis father. "You always said it was a good idea to break up
| ong neetings, give everybody a chance to simer down."

II'lart rubbed the back of his neck with one hand, and Markel knew fromthe
gesture that his father was suffering one of the agonizing tension headaches
that had pl agued hi m ever since he took over from Andrezhuria as First
Speaker. Perhaps it was tine he handed over to Gerezan. Markel slipped out of
his tube and squatted behind Illart to rub the tense cords of muscle in his
neck.

Illart sighed with relief. "That's better. You've your nother's touch. Wen
cane in hot and sweaty and aching fromthe fields, Aiora used to rub the ache
out of ny nuscles as lightly as a butterfly's w ng."

Mar kel coul d al nost renenber the scene -or was it just that Illart had
rem ni sced about it so many times? Al that Markel could truly renmenber of
their life on Esperantza was the comunal creche where Illart had left himfor

the I ong hours of daylight after his nother died. He couldn't even remenber
what his father had been like in those days; he was usually asleep by the tine
Illart came in fromthe fields to collect him He' d been | ooking forward to
turning five, when he would be old enough to follow lllart into the fields and
coll ect stones, or help with sone other farm ng task, instead of staying in
the creche with the babies. Life on the Haven had been a joyous adventure of
freedom and expl orati on conpared to that, an unexpected boon fromthe heavens.

Mar kel abruptly switched his thoughts back to the present, as he always did
when hi s rem ni scences reached that point. It seened disloyal to Illart and
the others who had given nore than ten years of their lives seeking justice,
to admt that he for one didn't really want to go back to Esperantza or any
other dirtside life. Crowded and dil api dated the Haven m ght be, but it was
far nore hone to Markel than any vague nenories of dirtside life.

And he mustn't let Illart guess that, ever. It would hurt himtoo mnmuch.

"So tell nme about the neeting," he said instead. "How cone you didn't break
for mess, and didn't 'cast any of the discussion?" Usually, although not

al ways, the Council neetings were broadcast on a separate channel for any
interested citizen to view through the data consol e.

"W were discussing . . . classified matters," Illart said. "Why would the
negoti ati ons with Rushima be cl assified?"

- Market asked in his nmost innocent voice. "After all, everybody knows that's
what we're here for."

"They're not going well," Illart said.

"I"'mnot surprised. After | |looked at Dr. Hoa's weatherprediction nodel, | can
see why they might not want to pay for it. Its not that rmuch of an inprovenent



on current systens.'

"Yes, but they don't know that yet," Illart said. "They haven't seen the code
they just said no thank you, they've had three years of bad harvests

pl anetwi de and they owe so many back taxes to the Shenjeni Federation that

they can't even inagine throwing away their credits on high-tech frills. The

wor di ng," he added dryly, "is Rushinmese, not ours."

"So it took two full shifts for themto turn us down?" "Oh, no. That happened
about ten minutes after we opened negotiations. The rest of the neeting,"
I[llart said wearily, "concerned what we do next."

"Try sonewhere else ? " Markel hazarded. "That seens to nme our only option
But Nueva Fal |l ona had another idea. You see, Hoa brought with himthe results
of some other research he's been doing recently... | can't tell you exactly
what, you're not cleared, but it has to do with actually nodifying weat her
patterns rather than just predicting them Nueva and some of the other Counci
menbers t hought we might be able to use that research to convince the

Rushi mese that they needed our services." Illart sighed again. "If Hoa's work
were accurate enough for us to guarantee a season's worth of good grow ng
weat her, and if we could afford to wait around during that growi ng season, it
m ght not be such a bad idea. But he doesn't have that kind of control yet, as
Nueva ought to know, she's seen the abstracts Johnny G eene put together for
all the Council menbers. | pointed out that we couldn't predict what would
happen if we started di scharging pul sed energy into Rushimas ionosphere-we
could cause terrible catastrophes on the surface- and do you know what that
worman sai d?" Illart s voice rose in indignation. "That it didn't nmatter what
happened; if we could make their weather interesting enough, they'd be very
happy to pay for our services. As if we'd stoop to running a 'protection'
racket-pay us or we'll destroy your climte! None of the original Starfarers
woul d stoop to such a thing. Naturally, Andrezhuria and | quashed that idea.
But it took forever. Sonme of the Council actually couldn't see that Nueva was
proposing to threaten Rushima until | spelled it out for themin plain

| anguage, over and over. The funny thing is," Illart said, yawni ng hugely,
"Nueva herself didn't seemto be that unhappy when | made it clear that we'd
never consi der such an unethical procedure. The other Pal onell ese on the
Council were griping and nuttering, but Nueva actually seened pl eased that |
woul dn't even consi der her proposal."”

In view of what Markel had | earned about Nueva during his afternoon of hacking
into Palonella's secure data bases, this surprised himeven nore than it did
Illart; but his father fell asleep before he had a chance to tell himwhat the
Pal omel | ese aboard ship had been tactfully not nentioning.

Later he thought that he might never forgive hinmself for that om ssion

A dream of flashing lights, |aser pulses calling Iightning fromthe clouds,
cities going up in silent waves of flame, resolved into the steady

t hree-pul sed flash of the cabin lights that signaled an energency alert.

Mar kel half fell out of his sleep tube, rubbing his eyes, and turned to Illart
for an explanation of this energency.

Only Illart wasn't there. He must already have gone to deal with the problem.
but what sort of energency could call the First Speaker out in the niddle
of his sleep shift? For engi neering problens, Sengrat woul d have been call ed;
for conputer systems, Johnny Greene or one of the other hotshots who carried
the CaN. Much as Markel respected his father, he knew that Illart's high
position on the Haven was due not to technical expertise but to his reputation
for probity and plain speaking. Illart wasn't even that rmuch of a dipl onat;
when they needed sonebody to weasel -word around sonme system s regul ations,



CGerezan was the Speaker they called upon to phrase the careful sentences.

Vll, it was dunmb to stand there trying to guess what had happened instead of
using the ship's informati on channels. Markel turned toward the nmain data
console built into the wall of the sitting area, but before he touched it, the
screen cane to life of its own, casting an eerie pale glow over the darkened
chanmber. "FREE Cl TI ZENS OF THE HAVEN\" bl ared the speakers. For once, the
sounds cane through clear as a bell, with no om nous cracklings in the
background. "Pl ease assenbl e before your screens for an inportant
announcement!" The energency lights flashed three nore tinmes, a siren went
of f, and the lights pul sed again before the gray background of the screen

di ssolved to show . . . not the Council chanbers, as Markel had expected, but
one of the cargo bays where technical equi pment and supplies were stowed.
Conf used- | ooki ng peopl e, disheveled fromsleep, stood to one side of the bay;
anong them Markel saw his father and Andrezhuria, the Second Speaker. On the
ot her side of the bay stood those who nust have been on shift when the
energency, whatever it was, had occurred; their faces were bright and alert,
and they were wearing crisply pressed black fatigues. The majority of them
seened to be Pal onel | ese, although Markel recognized Gerezan, Third Speaker
and Sengrat standing with them Wth mounting disbelief Markel saw that two of
t he Pal orel | ese had drawn phasers and were aimng themat the other side of
the bay. He had no tinme to see nore before Nueva Fallona's sharply chisel ed
features filled the screen.

"Free citizens of the Haven," she began crisply, "you have been betrayed, not
once, but over and over again through the years, by those who pretended to
care for your welfare above their own. This ship, our only home, is in grave
di srepair, and the Haven has no funds for refitting and repair. Yet the
Speakers of Council who are supposed to guard your fate have paid no attention
to your desperate situation; they care nmore about acting the part of noble and
di sinterested statesnen than they do about protecting those who depend on
them Furthernore, though they pretend to have a system of denocratic

el ections, the fact is that the power of Council is controlled by the three
Speakers, and they have not changed since the first charter of the
Starfarers.”

Mar kel frowned. That was true, now he canme to think of it. Andrezhuri a,
CGerezan, and his father had shifted the burden of being First Speaker from one
to another over the years, but he could not renenber any other Speakers ever
being elected. In fact, nobody ever ran for the office; it was the |esser
Council posts that were disputed in the I engthy political debates the ol der
peopl e |l oved so well. But Nueva didn't understand. Who'd -want to be a
Speaker? It was a heavy responsibility, one that had Iined Illart's face
before his tine, one that had broken up Andrezhuria's marriage to Ezkerra when
he conpl ai ned that she cared nore about the Starfarers en masse than about her
husband.

"As a loyal Starfarer, | can no |onger stand aside and see this travesty of a
government go on until our tanks are enpty of -water and our atnosphere is
poi soned by failing recyclers,” Nueva went on. An abstract part of Markel's
m nd was inpressed by the way she harped on the issues that would i nmedi ately
excite any space-faring group, while the rest of himwas beginning to panic.
Sonething terrible was going to happen. He knew about Nueva and the rest of
the Pal ormel | ese now, he had to tell Illart inmediately, before whatever this
was went any further.

The cabi n door would not nove under his hand. He tugged at the latch to no
avail; it wasn't stuck, it was electronically |ocked. Probably by a comrand
from Central Systens.



"At the eleventh hour we have found a way to sal vage oursel ves through the
work of a new Starfarer, Dr. Ngaen Xong Hoa," Nueva said fromthe screen
"Proper application of his . research can give us the power to control the
weat her and conmuni cati ons of any planet we visit. Rushim and many ot hers
will pay well for the use of this technol ogy, but the fainthearts who control
the Council will not permt it. They would rather see you suffocate in a dying
ship than take the risk of using new technol ogy!"

Illart started forward. "No!" he shouted. "That's a lie, Nueva, and you know
it! Tell themwhat Hoa's systemw |l actually do to a planet! Tell themthat
you don't know the effects of using it, that nobody can predict-"

A Pal onel | ese swung his phaser up into Illart's face. "No interrup' La
Fal | ona! "
Mar kel held his breath until Illart subsided. For a nmonent he'd thought he was

about to see his father murdered before his eyes.

"W, the loyal Starfarers, have been forced to take over fromthe Council in
this energency," said Nueva. "Those who are with us stand here. Those who are
not with us may now | eave the Haven."

Mar kel exhaled a I ong sigh of relief. The Pal onell ese night be crimnals, but
they weren't hom ci dal mani acs. They meant to exile the Speakers to Rushi ma.

It was a crazy plan, but it wouldn't-it couldn't-last long. The Starfarers
woul d never stand for this . . . would they? For the first time he felt uneasy
about the sight of Gerezan and Sengrat, fully dressed and alert, standing
confortably anong all these armed Pal onel | ese

Andrezhuria spoke into the silence left by Nueva's last words. "I wll happily
take a lifeboat to any systemyou nane," she announced, "rather than | end ny
count enance to your extortion schenes. But we'll be back when the Starfarers

realize what you're up to!"

Nueva's smile did not reach her eyes. "Back? Ch, no, | don't think so," she
said softly. "\Whatever gave you the idea we neant to waste precious resources
like |ifeboats and oxygen tanks on the fools who have al ready wasted so nuch
of the Haven's substance? If you won't earn the air you breathe, then you can
find your own-out there." She gestured with her phaser toward the door to air
| ocks at the end of the cargo bay.

"Now, just a mnute, Nueva," Cerezan protested uneasily. "I never neant -

"No? Then you, too, are a fool," Nueva said. "Perhaps in sentinmental vids
peopl e | eave their enemes alive, to recover and strike at them again. On

Pal onel | awe | earned better." She nodded at one of the other arned Pal onel | ese.
"Esposito, the prisoners here are those who cannot be rehabilitated. You may
escort themto the air locks." She turned back to the screen. "Ctizens, you
have been confined to quarters for your own security during this changeover.
As soon as the prisoners have been di sposed of, nenbers of the new Counci

wi Il come anbng you to rel ease you fromyour quarters and take your oaths of
loyally."

Mar kel stood like an idiot, staring at the screen as he saw the nmen and wonen
in their sleeping clothes shuffle forward under the phasers of the Pal onell ese
guards. He recogni zed nearly all the faces in the group: Council nenbers,
First-Generation Starfarers from Esperantza, the sort of people who woul d have
agreed with Illart that it was unthinkable to use Hoa's weather control as a
weapon agai nst peaceful planets. How rmuch of this had been planned? An

ext ended Council neeting, to make sure that all the dissenting nenbers would



be sl eeping on the next shift; easy then to surprise the CaN and Engi neering
departrments, and to round up unsuspecting, sleeping people for.

"NO " Markel hanmered at the door, weeping tears of rage and fury. On the
screen, the image of his father said, "Esposito, quit waving that thing
around, sonebody's going to get hurt. If you're going to run this ship, you'd
better learn to think ahead."

Illart sounded so cal mthat Markel thought for a m nute he had secret contro
of the situation, that in a noment he would snap his fingers and the

Pal omel | ese woul d di scover thensel ves outmanned by a | arge force of arned
Starfarers.

But instead, Illart strolled toward the air |lock as casually as if he were
going for a walk in the Garden. "Aiora, nmy love," he said to the slowy
openi ng door, "it has been too long." He |ooked directly toward the screen for
just a nmonment. "And we | eave those behind who will renenber and avenge this
treachery."

That was his farewell to Markel. Later Markel realized that Illart had not

nmentioned his nane because he did not wish to rem nd Nueva Fallona that he
left a son who woul d never forgive his execution. At the tinme he only watched,
eyes blinded by tears, as his father passed beyond the inner doors of the air
| ock and out of his life forever

Behind Illart, Andrezhuria shook off the Pal onellese who had a hand on her
arm "I go with the First Speaker," she said coldly. Her eyes glanced at the
group of Pal omell ese. "Gerezan, your honor goes with us. WIIl you not
acconpany it?"

"I didtry to get you to see reason, 'Zhuria," Gerezan nunbl ed.

Andrezhuria lifted her chin and tossed the tunble of blond nnglets back over
her shoul ders. Wthout another word she stepped forward through the inner
doors of the air lock, hand in hand with her forner husband Ezkerra. The ot her
prisoners foll owed her, one by one, some protesting, others accepting their
fate in benunbed sil ence.

When the inner doors closed behind them Market went tenporarily mad, beating
on the unyielding door and twisting at the walls until his hands were raw and
brui sed. This could not be happening-it was sone sort of nightnare!

"No nightmare," said a raw voice he hardly recogni zed as his own. "You knew
-what Nueva Fal | ona was. You knew, and you did not tell Illart."” He had a debt
to pay for that failure, a task Illart had laid on himin those |last words: to
renmenber and avenge.

And he could acconplish nothing by crying like a baby or westling with the
doors as if they could hear his desperation. Markel put his grief aside, and
with it the last of his childhood, because he did not have very long to decide
-what to do before the new guards cane for him They must know that he -would
never swear loyalty to the regime that had killed his father. Even if they
were blind enough to believe in any oath he took, wouldn't the words choke

hi n?

There was only one alternative: he nmust not be there when they cane. It was a
good thing he knew the secret insides of the Haven so well. In the icy calm
that he had inposed on hinself, Markel nmentally went over at |east three
separate ways to exit the cabin w thout using the | ocked doors, any one of

whi ch woul d | eave no trace. But just to confuse the issue, he would hack into



the central conputer and see what trouble he could make before | eaving. No
telling when he'd next get a chance at a data consol e.

Thr ee

Labour, Unified\ Federation Date334.05.12

House Har akam an recei ved an energency call fromthe senior menbers of the
secl uded and el usive pl anet of Laboue, where Hafiz Harakam an made his hone
when he was not scouring the galaxy in search of rarities for his collection
and profits for his businesses.

"Surprised by your call? Wiy, no, ny dear Quiabriel," Hafiz said urbanely. "
assune you wish to enlist ny help in communicating with the strange ship that
has been in orbit about our world for the past six hours.™

An irritated crackle canme fromthe speaker, ending on a note of inquiry.

"But of course | amaware of it. House Harakam an's defenses are, as | am sure
you are aware, planetw de; and information, my dear Quiabriel, is the first
requisite for proper selfdefense.”

But Hafiz had not been aware of the reason why Quiabriel was enlisting his
aid. Wien he learned of it, his eyebrows rose in surprise-not so nuch at the
news that beings simlar to the horned girl Hafiz had once sheltered were
apparent in vids transmtted fromthe strange ship, as at the discovery that
Qui abriel knew all about his unicorn visitor of four years previously.
Sonet hi ng was very wong with the Harakam an security arrangenents, to allow
Qui abriel access to such information!

But concerns about his private security system vani shed when the broadcasts
coming fromthe ship were transnmtted forward to the Harakam an house screens.

What it was broadcasting was not a known | anguage but files of the nost awful
atrocities he'd ever seen conmtted, inflicted by vicious-Iooking nenbers of
an alien race on what Hafiz instantly identified as menbers of Acorna's

speci es. Sone, and these nust be the males withing within their torture
structures, had larger horns, were obviously taller than Acorna, but hel pless.
Then the awful visions altered to a spatial map, show ng the planet Laboue
wher e House Harakam an was sited. Clearly displayed were the bridge of a ship
occupi ed by nenmbers of Acorna's species, and then a second view of the
galactic area in which this solar systemwas |ocated as well as a five-ship
vanguard of what had to be the vicious torturers aimng straight at this
retreat. Then i mages of the unicorn people, this tine standing upright and
free, appeared, their arms outspread in what appeared to be a gesture of
greeting-or a cry for help.

"So?" asked Msra Affrendi, a trusted famly retainer who had recently
celebrated his 11 O h year of life, "what do we do?"

Msra didn't sound desperate, but there was an edge to his voice.
"I's there a channel fromour satellite open to the horned ones' ship?"

"OfF course, and everyone with any linguistic ability is trying to analyze
their | anguage."”

Hafiz grimaced. He did have a cube of Acorna opening the Maganos M ni ng, but



he didn't have Rafik, who m ght or might not remenber the few words Acorna had
initially used before she had sopped up Basic Universal Interlingua like a
sponge. And, as far as Hafiz knew, the escape pod was at Maganos Mon Base,
too, and he'd no cube of THAT to display.

Qui abriel had wondered if the vids were sone formof threat, but to Hafiz it
was obvious that the horned folk felt sone warning was required to another
sapi ent race standing in the path of such a viciously predatory race as those
vi deoed. Hafiz shuddered at the thought of Acorna's |ovely slender body
encased in any of the instrunents of torture displayed. And then at the

t hought of his own in a sinilar condition

"What el se is being done?" Hafiz huffed. "As the Third Prophet said, 'Before
thine own life and thine own honor, redeem and protect the house from whence
thou earnest.' First we nmust protect House Harakam an-then we can anal yze this
nmessage at length and attenpt to establish comrunication.™

"That has already been taken care of. W've activated the Shield, of course,"”
M sra said, his elderly voice croaking with inpatience.

"Have we warned all our shipping and affiliates?"
"Those in imediate peril, yes."
"But once the Shield goes up, no one can get in or out."

"Exactly," Msra said with great satisfaction

"I must contact my heir imediately.
"You have six minutes before the Shield goes up.”

For the first time in his Iife, Hafiz wondered if the Shield, which had cost
so nmuch and had been kept so secret, would prove sufficient to the need. As
soon as he sent a nmessage to Rafik, he would initiate his own special invasion
procedures. They woul d have been sufficient agai nst any known hazard, but he
didn't like the | ook of these new predators. Especially if the little Horn
ship had felt obliged to warn any ot her sapient species it encountered.

Why coul d he not renenber the few words that Acorna had said to himin her own
| anguage?

"Ah!" Now they canme floating back to him "Aw ," she had cried in her sleep
once. "Awi, Lalli..."

"Msra, | nust speak to these Horned Ones!”
"Why? Have you suddenly a nethod of |earning their |anguage unknown to us?"

"For once, Methusalitic relic of a thousand of an era no |onger even
under st ood, stop asking questions! PATCH ME THROUGH "

If the beauty of the four obviously mature speci nens of Acorna's species
startled Hafiz, they were dunbfounded to hear himuse the two words of their
| anguage that he knew.

"Aavi," one of themrepeated, giving the word a slightly different enphasis
t hat made her sound exactly |ike Acorna. "Laali?" Then, blast it, she started
chattering their gibberish at high speed.



"What is she saying, what is she saying?" demanded M sra.

"I have no idea," said Hafiz, although in fact he was pretty sure she was
sayi ng the Horned Ones' equivalent of "Praise to Allah, at |ast sonmeone who
speaks a civilized | anguage!"

That attenpt at communicati on had backfired, but at |east he had a vid of
Acorna to show, taken secretly two years ago -when she had visited him and
kept by Hafiz for his private enjoynment. Wen he displayed the pictures of
young Acorna ronping on the grass and dancing to her own nusic on the Singing
St ones of Skarness, he saw the amazenent of the envoys increase. They fel
silent, but their nmoving eyes and ani mated gestures indicated that a lively
di scussi on was goi ng on. Why could he not hear it? Ch, well, what difference
would it make if he coul d? He woul dn't have understood what they were saying
anyway.

When he al so produced the graphic of the inscription on her escape pod, they
became so agitated that he wondered if he had turned the information about
Acorna over to the wong sort of Horned Ones.

Hafi z had never been good with charades as a method of conmunication, but he
had the sense to record the novenents: the blunt two-jointed hands mi m cked a
smal | nenmber of their species, then outspread and uplifted arnms and a

uni versal Iy under st ood expression of query.

In response he nodded, snmiled, and gestured to the | atest height of Acorna to
i ndicate her maturity.

Then they obviously were trying to extract fromhimher current |ocation
showi ng him star nmaps and pointing urgently at them They spoke all the tine
intheir own liquid |anguage, slightly nasal, as Acorna's Basic was, but he
was totally out of his depth. He'd always left navigation to his highly

trai ned space crew and wi shed desperately that he had Rafik to hand just then

A chance | ook at the tinmepiece showed himhe had little time to fool with
gestures and expressions. He conpressed their interview into a nessage cube,
slotted it in with the Uhuru's code, and sent it off. No sooner had he done
that than a great shadow seened to float through the wi ndow and over his
house. The Shield had been put in place.

Lost was any contact with the courier ship, and he could not be certain that
t he nessage had made it through that device and on to Rafik.

"Well," Msra's acid voice now violated his ears, "did you find out anything?"

"I'f I did, that dammed Shield, ten thousand djinnis fly awmay with it and drop
it into the hell of nolten rock, may have prevented it getting through to
where this information will be nost valuable. Rafik HAS to have that

i nformation."

"They call thenselves Linyaari," Msra said with that odi ously superior tone
he so often adopted. "W know their planet of origin, but it has been totally
destroyed by these invaders whomthey call the Khieevi. They have

reestabli shed a hone world only to be forced to run again fromthese

t hese things. They thought to warn us, and they have other couriers doing the
same task in the hope of finding sonme group strong enough, or mlitaristically
advanced enough, to overcone the threat the Khieevi so obviously are. Let ne
rem nd you that all communicati ons woul d now cease even if the Shield were not
in place, in case these . . . predators . . . have equi pnent able to detect
even pl anetary-based signals."



"That," Hafiz said, "could prove as expensive as not having the Shield at
all." No comunications nmeant no trade, and how |l ong could Rafik carry all the
burdens of House Harakam an's multitudi nous busi ness schemes by hinsel f? Not
only that, but he would be absolutely unable to conplete some agreenents

wi t hout Hafiz's personal authorization, and there were others he had not been
told of. ... Well, the boy had already proved his worth as heir to House

Har akam an; he wouldn't be a worthy heir if he didn't have, sonewhere, a
source of information about ALL the House's business plans, as well as a code
key that would allow himto forge his uncle's authorization. In that sense at
| east, one could always trust one's famly. . . . But to do exactly what?
Rafi k coul dn't protect Acorna and manage Hafiz's busi ness simultaneously.
Hafi z paced his study and coul d not deci de which choice woul d cause hi m nost
di stress.

Rafi k was somewhat surprised to receive a nessage fromhis uncle, who should
know t hat the Uhuru was already orbiting Laboue and that Rafik woul d be
reporting in person shortly. The message had obviously suffered sone damage in
transit, and the only word that came through unnutil ated was "Acorna's ..."

Rafik fired off a request for a repetition of the nmessage while he waited for
confirmation of his first nessage, requesting perm ssion to |and.

The com board gave a warning beep; Rafik glanced over to see that his second
nmessage had been returned as undeliverable. There was still no response to the
first one ... and a new series of beeps alerted himto the possibility that
t here woul d be none. Laboues main conmunications satellite had stopped
transmitting. "Check alternates, display visuals, trace," Rafik snapped, and
t he visual -di spl ay screen cane up showi ng a sphere of cloudy gray, to al
appear ances conpl etely enclosing the green planet where he had just been
preparing to | and. The test of alternate conmunications routes returned a
null; apparently none of the backup satellites was transnmitting or receiving
nmessages either. The red tracer line that showed the futile progress of his
conmuni cati ons burst from one possible node to another also showed a strange
shi p, one whose beacon signal, if any, was unknown to the Unhuru's conputer
and Rafik would have sworn that his uncle Hafiz had access to every
shi p-recognition code, registered or unregistered, in known space.

What sort of threat had that little ship posed, to make Hafiz take the
unprecedented step of shutting, Laboue off fromthe rest of the universe with
t he Shiel d? Should he stay and try to help fromhere? After a nonents
agoni zi ng debate, Rafik decided against it. He had every confidence in Uncle
Hafiz s ability to take care of hinself. Besides, if this confidence should
prove to be msplaced for once, Hafiz would surely not be pleased to see his
heir run into the same noose that had captured him And that garbl ed nessage
had sai d somet hi ng about Acorna... perhaps to warn of sone danger threatening
her? Clearly his duty was to return to Maganos Mbon Base at once, to check up
on Acorna, and once there perhaps to enlist Delszaki Li's aid in finding out
what di saster had cut off his uncle's comunications.

On board the Bal akiire, joy and confusion al nost overwhel med the Linyaari
envoys at this evidence that one had survived who had | ong been consi dered
dead to them They were not, however, so overset that Mehreenya, the
conmuni cati ons specialist, failed to copy and trace the single nessage that
energed before a shield i npenetrable even to their sophisticated equi prent
bl anked out transm ssions fromthe planet bel ow

Among t hemsel ves they did not bother to speak al oud; after so many nonths of
travel, the small crew were all perfectly attuned to one another's
t hought - patterns, so that the rudimentary short-di stance tel epathic



conmuni cation of their kind was even |l ess effort than speaking.

(That pod was marked with the nanes of Feriila and Vaanye.) That was Neeva,
Feriila's sister, one of the two senior nenbers of the envoy team The hope
that some menber of her family might have survived had over powered her

enoti ons; her gol den eyes were narrowed to vertical slits, and the gilt
tendrils other mane quivered in the still air of the ship.

(But we know they destroyed their ship rather than be captured by the Khieevi.
How coul d one of the survival pods have cone so far, to be in the possession
of these barbarians?) Thariinye, young and beautiful and arrogantly male,
prided hinself on his unenotional analytical reasoning.

The t hought-streans of the whol e crew bl ended, coal esci ng and separating |ike
partial conversations at a very crowded party.

(We don't know they are barbarians. They may be perfectly civilized people.)
The t hought - shape that acconpanied this concept was of a group of hornless
unicorns with flinmsy, soft hands and feet. |If Khaari had been speaking, the
words that went with this thought-shape woul d have been "people |ike us."
(Then why won't they treat with us? Anyway, they |look |ike carnivores to ne.
D d you see those pointy side teeth?)

(We still don't know all the properties of the device Vaanye used to destroy
the ship; his research notes went with him But we can postulate it was
devel oped as an of fshoot of his research into space topol ogy and
transportation.)

(Who cares about the research! | want to find Feriila's child!)

(Neeva, cal myourself. That they have a vid does not prove that they have the
child, only that there has been sone previous contact with our kind. The vid
was of a young girl; its been three ghaanyi since the explosion; if Feriila's
youngl i ng had lived, she would be fully grown by now.)

(My point about the research was, Vaanye said the new weapon worked by fol ding
space to nake two di stant points contiguous, but there were still a few m nor
problems to be sol ved.)

(So0?)

(So maybe what he neant by "a few m nor problens" was that objects close to
the fold mght be unpredictably transported to an unknown di stant point.
Physicists think Iike that, you know. And when he used his experinental weapon
to blow up his ship and the Khieevi attackers, maybe as a side effect, the
youngl i ng's escape pod was transported into this sector.)

(A lot of "maybes" there.)

(Ckay, you explain how they got hold of a pod froma ship that was supposed to
have been destroyed down to the nol ecul ar | evel three ghaanyi ago.)

(I'msure she survived. I"'msure of it. The barbarian was hol ding his hand up
to show us how much she'd grown. And that word he kept sayi ng-"Acorna"-that
must be what they called her.)

("Acorna"? That word was in the transm ssion that was sent just before the
Shield closed dowmn. It was the only signal | picked up clearly. But it was
enough to send that neighboring ship out of orbit.)



(Can we follow it?)

(O course we can, if Melireenya will give nme details of the ship's signal. |
didn't get this for nothing.) Khaari tapped the crescent-shaped silver neda
that proclainmed her a senior tutor in the Navigators' Cuild.

(Mght as well do so, then. It certainly doesn't look as if we're going to get
any nore out of this Iot of barbarians. Wiy did you have to scare themwth
those vids of Khieevi tortures, Melireenya?)

(Me? 1 like that! It was your idea to start with vids instead of first
col l ecting enough sanples of the |anguage to run the LAANYE, Thariinye!)

(Well, they're scared now, no matter whose idea it was,) Neeva interposed
pacifically. (We'd better cloak the ship; if this one notices us follow ng, he
m ght think we have hostile intentions toward him)

(Way don't we just capture himfor our |anguage sanpl e?)
(Thariinye. |I. Want. To. See. Were. He. Goes. Al right?)

Thariinye s handsome young face flushed dark, and his silvery pupils narrowed
to slits at Neeva's scolding tone, but he realized the justice init. Hs
attenpt at first contact with the barbarians had failed mserably. In the
denocratic fashion of the Linyaari, it was now Neeva's turn to take the |ead,
and he was obliged to support whatever decisions she made in her own attenpt
to initiate contact-even if those decisions did seemto him as now, to be
excessively gui ded by personal concerns.

To be even nore than fair, Thariinye reninded hinself that a possible mssing
one of the Linyaari should be of the greatest inportance to themall. It was
just coincidence that this particular one, if she lived, mght turn out to be
Neeva's sister-child.

Al the same, he felt enbarrassed both at his failure and at this public
repri mand, and was eager to distinguish hinself before the ol der envoys; a
desire which was to cause far nore trouble than this brief squabble on board
t he ship.

Cl oaked and shielded, the Balakiire followed Rafik's Unhara at a discreet

di stance, a nonmentary darkness in space that hovered always in the other
ship's blind spot. For fear of alerting their quarry, the Linyaari shut down
transm ssions with their home base, difficult in any case at this great

di stance fromthe civilized world; but within the ship, they discussed their
next step endlessly until everybody's thought-patterns converged by mnute

i ncrenents onto the same plan. They had been mistaken to try and skip the

| anguage- acqui sition phase of initiating contact with a new people; this
woul d, therefore, have to be their first priority after they discovered the
ot her ship's destination

For many generations the Linyaari had relied nmore and nore upon their

| ate-evolving telepathic abilities and | ess and | ess upon spoken | anguage,
except as a way of communi cating with younglings whose brains were not yet

mat ure enough for thought-speech. Only when they first came into contact with
other races did they discover the problempresented by their total inability
to make thought-contact with Chers who showed signs of being as "linyarii,"
in their own way, as the Linyaari thenselves. Wth highly advanced technol ogy
but no experience in | earning second | anguages, they had taken the obvious
step of devising a | earning device that, given a sanple of an alien | anguage,
could be used in a few overni ght sleep-training sessions to connect the forns



of that |anguage with the thought-forms of basic Linyaari conmmunication. The
device did have the one minor drawback-that it was necessary to establish sone
rudi mentary dialogue with one of the aliens first, as a basis for further

| earning; and they had | earned through experience that it could be extrenely
difficult to get cooperation before proper communi cati on was established. The
nesters of Khorma V had been sedentary creatures, the adults bonded to their
nests by a conplex set of chemi cal interactions. That first translation task
had been easy enough; the Linyaari envoys needed only to canp beside a | arge
nest and wait until the inhabitants grew curious enough to begin interaction
But the scurrying little dharmakoi of Galleni had been shy, easily frightened
little creatures with a unique ability to disappear into shadows. The Linyaari
had slowy established trust over a long period of cautious contacts, unti

t he dharmakoi |earned that not all Qthers were predators and cane trustingly
to converse with the large horned ones ... a lesson the Linyaari now regretted
teaching them since the dharmakoi had greeted the first Khieevi with the sane
trust and hence were now extinct.

Mermories of the tinme it had taken to gain the trust of the dharmakoi had

i nspired Thariinye's suggestion that they initiate contact with vids from

Khi eevi torture ships, show ng these barbarians what a mutual eneny they and
the Linyaari had. At the time it had seenmed |ike an excellent idea. Now they
had returned to their basic contact methods, with a slight difference that was
argued out while they followed the other shinp.

(W don't have tinme to spend nonths tam ng a barbarian. Besides, they are
many, and we are only four-in this sector. Wat if they decide -we're
dangerous and try to kill us? W have to establish conmunications right away,)
Thar unye ar gued.

(I'"'m not even going to nmention where |'ve heard that idea before, or what just
happened when we tried it.) Neeva's thought-inages were acconpani ed by an
enotion, or rather, by the haughty repression of all enotion; they seemed to
float in a cold enpty space

(It wasn't a total failure,) Melireenya pointed out. (We did |earn that your
sister-child may be alive and in this sector, Neeva.)

(I"mjust saying that next tine I1'd like to have a little nore nmeani ngful
dialogue and a little less hand waving, all right? It's clear we can't do
anything until we have their |anguage.)

(I didn't say we don't need the | anguage, | said we don't have tinme to sit
outside their burrows and win their trust little by little, like the Second
Envoys did with the dharmakoi.)

(So what do you suggest, Thariinye-always-in-a-hurry?)

(Isn't it obvious? We'll have to catch one. The one -we're following is
handy. )

(That's unethical! We can't deprive a sapient being of liberty without its
under st andi ng and consent!)

(So we'll calmit down until it consents.)

(Wait a minute, Neeva. Thariinye has a valid point. It could take a long tine
to win these barbarians' trust. . . and they seemto have forni dabl e weapons
systens. If they are nore khievn than linyarii [nore like vermin than |ike us,
the People] then they m ght -well exterm nate us before we can even begin
negoti ati ons.)



(I'f they are so khievii that they kill strangers who come to them peacefully,
there's no point in negotiating. Those are not the kind of allies we need.)
(Agreed, Neeva, but if you don't terribly mind, | would prefer not to die
finding this out!) Khaari thought with a wy twi st other mnd that set al
four Linyaari |aughing in agreenent.

(Perhaps if we could win the barbarian s consent after we have captured and
tamed it. . . ?) Melireenya suggested.

(Bending our |aws instead of breaking them Melireenya?)
(Any good system nust be flexible,) Melireenya stood up for herself.
(Hm Wwell. . . )

(W mght want to use the barbarian as an envoy, too, rather than speaking
with themdirectly. Just at first, while we're finding out what happened to
your sister-child. It might be betterif they think it's one of their own
peopl e inquiring, then they won't get scared and hi de her.)

(You're assuming a |l ot of cooperation fromthis captive barbarian whom we
don't even have yet.)

(I'f this people are at all linyarii, then surely every one of themw Il be
happy to reunite a youngling with her famly.)

(And if they aren't?)

(Then it's best we find that out first-even if it does mean bending the

Li nyaari code of ethics slightly. After all, our forebears who devised the
code governing first contacts never envisioned encountering sonmething like the
Khi eevi .)

(I shoul d hope not! Wio could inmagi ne anything |like that?)

(But now that -we know such beings exist, it is only rational to amend our
code accordingly. Ethical interspecies contact should not require that -we put
oursel ves into avoi dabl e danger.)

(Ah, but which is nore inportant-our danger, or the fear and angui sh we shal
inflict on this hypothetical captive barbarian who will have no idea what is
goi ng on?)

(We can danpen the fear and anguish.)

(Even if it were ethical to mess with its® mnd, we don't know the effects we
m ght have on its nenory. This one may know sonet hi ng about our little |ost
one; we daren't use it for a teaching tool.)

Eventual |y a conproni se was reached. They woul d not attenpt |ong-distance
contact at first, but neither would they kidnap any nenmbers of this species.
Nor woul d they approach whatever sentient beings were on the ship they were
follow ng, for fear that the necessary clouding of their m nds would al so
cloud their nenories of the desired information. Rather, they would ascertain
t he ships destination, then intercept and board some other ship headed for the
same destination, relying on signs and whatever telepathic abilities this
speci es mght have to nake it clear that they came in peace and nmeant to harm
no one. If one of the barbarians on the ship would cone with themwllingly,
they would use it for a |anguage sanple and naybe | ater enploy its services as



an envoy. If not, they would let the ship go on its way and try to think of
some other stratagem In either case, since they would be physically present
on the vessel, they would have the power to heal any fear experienced by the
barbarians during this brief captivity, as well as to blur their menories of
t he experience so that they woul d be hesitant to speak of it to others.

(What if we find we cannot heal this species?) Neeva fretted. (And even if we
can, isn't it just as unethical to fool with their nmenmories as it is to take
one of them captive?)

(Bend, not break, Neeva,) Khaari said firny.

The shuttle for Maganos was del ayed on the |aunching pad, giving Karina anple
time to suffer fromthe tastel ess decor of deep red and orange that clashed
horribly with her personal colors of |avender and creamy white. And the
shuttle was fully booked, every seat filled, and in sone cases overfilled; the
ol d worman next to her filled up her own space and overflowed into Kanna's. And
somebody quite nearby had been eating Thai food: the whiff of garlic and
cilantro quite overpowered the usual shuttle snell of carpet cleaner and
recycled air. Karina whiled away the long wait for takeoff by explaining to
the old woman next to her, who was going up to try to identify a |ong-I ost

gr eat - nephew or sonething of the sort, how extremely trying she found
experiences like this, with the cromd of humanity pressing so cl ose agai nst
her .

"I know just what you mean, dearie," the old bat said confortably. She shifted
position and propped her legs up on Karma's cariyall. "They don't nake these
shuttl e seats near big enough for full-figured wonen |ike us, do they?"

Karma gl anced at the old broad's shapel ess bul k, bul ging out of a shiny
stretch dress two sizes too small and thirty years too young for her, then
snoot hed a reassuring hand down the flow ng curves of |avender silk that she
herself wore. Surely there could be no comparison . . . could there?

"Ch, it's not physical crowding that troubles nme," she said with a little

| augh that soneone, a long tine ago, had mistakenly likened to the gay tinkle
of water falling onto snoboth stones. Karina had been tinkling gaily ever
since. "It is the presence of so nmany souls, each with its own weight of

m sery and secret fears and bodily pains. | ama Sensitive, you see: | can
feel these things." She pressed a hand to her heart.

"Me too," her seatmate agreed am ably. "I feel it nost particular after | eat
fried foods. Looks like that's where it's getting you now. A burning pain,
like, right under the breastbone?"

"Not in the slightest," Karina snapped. "Besides, | never eat aninmal fats or
t ake al cohol . "

"Can't be too careful when you get to our age, can you?" The old woman
chuckl ed confortably and reached into a capacious silver-nmounted traveling
bag. It Iooked as if she were bringing out her portable photo album. . . and
it was huge.

Karina decided it would be hopeless to try and explain to the old bat that the
pain she referred to was one of enpathy, sharing the sorrows of humanity and
knowi ng that her own poor talents would never suffice to heal the griefs of

all those she encountered. In sheer self-preservation she was obliged to limt
her healing work to those with whomshe felt a certain spiritual oneness. At
first she'd thought her seatmate m ght turn out to be one of those-the gaudy
di spl ay of rainbowflashing rings and bracelets on her fat white wists and



fingers suggested soneone who coul d pay adequately for healing whatever pained
her. Now Karina began to think it would be wi ser to pass the rest of the
flight in contenplative silence.

She announced that it was tine for her personal neditation, |eaned back, and
cl osed her eyes, trying to ignore both the plunp thigh pressing agai nst hers
and her seatmate s agreenment that a little nap after [unch was a good thing at
their age. Irritation would interfere with the al pha waves, and she wanted to
arrive on Maganos projecting a serene cal mess that would reassure this
Acorna. Poor child, she had had no guidance in how to handl e her psychic
powers; no wonder she had fled to a remote | unar base! |Indeed, a tine of

wi thdrawal fromthe world m ght have been nost healing for her. But nowit was
time for her to cone back to the world; Acorna herself nust have sensed it,
whi ch was why she had acknow edged Karina's fifty-seventh nmessage. Now she
woul d take the unicorn girl under her wing, teach her how to use her powers

for the good of all w thout exhausting herself and, above all, w thout sinply
giving it away as she'd done during her weeks on Kezdet two years ago. The
very thought made Karina feel slightly ill. Never mnd; once she and Acorna

were partners the girl would learn better

Karina fingered her pendant of opal escent noonstone set in silver and
visualized a pink light of love all around herself, reaching out to envel op
Acoma in its roseate glow She felt an answering pul se, alien and surprisingly
strong, and definitely welconm ng. Wonderful! The shuttle couldn't be nore than
hal fway to Maganos, and already she could feel Acoma's presence ... it had to
be the unicorn girl, didn't it? Karina willed herself to sink deeper into
trance. It was awfully hard to concentrate with that silly speaker squawki ng
at them about mnor course corrections and telling her not to panic. O course
she wasn't going to panic . . . strange! The seat felt as if it were dropping
away from her. She nust be achieving a really good trance, al npst

levitational. And there was definitely a sense of an alien presence, very

cl ose now and quite different fromthe babbling, grumbling mnds all around
her .

A firmtap on her shoulder and a warm mint-flavored gust of breath broke the
trance.

"Have one of these, dearie," her seatmate said, holding out a mnt that had
suffered frombeing clutched too long in a hot, sweaty palm "Wnderful for
the notion sickness, they say."

Before Karina could explain that she never pernitted her nmnd to experience
such illusions as notion sickness, the shuttle gave a sickening swop and a
si deways lurch that took her breath away, then steadied. Someone across the
ai sle made retching sounds. Karina had to close her eyes and renind herself
firmy that she -was thinking of H gher Things and that notion sickness was a
fal se nessenger. Soneone farther up the cabin gave a faint shriek that -was
echoed from various seats around the body of the shuttle. Karina concentrated
fiercely on her nmental image of Acoma, tall and silver-maned and wel com ng her
partnerto-be, before she allowed herself to open her eyes and see what the
scream ng was about .

VWhi ch was -why she, alone of all the shuttle passengers, was neither
frightened nor amazed to see a tall, silver-nmaned being with a golden horn
stepping lightly through a door that should have been cl osed and doubl e-1 ocked
until the shuttle entered the artificial atnmosphere of Maganos. Qutside the
open door could be seen a stable, sourcel ess, golden gl ow where there should
have been enmpty space, blackness, and i medi ate death for all the shuttle
passengers.



"Don't scream you idiot, it's only Lady Lukia!" one of the passengers
adnoni shed anot her, using one of the nanes by whi ch Acorna had been known
during her brief stay on Kezdet.

"She's comin' to take me, and | don't want to be took!" cried the girl who'd
first screamed, burying her head in her trenbling arns.

The uni corn-person said something in a liquid, slightly nasal |anguage, and
touched the girl's head. She |ooked up, trenbling, and met those gol den eyes.
| mredi ately her body rel axed, and she sat back in her seat, linp and sniling
slightly.

What ever had been done to the girl appeared to be contagious, for within
seconds, the people sitting on either side of her were simlarly relaxed and
vacant - eyed.

The ol d | ady beside Karina was clutching the arms of her seat, white-knuckl ed,
and saying prayers under her breath. Karina realized that the other shuttle
passengers had no idea what was really going on

"Excuse me," she said tightly, pushing herself out of the seat and starting
for the aisle. "Excuse nme, please, thank you, if you could nmove your knees a
little, sir, thank you. Sorry about that, there's nothing to worry about, it's
nme they've conme for. "

Fi nal ly, dishevel ed and breathl ess, she reached the aisle am d disgruntled

mur mur s about peopl e who didn't have the consideration to go before they got
seated and peopl e who ought to pay for two shuttle seats if they were going to
take up all that space.

foiots, Karina thought. W' ve been lifted into Another D nension a.n2 Acorna
has come personally for nme, an<) all they can think of if their paltry human
bodi es. Throw ng up, scream ng, anD kvetching about having their toes stepped
on - what nust she think of us7 It's up to me to show that sone of us are
Above Al That.

Smiling resolutely, and ignoring the tiny part of her that squeaked that it,
personal ly, was worried about its paltry human body and didn't want to go away
with aliens no matter how benevol ent, Karina wal ked down the aisle and held
out one hand gracefully to the unicorn-person

"It's all right," she said. "I know you've cone for me. Don't worry about
these others; they're not used to psychic manifestations on this plane of
bei ng. "

Acorna-for surely it nust be she: there was no other like her-tilted a |ong,
shapely face and said something like, "Lllrivhanyithalli? "

"Charmed, |'msure,"” Karina replied. Wiy hadn't anyone nentioned that Acorna
didn't speak Basic Interlingua? On, well, they could conmmuni cate on a psychic
| evel . She beamed and projected, as strongly as she could, the inage of
hersel f and Acorna together and surrounded by the rosy pink |ight of perfect

| ove and accord. Wen Acorna still |ooked puzzled, she put one hand to her
noonst one pendant and asked it to lend her its energies for the projection

Acorna turned away from her!
(See, Neeva? This one wants to come with us! Can't you sense it?)

(It feels confused to me. If it can thought-talk at all, it's doing so very



weakly. Are you sure about what it wants?)

(Thariinye, I'mnot so sure either,) put in Melireenya. (From your
t hought -i nages, it seens to be baring its teeth. In carnivores, isn't that
usually a threat?)

(Not in these carnivores.) Thariinye had watched randomy captured vids from
intercepted satellite transm ssions while they had foll owed the other ship
across space to the lunar base where it had | anded. (They bare their teeth to
i ndicate sociability and greeting.)

(OCh, all right, if you say so. Anyway, | suppose we can reassure it later.)

Karina let out a sigh of relief as Acorna turned those |arge gol den eyes back
upon her and extended a ... hand? Watever- the digits were thick and cl unmsy
conpared to human fingers, but soft |like a hand. Karina grasped the offered
hand and felt a tw nge of unease. WAs she picking up sone trouble from Acoma's
mnd? O was it the fact that Acorna s eyes were golden, not silver as in the
stories? O was it the fact that she seened taller and nore nuscul ar than
Karina had pictured her? Al nbpst masculine in her aura. Perhaps it was the
effect of the |oose navy blue tunic she wore; it was so severe-|ooking, not
the way you' d expect a young innocent girl to dress-unicorn or no. Well

per haps Kari na had been Sent to teach Acorna howto dress . . . anong other

t hi ngs.

"Just a minute," she said firmy when Acorna beckoned her toward the open
door. "I need to get ny bag."

That occasi oned another interlude of panting, wiggling, and apol ogi zi ng as
Karina fished her carryall out from anmong other passengers' feet. She energed
fromthe struggle flushed and anxi ous that Acorna woul d have becone i npatient,
so she did not denur when Acorna gestured that she was to go first up the

ai sle and through the door. The gol den gl ow outsi de the door blinded her, and
she t hought about Hi gher Powers and stepped into it with conplete -well,
nearly conplete - Love and Trust anyway.

Only when the other ship appeared in the glowing |light, when she saw even nore
uni corn-peopl e excitedly awaiti ng her appearance, did Karina realize that she
was just as badly off as the other passengers on the shuttle.

She didn't have a clue what was really going on
f our
Rudhl ma, Unified Federation Date 334.05.17

VWhile the Starfarer vessel was orbiting Rushima, it was not at the noment in a
position to see the arrival of t}ie Aca™ecki. Nor did Calum bother to check on
any orbiting spacecraft since the Gal acti capedi a resunme on Rushi ma indi cated
the planet was in the early stages of its agricultural devel opnent and had
only a nessage beacon. As he and Acorna saw no need to | eave a nessage that
woul d undoubtedly not be retrieved until whenever the colony renmenbered to

| ook for messages, they thought they would sinply identify a decent-sized
settlenent and | and there. Rushima, being new with only one generation born
on-pl anet, would not be startled or surprised by a single ship arriving. They
could pay for anything they needed by transferring credits fromthe Li Alining
Conmpany to whatever credit institution the Rushimese nom nat ed.

But as the Aca”“ecki mmde its approach, Acorna frowned. "This is the
si ckest-1ooking agricultural planet | have ever seen. \Watever can they be



growing? It |looks all brown, and yet this is the summer for this hem sphere.
Sonet hi ng should | ook green. Even the forests | ook sick."

"You're right. Maybe we should try the northern heni sphere. This planet, it
says right here"-Calumpointed to the entry from Gal acti c which was displ ayed
on anot her screen- "has little axial tilt, so it stays nore or |less the sane
tenmperate climte year-round. Hwm"

As they got closer, into the atnosphere, they spotted | arger |ake areas than
were apparent in the official entry orbital scans. "Wat could have happened?"
Acorna said. "Floods?" "Sure |looks like '"em" Calum had to agree. "But

pl anet wi de?

That just doesn't figure into"-he tapped out sone directions to the screen
showi ng the Galactic - "the sort of weather they're supposed to have."

Then they overflew a vast wastel and with withered trees which had given up the
struggle to survive without the rain they required. "If they don't do

somet hing quickly, erosion will ruin this land forever," Acona said, for she
had studi ed ecol ogy al ong with many other subjects during her years aboard the
m ni ng ship. They continued on, over a | ow range of mountains, covered with
sun-seared vegetation

"Noah, you been at it again?" Calumsaid facetiously, to cover his shock at
t he devastation: one area of |and drowning next to one that had been sun-baked
to extinction.

"There's a sizable settlenment over there, to the right, Calum And what | ooks
like an airfield."

As they closed the distance, Calumsnorted. "A very wet airfield, but safe
enough for us to land on. The settlenent s not far away.

"Not far for aquatic animals," he amended | ater, when they opened the outer
hat ch and surveyed the | ake which was the field: a rather nuddy | ake since
their | anding had stirred up the drowned soil

"Phew " Calum said, turning his head away fromthe snell that now rose to
their nostrils. Acorna s nose twitched, but her main concern was food, not
wat er .

"What' s happened?" she asked. "Think the soaking' s reached the sewage-di sposa
uni ts?"

He pinched his nostrils. "I'Il just get ne a set of plugs." He paused as he
passed Acorna: there were no plugs for her wider nostrils. But then she wasn't
as particular about snmells, bad or good, as he was. She seened to |ike them
all-the nore intense, the better

"There's no one around, either," Acorna said, shielding her eyes to peer
around and adjusting to the odor. "I don't understand this."

Her digestive juices gurgled in conplaint. She hadn't seen a need to ration
what remrai ned edi ble on board and had really been | ooking forward to a decent
graze on Rushima. As far as her far-seeing eyes could perceive, there wasn't
that much to tenpt her. But she needed to eat sonething.

"Trees, over there, Acorna," Calum said, pointing beyond and behind the ship
toward a distant hillock. "Look! You go see if there's anything edible there.
["I'l"-he | ooked down at the water surrounding them "wade over to the buil dings



and see what | can see. Maybe even ground transport . . . delete that:
what we'd require is aquatic transport."” He | ooked at the |anding ranp.
"Doesn't look all that deep." The ranp's edge was only centinmeters into the
fl ood.

Blithely he stepped off, into water up to his ankles. The next step had himin
water up to his knees. And he grinned sheepi shly back at Acorna.

"Must've been a rut or sonething," he said.

"Well, | can at least help us see where we're going," she said, and, kneeling
on the ranp, bent over so that her horn touched the water. A few swirling
nmotions and the silty, snelly floodplain cleared magically. She dropped her
nose into the clear water and drank. "Hmm rather nice w thout the effl uvium
There were fertilizers dissolved in the water, too."

"Real | y? They nmust be in bad shape here. One-half the planet burned to a crisp
and the rest of the real estate underwater. Sonething' s peculiar. That's
unnatural . "

Acorna stepped off the ramp. "It feels cool around ny hooves." She grinned
with childlike pleasure. She rarely used footwear on the ship. "I shan't be
long. Now that | can see -where |I'mgoing, it's all about fetlock height
across to the hill."

Wth that, she started off, splashing through the water at a dead run
occasionally leaping a few strides, her delighted | aughter trickling back to
hi m Now t hat he could see through the water, Calum stepped over the ninor
ruts that had nearly sunk him before Acorna purified things. The grooves in
the dirt had probably been made by vehicle wheels on the soft ground of the

| andi ng area. Odd that they woul dn't have paved this area over with sonething
solid. Still, this was a new colony, and nost likely it didn't have tinme or
nmoney for refinenents.

Time or nmoney for much at all, he deci ded when he saw the condition of the
airfield buildings. They had an uninhabited and di sused | ook to them wth
dead vines clinging to the walls. The plants were little nore than nmushy

stal ks that hadn't yet fallen to join the rest of the plant in the nud. The
buil di ng was on slightly higher ground, so the water had not yet quite reached
it ... although it | ooked to have been flooded quite recently, perhaps during
what ever di saster dunped all this water on what was supposed to have been
growi ng here. A badly warped and distorted sign over the door, half-covered
with nold, read,

LOADI NG CENTER WEST- AUTHORI ZED PERSONNEL ONLY.

When he touched the door panel, it was slimy. Wping his hand, he pressed
harder for admittance, and, creaking badly, the door gradually opened.

Qovi ously no one had been here for yonks. It nust have been in use once, for
there were benches, tables, openings in the sidewall which had led to a ticket
counter, and to a weighing office. The size of the platform suggested heavy
cargoes had been shifted through here.

Only one door was |ocked, and that gave -with just a little push, as the
danp- soaked | ocki ng apparatus fell fromthe softened wood. Calum had hit pay
dirt-he'd found the main office, to judge by all the files. Someone had spent
time and energy to pile the plastic cabinets on footings to keep them above
wat er |evel.



The room had several conmunication devi ces, good ones, but Calum had to wonder
if they were still serviceable under all the nold. He brushed as much gunk as
he coul d away and depressed the comtoggle. It clicked uselessly several tines
bef ore he decided that there was nothing powering it.

Frowni ng, he went back outside to see solar panels on the roof. Not nuch woul d
rot or otherw se damage the materials from which such panels were usually
manuf actured, but they did have to have at |east four hours of sun to operate.
Clouds were already gathering to the west. Rather fast, he thought,
renenbering they' d | anded in cl ear skies and hadn't even seen a weather front
moving in on their approach fromthe west. Odd that! And there wasn't so nuch
as a breeze to ruffle the flooded field.

He caught sight of Acorna in her grazing posture and was delighted that she,
at least, had had sone luck. He hoped he'd have his share as well. There had
to be something wong for the solar panels to fail. Possibly the cable
connecting the panels to the reservoir had perished. Then he spotted the

| adder attached to the gable end of the roof, which would give himaccess to
the panels. He'd just check. Sure enough, the cable connections had fallen
away fromthe rain-soft wood, and the cable itself lay half in a puddle, the
insulation rotting away fromit. Well, he had plenty of cable that size back
at the ship, so he clinmbed down and spl ashed to the AcaSecki, got a belt of
the tools he'd need, and waded back to the building.

It didn't take himlong to splice the cable and, since he rather thought
there'd been some sunlight, maybe he could just rouse someone on this planet
on the comunit. He headed into the rundown buil di ng. Power he had, and he
sent a brief message, asking to be net by soneone in authority at the field so
he coul d transact business in acquiring new seeds for a hydroponics tank
system Then he trudged back to the AccSecki to get hinself a bit of lunch and
await the arrival of anyone who'd heard the call.

That was why he didn't see Acorna waving frantically in his direction, or hear
her distant voice trying to warn himof the flotilla of assorted water vessels
heading in his direction, bristling with all sorts of makeshift weapons. The
first he knew of danger was an unfriendly challenge fromthe |eading boat:

Hold it right there, y' dammed pirate!™

Whoops, Cal um thought, suspecting that Kezdet's new inproved interstellar
reputati on mght not have spread as far as Rushinma. For the first time he felt
fervently grateful for the hasty departure that had precluded his suggesting
that Mercy m ght acconpany them on the journey-ostensibly to provide Acorna

wi th fem nine conpany, that woul d have been his excuse. H s sweet, gentle
Mercy had al ready been exposed to too many dangers in her time -as a spy for
the Child Liberation League within the offices of the corrupt Kezdet police.
She didn't need to deal with floods, famine, riots, and whatever else was now
com ng their way, clearly spoiling for a fight.

He girded hinmself quickly with an arms belt, snapped on the field that woul d
keep them outside and himsafely within the ship, and just nade it to the
hatch before the first of the paddl ed boats arrived with its cargo of many nen
and worren. Mbst of them were carrying sharp-edged or heavy tools; all of them
| ooked distinctly unfriendly. What had ticked them off so quickly? Wre they
that serious about that AUTHORI ZED PERSONNEL ONLY, sign on the derelict

| oadi ng shed?

"Hold it there yourselves," he called, raising both arnms to show that he was
not hol ding a weapon. Those at his belt could be clearly seen, and he wanted
to keep fol ks far enough away fromthe ranp so that he could grab a stunner if



he needed to.

"I"m Calum Bai rd ottheAcaSecki. We've had a 'ponies failure and need to buy
pl ants and seeds from you."
"Plants and seeds, he wants," a bearded man cried, |aughing al nost
hysterically. That was the general mood of those who pol ed or paddled their
craft to surround the AcaDecki. They kept repeating his words with variations
of derision and angry frustration

"This is Rushima, isn't it?" Calum asked, perplexed. "What you bastards have
| eft of Rushima, you nean," the spokesman said, and the nuttered grow s of his
conpanions did nothing to reassure himas to the general hostile nood.

"We're from Maganos Moon Base at Kezdet on our way to Coma Berenices on a
private mission," Calumwent on, making his voice sound as reasonabl e as he
could even though he was scared stiff. Wiy hadn't he listened to Pal about
defense systenms? Not that anything a spaceship carried woul d have been usef ul
in his present circunstances.

"Pull the other one, it's got bells on," grow ed the spokesman.

"Hey, now, he could be telling the truth,” a tenor voice suggested. A young
man in a raft with ten-centimeter sides glided to the side of the Aca()eckt,
and read out their current al pha-nuneric identification code. "That's not a
Starfarer ID. Could be from Kezdet."

"So could half the pirates in the galaxy," said the | eader, who evidently was
all too aware of Kezdet's lax registration laws, which attracted all sorts of
illicit business, "and if those Starfarers are as far-flung as they keep
telling us they are, could be one of theirs anyhow But it's shortly going to
be ours. ..." There was novenment as some of the bigger nmen slipped into the
wat er and started for the ranp.

"Hey, the water out here's clear," aworman sai d, astonishnment and delight in
her voice. She scooped up a handful, tasted it cautiously, and let out a
*whoop. "How dyou do this, nister?"

| mredi ately others were sanpling the water. And then al nost everyone, at the
risk of tipping over their basically fragile craft, buried their faces to
drink so thirstily that the sight transfixed Cal um

Water, water, everywhere nor any Drop to Drink-the phrase popped in from sone
di stant corner of his brain.

"I didit." Acorna stepped gracefully around the after section of the ship.
She al so held her hands up, not that she could have hidden anything in the
short, skintight tunic she was weari ng.

"Purifying water is one of our skills."

Cal um cl osed his eyes in what coul d have been prayerful exhortation. Acorna
had | earned a great deal about humans during her experiences 'with Kisia
Manjari and Didi Badini's attenpts to kill her, but she was still far too
trusting. These people m ght have softened a little during their brief talk,
but they had started out as a mob out for vengeance. And, if purifying water
just happened to be a nmust for this section of a waterlogged pl anet, Acorna
m ght find herself an unwilling resident of Rushina.

At | east she had said "our," instead of skills, so they m ght not be

ny



aware that she had the power to cleanse the water all by herself.

He eased hinself slightly to the right side, where the controls were. If she
could just get close enough to dive through the hatch, he could have the field
of f and on before anyone el se could capture her. He gave her the slightest
signal -with the fingers of one hand, trying to convey the necessity of
boardi ng the ship as quickly as possible. Even the few who were out of their
boats woul dn't be able to nove as quickly through the water as Acorna coul d.

"Can you tell us what has happened to your planet? For something nost

di sastrous has," she said in her sweet and cal mi ng voice. Kven Cal um began to
feel nore serene, |ess anxious. He blinked. Wth water still dribbling down
the corners of his nouth, the spokesman regarded her with considerably |ess
ani nosity than he had accorded Cal um

"Them Starfarers”"-he “erked a finger heavenward- "they're running a bl oody
bandul u bi dness." "Huh?"

"Protection racket," the young nman who'd read i Ale AcaSecki's registration
translated. "They offered to give us weather-prediction services for a fee,
and when we said we didn't need 'emas our climate is so even- "

"That baggy on the com -

"Wirman, " the younger man interpreted. "G ve a nasty snigger, she did, and said
we nmight be getting sone climte changes. W' ve had not hing but rain since
then . . . drowned all our winter crops before we could harvest anything, and
there's no point in trying to raise anything in this." He pointed to the
floodland. "And if we tried rice, they'd fry us."

"WHO?" Cal um and Acorna said with such incredulity and outrage that their
chorus provided nore evidence of their innocence than any el oquence.
"Starfarers,"
weat her . "

was the universal reply. "They've been making a ness of the

"Starfarers? | thought they -were just a political protest group,” Calum said.

"They' ve been 'naking it rain'?" Acorna was still dunbfounded and gl anced at
Cal um but she was al so surreptitiously nmoving nearer the ranp.

"Can you mani pul ate weat her |ike that?" she asked Calumw th such incredulity
that it provoked sour |aughter from several sources.

"Not with any accuracy,"
weat her conditions."

Cal um sai d, "and you have to work off existing

The spokesman gave a holl ow [ augh. "Well, then, they got 'em sone kin' obeah
beyond any you know. They got half our fields soaked and t'other half dried up
like a desert, and it ain't gonna get better till we pays up."

"That's extortion," Acorna said indignantly. She had | earned a good deal about
extortion, blackmail, and such terrorizing activities on Kezdet, but those had
been industrial or econonic, not ecological. There was hunorless | aughter from
the crowd, but Calumwas relieved that the belligerence apparent at their
arrival seened to have eased.

"And how d you fix the comunit? " the spokesnman said.

"A new |l ength of cable was all it needed, and the sun we had this norning."



"First sun we've seen in yonks." Then the nan gestured to the flooded | and.
"Not that it'll do rmuch good. W're prom sed"-and his expression was sour-"
anot her six inches of rain if we fail to accept their 'protection.'"

"You say this has been going on since the Starfarers arrived?" Calum asked.
"By the way, |'m Calum Baird, Li Mon Alining Enterprises, and this |lovely
| ady is Acorna Del szaki Har akam an. "

"Know t hose nanes," the younger man said. "You' re connected with the House
Har akam an?" he asked Acorna, and didn't seemto realize that she had edged
closer to the side of the ship, nearer the ranp.

"M . Delszaki Li and the House Harakam an are ny guardi ans,"” she said proudly.
"I'f you know them then you realize that we have nothi ng whatever to do with
this!"

"I"'m Joshua Fl ouse, mayor of this." He gestured contenptuously at the | ake.
"I's that purifier device of yours on the market? "

"Why, yes, it is," Acorna said with a bright snmile, taking one step closer to
the ranp. "I'Il just get you one, shall 17?"

Calum s left hand depressed the field-generator switch, and he gave her a nod.
Wth a ninble and unexpected | eap, she was on the ranp and noving inside while
Calumreinstated the protective field just intime to slowthe startled

Fl ouse, who had | unged forward after Acorna only to find his arnms slowed as if
swi mmi ng t hrough col d nol asses.

"That is," Calumsaid crisply, feeling nore able to take a firni line now that
Acorna was safe, "we'll trade our water-purification services for
seeds- | egumres and broad-1| eafed greens for choice. On, and zinc and copper
sulfates to replace the trace el enents our system accidentally dunped. W'd
only need small quantities.”

Fl ouse s expression showed his di sappoi ntment at Acorna s escape. But she was
smling at himso charm ngly that he shook his head, abashed, and shrugged.

"Whaddawe got left?" he asked, turning to those in the boats around him

"Just about everything we've been able to keep dry enough to plant if we ever
get the chance,” a woman said. "But right now|l'd settle for clean water.
Josh. ™

"We' || also undertake to informthe authorities of these Starfarers who are
bl ackmai l i ng you," Calum said. "Unauthorized interference with a devel opi ng
pl anet is a serious offense."

"Tell them " half a dozen voices chorused as even nore fingers pointed
skywar d.

Joshua pointed to the group in one of the notorized boats. "Jason?" he call ed,
and the man at the tiller answered with a | oud"Yo!"

"You got the security code. Get us some chicka-chicka peas and greens seeds.
And bring a few seedling chard and rhubarbs. And a canister of Solution B." He
turned back to Calum and Acomm, showi ng his eagerness to conplete the deal
"Anyt hi ng el se?"

"You woul dn't happen to have alfal fa seeds, would you?" Acorna asked



wi stfully.
"A sack of alfalfa it is, ma'am Now, |emre see this purifier of yours

"Il just get one," she said, and before Calum could ask her what the hel
she had in mnd, she was down the conpani onway, nmoving in the direction of the
st orage conpartnent.

Wien Cal um turned back to the flotilla, he saw that sonme children were

spl ashing about in clear water up to their knees, |aughing as they whooshed
wat er at each other.

"It's been lack of clean water that's been the worst part to bear," Flouse
sai d, shaking his head. "Boiled water isn't the same, and we couldn't even
bat he or wash clothes without the snell staying in. Flooded out our sewage
system by the third week, and we hadn't a chance of stopping it. Somne

fol ks"-Flouse jerked his head in a northerly direction-"have tried sending
tankers just to get our water to keep crops going, but the convoys keep
getting blown up by lightning. Mdday, at that, and not a blink of warning.
Just zap!" - he brought both hands together in a resounding slap that
nmonentarily stopped the kids playing - "whole dammed convoy's crisped. "

"How do they expect you to pay themif they've ruined your econony? "

"They'll lift the weather controls if we agree to supply themwth all their
food and the other agricultural stuff we were producing to pay off our
col oni al debts."

Cal um nodded, understandi ng the basic crunch of producing sufficient to feed
t hensel ves with an excess to export to acquit the indebtedness of the initial
expense of col oni al expansion

"Only they're going to send . . . admnistrators to see that each town and
county supplies the quotas they're setting."

From t he dol orous expression on the faces of Flouse and the others, Calum

qui ckly saw that the Rushinmese would be left with barely enough to feed their

own famlies. "Any idea where they came fron?" "Dunno. They're m ghty short on

expl anations." They both could hear netallic whangs and bangs echoi ng down the

conpani onway, and Calum had to pretend he knew exactly what Acorna was doi ng
when he was dying of suspense and anxiety.

But while she was contrapti ng whatever she was maki ng, he found out all he
could extract from Fl ouse and the others. The return of the |launch coincided
wi th Acorna's reappearance at the hatch, carrying a |l ength of ordinary
three-centineter pipe, with valves on each end which were obviously neant to

be attached to an intake point of the main town water supply. "Now, this
purifier has interstellar patents fromhere to the last century," Acorna said,
pointing to the center piece. "I wouldn't try to investigate, as the purifier
is also delicate-usel ess once it has been unseal ed. But | can guarantee that
any water running through the purifier will come out one hundred percent
pure."

The launch sl owed beside the ramp and willing hands transferred the seeds,

seedlings, and nutrient canister to Calumjust as Acorna placed the "purifier"
in Flouse's eager hands. That was when he noticed the small slice that she had
taken from her horn. WAs she going to be read a riot act when they were safely
away fromhere!!! Calumdid not forget to switch back on the field that
separated themfromthe crowd. But they had what they needed, and so did the
Aca()eck. .



"I promse you, we'll send out word of this to the authorities as soon as
we're clear of planetary interference,"” Calumsaid. "Now, if you'll just step
back, we'd best be off."

Acorna had di sappeared the instant she had the 'ponies' replacenments, so it
was up to himto get them safely away.

Calumcarefully lifted the AcaSecki in | ow energy node before touching the
thrusters lightly enough to nove far enough away fromthe flooded | and to
start an ascent. He wasn't sure who he was maddest at: Acorna for using a

pi ece of her own self to provide the purification for those poor farmers, or
the frigging bastards holding an entire world to ransomw th weat her tricks.
And where had they gotten such tricks FROMin the first place?

He was far too busy laying in a course to access the Gal acti capedi a, but he
woul d as soon as he had a finger free. As far as he knew, there was no process
that could deliver rain to one area of a planet, |ightning on command to
another, and relentless sun to bake a third. That was undoubtedly why he
didn't check the screen until he felt the unm stakable yank of a tractor beam

a very powerful tractor beam. . . snatching the AcaSeckl right off her
ascent and inexorably into the naw of a massi ve spaceship, no doubt owned and
manned by the Starfarers.

five
Haven, Unified Federation Date 334.05. 17

Calumtried desperately to send a Mayday to Maganos, but they'd been ahead of
himall along, and his signal bounced harni essly back

Cal um was damming hinself left, right, and center before Acorna cane runni ng
to the bridge.

"What are you doing, Calunf? |I nearly lost the can ..."
off as the lights fromtheir captor nearly blinded her

Her complaint trailed

"The Starfarers?”

"Sorry about this, Acorna," he said, nortified. "Rafik and G Il woul d never
have been so stupid as not to check the trajectory, much less the proximty
screens. "

"Well, 1've a few choice words for such scummy piratical opportunists.

She was so angry her horn gl owed, and Calumburied his head in his arms. He'd
done it now. Truly he'd done it. How was he going to save Acorna fromthis? He
only hoped the Starfarers had been so busy with their fel onious extortion that
no hint of a strange species with a horn had reached their comunit.

"Acorna," and his voice cracked in his anxiety, "could you pretend to be a
pet ?"

"A pet?"
"It's the only thing I can think of."
Acorna stood very still, her tall formdwarfing himin the pilot's chair. She

gave a little sniff, her wide silvery eyes regarding him "I don't think
they'd buy that." i



"Then let's play it as cool as possible.”
"That makes sense.”

"And this tine you' ve never heard of Del szaki Li and House Harakam an. \Wen |
can think what they'd hold Hafiz up for, much less M. Li, ny heart fails ne."

"You' ve made a very good point."

The AcaSeckl shivered, if a netal ship can be said to do such a thing, as she
was | ocked into place aboard their captor

"While | can't be a pet, Calum | can be a Didi," she said, and was off down
the corridor, shouting over one shoulder, "You be the pet, this tinme, Calum
Just bright enough to speak when spoken to."

He reviewed that in his mnd as he felt other things happening to
???7?7??27??2?7?7???, like the clang of nmetal against the main hatch. They were
unlikely to be able to break through, but what if they decided to bl ow or
shoot the hatch off? Better to surrender and maintain the ship intact. He
qui ckly keyed in a code and turned off the systemw th the special switch he
hinself had installed. Let "emtry to break that, he thought with somne

sati sfaction.

Then he switched on the exterior speakers. "Wait a dammed minute, wllya?" He
flipped off the security lock on the hatch. Anyone could open it now from
outside. "lI'mcomng. |I'mcomng. Doan |ike no one nmessing up the ship. My
Didi'll get back at me if'n you do."

He was at the hatch when the first of the Starfarers showed up, and he did not
like the ook on this surly bunch of nuscl ebounds at all

"Hey, boys, take it easy. The Didi's comng." He waved themon in as if he
weren't the least bit inpressed by their nenacing appearance.

The | eader backhanded himw th such efficiency that he careened fromside to
side of the narrow passageway before falling in an enbarrassing heap to the
deck.

"Real ly!" cane the sultry renonstrance froman Acorna Calumdidn't recognize.
He blinked, as nmuch to clear the shock of that backhanded bl ow as to make sure
his eyes still functioned. "WAs that necessary? Poor Cal um doesn't have nany
brai ns anyway, and the ones he's got don't need to be rattled. He'll do

what ever you tell himanyway. He's been trained to."

The attention of the heavies was i mediately focused on the vision in black
Cal um vaguel y remenbered Judit, Mercy, and Acorna giggling over sone of the
outfits that had been concocted to either enphasize or hide her horn. This
outfit was not only skintight, but the high collar disguised the long fall of
Acorna's silvery mane. It was cleverly attached to the ravishing black hat
which sat at a jaunty angle on Acorna's head. The peaked front conpletely hid
the horn and al nost covered her right eye.

"Let me introduce nyself: Badini, the Didi of Kezdets best..." she paused, her
voi ce heavy with significance, " est abli shnent. You woul dn't happen to
have any children you consi der excess baggage, would you? They certainly
didn't down there." She pointed a contenptuous gl oved hand down, indicating
Rushi ma, which they had so obviously just left. Acorna's gloves effectively
di sgui sed the differences in her hands, and her cloven hooves were hi dden



within the apparently stack-sol ed boots just visible under her |ong
pant al oons.

"What's a Didi ?"

A di senbodi ed voi ce echoed outside. "Bring them aboard. | want to question
themif they've been on Rushim," said a woman's voi ce.

"Anyt hing you say," drawled Acorna's imtation Didi Badini in what Cal um
deci ded was an excellent initation of the real bonk-shop owner's voice.

Wth an el egant swayi ng step, Acorna the "Didi" made her way past the first of
t he guards, deliberately brushing against himin such an enticing fashion that
Cal um hoped she wasn't overdoi ng her role.

"l suppose you'd better cone, too," she said, deigning to notice Calum just
bef ore she went through the hatch. She put lust the right inflection in her
voi ce to suggest to anyone listening that Cal umwas of no inportance whatever.

O such little inmportance, in fact, that when he had been given the nost
cursory gl ance by the hard-faced woman standing slightly ahead of two obvious
henchnen, he was i nmedi ately haul ed away, probably by the man who had
backhanded him As his collar was tightly held by whoever kept pushing him
forward, he couldn't be sure. But he was pushed down a few mles of antigrav

tubes to the bowels of the enormous spaceship and shoved into a bare cell. It
was equi pped with two slabs of some plastic, strapped up agai nst opposi ng
wal s, a sanitary appliance, and that was all. Not even a water supply.

"Nor any Drop to Drink," he nmurnured, then reninded hinself that this cell was
likely bugged. So he rel eased the fastening on one slab and sat down on it.
And began to worry about Acorna. Could she pull off her fancy-dress persona?
And what good would it do? These people were the type who'd think nothing of
spaci ng superfluous bodies. He was suddenly not so happy to have been cast in
the rol e of "expendably uninmportant."

"WHERE di d you say you cane fron?" asked one of the three facing her
"Kezdet," Acorna pronptly replied. "I"'mlooking for . . . replacenents.”
"Repl acements for what?" the wonman asked, but the first man | aughed.

"Dirtsiders need certain types of entertainment |I'msure this woman provides,
Nueva. "

"Ch. And you had no luck on Rushi ma?" This seemed to anmuse the woman.

Acorna snorted contenptuously. "If it isn't flooded out, its desert or burned
out. Not what | was toFd to expect,"” Acorna said indignantly. "No one woul d
even cone out to speak to us, no matter where we | anded. Ruined one outfit in
the wet, and another has sand just driven into the seanms."” She let her voice
flatten with annoyance. "Wasted time and fuel. As | said, |I'mDidi Badini

." She cocked her head, as if she expected to be inforned of her
interrogator's nane.

"Wl come to the Haven, Didi Badini. | am Captain Nueva of the Starfarers."
"You woul dn't happen to have a few excess . . . children, or females ... or
even that sort of male type ... | could relieve you of ?" Acorna said.

"We've . . . sort of ... relieved ourselves of the excess."



That was when Acorna realized she and Calumwere in big trouble. Mybe she
shoul d have remai ned Acorna Del szaki Har akam an, and worth a sizable ransom

"Really," she replied as if amused at such a mutual circunstance, "then, if
you'll just returnny . . . my little friend, we'll be on our way. | really do
need to find a few repl acenents, you know. Tastes get jaded so quickly."

Nueva made a notion, and two of the guards behind her grabbed Acorna by the
arnms. She could have thrown them of f easily enough, being far stronger than
she | ooked, but unless she also had Calum displaying any of her discreetly
conceal ed abilities was futile and possi bly dangerous to them both. As she was
turned and taken off in the direction Cal um had been haul ed, she saw that the
AcaDeckl was tightly held by deck clanps fore and aft.

"Let's see how quickly your tastes jade," Nueva said, with an unpl easant
| augh.

Over her shoul der, Acorna saw Nueva signhal a waiting group of men and wonen
carrying various kinds of testing equipnent and tools, to board the ship.

Acorna didn't think that Calum woul d have forgotten to di sabl e the AcaSeck
before he'd opened the hatch. O course, a personality |ike Nueva-and she made
Ki sia Manjari seem angelic in conparison -would have ways of extracting the

i nformati on she -wanted.

Nor was she, as she had half hoped, flung into the same cell as her guardian
Five of the doors on the narrow aisle she was pushed to were blue with
force-field Iights. So another tineconsum ng puzzle would keep her from being
totally jaded. Insane, maybe, but not jaded. Did they fill the cells in order?
O had Calum "een pushed into the first enpty one . . . since this Nueva
person had boasted of relieving herself of excess personnel ? After using the
sanitary appliance, -with a deft but concealing shift of her pantal oons,

Acor na unfastened one of the two slabs and |lay down on it. She al so decided to
keep in character. She didn't doubt for a nonment that anything she said would
be monitored. So why had they separated her from Cal un? Two people in the sane
fix would certainly exchange information. Ch, dear, perhaps she had laid it on
a bit thick that Calum was usel ess. At that nonment she woul d have given
anything to be conforted by her "uncle."

She was roused froma restless sleep by a hissing noise and, as she |ay prone
on the confortless slab, her face was turned to the metal ceiling . . . and
the open vent. A thin, mournful face ewas framed within the vent. A grubby
thin finger was placed across the lips of a tear-stained and very dirty face.
But Acorna was not in a nood to quibble; she welconmed any friendly contact
right then.

The child slowy let a rope down through the opening. She stood on the slab
thinking to assist by being closer to the vent. But instead the kid nade
vi ol ent gestures for her to refasten the slab to the wall.

As if she'd never been there. Good thinking. There seened to be just enough
rope to reach her outstretched hands.

If this if all the've got, we'll never reach Calumeven with the slab down,
she thought.

She heard a soft, interrogative "MmP" from above, as if her rescuer was
afraid to say out loud, "Come on, what are you waiting for?" Sonewhat
dubi ously, Acorna gave a tentative pull on the rope. The thin youngster who



was her unexpected savior couldn't have enough rmuscle to pull her up, light as
she was. But he had tied the rope to sonething reassuringly secure. Hand over
hand, she pulled herself up, grasping his hand as she reached the frane and
angl ed her shoul ders to the diagonal of the vent. Despite that, she scraped
her arms badly getting through

There was only the light fromthe narrow vent to see with. It reflected off a

tube wall that wasn't very big, so she had to sort of slither the rest of her

body out of the cell. Her rescuer quietly replaced the vent grill, screwed the
fasteners back in, and began to re-coil his rope. Once nore he put his finger

to his lips, then began to wiggle along the tube, |ooking back once to

i ndi cate she was to foll ow.

Fortunately, Acorna's gown was nmade of a fabric nuch nore durable than it

| ooked, but the fashionable boots that hid her oddly shaped feet were very
clumsy and m ght make enough noise to be heard. How she finally got them off
she never knew because it involved contortions of her lithe body she'd never
had to make before, even in her self-defense exercises. Lying on her back, she
sort of inched her feet up to where she could grab the boots and untie the

| aces. She woul d have | oved to abandon themright there, but it seemed unw se
to |l eave this proof of her escape route. Turning back on her stomach, she
managed to tie the boots around her waist to keep themfromhitting the tube
wal I's. "Good idea," her rescuer approved in a bare thread of a whisper. After
that they made better, and nuch quieter, progress along the tube. She wondered
once or twice if her blood pounded nore |oudly than her body slithered, but no
al arm was sounded

She di d sneak a peek through the other vents, but Calumwas not in any of the
three cells she could see into. The apathy of the detainees did nothing to
reassure her about his safety.

They came to an intersecting tube, and the boy swung his body expertly to the
left and wiggled down it. How |l ong she followed himin this snakelike fashion
Acorna had no idea, but suddenly they were in a nuch wi der place-w der by
conparison, at least-and she could sit without hitting her head on the
ceiling. She was breathless and dry-nouthed fromall her exertion

"It's safe enough here. W can talk now, " her savior said, but his voice was
only a faintly rai sed whisper, warning her that their "safety" was only
rel ative.

"\What about Cal un?" she whi spered back

"Who?"

"My . . . pilot.”

The boy shook his head. "Mist have been held in another area. | didn't see
anybody but you and sone of our own people.” Acorna's heart sank at this

i nformation, but she tried to put a brave face on it. "W nust search for
him" she said. "But first, | should thank you for rescuing nme. | am Acorna.

She let her voice trail off as she could not decide how else to identify
herself. Was it safe to tell this unknown rescuer of her connection with the
houses of Harakamian and Li? It might be better to find out alittle nore
about himfirst.

“I'"'m Market Illart. My father . . ." He gulped. "They ... the ones who caught
you . . . they're not Starfarers, not really. They were refugees we were
hel pi ng out, and then that Nueva had a coup and spaced practic'ly all of the
First Gen. | couldn't do anything, they'd |l ocked the cabins. | couldn't do



anyt hing," he repeated, his voice rising dangerously.

"No, of course you could not," Acorna said at once, though she was not at al
clear on the situation-except that her rescuer, having shed his self-confident
air, was clearly only a boy, a lost youngling in need of confort. Despite, or
per haps because of, her synpathetic reassurance, Markel suddenly crunpled into
sobs, even though he tried very hard to suppress them

| mredi ately Acorna transferred herself to his side of their refuge and pulled
himinto her arnms. Despite the hat, which had sonehow renmai ned in place
through all her recent gyrations, she could touch his head with her conceal ed
horn, to help relieve his angui sh. The hands that he held to his face to

muf fl e his sobs were bruised and bl oodied as well as filthy. She could, and
did, heal them If he was to be of any further assistance to her, he needed to
be whole. She left the dirt, having no water anyhow to clean hi mup. That

rem nded her of her own thirst.
"I"'mterribly sorry, my dear," she said, hoping that he could feel the
synmpat hy and reassurance she longed to give him "How long ago did this
happen?"

"Days, weeks, months it could be. It ... it isn't easy to keep track of tine
up here." Hi s voice wobbl ed dangerously.

"No, it certainly wouldn't be," Acorna agreed at once, "and | can't tell you
how grateful I amto you for rescuing ne."

"I had to, if | could. I'll do anything | can to get back at themfor ny
father." He pressed his lips together as if hol ding back another outburst of
unmanly sobs. "And they're going to nmake you tell them how they can get
control of that ship of yours. It's a beauty."

"How woul d you know that? "

Markel's eyes lit up, and for a noment he seemed to have put aside his grief
and his too-adult mannerisnms, to be a normal cocky teenager enjoying a chance

to boast of his expertise. "Oh, | know every tube and conduit in this ship. |
can go anywhere, and | can even listen in on their corns. They think they're
so smart. Well, they're not all THAT smart. | even know where they came from

They got on board the Haven by pretending to be Pal onellese politica
refugees, but what really happened was Pal onella decided to dunp its worst
crimnals and scarnnmed us into taking themon. That Nueva was running an
extortion racket on Palonella, and now she's trying the sane thing on the
Haven. If only |I'd warned Dad before-" He broke off and swal |l owed hard.

Acorna realized he was fighting back a sob, but the gesture still made her
thirsty. She tried to noisten her nmouth by running her tongue over the tissue,
but she really needed sone water. She thought rather wistfully of all the

wat er they had so casually |eft behind.

"You woul dn't possibly have access to sone water, would you?"

"Ha! | have access to anything | want," Markel said. "For all the good it does

Acorna sensed that he needed bol stering up, needed to think nore about what he
could do and | ess about the past that he coul d not change.

"I"'mvery thirsty," she said wistfully. "And, when | think of the floods there
were down on Rushi na. "



He reached behind his back and pulled out a water bottle, conplete with
ni ppl e, the kind used for free-fall supplies.

"Ch, that's wonderful!" Acorna said, and there was no need to feign pl easure
for Markel's sake. She enjoyed a long, luxurious drink of the water; it tasted
stale and nmetallic, and she would have liked to purify it before drinking, but

she didn't want to insult the boy. "Go ahead," Markel urged when she paused
after that first restorative drink. You can have all of it," he added with a
casual flick of his ringers. "lI've got nore whenever you need it. Are you
hungry?"

"Way, | am Don't tell ne you can find food, too! Is there anything you don't

know about this ship?" She exaggerated her admiring tone slightly and saw t he
prai se work on Markel as the water had done on her, restoring the parched
tissues of his soul. "Only ..." she thought to warn hi mbefore he nade

prom ses he wouldn't be able to keep, "... | cannot eat neat; only grains and
veget abl es. "

Mar kel |1 ooked slightly relieved at this statement. "That's as well because
it's nmuch easier to snitch plants than anything else, |ike cooked food. Finish
your drink. We're not far fromthe 'ponies."

Acorna's stomach made a joyful noise she was certain would echo down the
tubes, but Markel had already turned to |l ead her to food. She slipped the
bottle into one other boots-as |long as she had to drag these things al ong, at

| east they could be useful as carriers. The laces were long . . . maybe if she
could add themto Markel's rope, they'd be | ong enough to reach Cal um

Over the other reeks of the ship, Acorna snelled vegetation: Iots and |lots of
di fferent kinds of vegetation, and the slightly chem cal snell that her

sensitive nostrils could identify as 'ponic nutrients. She wondered wi stfully
if the seedling chard she had planted on the Aca“ecki would ever |eaf for her

"Be very quiet now, " Markel said, once again nore nouthing words than actually
speaking, as he deftly inserted a tool and withdrew the fasteners of a nuch
larger grill.

The snells were al nost unbearably enticing to Acorna, but she waited on his
signal to enter after he had done a prelim nary prow round on hands and
knees. The scent of chard drew her |ike a magnet, and it was fortunate indeed
that it was nearer to her than the root vegetables he was deftly, and
cleverly, harvesting. She noticed that he was careful to take only the small
ones that were likely to be culled anyway. He took carrots and turnips and
pot at oes and several other brightly colored things that she did not recognize.
Hybri ds, probably. She <carefully augmented his selection with chard | eaves,
then some | ettuces, and one head of cabbage, stuffing what she could into her
ot her boot. She was gl ad she hadn't been wearing the boots for very |ong

bef ore using them as food and water carriers.

The surreptitious harvest didn't take |long. Both Markel and Acorna had ninble
hands and were agile on their hands and knees. They gathered up their booty
and retreated to the tube, and Markel refastened the grill behind them He
beckoned for her to follow himsonme distance away fromthe 'ponies unit before
he signaled her to stop and start eating. Wich was perfectly understandabl e,
for carrot chonping could be heard if one was listening for it. Even, perhaps,
if one was not, because she was chewi ng as fast as she could. She took chard
next, then experinmented with the dark red thing he handed her, and that was
good, too. Well, alnost anything would have tasted good to her at that point.



After those sorely needed restorative nout hfuls Acorna thought again of Calum
He, too, would be hungry and thirsty. If only she knew where he was being
hel d!

She tapped Markel's shoul der as he was chewing away at a raw potato and
i ndi cated she wanted to speak. He nodded but cautioned her -with a finger
across his lips to speak quietly.

"My friend will have no food or water. If only you could figure out where he
is being kept, could we get to himw th something to eat and drink?"

Mar kel considered and finally gave a sharp nod. "He'll be in the secure area,"
he whi spered, "where they keep the inportant prisoners."

Acorna's heart sank. "I tried to make them believe he knew not hi ng."

"Didn't work," Market told her, "or they'd ve tossed himin the holding cells
like they did you. It'll be a lot harder to sneak into the secure cell s-but
you're right, we gotta try. Even if we can't break himout-and | ain't

prom sing, those cells are a | ot tougher-we can prob'ly slip hima water

bottle and sone greens. He'll need it, too! Sometines they 'forget' to feed
the folks in detention. | hate it," he whispered. "I keep thinking, what if
somebody dies, and | could have saved him. . . but sone of the ones they

throwin the cells are Palonellese. If they found out I was free, they m ght
sell me out to gain favor with Nueva."

Acorna's heart ached at the decisions that had been forced on the boy,

deci sions that would have been heartbreaking for a mature adult. "Well, | can
assure you that neither Calumnor | will sell you out - no matter what
happens!"

Bal aklire, Unified Federation Date 33.05.17

Once she got over her shock at being surrounded By uni corn-peopl e instead of
facing just one, Karina realized that she might really be onto sonething here.
The entire rest of the popul ated gal axy thought that Acorna was the only one
of her kind. But here were four nmore of the unicorn-peopl e-and she was the one
who had been Chosen to act as their guide and interpreter! Once it had been
established, with a great deal of pointing and head tossing and shruggi ng and
mane tw tching, that none of the four around her was Acorna, Karina was able
to guess that they were | ooking for Acorna. It was strange, the way their
nmeani ng seemed to come into her mnd if she just let themsay their strange
nasal words and didn't try to understand. The trick seemed to be not to think
about it, to convince the busy part of your head that you were actually

t hi nki ng about sonething el se and Just sort of accidentally overhearing their
conver sati on.

In the first mnutes on the unicorn-people's spacecraft, Karina found that
trick quite easy to pull off. Everything was so different, so ... magical? O
just alien? She couldn't decide. The soft, flow ng draperies they wore, the

gl owi ng transl ucent horns on their foreheads, the couches where they reclined
so gracefully, even the gentle radiance that |lit the interior of the
spacecraft all spoke to her of a H gher World guided by thought and | ove, the
Upper Real m she had so | ong been seeking to contact. But when one of them went
through a slitted opening into another part of the spacecraft, she saw a board
covered with twinkling dials and | ong projecting |evers that had not been nade
for any human fingers to nmani pul ate. That made her nervous, so she deci ded not
to think about it but to concentrate on boosting her psychic awareness so that
she coul d conmuni cate better on a pure and spiritual |evel



But every time she achieved the kind of calmthat was supposed to bring
connection with one's spirit totemand access to higher |evels, she |ost that
sense of al nost understandi ng what the unicorn-people were saying. It was npst
irritating and not at all what she woul d have expected.

(Do you have enough data fromits thought-inmages to use the LAANYE yet,
Mel i reenya?)

(Not quite, though | have learned that it is a she-creature.) (Had to be, with
t hose engorged manmaries. Don't they hurt?) (Well, those could be the result
of some kind of illness. They certainly don't |ook natural, do they? But her

i mges are distinctly feminine . . . what | can read of them You' ve noticed
how weak her transm ssions are? And every time | think we're comunicati ng,
somet hing breaks it off and all | get is this inage of a long, pointy

crystal -see?)

(Maybe she's trying to tell us that they use sonething like that to anplify
their naturally weak thoughts.)

(Good idea! | hadn't thought of that. Shall we make one?) (Mght as well try
it. If we have to build the data for the LAANYE by pointing our horns at
things and listening to her grunt their names, it'll take forever.)

Sonet hi ng heavy and shar p- edged dropped into her lap and interrupted Karina's
nmedi tati ons and earnest efforts to establish comunion on the spiritual plane.
"Hey!" she excl ai med, opening her eyes. "Be careful what you're tossing

around, will you - Chhh. ..." Her indignant comment died away into a | ong gasp
of awe and wonder as she lifted the ten-inch, doubly term nated quartz
crystal. "Now where did you get that, | wonder?"

(Wel'l, that came through |l oud and clear. She doesn't |ike us dropping rocks in
her 1ap.)

(She l'ikes the rock, though. Look how she's holding it!) (Geat, we can
generate as nmany of those as we need fromthe spare-parts assenbl er. Maybe we
can use themas trade itens. Go on, now, get sone nore conplete utterances
fromher. The LAANYE needs syntactic data as well as semantics, you know )

(Barbarian! Can you say . . . shit, |I've lost her again.)

Hol di ng the quartz crystal, Karinawas deep in neditation, inmagining the flow
of energies that noved in a stream of golden Iight through the crystal, into
her hands, through her body, and out to enmbrace the Cuides around her. She

i magi ned so effectively that she was conpl etely unaware of the thought-inages
directed at her by Melireenya.

(We got a burst of transmi ssion when we gave her that crystal. Mybe she wants
anot her one.)

(Maybe we shoul d just drop sonething heavy on her foot and see what she says.)

(Thariinye, when are you going to grow up?) After a bit of tinkering, the
spare-parts assenbl er was able to produce not only quartz crystals but also a
nunber of other crystalline mneral specinmens. They started with the varieties
of quartz, showering Karina (gently) with rose quartz, amethyst, and citrine;
then, for variety, Thariinye adjusted the assenbler to produce other silicates
such as tourmaline and iolite, orthoclase and microcline. He was particularly
proud of a large, tabular orthoclase with a bluish white sheen in two
directions. Their biped seemed i npressed by it as well.



(She likes the feldspar group. | got a lot of good data fromwhat she said
that tine.)

(O course! Look, she's wearing a feldspar; maybe that's her totem)

So noonstone, |abradorite, anorthite, and other feldspars dropped into
Karina's open hands until she was all but buried in their silvery shimer, and
Mel i reenya turned the LAANYE settings fromcollection node to anal ysis node
with a sigh of relief.

(That was a job and a half! These beings can't concentrate at all!)

(Oh, well, it's done now. Let's eat while it's analyzing, then we can put the
LAANYE i n sl eep-teaching node and in a half turn we should be able to talk to
it, I mean her, w th nouthnoises.)

(What do you suppose she eats?)
(I hope she likes sprouts.)

Karma wasn't the least bit unhappy to be offered a vegetarian neal. Although
her hosts worried back and forth at each other about the poor variety of
foodstuffs and the drab flavor of shipgrown fruits and greens, Karina found
the neal, at least, to be everything she would have imagined spiritually
advanced beings to ingest. She had been a little worried that the

uni cor npeopl e woul d be too spiritually advanced to require any nouri shment
beyond a little water. The salad they offered her, full of crisp greens, its
flavor set off by a tangy dressing of ground seeds that tasted a little |like
nmustard and nore like dill, reassured her on those grounds. She wouldn't have
m nded a tofu brownie or some sprouted-grains cake for dessert, but the bow
of fruits and berries was a reasonable alternative. The little brown berries
proved surprisingly sweet and enbarrassingly juicy-the first one she bit into
felt like an expl osion of sweetness in her nmouth and startled her into a mnor
coughing fit. After that she took the berries with respect, to offset the tart
flavor of the yellow thing that wasn't exactly an apricot, and found that the
conbi nati on nade a reasonably satisfying dessert.

After the meal they showed her a tiny cubicle, high enough to accommodate the
uni cor n- peopl e but barely wi de enough for Karina, and after some puzzl erment
she worked out what the facilities were for and how she could use them That
sol ved anot her probl em she'd been trying not to worry about and left her
feeling quite confident that she would be able to handl e anyt hing el se that
cane up. And after all the excitement and that really very filling neal of

sal ad and strange fruits, she was quite tired and nmore than willing to lie
down on a couch in the main cabin when they dimed the lights in there.

(1'1'l keep watch this shift,) Khaari volunteered. (She can sleep on ny couch
and you three can use the LAANYE. | don't really want to hurt ny head | earning
anot her barbarian | anguage anyway.)

(Khaari! We nmust all be able to negotiate with these people!)

(Why? Sonebody's got to stay with the ship, and | nomi nate ne because |I'mthe
only one who can navigate you out of here.)

(Self-thinking is un-linyarii.)
(Huh! I"mLiinyar, and |I'mdoing the thinking, so by definitionit's linyaru.)

(Thi s younger generation,) Neeva sighed toward Melireenya. (W would never



have tal ked like that. There's no telling what Thariinye and Khaari will do
next.)

(So maybe it's a good idea Khaari doesn't learn their |anguage. In fact, we
m ght be better off if Thariinye didn't either.)

This last comrent inspired Khaari to take her turn with the LAANYE after all,
sl eeping on a reclining chair in the control cabin since the barbarian female
was snoozi ng on her usual couch. As for Thariinye, he was already stretched
out on his couch, wearing the headset that connected himwi th the LAANYE. He
hadn't even waited to make sure the barbarian was confortable . . . but the
light snores issuing fromKhaan's couch reassured Neeva and Melireenya on that
score. Wth a nutual glance that spoke nore eloquently than their

t hought -i nages on the subject of this inpulsive younger generation, they, too,
donned their headsets and settled for a strenuous ni ght of sleep-I|earning.

By the begi nning of the next shift, when Khaari brought up the lights in the
mai n cabin, they could talk to Karma in her own tongue.

Whi ch was very nearly the sane as knowi ng the Basic Interlingua used for
trade, diplomacy, and war in all the worlds inhabited by Karina' s people.

It was easy enough to explain, now, that they were relatives of Acorna's who
had been searching for her

(This is not the entire truth,) Neeva fretted. (It is even an untruth, if we
all ow her to believe-as she surely will-that we cane to this portion of the
gal axy in search of our lost little one. Should we not tell her of the

Khi eevi, and that we canme to warn her people and seek alliance with then®)

(Al things in their proper time,) Mlireenya replied. (Remenber how the
people of that first world were so frightened that they cl osed thensel ves
within an inpenetrable shield? If those harboring 'Khornya (for so Linyaari
tongues had rendered her name, turning it into sonething pronounceable in
their | anguage) should do the same, we night NEVER get her back!)

(First we nust find our 'Khornya,) Thariinye agreed. (Think, Neeva: she wll
surely tell us all we nust know of these barbarians, so that we can judge
whet her they are khievii or linyarii, whether we wish to make alliance with
them or to disappear before they can attack our worlds.)

The unspoken interchange went so swiftly that Karina was not even aware of any
pause in the conversation; she was still exclaimng in delight over how
qui ckly they had picked up her |anguage.

The Linyaari envoys were equally delighted when Karina confirmed their hope
that Acorna was to be found here, on the lunar base to which the shuttle had
been bound.

"I had a Lattice note fromher, out of this node, just a few days ago," she
told them "OCh, then you are acquaai nit-acquiintee-You know our little

' Khornya?" Neeva asked eagerly. "How does she? Has she been well treated
her e?"

Karina | ooked down. Mich as she | onged to clai macquai ntance with Acorna, was
there any point in doing so, when a few hours would prove the claimfal se? "W
have not met in person,”" she evaded, "only in correspondence. But our auras
are attuned." Surely a Lattice note from one person and an acknow edgnent from
the receiver constituted a correspondence?



"Then she . . ." Neeva funbled among unfam liar words. Their shapes in her
t houghts were blurry and poorly defi ned;

could the LAANYE be nual functioning? "Your karma is joined with hers . . . she
i s expecting you?"

Karina gazed soul fully at the heap of nponstones in her cupped hands. She had
been fondling them and playing with them ever since she awoke.

"WIl she be conceerin ... worriid," Thariinye substituted the
easi er-to-pronounce word, "that you were not on the shuttle?"

"Ch, no," Karina said unguardedly, then tried to retrieve matters. "That is,"
she said with her tinkling laugh, "we didn't have a definite arrangenent. W
just left it that if | did not hear fromher that this was not a good tine, |
woul d be coming to Maganos within the next few days. Synchronicity, you know'-
she waved her plunp little hands vaguely-"all will manifest for the good of
all; we need only maintain the appropriate space in our hearts. But | amquite
sure," she said earnestly, "that she is looking forward to finally neeting ne
on this plane."

"Plane flies through atnosphere,"”
on this noon."

Thariinye said, puzzled. Atnosphere is not

Karina | aughed again. "I neant, on the physical plane. W have | ong been close
on the spiritual plane," she said.

(What is she tal king about? Do these beings nove through different
di nensi ons?)

(They appear to exist in three dinmensions and nove along a rourth at a fixed
rate, just as do we and all other entities,) Khaari told him (You nust have
been confused by sonme idiomof their | anguage. What is the Linyaari for what
she sai d?)

(I don't think you can say it in Linyaari.) "I hear you," Thariinye said al oud
to Karma, having picked this up fromthe LAANYE as an all-purpose phrase
meani ng, "I don't know exactly what you nean, but let's not argue about it."

Rafi k's worri es about Acorna grew to nmonunental proportions when he reached

di rect - comuni cati ons range of Maganos Mon Base and got no satisfactory
answers to his queries. All he wanted to know was that Acorna was still there
and unharnmed. Al he got fromthe corn techs working the boards at Maganos was
static, mssed connections, and finally a bland statement that questions about
Acorna were to be passed directly to Del szaki Li

"Fine," Rafik said, "patch me through to M. Li's suite."

But Del szaki Li was napping ... or in a private neeting . . . or investigating
some new wor ki ngs out of reach of the base-toship conmunications system... or
sinmply not to be found at the noment, depending on when Rafik tried to contact
hi m and whi ch technician was asked to forward t he nessage.

"I don't believe it," Rafik said flatly when for the second time he was told
that Del szaki Li was visiting the new m ne workings on the far side of
Maganos. "The man's ol d and paral yzed and confined to a hover-chair, he's not
goi ng to be hoppi ng around Maganos |ike a perfornmng fleal!"

"M. Li has a very good hover-chair," said the comtech. "State-of-the-art.
And, uh, the light gravity here neans that he has nore energy, of course.



Less, umm strain on the nuscles, you know?"

"Ten thousand bazaar dogs and Shaitans take the hoverchair!" Rafik shouted
into the mke. "He doesn't USE those nuscles, what difference does gravity
make?"

"Transm ssion unintelligible, please noderate volune," the tech said. "Signa
fading ..." Her voice slowy dissolved into a crackle of static. Fum ng, Rafik
deci ded that he would just have to wait until he | anded on Maganos. Then he
woul d See For Hi nsel f.

Even | andi ng took | onger than usual; a vessel of unfamliar design, whose
pil ot seemed conpletely unfamliar with standard docking facilities and
conmands, was just before himin the queue and hel d up docking for everybody
el se.

"Sorry about that, Uhurii," said the breezy voice of the secondshift

gui dance-control officer. "These idiots just ahead of you in the queue cone
from some backstars subspace where apparently nobody flies by the regs;
according to the pilot they just make it up as they go along. She's having a
hell of a time follow ng nmy instructions-keeps saying, '|I hear you,' and then
doi ng somet hing conpletely different."

Rafi k had a monent's regretful thought for the ancient days of the First
Prophet, when in sone parts of Earth the Book of the Prophet was interpreted
to nean, anong ot her things, that wonen were not allowed to drive.

When he finally docked, he was in a tearing hurry to reach Del szaki Li's
private quarters and nuch too worried to care about the very odd design of the
ship that had held up the queue for so long, or the plunp little woman in
fluttery | avender draperies who was clanbering down an exit stair much too
steep for her short legs. He waved at the |unar-base guards and was passed

t hrough on sight, without the fornmalities of identification and checks for
contraband that held up strangers arriving at Maganos Base. An old friend of
his fromthe days at MVE was now overseei ng the Beneficiation and Extraction
Departnment and let himtake a slightly illicit shortcut and hitch a ride on a
conveyor belt that was supposed to be carrying pulverized material to the
oxygen-extraction plant, allowing Rafik to arrive at Del szaki Li's quarters
shortly after docking and a good ten minutes before he was expected there.

"Where IS she? Is she all right?" he denanded as he pushed through the iris
door, too inpatient to wait for it to retract its flexible nmenbranes fully.

GIl and Judit were sitting in the anteroom holding hands. Judit |ooked as if
she had been crying; GIIl turned red at the question

"There is no reason to suppose Acorna is in any difficulty,” Judit said.

Gl swallowed. "OF course not. Acorna can handl e anyt hing that cones up, and
Calum. . . well, Calumis very smart, you know, Rafik." "Calum " Rafik
said, "doesn't have the common sense the Prophets would give to a canary, and
if we're relying on himto keep Acorna out of trouble, no wonder Uncle Hafiz
was worried about her! WHERE | S SHE?"

"Hafiz?" Judit exclaimed. "How did he find out?" '

"Find out what?"

"Well..." Judit gestured hel plessly. "Wat was he worried about ?"



"Don't know, can't find out now " Rafik explained about the garbl ed nessage he
had received just before a planetary shield closed down all travel to and
communi cation -with Laboue.

"And you think there may be sone danger to Acorna? "

"Whatever it means," Rafik said, "it can't be anything good. Conmunication and
trade are the basis of House Harakam ans wealth. Wth Laboue cl osed off |ike
this, Uncle Hafiz can't check the odds on any of his, umm interplanetary
operations, or keep tabs on the conpetition, or do any of his other, umm
normal financial and comercial procedures. He woul dn't have done this unless
somet hing out there had really scared him" He thought this statenent over for

a nonent. "In fact, | wouldn't have said there was anything that could make
Uncl e Hafiz nervous enough to forgo a quarter percent profit on the Skarness
Relay . . . which he will have |lost through not being there to authorize a

credit exchange before the news of the Relay s failure came through the
regul ar comuni cati ons channels."

"Hafiz has advance information on the Skarness Relay?" G|l asked, inpressed.
"How does he work that?"

Rafi k grinned. "You know the Singing Stones of Skarness, in his garden?
They're not just a curiosity-they' re a conmuni cations system Hafiz broke the
code. Those rocks know what's happeni ng on Skarness, no matter where in the
gal axy they happen to be.™

"How does a clamin an aquariumin the desert know when it would be high tide
if the desert were underwater?" Rafik shrugged. "They know, that's all. At
first the Stones weren't all that useful, because they aren't interested in
human affairs-they think we nove too fast and die too soon to be studied-but
Uncl e Hafiz got one of themto make a small side bet on the Relay with him
and now they're all following it. He'd sent to tell me to lay off all our bets
just before that |ast nmessage and the Shield closing down . . . but wthout
his authorization, | couldn't do it."

"Delightful as it is to learn these details of sporting events," Judit said,
"I for one should Iike to find out a little nore about what has brought you
here in such haste. You don't know what the threat was?"

Rafi k shook his head. "Not precisely. But it rmust have cone from space, not
fromone of his conmpetitors on Laboue, or there'd be no advantage in invoking
the Shield. So we don't need to worry about Yukata Batsu or any of that
southern continent lot. Uncle Hafiz has effectively divided the universe into
two separate boxes," he said sonmberly. "One box contains Laboue, the other

hol ds the rest of the universe . . . including whatever threat notivated him
to take this step. And whatever it is nust concern Acorna."”

Judit drew a deep breath. "Then . . . perhaps it's for the best that things
have turned out as they have. Don't you think. GII?"

"Could be," GIIl agreed. "After all, if even we can't find her, what chance is
there that these nysterious enenies will do so?"

"CAN T FIND HER?" Rafik echoed in shock and outrage
"What - how Shai t an- begotten spawn of a cretin, you can't have lost the girl on
a lunar base this size!"

"Rafik, you really rmust nmake an effort not to pick up your uncles habits of



speech," Judit reprimnded him

At the same time GIIl said heavily, "Not on the |unar base. Of it. She and
Cal um have done a bunk. Wth a little help fromcertain other people," he
added, giving Judit a dirty |look. She flushed but nade no attenpt to defend
hersel f.

And in chorus, the two of themexplained to Rafik how a series of delays in
the preparation of the AccSecki had so frustrated Cal um and Acorna that they
not only took off before the ship was ready but failed to follow the

navi gation plan Calumhad filed, so that by the time their getaway was

di scovered, it was inpossible to follow them

"I nmpossi bl e?" Rafik repeated, raising his straight dark brows a fraction of an
i nch.

G Il gestured helplessly. "You know Calum He's not only a brilliant

mat hemati ci an, but a devious s.o.b. There are innunmerable ways to navigate
space fromhere to the Cona Berenices quadrant, and trust Calumnot to take
the nost logical-the one in his filed nav plan-nor yet the |east |ogical
because/ we checked that already. There's absolutely no way to predict -what
path he will have taken."

Rafi k woul d have disputed that, and had al ready asked for star maps on severa
scal es to be displayed, but his study of the possible routes to Coma Berenices
was interrupted by the announcenent of a visitor for Acorna.

Not being privy to the shortcuts Rafi k had used, nor anywhere near as quick on
her feet as he was, Karina had taken quite a while I onger than Rafik to reach
Del szaki Li's headquarters. That she was there at all was tribute not so nuch
to her increasingly confident statement that Acorna had invited her as to the
Li nyaari ability to soothe and cal mthe m nds of those physically close to
them Neeva and Melireenya had risked showi ng thenselves to the guards on duty
at the docking station just |ong enough to project cal ming thoughts of "
haven't seen anything unusual" and "This is a friend of Acorna's."

Once she entered the interstices of the lunar base, though, Karina had to nake
her own way without the help of the Linyaari projections. She had done
remarkably well already, ascertaining from"casual" conversations with the
peopl e she encountered that either Acorna was to be found with Del szaki Li, or
that gentleman woul d be able to tell her where she was. No one saw any reason
to question Karina's statement that she was a friend of Acorna s and an
expected guest; if she had not been able to show sone valid reason for

vi siti ng Maganos, she woul d not have been all owed past the docking facility,
woul d she? And her statenent that she had inpul sively come by private
transport rather than by the regularly schedul ed shuttle both expl ai ned why
she hadn't been met and gave her an aura of wealth and | uxury that helped to
snot her any doubts. But here, in the anteroons to Del szaki Li's private
quarters, she met her match

The secretary-receptioni st who guarded M. Li's privacy knew Rafik by sight
and had passed hi mthrough w thout question. But Karina he did NOT know and he
was as disinclined to admt sonebody who was not on the list of accepted
visitors as Karina was to give up so close to her goal. The resulting
altercation drew first Judit's attention, then Rafik's, and finally GI11l"'s.
They opened the iris door in time to hear Karina "explaining" with some heat
that she and Acorna had been in correspondence for some tinme, that they were
closely linked on the spiritual plane, and that it was now their destiny and
the will of the stars that they should al so be together on the physical plane.



"Stars didn't send ne a directive," the secretary said, deadpan
"Ch, Lor'," GII groaned, "it was bound to happen sooner or later, but why
now, on top of everything el se?"

"What was bound to happen?" Rafik asked plaintively. Since reaching Maganos he
had continually found hinself two steps behind the | atest events-only to be
expected -when he had been absent so | ong on House Harakam an busi ness, but
nonet hel ess a galling situation to a man used to making his fortune by the
timely use of information

"Nut cases,"” G Il answered, retreating back into the room behind the
secretary's station to make his explanation. "People heard about the healings
Acorna did on Kezdet, you know. Can't keep something like that secret. W' ve
put it about that her healing abilities have faded as she matured, but that's
not enough to deter the really determned nuts. W've also spread runors that
she's at half a dozen different houses M. Li owns in different systems. |
think I know how this one got onto her, though-tell you later,” he nuttered in
an undertone as Judit opened the iris again and went through to the
secretary's station

"I amso sorry to disappoint you," Judit said sweetly, "but Just now Acorna is

The pause was fatal to her good intentions.

"She's not seeing visitors," Rafik said firny.

At the same monent G || said, "Not on the base. She's gone to visit old
friends."

And, just too late to stop herself, Judit said, "... terribly busy." They're
all lying! Something is terribly wong! Karina's shock and outrage,

undi mi ni shed by any conscious attenpts to focus or channel her psychic
abilities, came through to the anxiously waiting Linyaari as clearly as a

m nor explosion. (Ch, nmy head! Tell that female to danp her nodul ations, wll
you?) Thariinye conpl ai ned.

(I can't tell her anything,) Melireenya thought, rather acidly. (She thinks
you're in charge, renenber?)

(She recogni zes natural brilliance when she sees it.) (Hnph. She probably
cones fromsome culture that has a peculiar caste-ranking system Maybe
they' re graded by physical height.)

(I'n that case, she nmust be pretty |lowcaste. |I've been |ooking through the
screens at the others other race who conme in and out here. And have you
noti ced-)

(Not now, you two!) Neeva put in. (Melireenya, you're supposed to be
monitoring the fermale . . . Khariinya. What's happeni ng now? \Wo are "they,"
and what are they |ying about?)

(I don't know. That was the first | heard from her since she passed those
guards at the exit fromthis docking area. I'mtrying to get back in touch
now. . . .)

Karina had neant to denand to see Acorna, but some inpul se she did not
recogni ze made her ask first, "Who are you people, anyway?" She followed that
-with her own questions. "Why won't you let me see Acorna-and why are you



| yi ng about it?"

"None of your business,” GIll| said firmy. "Only people on the list of
approved guests are admitted to this suite, young lady. You're not on the
list-so | strongly suggest you | eave now, before we call Security to have you
put out."

Karina felt the secretary's nocking eye upon her. She was sure she was turning
red with enbarrassnent, but she stood her ground a nonent | onger

"I must see Acorna. Truly . . . you don't understand . . . and | can't tel
anyone but her . . . but it is not just for ny own sake. There is sonething
she nmust know. Oh, please!"” She was alnost in tears. "Please, you don't
understand, its terribly inportant. If she knew, she'd want to see ne, | just
know she woul d. "

"Darlin',” GIl said nore gently, "lI'msure it's inportant to you, but there's
just no way you can see Acorna. |'ll tell you the absolute truth: she's not on
this base, and we don't know when she'll be back." He took Karina's hands in
his. "Wrd of honor," he said, looking into her face with those piercing bl ue
eyes that nust have persuaded ever so many silly girls to believe whatever he
sai d.

And he radiated truth and sincerity this tine, whatever she had felt from him
bef ore.

The sil ver-set moonstone at her throat was cold and dull. And try as she
m ght, Karina could not persuade herself that she "felt" Acorna' s presence
anywhere near them

"I... | see," she said dully.

Declan Gloglie's blue eyes blazed with a triunphant |ight that renewed al
her suspicions. Karina consciously breathed deeply and thought of Peace and
Love. "Well, in that case," she said, "I suppose | may as well go on. |
certainly don't want to waste ny time |ooking for sonmebody who's not even
here!" The tinkling laugh was a little flat, and her voice trenbled slightly,
but that m ght be put down to di sappointnent rather than to the sheer fury

t hat possessed her.

(She's absolutely furious now, but | can't tell what about. The silly twit
doesn't think, she just stirs the brain-bits around |ike a nut-and-root stew,
you never know what's going to bob up next.)

(I's she in trouble? Wiere is she?)

(How should | know? She doesn't | ook, either. You can't transmt inmages of
your surroundings if you never |ook at them properly. Al | can see in her
mnd right nowis blue.)

Kari na wi dened her own eyes and | ooked straight into GIl"'s until he rel eased
her hands and stepped back. "Well . . . that's that then," he said. "Sorry for

your di sappoi nt nent."

Karina visualized herself floating in a cool blue cloud that absorbed and
masked her utter fury.

(Shit! Now I've | ost her conpletely!)

As the door to Delszaki Li's private suite closed behind him the secretary



| ooked at Karinawith a touch of pity.

"You're not the only one with a sob story, you know," he advised her, not

unki ndly. "Take nore than that to get in to see Acorna . . . that is, it would
if she were here," he added, renmenbering GII1's story. Not being privy to
Acorna's unheral ded departure, he took it for granted GIIl was lying to
protect her privacy. "You' ve struck out-better go home. They'll call Security
i f you hang out here, you know. "

"I haven't the -" Karina stopped herself before she could disclose her

dil emma. The fact was that she didn't have her fare back to Kezdet, nuch I|ess
to her hone planet. Everything she owned and as rmuch as she coul d borrow had
been barely sufficient to pay her way this far

But she did, she reflected, have private transport ... of a sort. And she did
owe it to the Linyaari to go back and tell them. . . well, perhaps not
exactly what had happened . . . they woul dn't understand the nuances; she

woul d be false to the underlying spiritual truth if she told themthe bald
literal truth, wouldn't she?

"You are quite right,"
at once."

she said instead. "I shall return to my personal ship

On the way back, she concentrated on her breathing until she had attained a
state of spiritual tranquillity in which she was no | onger deceived by the
superficial appearance of events and felt quite able to convey the basic
truths of the situation to her Linyaari friends.

She' d t hought of exactly how to phrase it, too. "She's being kept prisoner!™
Kari na announced on her return to the ship. She was breathless not only from
the clinmb but fromthe irritation occasi oned by having to push her way through
a growi ng crowd of curious onl ookers who were fascinated by the gilt
scrollwork and tronmpe 1'oeil scarlet-and-enmerald ribbons painted as if they
-were flowi ng across the body of the ship.

"Have you seen our 'Khornya?" Neeva asked, pronouncing the newly |earned words
slowy and carefully.

"Acorna, not Kornya." Karina sank back onto one of the couches in the main
cabin. "No, |I told you, they're keeping her prisoner. There's an absol ute
brute of a man guarding the roonms, he won't let anybody in, and a red-bearded
Vi king giant who tells the nost terrible lies you ever heard. Wuld you
believe it, he actually tried to convince ne that Acorna wasn't there at all
And the other two gave quite contradictory stories."

Neeva frowned in concentration as she tried to follow this burst of speech
"But you said she was expecting you . . . had invited you to visit her. Wy
woul d she go away? "

"That's just it." Karina sat up. "I don't for a mnute believe she has gone
away. One of the others said she was sick, and another said she was busy.
Qoviously they are all lying. | don't know why, but they are deternmined to
prevent Acorna from speaking wi th anybody outside their little group. Wy, for
all I know'-she cried, too indignant for caution-"she may never even have seen
my first fifty-six nessages!”

"Your what?" asked Neeva, now thoroughly confused.

Karina remenbered that she was supposed to be a close friend of Acorna's.
Vell, she was. On a spiritual level. "Never nind, that's not inportant. The



important thing is," she said, enunciating clearly, "there is sonething very
sinister going on, and | intend to find Acorna and rescue her fromthese
peopl e!'"

Al four of the Linyaari |ooked at one another for a long tinme. Karina had the
oddest feeling that a very intense argunent was goi ng on, though none of them
actually said anything. She half closed her eyes and tried to sense their
auras. Breathe slowy, she rem nded herself. LLften to your breathing, <i till
the mn), expand your awarene,f<).

It had been a very trying norning. Perhaps she would be able to still her mnd
and expand her awareness nore effectively |ying down.

Karina fell peacefully asleep while the Linyaari debated their next step.

(I't is brave and generous of this Khariinya to offer her services further, but
we nust not accept.) Neeva was firmon this. (Bad enough that we have fool ed
with the m nds of those people on the shuttle, making themforget that their
flight was interrupted. W nust not go on to put this one at risk fromher own
kind.)

(Besi des, she hasn't acconplished nmuch so far.) (She has found where 'Khornya
is being held, and has ascertained that she is a prisoner. That is enough to
go on. One of us will have to free her.)

(OCh, dear, oh, dear. | see nore fooling with their nminds coning up.)

(We are going to have to do that in any case. Have you | ooked at the screens
showi ng us the docking area recently?)

(O course not, |'ve been trying to understand what Khariinya was saying.)
(The other barbarians are behaving oddly.)

(So? It's not as if we knew what was nornal behavior for them)

(I think they are curious about our ship.) (Wwy? It's a nice unobtrusive
vessel, nothing gaudy.) (Not by their standards. Look at the other ships

docked in this facility.)

Neeva studied the views in the screens and had to concede that Thariinye had a
poi nt. Al though the Linyaari vessel was not dissimlar in shape to the

bar bari an shi ps, the other ships were so ... well, so dreary! Naked netal and
blind ports; nothing to disguise the ungraceful lines of thrusters or to
decorate the I ong plain sweep of the main body; and above all, no col or, not

even a discreet touch of gilding or a splash of crimson to delight the eye.

And by now, quite a nunber of the short, hornl ess bipeds were gathered so near
to the Linyaari ship that the screens offered only a foreshortened view of
them pointing and tal king excitedly anong thensel ves. (Perhaps they are

adm ring our tasteful decor,) she suggested wi thout conviction

(I"'mafraid it is nore than that,) Ml ireenya agreed reluctantly with
Thariinye. (Nobody would choose to make ships | ook so dull and plain, so it
nmust be that they do not know how to protect painted surfaces agai nst

at nospheric abrasion or neteorite damage. This ship nust be quite an oddity to
t hem)

(How could a race be so sophisticated as to travel in space, colonize nany
systens, even build bases on airless asteroids such as this, and still remain



i gnorant of the first principles of surface shielding?) Khaari demanded
crossly. (It is not logical!)

(Whether it's principle or taste,) Neeva told her, (we are obviously too
conspi cuous. | amafraid our attenpt to make unobtrusive contact has not been
successful .)

(We had better not allow themto board ... or even to pay any nore attention
to us.)

(I amafraid you are right.) Neeva suppressed a sigh of disquiet. Start
bendi ng the ethics of the Linyaari, it seenmed, and there was no limt to how
far they m ght get bent. The other three envoys had assured her that the only
guesti onabl e action they would have to take was to nmake the crew and the ot her
passengers on the space shuttle a little bit unclear about what had happened
md-flight. But just by being here, they had al ready exposed the hornl ess

bi peds to a superior technol ogy. Now one of them would have to | eave the ship
in order to exert a calmng presence on the people who were obviously so
curious about it. And who knew what that mght |ead to?

(Don't worry, Neeva. I'll take care of everything,) Thariinye thought
blithely.

The base of Neeva's horn ached. Thariinye would not have been her first choice
to take on the task of calmng the hornless ones . . . but it was a small

task; what difference did it nmake who did it? Still, her forehead ached as

t hough the horn were warn"ig her of calamties ahead.

And it mght have been right, for Thariinye did not stop at show ng hinself

| ong enough to establish his influence over the bi peds near the ship. C oaked
in his projected cloud of (You haven't seen anythi ng unusual) and
(Everything's all right), he went down all the way to the ground | evel and
casually strolled anong the bipeds there. The little group gathered near the
ship was breaking up now, the nenbers of the group nmoving away briskly in
different directions as if they had suddenly renenbered sonething they were
supposed to be doing and couldn't imagi ne why they were wasting tinme staring
at what was, after all, just another spaceship of the hundreds that docked at
Maganos.

Mel i reenya chuckl ed at the sight. (Thariinye nust have added a bit of "Urgent
busi ness" to his projections, to clear themout so fast!)

(I wish he wouldn't. W& shouldn't fool with their mnds any nore than we have
to. And-Thariinye! Where do you think you' re going?) The young fool was

foll owi ng several of the bipeds toward the guarded exit fromthe docking
facility.

(Quit worrying, Neeval!) Thariinye s inmages, slightly weakened by di stance from
t he ship, were nonethel ess sharp enough to convey a sense of slight

irritation. (W agreed that one of us must find 'Khornya, did we not? And
since | have already expended the effort to cloud these bipeds' minds into
believing that | amone of them why should | not go on into the base and seek
out ' Khornya right now, before her captors have tine to hide her el sewhere?)

(He may be right, Neeva. Khariinya's visit may have alerted them)
(But you do not know where she is! The base is large. . . .)

(Not | arge enough to hide another Linyaari. | shall sinply wander until |
sense her presence; then | shall ask her how she is held and what woul d be the



best way to free her. I amnot entirely stupid, Neeva.)

And since she could not think of any better plan, Neeva |l et himgo without
further protest.

During his first mnutes inside the base proper, Thariinye kept letting his
calming projections slip as he was distracted by the oddities of this alien
construction, then hurriedly projecting extra soothing feelings to relax and
di stract surprised onl ookers. AS he catal oged the alien peculiarities, he left
behind hima trail of slightly perturbed base workers who had the vague
feeling that they'd just forgotten sonmething very inportant, or that sonething
-wonder ful had al nost happened and if only they'd been | ooking carefully
enough they m ght have seen it.

The corridors connecting the docking facility to Maganos Central, and that
central conplex to other parts of the shielded base, were so dark and | ow that
Thariinye felt alnpst as if he were exploring a mne. After cracking his head
on a projecting air vent and catching his homa really painful blow at a
slit-opening door of unfamiliar design, he learned to stoop slightly, walk
slowy, and watch the way ahead very carefully for obstructions.

The hi gh done of Maganos Central, with its seem ngly extravagant aerie of
scaffolding in a spiderweb design spirahng to the top, was as nuch a physica
relief to Thariinye as a shot of oxygen would have been. But the design itself
di stracted him for dangerous nmonents. The spirahng web of scaffol ding was hung
with green plants that dangled invitingly dowward, and in the light gravity
of this moon he could easily have junped high enough to browse at will. Wat
was this place-sone sort of cafeteria?

A gasp from a passerby rem nded himto maintain his cloaking shields. (You
haven't seen anything unusual) he projected, with a hint of (urgent business
somewhere else) to hurry her on her way.

The female trotted off and later told her partner in Shipping and Receiving
that she'd seen the nobst amazi ngly handsone young man just coming into
Central, she'd have stopped and tried to chat himup if they hadn't been so
behi ndhand with the nmonthly report; whereupon her partner gave her a very odd
| ook and said that the nonthly report wouldn't be due for another six shifts,
and did she think she mght be com ng down w th sonething?

Retreating to | ean against a gently curved wall, Thariinye maintained his
shi el ding and wat ched the barbarians hurrying back and forth until he
concluded, with sone reluctance, that the greenery must be nerely an

at nospheric purifier and not a buffet. At |east, nobody el se was ni bbling on
t hose tenpting new | eaves.

(Thariinye, you greedy pig! You re supposed to be |ooking for our 'Khornya,
not thinki ng about brunch!)

(Yeah, yeah, but Neeva, you should just see these plants!) But, rem nded of
his duty, Thariinye tore his gaze fromthe succul ent new shoots and | eaves
just above eye level and nmentally felt around the central conplex for sone
sense of another Linyaari.

He coul d sense nothing but the tangl ed, nuddy undertow of a thousand alien

m nds muttering away, each in its separate little shell, and nost too weak and
garbled to be intelligible, with here and there a feeling highlighted by
surprise or strong enotion

Ch, Jussi, why did you | eave me? . .. grubble grubble grubble .. . payday's



next shift, then | can get OUT of here . . . grubble grubble grubble
Luki a, Lady of Light, help me now

Startled, Thariinye swiveled to | ook at the source of that |ast thought, a
grubby ki d weaving between the adults so rapidly that Thariinye woul d have
lost himbut for the strength of his projections. The words meant nothing to
Thariinye, but the image of a radiant Liinyar girl in white-silk robes that
acconpani ed themriveted him

A sudden thought of "Saints preserve us, what's THAT!!!" acconpani ed by an

i mge of himself enlarged to ten feet tall and glowing with a strange

radi ance, rem nded Thariinye to maintain his calmng projections while he
edged through the crowd after the urchin who had so obvi ously been thinking
about a Liinyar girl. He still could not sense any trace of another of his
kind in this crowded, snelly base, but that child nust have seen 'Khornya at
some time, to have formed the inage so clearly.

The miner who'd called on the saints stared after Thariinye but could see
not hi ng unusual anong the swirling streans of passersby. Ranon Trini dad nopped
his forehead and decided not to mention to his mates that he'd had a vision of
Acorna. They al ready teased hi m enough because he had a small icon of the
Virgin of Guadel oupe superglued to the dashboard of his operator cab at the

| oading station; if he told them he'd been seeing visions, he'd never live it
down. All the same, it nust nean sonething that the Lady had appeared to him
like that, all in a blinding flash it was, and then vani shed. She nust be
warni ng himthat he'd been nmarked out for something special

Rarmon Trini dad marched down the corridor to Mning Ops H D nore jauntily than
he'd noved since com ng to Maganos. At first he'd thought this job, training
kids fromthe gutters of Kezdet to operate |unar mining equi pnent, was high
pay for light work; then he'd considered resigning and telling Personnel that
he was a miner, not a kindergarten teacher; then he'd actually begun to |ike
some of the kids. Besides, they didn't laugh at himfor invoking the
protection of the Virgin and the saints each time he took a group of them out
into the long, lightly shielded corridors of the active workings. The kids had
their own saints ~ Lukia of the Lights, Epona, Sita Ram

The urchin whom Thariinye was foll owi ng was al so headed for M ning Ops H D,
and praying desperately that he'd get there well ahead of Ranon Trinidad; so
the i mage of Lukia of the Lights kept lighting up in his thought-patterns,
guiding Thariinye |like a flashing beacon

Bored by Rafik's intense study of the star nmaps which were projected all over
the walls of Delszaki Li's office, GIl stood up to stretch his |legs and
wandered over to the one wall not devoted to mapping the outer reaches of the
expl ored and unexplored parts of the galaxy. Rafik had been unable to
conmandeer this wall because it was filled with vid-screens on which, at any
nmonent, random scenes of the nobon base were displayed. Al though no one's
private quarters were invaded, Delszaki Li took great pleasure in observing
all other parts of the base in operation, fromthe children's school to the
out ernmost nine workings. Before the progress of his disease had robbed hi m of
the ability to control a touch pad with his right hand, the display had been
designed for himto call up whatever views he desired. Wen touching the pad
became too difficult for him the engineers had offered to make the display
voi ce-controlled |ike his new hover-chair, but he had refused, indicating that
it was too tiring for himto issue unnecessary comrands and that he woul d
prefer a random di spl ay which he did not have to control. Now the inmages on
the nore than twenty screens changed constantly, on a randomy activated
timer, giving a constantly varying panoranma of Maganos Mon Base activities.



G Il stared unseeingly at an image of the glittering done over Maganos
Central, with its overarching glass panels and its garlands of greenery, unti
it shifted to a view of the bakery attached to the cafeteria, where a cook was
setting out trays of fresh pastries in preparation for the shift change, then
to an overhead shot of the four major mne workings viewed froma canera atop
the central done. The random changes depressed him rem nding himof the

i nexorabl e progress of Delszaki Li's nervous paralysis, and he wondered

whet her Acorna would return in time to see her benefactor once again. Her

i mage was so clear in his heart that he thought for a nmonent he was inagini ng
her on one of the screens before him then his shout surprised Rafik into
droppi ng the | aser pointer with which he had been tracing one of the
AcaSeckl's possible routes on the larger star map for Pal and Del szaki Li.

"What in the nane of the Djinni Djiboutis -" Rafik began before renenbering
Judit's request that he not swear |ike the descendant of twenty generations of
Ar ab- Armeni an rug mnerchants

"What are you playing at, GIl11? W're trying to get some work done over here
if you don't mnd!"

"Acorna," G| croaked. "I saw her ... on one of these screens. She's not

gone, Rafik; she's right here on Maganos!"

"She can't be . . ." Pal said, and then, " can she?" Here on Maganos, and
conceal i ng herself from hin? The thought was al nbost too painful to bear

"I saw her, | tell you," GIl| insisted. "She was right..." He dropped his
hand; the screen he pointed at WAs now showi ng a row of children chanting the
Basi ¢ al phabet with hand signs for each letter. "Here," he said, "only it
wasn't the school, it was some damn corridor, and the bl oody automatic tiner
had to shift scenes before I could identify it."

"There she is!" Judit cried, pointing at a screen in the far upper right
section of the wall.

"That's one of the new workings," Gl said, "somewhere in IIIl."

At the same nmonent Pal said, "But that's not Acorna." The picture switched to
an image of the docking facility. "Damm that bl oody automatic timer, can't we
turn it off?" GIIl demanded. "And are you out of your mnd. Pal? Just how many
si x-foot people with golden horns do you think we've got around here?"

"More than one, evidently." Pal folded his arns with the gesture of a man who

is not to be shaken fromhis opinion, no matter how i npossible and ill ogica

it my seemto the rest of the world. "I would know Acorna anong a thousand of
her kind. ..."

G Il snorted. "How do you know? You' ve never seen a thousand other kind."

"I would know her," Pal insisted quietly, "and that is not my |ady."

Judit had turned away fromthe screens to | ook through Del szaki Li's desk.
"Judit!" Gl bellowed. "What are you playing at? Get over here and watch the
screens. | need some backup in case she appears again! No, first tell sonmebody
to hustle down to Ill... no, | don't know which subsection, there aren't but
six open, surely we've got enough security people to cover all of then? Wy
are you fooling around | ooking for office supplies, girl? W' ve got an

emer gency herel™

"I's searching for manual controller,"” Delszaki Li put in, his dry and slightly



anmused whi sper cutting through the fog of GII's enotional bellow ng. "MW
suggestion. You counter mand?"

GIl stared. "It still works?"

"Override," Li whispered. "Useful if | wish to see sonething |onger than five
seconds . . . but soneone el se nust push pad, now "

Judit scrabbled through a clutter of carved jade tokens, |aser pads, used
betting slips, fact-flimsies with access codes scrawl ed on the back, and
unl abel ed datacubes, and finally held up the control pad with a cry of

tri unph.

"Try all the workings off Il1l1," GIIl directed her. "You'll just have to flip
t hrough themuntil we come. "

"Silly," Judit said, "we've got a lot nore than six screens to choose from
let's look at themall."

Wth shaking hands, she tapped out the code for the caneras in IIIA B, C D.

"THERE SHE | SI'" cried GIl and Rafik.
"No, she isn't," Pal insisted.

M. Li whispered a command, and his hover-chair carried himacross the roomto
float before the screen showi ng M ne Working H D

"There he is!" the other kids who were in the training session squeal ed when
Haj nal darted into the open area around Ranon's sledger and slid the |ast
twenty feet, triunphant, stopping hinself just inches short of the piles of

rough lunar rock that marked the end of the workings. "Didja get it? Didja get
it?"

"Haj nal, Master Thief of Kezdet, strikes again!" Hajnal boasted, pulling open
his jacket to reveal an extrenely nervous, |ong-eared, white-fronted marchare.
The marchare squeaked and | eapt out of its hiding place with a powerful thrust
of its long rear |legs. The other children scranbled to catch it.

"OM |t scratched ne!"

""At's nothing. Look "ow it got me on the way here, but | didn't drop it."

Haj nal pulled up his shirt and proudly showed the | ong bl oody scratches on his
chest and stomach. "Now 'urry up, you lot, and get it into the toolbox in the
back of Ranon's operator cab. | seen Ranon conming this way. Ain't gonna
believe the workings is "aunted if 'e sees the blasted hanimal, is 'e now?"

"Poor little marchare," crooned a girl who cradl ed the nervous aninmal in her

arms for a noment, petting it until its eyes stopped rolling and the |ong
nervous ears stopped twitching. "Didn't nean to scratch anybody, did you. poor
little frightened thing? Hajnal, | don't think we oughter put himin the

t ool box, he'll get scared.”

"If you don't stop petting him Eva, he'll go to sleep on us, and we'll |ose

our chance."

The little fiends of Kezdets first graduating class had been worki ng on Ranbn
Trinidad for weeks, trying to convince himthe conbinati on power unit and
| oadi ng station he operated was haunted by the ghost of a m ning engi neer



who' d been killed in an accident so grisly nobody who knew the story was ever
willing to use that station again. They gauged their success by the nunber of
holy nedal s and i cons Ranbn hung on the device, blaned the nminers of the next
shift for "losing" nost of the icons, and conpeted to see who could drop the

nost hairraising hints about what had "really" happened to the nythical dead

engi neer. But Ranmon was begi nning to doubt their unsupported stories. It was

time for sone hard evidence. They were counting on the scrabbling and squeaks
of the third-shift pastry cook's pet marchare, concealed in a conmpartment in

t he back of the sledger, to provide that evidence. Hajnal, proud of his past

as a free thief on Kezdet and no factory slave, had boastfully volunteered to
"borrow' the marchare w thout the cook's know edge.

"It's mean, putting himin that dark little place," another girl piped up
"Let's not. He's so cute!™

"Cute," Hajnal said darkly. "Lemre tell you, you wouldn' think 'e was so
bl eedin' cute if you'd had to carry himthrough Central under your shirt, and
"imgougin' tracks in your belly every time he startled!"

"Sita Ramwouldn't like it," Eva said.

"Huh! Lukia don't mind. She 'elped nme get away," Haj nal boasted.

Eva's eyes widened. All the children seened suddenly to be | ooking up, over
Haj nal s head. Slowy he turned, certain that Ranon had spoiled his plot by
reachi ng the workings before he could conceal the marchare.

But it wasn't Ranon who stood behind him but a being taller and far brighter
than the little mner; a being who seened clothed in |light from Her gol den

horn to the silvery w sps of hair around Her hooves.

"Epona," "Sita Ram" "Lukia," whispered the children, and wen they were al
over the bright being.

"I knew you were here, Acorna, | knew? you wouldn't just |eave us without
sayi ng good- bye," squeal ed Khetal a, who had known Acorna as a person rather
than a vision of goodness. She threw herself on the tall, silver-haired being

i n an unrehearsed_ and deci dedly unwel cone- enbr ace.

"CGet off nme!" Thariinye sputtered in his own tongue. In the panic of the
nmonent he could not remenber the words the LAANYE had inplanted in his cortex
a few hours previously.

There was a smaller girl clutching his tunic, now, marring the el egant drape
of the fabric, and a boy junped up and down and swung fromhis armas if he
were some kind of clinmbing toy. Wiy hadn't that plunp little woman warned him
that the nobon base was full of children? Pre-pubes, their psychic abilities
still latent, were not susceptible to the mental projections that could be
used to calmadults . . . and apparently that particul ar devel opnental factor
was true across species, or at least it was as true of these beings as it was
of his own race. But he had no other projection, nothing else to try!
Frantically he projected (You don't see anything unusual) (Nothing is
happeni ng) (Need to get back to work).

"But | do see you. Lady Epona, | do! | do!" squealed the snmallest girl
Khetal a, the ol dest of the group, |oosened her enbrace and backed off a step

puzzl ed. Why had she thought this was Acorna? It was obviously only a tal
mner . . . she squinted . . with silver hair . . . and a horn.



"Don't you remenber ne. Lady Acorna?" she asked, hurt and puzzl ed.

Haj nal was too high on success and escape even to be touched by the
projections. "Waddaya screechin' about now? I know ny Lady Lukia of the
Li ghts!™

Thariinye gritted his teeth and redoubl ed the force of his projections, but
the children were junping up and down, shrieking with excitenent, and far too
hyper to receive the calning influence he was trying to put forth, even if
t hey had been ol d enough to pick up his nmental images. Not only that, but they
seened to be insane. They expected himto cuddl e them They thought he was.

Under sufficient stress, Thariinye stopped trying to remenber the words of the
al i en | anguage and just used them wi t hout thinking.

"Lookh, yuuu hiteli twerpis," he hissed in rage, "l-aam naat-a-ghiril! See?"
And, just as the security guard requested by G Il arrived at the workings,
Thariinye yanked open his blue tunic to display irrefutable evidence that he
could not be the "lady" these brats were greeting so ecstatically.

The guard, unlike the children, was affected by Thariinye's projections; so he
saw not hi ng unusual in the sight of a sevenfoot horned male with a cascade of
silver hair falling down his neck. What that rmal e was doi ng, however, was both
unusual and strictly forbi dden on Maganos Mbon Base.

"You'd better come along with nme, mster," he said.

Haven, Unified Federation Date534.05. 1S

That's Hoa," Markel nouthed in Acorna's ear' as ????? down the vent at the
first of the innernmost security cells, nmuch smaller and nore cl osely guarded
than the row where Acorna had been kept.

"Who?"

"Ho- A," Markel separated the syllables. "He's the guy the Pal onel | ese spaced
nmy"-he had to swallow"ny father for- to get control of his work. If he hadn't
cone aboard the Haven, everything would be all right. He's how Rushim's being
fl ooded, burned, blasted, or storned until they pay Nueva Fallona's gang
protection noney."

"He?" And Acorna | ooked down again at the dejected, darkhaired man sitting
with his head in his hands. Wat she could see of his skin had a faintly
yel l ow cast that rem nded her of Del szaki Li and nmade her instinctively w sh
to trust him "Then why's he here"-she pointed one hand down-"and not up there
wi th t henP"

"Because he trusted our Speakers-mny father and Andrezhuna and that Gerezan."
The [ ast nane was expelled like a Gurse, and, in the light fromthe cel

bel ow, Acorna could see the tears begin to formin Markel's eyes. He brushed
them aside with inpatient fingers, taking a deep breath. "He didn't know about
what they"-Markel jerked a contenptuous finger upwardpl anned. He was scared
stiff that the governnments of Khang Ki eaan, where he used to live, would' ve
figured out that he couldn't just predict weather, he could nmanipulate it."

"Ooooh." Acorna's nind nade | eaps of conjecture on how that could be used. "So
that's what happened to Rushi ma?" Markel nodded.



"But how could Hoa give that sort of power to renegades |ike then?" Now she,
t oo, pointed upward.

"He didn't. He thought he'd be safe on Haven . . . and he woul d've been, only
Nueva and those traitors Gerezan and Sengrat planned a coup and got rid of all
the rest of the First CGeneration. ..." Markel gul ped

"Li ke your father." Acorna laid a synpathetic arm about the thin shoul ders,
t hi nking proudly of his loyalty and resourceful ness. "Did you escape before
they could . . . you know..."

He nodded. "They don't know the half of what | know about the Haven. | could
do anything to this ship . . . sometinmes | think | ought to be making nore
trouble for them only | don't want to weck it and kill a lot of innocent
peopl e. The ot her SecondGeneration kids may be pretending to go al ong, but
they shouldn't die for it. | could do anything," he repeated, "if only I knew
what to do. ..."

In that pause, Acorna softly asked, "Like being able to release the clanps on
nmy ship so we can all get away?"

Mar kel consi dered, eyeing her, then the lighted vent and the rounded walls of
the tube. She didn't think she'd called a bluff:

rather she felt, through her armstill about his shoul ders, that he was
figuring out how to acconplish this.

"I"d be glad if you could alert Shenjem Federation that one of their col onies
is being blackmailed. And ny planet that |I'm being held hostage."

Markel gave a little snort, muffled by his fingers. "You' re not a hostage,
you're a prisoner. They got better things to do than collect ransom for

host ages. They can hold up -whol e planets for Acorna gul ped, happier than ever
that she was no longer trapped in that cell, vulnerable. But Calumwas still a
prisoner. And, if they had no need to take hostages, Calumwas in greater

peril than she'd originally thought. They'd have to work fast. She was
considering priorities when suddenly she saw that Hoa's face was turned up to
the vent. She gave Markel a discreet nudge.

"Ch, oh," he mouthed back at her, and would have | ed her away, but she stopped
hi m

"He didn't intend this to happen . . . and he looks ill. | think they've hurt
him Let's free him too. Maybe he'd know how to stop what they' ve started.
Can we do that? Please?" Market didn't really have any defense agai nst Acorna
i n pl eadi ng node-especially with her armaround himand the conforting warnth
of her soft fem nine body giving himthe nurturing | ove he had needed so
desperately for so |ong.

"He'll have to be quiet," he said.
"I doubt that will be a problem" she replied, and hel ped Markel unscrew the
vent.

Dr. Ngaen Xong Hoa's slender frame nmade it through the narrow vent with no
difficulty, but he was so weak they had to help himfar nmore than Acorna had
expected; he did al nost none of the work of clinbing. Wen he was finally in
the tunnel, she realized why he had been so hel pless. Even in the bad light,
Acorna coul d see what had been done to the nman's hands and arnms. Pretending to



bend | ower to reset the screws on the vent, Acorna made sure her horn
touched-through the fine fabric of her hat-both mangl ed hands.

Urgently now, Markel directed themaway fromthe enpty cell and around a bend
in the tubes and over to the other side of the prison block. At the
intersection, he firmy placed Dr. Hoa against the curving side and, finger on
lips, indicated that he was to stay put. Dr. Hoa nodded, only too happy to
conply. Then Markel beckoned Acorna to slither past the scientist. He put his
hps to her ears and spoke | ow? but distinctly.

"W got to get your buddy right away now? because as soon as they see Dr.
Hoa's gone, there'll be nine kinds of alarms and searches and stuff. M ght not
get anot her chance. Any way you Gan help me | ocate hinP"

Acorna cl osed her eyes. If only her horn had the power of |ocating people as
wel | as healing them Maybe it dou, she thought. . . |'ve never known anot her
of my kirn). How do | know what | can do?

She composed her thoughts and tried to visualize Calum s features, but all she
could sense was the aura of msery that filled the whole area around the cells

and sonet hing about . maps? She shook her head, trying to clear it. How
could she concentrate on finding Calumwhen she kept getting this feeling that
somebody was | ecturing her on howto color a map? It felt as if there was a
whol e geography cl ass goi ng on somewhere under her right hand ... no, not
geography. Strange, half-famliar words floated into her head.

"Conjecture . . . lemma . . . sinmple closed curve.
Wi l, how about that!
"I think," she said slowly, "he might be in the cell on the far right."

Cal um was so absorbed in the diagrans he was tracing on his cell wall that she
had to hiss several times before he finally noticed-and even then he did not
| ook up.

"Just a minute, I'mthinking," he said-and then did a comi cal doubl e take,
| ooking up so fast that he nearly |ost his bal ance. "Acorna? \Wat the-"

"We're rescuing you," Acorna explained patiently.

"Who's wel And do you have anything | can copy this down on? | don't want to
lose it, and the trouble with drawi ng di agrans in the condensation on the wall
here is ..."

"Ten thousand devils fly away with your diagranms and drop themin the dung of
the canel pits of Sheol!" Acorna ripped out a variation on one of Rafik's
favorite curses. "Do you want to wait around until they conme to torture you
into releasing the hold on “as. AcaSeckit O do you think you could drop your
mat hemati cal conjectures | ong enough to clinb up this rope?”

Cal um gave a dubi ous glance at the slender rope and the narrow space of the
air vent through which Acorna was whispering to him then | ooked back once
regretfully at the drawings he had traced on the wall of his cell.

"Ch, well, | can probably reconstruct it later,” he muttered. The vent
opening was a tighter squeeze for Calumthan it had been for Dr. Hoa or
Acorna, but when he seenmed to be stuck fast Markel inspired himby nentioning
a few of Nueva Fallona's favorite Palonellese tortures, then commented that if
Cal um s shoul ders were really wedged firmy into the vent his feet would



doubt| ess be at a convenient height for Nueva's attentions.

"She likes playing with matches," he said.
Cal um made one | ast convul sive effort, freed his broad shoul ders, and wi ggl ed
upward into the tunnel, clutching the rope.

"Ch, well," he said, as Acorna exclained over his scrapes, "it's only skin,
pl enty nore where that cane from"

They repl aced the vent, went back around the curve, and collected Dr. Hoa, who
was trenbling violently in reaction to his salvation

"I amnot a man of violence," he whispered in apology. "I ama scientist.
and | was trying to get away from people |like these. Now we are all trapped.

Acorna touched his cheek with her horn and the spasns stopped. Toward the end
of their passage, they had to tie the rope around his shoul ders, and Acorna
pul I ed hi m behi nd her, with Markel hel ping the scientist over the joins and
aprons that connected the klicks of interior tubes and conduits. As soon as
they reached Markel's nest, the boy picked up his listener, a device that sat
confortably in his ear, and indicated that Acorna should rmake Dr. Hoa
confortable on the pile of miscellaneous clothing and thermal sheeting behind
t hem

Acorna was glad to oblige. Wile she was at it, she al so assessed the
scientist's other injuries and heal ed them He had been badly knocked about
before the Pal onel | ese even began their systematic destruction of his fingers
and hands; she could not blane himfor having given them enough information to
use his research, nor for the fear and despair that had all but overwhel ned
himin the tunnels. But as she soothed his bodily aches, he seemed cal mer and
nmore in control of hinself. Wen she was nni shed, he caught her by the arm
his eyes once nore alive with intelligent curiosity.

"Ki-l1in?" he asked in a bare whisper that would not reach Markel, occupied
wi t h eavesdr oppi ng.

She smled and put her finger across her lips as their young guide so often
had.

He cl osed his eyes once, indicating he understood, but he also put one frail,
heal ed finger to his lips and then pressed it agai nst hers.

She turned to take a water bottle fromthe rack above her head and handed it
to him Though he clutched the bottle as possessively as any thirsty man
woul d, Acorna did not have to warn himto take small, slow sips and accustom
his body to water again.

Mar kel was grinning with delight at whatever he was hearing on his earphone.
He kept |istening, but occasionally would whisper at what was goi ng on

"They found Hoa missing first, then checked the rest of the cells. They
haven't a clue how he and Cal um got away, and they got into an argunent about
it and haven't yet checked to find out that you're gone, too, Acorna. That's
as well. Gves us nore tine to figure. " The boy paused, pushed the device
nore securely into his ear, his eyes blinking angrily. Then he rel axed and
sm | ed again.

"I got to neet soneone. And fast," he said, taking out the listener and



carefully restoring it to its pouch on tube wall. "You stay put and stay
quiet," he murrmured to Acorna and Calum He gl anced over at Dr. Hoa, shrugged
his shoul ders, and crawl ed away with the speed of a spider after an intruder
inits web.

Acorna saw that Dr. Hoa was asleep, the water bottle securely clutched agai nst
his chest with both hands. Briefly she remenbered the swollen, distorted
knuckl es and torn, burned skin she had seen before her healing touch had

soot hed them She shivered and tried not to inmagi ne what deliberate cruelty
had inflicted those injuries.

"I don't nuch like this,"
kid? "

Calummuttered. "How do you know we can trust the

Acorna gave hima chilly | ook. "For starters, he just saved us both from
i mprisonnent and you, at least, fromtorture. Then there's the fact that his
father was killed resisting the coup that put these people in power-"

"So he says. How do you know he's telling the truth?"
"Vell, we're free, aren't we?"

"Are we?" Calum stretched until one el bow banged into either side of the
tunnel where they crouched.

"Dam!" Acorna exclainmed. "Wiy didn't | think of asking Markel to send a
nmessage to either Shenjenmi or Maganos-or better, both?"

What ever coul d Market have heard that had produced first fury and then hunor?
Acorna pondered that for a nonent. No way to tell now. While waiting, she
mght as well restore her strength. She took a careful mouthful of water and
munched on another carrot as quietly as one can nunch a carrot. But they were
not vegetabl es that dissolved even when nixed with her saliva. She swall owed
hard, forcing down the half-masticated bits of carrot, so that she could

i sten once again.

After an internminable wait she heard slight noises comng toward t hem but they
sounded li ke the novenents of a large man, not |ike Markel's quick, delicate
craw . She threw a bl anket over Dr. Hoa in the faint hope of concealing him
from whoever had di scovered their hiding place, and | ooked at Calumw th wi de,
frightened eyes. He squeezed her hand reassuringly-at |east, she assunmed he
meant it to be reassuring.

Wth her acute hearing, she registered before Calumdid that there were two
peopl e approaching them the smaller one in front.

"It's all right," she whispered to Calum "Markel's bringi ng soneone."

"That," Cal um whi spered, "is exactly what | was afraid of."

"Acor na?"

She lifted her head, identifying Markel's whisper. The nuch | arger person

behi nd hi m | ooked vaguely famliar, yet the feel of himwas conpletely strange
she felt sure she had never been in his presence before, yet his face

rai sed some chord of recognition in her

He caught sight of her, goggled and gul ped and poi nted. Markel | ooked around,
then at Acorna, and he, too, goggl ed.



"Dam, " Acorna said out loud. In her hasty attenpt to conceal Dr. Hoa, her hat
had conme off. And her horn was visible.

Cal um began chuckl i ng. Wat was so funny about the situation? A nonent ago
he' d been sure Markel had betrayed them now he thought it was funny that her
horn was in plain sight?

"It's all right, Acorna," Calumsaid, "and so is Markel, ifhe's hangi ng out
with this worthl ess space drifter."

The man with Markel chuckled in his turn. "M ght have known if there was
trouble, you'd be mxed up in it sonmehow, Calum But what were you thinking of
to get young Acorna into it?"

Acorna gasped in surprise, and the nman turned to her. "No, you don't know ne,
but 1've heard plenty about you."

n O,]?n

"G 1l used to send ne hol os of you, before we |ost touch. Even the Brain,
here"-he jerked his head toward Cal um "occasionally menti oned you. \Wen he
bothered to wite, that is!"

"You can't be ..
"Johnny Greene, very much at your service, ma'am"

Acorna took a deep breath of relief. "OF course! GIlI has a holo of you in his
office, but..."

The man in the holo | ooked much younger, his head thrown back in carefree

[ aughter. This man's features were the same, but now they were drawn in the
lines of strain and watchful ness that seenmed to nmark everybody who had
survived Nueva Fallona's coup on the Haven

"You coul d have told nme," she scol ded Cal um

"Didn't have tine," Calum defended hinmself. "Look, | didn't know he was going
to show up here."

Mar kel | ooked about anxiously. "Where'd you stash Dr. Hoa?"

Acorna reached over and gently raised a corner of the cover to show the
exhausted doctor sleeping, the tiniest of smles in the corners of his nouth.

"I's that a relief!"™ Johnny exclai med, when he saw the scientist. "I don't know
how you did it, Markel. . ."

"Very carefully,” the boy said, sitting with his arnms resting casually on his
knees, totally relaxed and very, very pleased with hinself. "I got them out
through the air vents. They fit diagonally through the openings once | took
the grates out. Only this one"-he jerked his chin toward Cal um-"needed a
little encouragenent." He frowned as he took a closer |ook at Calum " Say,
how d you stop the bleeding? | could ve sworn you | ost some skin back there!"

"Ch, it was A- " Calum began, then stopped as Acorna gave hima warni ng shake
of the head. It wasn't that she didn't trust Markel, but he was being asked to
assimlate a lot at one tine. And if sonething went wong . . . she refused

even to consider that. There would be time enough to explain her unique
heal i ng capabilities when they got out of here-and they would! "~a fuss about



nothing, as it turned out,"” Calum substituted for what he'd been going to say.
"I sure thought | was going to get scraped raw on the way out, though!"

"Markel ," Acorna said urgently, "can you get nessages out as well as eavesdrop
on their comunications? W ought to alert the Shenjeni Federation about
what's happening to Rushi ma- and send to Maganos for help, too."

"M ght could,"” Markel allowed. "Have to tap the main power lines to boost a
nmessage, though, and they just mght notice the surge. Lemme check on who's on
shift now. " He tapped his earphone back in place and listened for a
monent. His eyes lit up like those of a nuch younger child planning sone

m schi ef.

"Qoooh, is Nueva furious!" he said. "She's giving all of them what-for and
threatening to space the next inconmpetent who nanages to | ose a prisoner

' They' "-Mar ket thunbed his chest bone-"have got to be found. Cho!" And he sat
bolt upright a nonment, then rel axed again. But the sparkle was gone fromhis
eyes. "Sengrat's just pointed out that | was never accounted for in the
original coup . . . and Xinena rem nded himthat | used to know ways about the
ship in the tubes and stuff." The way he enphasi zed her name warned Acorna

t hat Xi mena was, or had been, someone special to Markel. "They really are on
Nueva's side; they're not just going along to save their own skins," he said.
"Even Ximena ... | used to like her. | don't understand people |like that."

"Neither do I," Acorna told him

"You're a couple of charm ng innocents,” Johnny told them 'but | for one
woul d I'ike to know what they plan to do with this information and how Marke
thinks he's going to stall them because | know what that | ook in your eyes
means, kid," he said, ruffling the top of Markel's head.

"Nueva was just going to send someone through that bis tube, which would have
been a fine game of hide-and-seek in this maze. W coul d' ve run the searchers
ragged, " Markel reported. "Then Sengrat suggested they should use gas. He's
still underestimating ne." Even as he spoke, he was rooting through yet

anot her hiding place and cane out with one hand cl aspi ng breathing nmasks and
t he ot her emergency oxygen bottles.

Acorna smiled. "W won't need those."
Johnny shot Acorna a wondering | ook

"She is Ki-lin," murnured Dr. Hoa, who had awakened during Markel's excited
report. "Her horn purifies water and air and heals. Does it not, nost gracious
lady Ki-lin?"

"I amnot Ki-lin, Dr. Hoa, but the rest of it is accurate," she said

"See? She has heal ed nmy hands and arns fromwhat they did to nme." The

sci entist shoved one sleeve up to show a slightly winkled but healthy forearm
with a few patches of paler skin replacing the deep buns. "And the rest of ne,
too," he said with sonme surprise as he realized he could sit up and nove

wi t hout pai n.

"And my knuckl es," Markel said, eyes wide as he finally noticed. "My knees
don't hurt either, nor ny back." He | ooked at Calum accusingly. "Hey-you did
get scraped bad, getting through that vent hole, didn't you? And tried to
persuade nme |'d been imagining it, when the truth is Acorna heal ed you?"

"W thought it mght be hard for you to accept,” Calum said. "Sonme people



don't believe.

Mar kel | ooked reverently at Acorna. "Even with a denonstration? Wat an asset
for our side! They're never going to get their hands on you, |ady. Not while
can still breathe.”

"I"ll see that's a long, long tinme," Acorna said.

Then Market pressed the earpiece and held up a hand to stop any further talk.
"Yes, that's what they're going to do. Xinmena is small enough to make a search
once the air has cleared up." His face clouded over. "She doesn't want to ..

| thought maybe she wasn't as bad as the rest of them. . . but she doesn't
care about what happens to us, she's just afraid I'Il survive the gas sonehow
and go after her in the tunnels. | couldn't hurt her," he said sadly, "not

Xi mena, no matter what she's done. | thought she would know that nuch, at

| east."

"Well, let's not wait to neet her," Johnny said, changing the subject briskly

bef ore Markel's enotions could overpower him "Markel, can you get us from
here to the hangar deck?" He a-lanced at Calum "I'mthinking that your ship
woul d make a better conmand center than this tunnel . . . we could send our
nmessages for sure, and maybe even get clean away if Markel can disable the
Haven's grapples.”

"No problem Can't you see, we're already at Red 32 x Blue 16, all we have to
do is take a side route through Blue 16-24 and cut across at the intersection
of Green 48 ... well, never mnd," Market slowed down as he sensed the
baf f| ement of his comnpani ons.

"I"'mjust a sinple techno-nerd," Johnny said. "I don't happen to keep a 3-D
color map of the ship's mmintenance tunnels in ny nenory."

"It's real easy," Markel said. "I'Il tell you all about it when we have tine."
"That," Johnny said hollowy, "is exactly what |I'mafraid of."
" Huh?"

"Never mind!" Johnny gave Markel a friendly push. "Get going, O friendly
native guide. Lets hit the road ... or rather," as Johnny caught Markel's
startled | ook of warning, "let us make noi sel ess progress away. Do we need
anyt hi ng you have stashed here, Markel ?"

"Water?" Markel took down the fabric that had held the water bottles to the
wall and it folded out into a sleeveless tunic, the water supplies on the back
of it. "Ration bars. My headset. These ... no, too heavy... but | gotta have

t hese," he nused over a collection of tools, rapidly making his selection. He
stuffed the necessary itens into another backpack, draping thermal covers over
everyone's shoul ders, even Dr. Hoa's, and then, lifting up a corner of the
tube wall, shoved whatever remained into the opening. It took a few hard

pushes to get the opening to resume its normal shape. The area was back to
normal . Markel had left no signs of his presence.

"This way, now," he said, pointing before he took Dr. Hoas hand.

Later Acorna woul d wonder how t hey had managed that exodus. The healing
properties of her horn were prodigious, as well as its air-purifying
abilities; but the constant effort of making the air around them breathable
eventual | y exhausted even her. And there were other problens. They did not
have the luxury of sticking to the "safe" routes Markel had mapped out for



hi nsel f;

now they had to foll ow the passageways that held least risk of detection or

of fered the shortest path to the hangar. Sonme of the walls they crept through
felt cold, others al nbst unbearably hot and, over one section-the coil to main
drive-Acorna went from one nmenber of their group to another, to heal blistered
knees, hands, and other portions of their anatom es they could not keep from
touchi ng the hot netal

"Lousy insulation,” Johnny nmuttered, as Acorna |laid her horn up and down his
thi gh where the material of his pant |eg had been seared away.

They rested every tinme they reached a doubl e tube crossing because there
Acorna and Johnny coul d stand upright and ease their backs.

"You do know where you're taking us, young' un?" Johnny asked.

"I told you, Johnny Geene, | know this ship Iike no one else, First or Second
Ceneration. What's the nmatter, can't you take the heat?" Markel asked so
fiercely that Johnny held up his hands in nock self-defense.

"Lay on, Macduff," the spacer said with a snothered | augh, "and dammed be he
who first cries Hold, Enough! That is," he added, "if you and Dr. Hoa can
manage, Acorna? "

Acorna wanted nothing nore than to be through with this claustrophobic
journey. She fervently assured Johnny and Markel that there was no need to
sl ow down on her behal f.

Mar kel had i ndeed known exactly where he was taking them a storage room for
tool s on the hangar deck itself. Through the grill on the narrow w ndow, they
could even see the Aca3ecki, clamped tight to the deck but still in front of
the other smaller vessels that were part of the Haven's force.

"And that is their first mstake," Markel said with great satisfaction

As if he hadn't been crawling for days through narrow tubes and inspection
conduits, Markel made space on the worktable and started plugging his

equi prent into sonme of the power-tool sockets. Everyone el se flopped down,
exhausted, on the nmetal floor. Acorna was certain she would retain the
honeyconb pattern of the roomis floor on the tender parts other anatony, but
it was worth it to stretch out at last. The cranped journey through the
tunnels had tried her sorely; for once she envied Calum his | ack of inches.

"Ha! They haven't found anything, and it's going to take them days to inspect
the entire network," Market said. He rubbed his hands together and gl anced in
the direction of the AcaSeckl. He tried to peer in other directions, but his
view was restricted. "Ooops." He pulled back as if someone could have seen his
face in the window "CQuards." He peeked out again. "No nmore than three that |
can see. There're usually ten or twelve on hangar duty." deefully he washed
his hands. "W really have themrunning up their own . . . sorry." Marke
caught hinsel f at Johnny's sharp nudge and shot a qui ck apol ogy in Acornas
direction. "But that doesn't get us out of here.”

"I'f we could get to the AcaSecki and power up," Calum asked Markel, "could you
patch into the Havens conmand centers fromthere and disable their
conmuni cati ons and ot her systens?"

"Nothing to it," Market nodded, preening a little.



Cal um st ood, shakily, and pointed at the wi ndow. "Leme have a | ook?" Marke
nmoved aside. Calumgrunted. "You're sure there're only three here now?" Marke
nodded. "What we need is a diversion . . . that is, if you can get us out of
this storage room"

"No problenp,"” Markel said, and, taking an odd-shaped bit of plastic froma

t hi gh pocket, inserted it into the door. They could all hear the light "snick"
as the | ock was opened. "Only now what? Soon as | open the door, we're in
clear sight of at l|east two of the guards.”

"And each of themwould like to take credit for the recapture of Dr. Hoa,"
Johnny said, with a gleamof malice in his eyes. "If you don't mind acting as
bait. Doctor?"

"I owe the universe whatever action will repair my disastrous m sjudgnent,”
Dr. Hoa said with a slight bow, "even should it require the sacrifice of ny
life."

"Ch, | don't think it will come to that," Calumsaid cheerfully, heftng a

l ength of thick steel bar which he had quitetly "acquired" during their
passage t hrough the tunnels. Acorna |ooked around the supply roomand found a
heavy mallet, which she swng about to test its bal ance.

"That | ooks good," Johnny said, reaching for the mallet, but Acorna shook her
head.

"Find your own weapons," she told him "I like the heft of this."
Johnny's eyebrows shot up, but he made no further protest.
"I did nention, didn't I, that she's very independent?" Calum asked drily.

"You didn't tell me the half of it," Johnny nuttered, rumragi ng around the
cluttered roomfor sonething he could use as a weapon. He settled on a length
of thin cable that he carefully knotted around a pair of screwdrivers.

"I"ve got a better idea than using the good doctor as bait," Calum said.

"Mar kel , you said you could hack into hangar security and di sable the grappl es
on the AcaSeckil If you did it now, that'd distract themfor a noment right
when we nake our break and give us a head start on getting out of here.”

"Start opening the door and get ready," Markel said, pressing nore key pads.
"I got the hangar security on line and . "

The sound of the grapples retracting echoed throughout the |arge hangar. The
guards went running toward the ship, and Markel and his followers were out of
t he storage room before the guards spotted them

One of the two guards on the catwal k pounded on a device on the wall before he
foll owed his compani on down to the hangar floor. The three guards nade
straight for the AcaSeckil and the attackers made straight for them

Acorna let her hamrer fly at the nearest guard as he lifted his stunner. Her
weapon shattered his hand and sent his stunner skittering across the mnetal
floor, right to Market's feet. Markel picked it up and downed the top one on
t he | adder, while Johnny, com ng out from behind the bulk of a small
shuttlecraft, tackled the third guard before he could raise his weapon. Cal um
| ooked around, puzzled that there was no one for himto attack



"That was too easy," he said.
Mar kel was taking the stairs to the catwalk two at a time, and running al ong
it, checking the unl ocked hatches leading into the interior of the ship.

"We're secure in here now," he called, and sauntered to the farthest |adder
sliding dowmn it without using the actual steps. The boy had had a | ot of
practice in such acrobatics. The others followed himin nore conventiona
fashion but with scarcely | ess haste. Even though until Calum powered up they
could not lock the hatches, Acorna felt nore secure once she and all her
friends were inside the AcaSecki

"Well done, Markel," Johnny said, throwi ng an arm about the boys shoul ders.
"But what do we do now? Once they see us |eave, they nmerely latch the tractor
beam on us and haul us back aboard. Unl ess you can disable that. "

"Yes, that much | can still do," Markel said, "but..."

"The AcaSecki's fast," Calumsaid, "but, even with the tractor beam usel ess,
I'd be surprised if the Haven doesn't have | aser cannon and missiles." Marke
nodded, | ooking nmournful. "Both- and there's no way | can get into those
controls."

"You mean there's sone security on this ship you haven't worked around?"
Johnny pretended amazenent, but Markel |ooked so hangdog that he patted the
boy on the back and told himit didn't matter; there was nore than one way to
skin a cat.

"W may not be able to get clean away," Calum said cheerfully, "but we can
activate the ship long enough to send out a spurt for help in all possible
directions, then |l ock down again and ... well. "

They all | ooked at one another for a |ong nmonent, acknow edgi ng that they

m ght have cone to the end of this particular road. Their takeover of the
AcaSecki was not likely to go unnoticed for Iong, no matter how cleverly

Mar kel di sgui sed his janmm ng of the conmuni cations between the harbor and the
mai n deck; and they could hardly hold the little ship |ike a besieged
fortress. "Well, we'll junp through that spacewarp when we cone to it,"
Johnny said with a shrug, accepting the inevitable. "Better get on with it-no
telling exactly how nmuch time Markel can buy us with his system

mani pul ati ons. "

Calum started the reactivati on sequence while Acorna was busy fram ng a spurt
code message, which she thought should so to Maganos, Kezdet (in case M. Li
was at hone), and Laboue.

"I'"'mthinking of Rafi ks Unharu, too," Calumsaid. "Wn't take nore than three
seconds a spurt, and it'll quadruple the chances of one nmessage getting
t hr ough. "

"First of all we send one in clear to Shenjem Federation," Acorna said, and
when Cal um opened his mouth to protest, she added firmy: "W prom sed."” Calum
sighed. "So we did." And | ooked up the direction code for the Federation. The
ot her destinations he had already |ong nenorized. A low whistle startled them
both as Markel, with Johnny G eene assisting Dr. Hoa, cane into the main
conpart ment.

"This is some ship," Market said, awed

"You can say that again," Johnny added, equally inpressed as he hel ped Dr. Hoa



into one of the conformable chairs. "You got a galley on board?" he asked.
Acor na poi nt ed.

"I's there a shield over the hangar entry, Markel ?" Cal um asked. "Qur nessages
coul d bounce right back at us if there is.”

"I took that off when | disabled the grapples,” the boy said absently, far
nore intent on prowl ing around the room running his hands over the soft
fabrics and | ooking into conpartrments in the furnishings. "There's so nmuch
space for everything," he said, standing in the mddl e of the room arms
out spread and turning slowy around.

Johnny cane back with a tray full of steam ng cups which he offered first to
Dr. Hoa and then to the others. "A pick-you-up,"” he explained. "This ship
isn't just a pretty space, its well appointed.”

"CGot your earphone in, Market? |'m about to spurt, and | want to know if they
catch it," Calum said.

"Cotta be outside for that," Markel said, and headed off to the hatch. "I f
they do hear us, get back inside in one helluva hurry, |ad, because I'll take
off and risk their firing at us; we'll just have to hope that everyone's too

busy | ooking for us to see us," Calum war ned.

"CGotcha," was Markel's insouciant response.

"On ny mark," Calumsaid, raising his arm "NOAN" He reactivated the ship and
waited tensely through the seconds before the corn unit would be ready to
function. "Anything on your end, Markel?" After a nmonents silence, he toggled
down the spurt relay.

"Wait!" Market cried fromoutside the ship. "Wat? You don't-" The boy's cry
was too loud to miss, and filled with an unidentifiable enotion

Calumhit the toggle for the spurt relay and punched in the shutdown sequence
for the ship in three quick, deft notions.

"I"'msorry," he said to Acorna. "The Shenjem message got through, | don't
know about the coded spurt to our friends; it was processing the nmultiple
address list when | shut down. Wth luck, sone of the addresses will have been

cl eared. \Where's Market? What was he yel ling about?"

As if on cue, the boy wandered in, a dazed and incredul ous | ook on his face.
"I think it's all over."

"What's all over?" Johnny demanded.

"I think . . ." and Markel hesitated, "... | think there's been another coup
Nueva and the others were so busy chasing us, they weren't paying attention to
t he ot her passengers. Nueva and her gang' ve been taken prisoner. | think the

Starfarers-at |east what are left of them-are back in charge again."

"I think we stay right where we are until we know that's what's happened, "
Johnny said, and gestured for Calumto close the hatch manually. "And let's
not reactivate the AcaSecki just yet. If everything' s okay, we have plenty of
time to let our friends at home knowand if it isn't, we don't really need to
al ert anybody who didn't notice that one spurt. We'Ill just listen in for a
bit. You can patch in to the bridge using Havens systems, can't you, Markel ?"



"l think so."

Wth shaking hands, the boy began to do just that.

Maganos, Unified Federation Date®l.CS. 1S

hariinye was too stunned to resist the security guard' s firmhold on his arm
First the children, then the man seemed to have resisted his projections. Was
there some force field in this part of the base that annulled tel epathic
projections? He sought contact with the Linyaari on board the ship to reassure
hi nmsel f.

(Names of the Four First Mares, what have you gotten yourself into now,
Thariinye?)

(I's this what you consider "having an inconspi cuous | ook round"?)
(I told you he was too inmature to be trusted with this responsibility.)

W ncing, Thariinye closed his mnd to further contact. Al right, his nental

powers were as acute as ever . . . but what he heard fromthe three enraged
| adi es on board the ship was not in the |east reassuring! He would just as
soon take his chances with the barbarians. After all, they were a puny lot; he

could crush this man's skull with one kick fromhis powerful hooves, if he
chose to.

(Thariinye! You'll do no such thing!) ,

(I am shanmed that any bl ood kin of nine should even contenplate such a khievii
action.)

(Much too inmature. | told you so.)

"Ch, do stop nattering at ne!" Thariinye snapped al oud, but in Linyaari

"Don't know what kind of foreign gabble that is, mster,"” the stolid security
guard said, "but iggerance of the law ain't no excuse. |f'nyou don't speak
Basic, you'll get a interpreter.”

"You can't take the Lady away!" one of the pestiferous brats around themcried
out .

"Kid, this guy ain't no lady," the guard said. "Now git on back toyer m ning

class. I'"'mtakin" himstraight to M. Li."

The tallest girl nodded slowy. "I see . . . this is not Acorna." She glared
down the protests of the other children. "I know the Lady, and she is like
this one, but. . . different. M. Li will know ewhat to do."

The guard hurried Thariinye away before the children could start any nore
fuss.

"What. . . law. . . of yours ... do | break ... by existing . . . in this
forn?" Thariinye had to concentrate to get the words out;

it was a harsh, tongue-mangling | anguage, this "Basik."

The guard | ooked Thariinye straight in the chest . . . about where his eyes
woul d have been if he'd been the sane height as this puny biped. So that nuch



of the projection was still working! The man certainly behaved as if he saw
not hi ng unusual in Thariinye s appearance ... so what was it that had alerted
hi n?

"I ain't interested in your beoootiful formand figure, mster, and neither
are them ki ds back there. But since you DO speak Basic, you oughta know better
than to go flashin' in a public place. Specially kids," he added. "R ght down
on nolesting kids, M. Li is, and who'd blame him seein" what them kids

al ready been through? If'n it was up to nme, |I'd have you deported without a
space suit."

The guard s anger lifted his thought-stream nonentarily out of the dul
"grubbl e, grubble, grubble" of normal thoughts and gave Thariinye a
devastatingly clear image of a tall, handsonme, silver-haired bi ped making
sexual overtures to a group of shrieking children, followed by associated

i mges so disgusting he hastily closed his nmind agai nst them He was so
shocked that he did not even try to persuade the guard to forget his menories
and |l et him go.

(You idiot, Thariinye! They must have a nudity taboo.) (Nobody TO.D ne!) (I
knew we shoul d have taken |longer to study the culture.)

"Lucky for you M. Gloglie ordered you brought directly to Del szaki Li's
private roomnms," the guard said, steering themthrough a side corridor that
opened onto an antechanmber lined in crinson silk, -with yellow patterns on the
hangi ngs. "There's sone as woul d have you |ynched for even thinkin' about what
you just done."

He nodded at ayoung man sitting to one side behind a carved wooden consol e,
and an oval opening in front of Thariinye widened |ike the pupil of a Linyaari
eye to admit them

"Very good, Barnes. You may return to your regular duties now, " said a

sl ender, dark-topped biped standing in a tense attitude of expectation just

i nside the next room a spacious chanber furnished with soft couches and small
t abl es.

Thariinye ducked to get through the oval opening and redoubl ed the force of
his projections.

(You aren't seeing anything unusual. I'mreally very boring. You want nme to go
away. ) The dark-topped bi ped swayed and put one hand to its forehead. The
gesture tightened the fabric across its chest so that Thariinye was able to
see its enlarged mammaries, |arge enough to indicate it was of the same gender
as Khariinya but nothing to conpare with hers. Perhaps it was an inmature
menber of the species ... a nynphet?
"I don't know what's com ng over ne,"
did see ..."

she said weakly. "I thought. . . but |

She gazed vaguely in Thariinye s direction with eyes that clearly did not
really see him but only sonething she would take as "not unusual"” in this
pl ace. "Excuse me ... do | know you?"

"Judit, what's the matter with you?" A large, red-topped biped with an amazi ng
di splay of facial hair burst through an inner door. "Acorna, where the devil
have you ..."

This one sl owed, and the sanme confusion crossed his features. "Wait a m nute.
| thought..."



He backed up through the doorway by which he'd entered, glanced up at
somet hi ng, and | ooked back at Thariinye. "I don't get it," he said, and rubbed
his eyes. "On the vid . . . but you're not. "

The hiss of machi nery behind hi mbecane | ouder; the red one stepped aside, out
of sight, and a very aged bi ped mounted on a floating box maneuvered through

t he doorway. Thariinye had an instant inpression of fragile, paper-dry,
wrinkl ed skin around a withered frane, bright dark eyes, and a piercing
intelligence.

(I deduce sone kind of tel epathic danper,) the new bi ped thought.

Thariinye sighed in relief. (Then your people can hear with the heart as well
as the ears?)

(It is not a well-understood talent anong those of ny race, but the
possibility has | ong been discussed. A sage of this man s people once said

t hat when the inpossible has been di scarded, what remains, however inprobable,
must be the truth.)

Thariinye tossed his forelock out of his weary eyes. If this was the aged
being's first experience of mnd-speech, why was he taking it so calmy? And
how had he figured it out so fast?

(You young people are so easily excited.)
Thariinye felt the dry amusenent in the old being' s thoughts.

(Confirmation of a | ong-discussed hypothesis is gratifying, not frightening!
As for deductions, | could conceive of no other hypothesis which would account
for the fact that your image appears as one |ike Acorna on the vid-screens,
yet all who see you in person take you for a man |like us.)

(Except those blasted kids!)

(My species often clainms that children's sight is purer and nore truthful than
that of adults. Is this then true?)

(They're too i mmature for thought-speech. | suppose you could call that pure-I
call it dammed inconvenient!)

(Ahh. WIIl be nost interesting to learn details of what you cal
t hought - speech. But first things nust conme first. Let us take tea together
and perhaps you will tell ne what you know of our Acorna.)

(OUR ' Khornya,) Thariinye corrected firmy, (and it is for your people to tel
us what you have done with her.)

(There are nore of you?)

(I'ntroduce us AT ONCE, Thariinye. How could you be so rude? This is clearly
not a barbarian but a truly hnyarii being.) (You are so inconsiderate,
Thariinye!)

The aged bi ped's dark eyes wi dened, and he let out a hiss of conprehension

"This is wonderful ," he whispered aloud. "Judit, you will please nmake ready
tea for . . . how nmany?"



(There are four of us.) There didn't seemto be nuch point in concealing their
nunber when this being had so rapidly deduced so much about them

"I don't see what is so wonderful!" said the femal e addressed as
"Judit"-terrible, tongue-mangling nane; how would he ever nanage to say it?

"We speak in mnd," the old one said in his husky whisper. "I hnd is nuch | ess
tiring than mani pul ati ng vocal apparatus. You will please learn art of
m nd- speak as soon as possible, ny Judit. Perhaps these new ki-iin will be so

kind as to teach you." To Thariinye he suggested, (It mght reduce confusion
if you were to allow ny conpanions to see yourself in your true aspect.)

(How rude, Thariinye! One does not project illusions onto the m nds of
linyarii beings to whomone has been properly introduced.)

(SHUT UP! Ch, sorry,) Thariinye sent to the old one, (not you, mny aunt
Melireenya. She is the nost terrible nagging- well, you'll see.)

(I look forward to neeting your conpanions.)

There was a gasp of ammzenent fromthe younger bipeds gathered around the old
one as Thariinye dropped his cloaking projections and stood before them as
hinsel f: a seven-foot-tall Liinyar male in the pride of health and youth, as
good a specinen of the race, in his own hunble opinion, as they could hope to
find.

The nonentary silence was broken by a sl ender, darktopped biped -with a facial
structure resenbling that of the female, but -wi thout the enlarged gl ands on
its chest.

"I told you that was not Acorna," it said smugly.

(WHERE IS SHE? Ch, sorry. | did not nmean to shout at you . . . but we are nost
concerned for the fate of our 'Khornya.)

(I's long story. You wall please to take tea first, then when all are cal mwe
wi Il discuss what is to be done.)

Thariinye was chagrined to find that this frail, ancient biped, who clainmed to
have just now exercised tel epathic conmmunication for the first time, was able
to shut his mind conpletely to further queries. The portion of his mnd that
Thariinye could reach now resenbled a wall of polished green stone, so snooth
that nothing could adhere to it, so hard that nothing could penetrate it.

Once adnitted to the innernost chanber, Thariinye understood how t hese beings
had so easily seen through his calm ng projections. The vid-screens
transmtted the input of nechanical inmage-sensing devices which, having no

t houghts, fears, or enotions, could not be confused by the Linyaari art of
projecting illusory feelings.

(Really, Thariinye. You should have realized that beings capable of sone
limted formof space travel would have other mechanical devices.)

(Huh! 1 don't recall YOU nmentioning the possibility. Aunt Melireenya.)

(The boy is right, Melireenya. W are all cul pable of underrating these beings
and their intelligence. Already we have di scovered that their technol ogy,

t hough crude, is effective and that at |east one of themis capable of clear

m nd- speech. They may wel |l have other surprises in store for us.)



(Let's hope they have sonething in store that'll surprise the Khieevi. Latest
conmuni cations from Home say the invasion fleet is definitely targeting this
sector.)

(First we get 'Khornya back,) Neeva put in firmy. (THEN we will tell them
about the Khieevi. W do not wish to frighten themas we did the first ones we
contacted. Thariinye, you are not to discuss the Khieevi until we are with
you, do you understand?)

(No fear, Neeva. Now that the old one has closed his mind to ne, | am having
enough trouble saying ANYTHING in this horrible | anguage of theirs. It hurts
my mouth to pronounce the words, and they are so di mthey never understand
anything until | say it three tines.)

Actual ly, Judit was pleased that her facility -with | anguages extended to
bei ng abl e to deci pher Thariinye's accent. He had wakened sooner and spent
less total tine with the LAANYE than the ol der Linyaari had, and it showed in
his difficulty with Basic Interlingua phonenics. Her name was rendered as
Yuudhi t he" and as for his apology for violating their culture's nudity taboo,
well, it was a good thing she'd had sone i dea what he was tal king about, or
she never woul d have figured it out.

Once they understood that Thariinye knew no nore than they about Acorna's
whereabouts. G Il and Rafik were perfectly content to let Judit do the hard
wor k of naking conversation with Thariinye and translating his remarks into
proper Basic for their benefit, while M. Li took one of his quick naps in the
hover-chair and conserved his energy for the upcom ng neeting.

There were fine beads of sweat along Judit's hairline, and she could feel a
tensi on headache gripping the back of her neck before Pal brought the other
three Linyaari to M. Li's inner room

(At least you haven't gotten into any nmore trouble while w6 were on our way.)
(You can relax now, Thaari. W'Ill take care of everything.)

"Mssiter Li," Thariinye said, "allow me to initraduuse m khom paani ans." He
woul d have gritted his teeth if it had been possible to do so while working
his mouth around the harsh syllables of the alien | anguage. Wasn't it just
like Melireenya to cone swanning in and take over after he had taken the risks
and done all the really hard work? "Neeva of the Renyil aaghe, visedhaanye
ferilii. Melireenya of the Bal aave, gheraal ye ve-khanyii. Khaari of the

G ryeeni, gheraalye malivii." At |least the Linyaari names flowed easily off
his tongue, and he did not put hinmself to the trouble of translating their
titles.

"I'nn your speech,” Neeva said easily, "I believe | would be knownn as Enyvoy
Extraordi nyari. My conpanyaan Melireenya i s our Senior Communyications
O ficer, and Khaari is our Navighation Officer."

G Il nodded stiffly; Rafik bowed; Pal took the envoy's hand and bowed over it,
touching his lips to the back of the blunt fingers so like his Acorna's. The
pupils of Neeva's eyes narrowed briefly to silver slits, then w dened again.
The fleeting expression was so like Acorna's that Judit felt tears spring to
her eyes.

"We are honored to make your acquai ntance," she murrmured for M. Li, unaware
that he was already speaking to the newconers in their own private manner

(I's indeed great honor to be the first of our race to greet others of Acorna's



kind.)
(Not exactly the first. But that first lot wouldn't even-)
(Thariinye!)

Del szaki Li glanced at Judit, and she noved closer to him the better to hear
his | abored whi sper. "Can they understand | anguages ot her than Basic?" he

whi spered in his nmother's native tongue, which was a first |anguage for nore
than half the people of Kezdet.

"Delighted to make your acquai ntance,” Judit said pronptly in the sane
| anguage. Neeva's eyes narrowed to silver slits again.

(Honored Li, | apol ogi ze. W thought we had | earned your tongue already, but I
cannot follow what this person is saying.)

(Not to be concerned. Takes some tinme to understand obscure idions of Basic,)
Li responded. He quickly called up the inmage of the Jade Pal ace to shield his
m nd once again, lest the Linyaari pick up sone hint of his innernopst

t houghts. "Judit, be polite to our guests," he reprimanded her, "speak Basic,
and slowy."

Judit bl ushed and apol ogi zed for her carel essness and gave no sign that she
had acted under M. Li's orders to begin wth.

Del szaki Li was severely enbarrassed to confess to the Linyaari that he had
| ost track of Acorna only shortly before her own people canme for her, and he

made no effort to conceal his feelings fromthem (M house is shamed. | wll
tell you that we took all possible care for Acorna fromday of her finding,
but how will you believe this when now she is | ost? Descendants of Li will be

nmour ning this day through centuries to cone.)

When this was said aloud, Rafik interpolated, "Excuse ne, M. Li, but let us
not say yet that Acorna is lost. W know her intended destination - "

"But not the route,” G| put in.

Rafik's lips twitched. "Mdre than you might think can be deduced from
intelligent study of the star maps, Declan Gloglie. Gven what we know of the
accident to the hydroponics section of the Aca“ecki- "

"On't-day ee-bay inay uch-say ay uny-hay oo-tay ell-tay emthay allay ou-yay
owknay," G Il interrupted. Lacking the multilingual background shared by Li
and the Kendoros, he had i ndependently come to his own conclusi on about how
best to converse privately in front of beings who could | earn Basic overnight.

"Why not?" Rafi k demanded
G Il glanced at the envoys. "Ee-way on't-day ow knay oowhay ey-thay eally-ray

are-ay," he said. "Ey-thay ight-may eebay ee-thay eopl e-pay oo-whay
arooned- may Cor na- Ay."

Rafi k put his hand on Gll's armand drew the larger man into the antechanber
"Stop maki ng a bl oody fool of yourself with that pig Latin," he whispered.
"W've got no reason to mistrust them™

"We've got no reason to trust them either,” Gl returned in a furious

whi sper. "SOVEBODY set Acorna adrift to die in space; until we find out who



and why, we're not turning her over to the first funny-looking strangers to
waltz in and demand her!"

Rafik's lips twitched. "At the nmonent," he nurnured, "we can't turn her over,
can we? So while |I'm studying the star maps, why don't you sit down with the
Li nyaari and find out what they have to say about Acorna? "

By that time the tea M. Li had requested was ready, and the small soci al
cerenony helped to alleviate the strain all parties were feeling. Know ng
Acorna's tastes, he had ordered a blend of herbal tea with alfalfa for the
envoys, served in the handl el ess cups favored by Acorna, while the hunans,
with their nore slender and nore flexible digits, drank snoky Kil unbenba
ol ong fromcups with delicate porcelain handles. Mlireenya took pains to
tell Judit aloud that she had noticed and did very much appreciate this
evi dence of attention to their tastes.

"I's no trouble,” M. Li whispered, so that humans as well as Linyaari could
understand them "W have | earned nuch from our bel oved Acorna. Now we hope to

learn more fromyou. Origin of Acorna is still nystery. GIlI, you will tell of
finding her?"
G Il cleared his throat and briefly recounted their discovery of Acorna,

asleep in what they had | ater deduced was an escape pod, drifting close to an
asteroid he and Cal um and Rafi k had been m ning. He downpl ayed the work the
three of them had put into raising the foundling, not to nention the fact that
they had lost their jobs and alnmost lost their ship, to protect her from
becom ng the ward of Amal gamated M ning and subject to whatever experinents
their Linguistics and Psych department coul d dream up, but his affection for
Acorna came through underlying every word and noved the Linyaari envoys
deeply. He skipped the tangled tale of her adventures on Kezdet and ended by
expl ai ning that Cal um had cone up with an ingenious theory for |ocating
Acorna's hone world and that he and Acorna had just taken off in search of
it-unfortunately without filing a navigation plan

(One chance in mtanyaakhi!) Neeva silently exclained. (Vaanye coul d not
possi bly have foreseen that the explosion would not only transport Acorna out
of danger but would bring her to another popul ated sector of the gal axy .
and into the hands of these good Linyaari who raised her as one of their own.)

(Cal m down, Neeva. Good they nay be, perhaps even linyarii to a degree, but
they are not Linyaari, and I for one amnot sure how far we may trust them)

(You are too cynical! Can't you feel the truth and love in this large red
one's m nd?)

(I agree with Neeva. This one at least is linyarii, if not technically
Li nyaari. We should tell themthe truth of our mnission.)

(We don't know that all of them are good people. Fromthis man Ghiil's story
alone it is clear that some, at least, of this race think nothing of
experimenting on other sapient beings. Such behavior strikes nme as nore
khievii than linyarii. Let us go slowmy here.)

"So," Gl finished, "that's what we know about Acorna. And what we're al
curious to find out is, exactly how did one of your younglings cone to be
floating in our sector, in a pod that couldn't have kept her alive many nore
hours, with no signal to alert anyone to her existence? You fol ks seem m ghty
concerned for her now, strikes ne you' ve cone a long way to retri eve sonebody
who seens to've been thrown out with the trash in the first place." He rested
hi s big, heavy-knuckled hands on his knees and | ooked from one of the envoys



to another, his bright blue eyes challenging themto account for the plight in
whi ch they had found Acor na.

(Neeva?)
(What do you think, Neeva? Shall we tell then®)

(You are the envoy, Neeva, and 'Khornya is your sister-child. The decision is
yours.)

"Well?" G Il challenged as the silence after his speech stretched on and on
Most of the humans in the roomwaited eagerly for the Linyaari conplenment to
Gll's story; only Raflk, once nore absorbed in his star maps and

cal cul ati ons, -was oblivious to the nounting tension as the Linyaari |ooked at
one another but did not speak.

(We |l ove Acorna as our own child,) Delszaki Li told them (W '"will not give
her over to those who may have sought to destroy her in the first place.) He
repeated his words al oud so that the other hunans coul d understand the
statenment. Judit nodded firmy, Pal folded his arns, and GI| nmerely shifted
his weight a little forward, like a man in a bar anticipating that fists m ght
soon start sw nging.

(The red one does not | ook so linyarii now, Neeva. He | ooks quite capable of
violence. Do you really want to trust this race on so little evidence?)

(I would not give up ny worst eneny to the Khieevi,) Neeva replied violently.
(We are ethically obliged to tell them)

(What if they throw us out and shut down like that first bunch?)

(W will have to take that risk. Anyway, | think they are telling the truth
when they say that they do not know where Acorna is now. W have as good a
chance of finding her as they do; in fact, if this Khaalum s deductions are
correct, she may reach Hone before we do!)

Thariinye snorted al oud. (They may be very nice bipeds, but their technol ogy
has some maj or gaps, and nost of themcan't even mind-speak. | shouldn't be
surprised to learn that this Khaal um has gone haring off in absolutely the
wrong direction. At least find out where they think he m ght have gone before
you tell them)

While this silent colloquy went on, Delszaki Li murnmured with Pal and Judit in
rapid O d Magyar. "They are concealing something fromus; | can sense the
shields in their mnds. Also there is fear and guilt."

"They'll have to tell us nore before we give away anythi ng about Acorna.
You' ve said too nmuch already," Pal said, then bit his lip. He had never before
ventured to criticize his enployer and benefactor

"Fear you may be right," M. Li whispered.

G Il glowered at being shut out of this exchange, even though he understood
the necessity for using some | anguage ot her than Basic Interlingua. Feeling
usel ess anong all these polyglots and tel epaths, he rose and went over to | ook
at the lines of light Rafik's cal culations had produced on the projected star
nmaps.

Thariinye felt much the same. Al three of the senior Linyaari were |ooking at
himwi th deep di sapproval, as though taking reasonabl e precautions agai nst an



unknown race were a khievii act on an ethical par with eating one's young. He
could not renmove hinself fromthe nmental discussion, but he coul d-and did-

| eave the tea table to stroll across to the wall of projected star maps, where
he | eaned over G 1l's shoul der and studied the display with growi ng interest.
It was difficult to read, and showed the heavens at entirely the wong angl e,
but as he began to understand the alien notation he was able to nentally map

t hese i mages onto the three-dinensional picture of the stars in space that he
carried in his head.

As anybody who has proved even the sinplest geonetric theoremknows, there is
a nmental |anguage of geometry that exists independently of any spoken

| anguage. First cones a kinesthetic sense of the "nmeaning" of the theorema
sort of "Aha! If this noves over there then that has to swing round this point
about so far, so it will always be the same |length as that-over-there."
Afierward comes the | aborious process of translating the intuition into Line
AB and Point C and so forth and so on.

Thariinye, looking on as Rafik muttered cal culations and traced lines of |ight
on the projection, was able to follow the logic of Rafik's thinking in these
intuitive terns. And when he touched Rafik's arm waggl ed his eyebrows, and
suggested that an arc be mnutely widened to cover a slightly greater
subsection of space, Rafik frowned, nodded, and changed the |ight-diagram

wi t hout the necessity of a word being said. But at the next suggested course
correction, Rafik shook his head violently. "You don't understand," he said.
"We know there is a fault in the hydropon®s unit." He had to repeat that very
slowy before Thariinye waggled his eyebrows to show conprehensi on. "They mnust
stop before they | eave our explored space. The question is, where would they
be most likely to stop for supplies? If Calumtook this route, he could pick
froma salad bar of ag planets in these two star systens; if he took this one,
there's nothing, he'd have to backtrack. But |I'mbetting he would pick neither
t he qui ckest route nor the worst one. Something shaped |ike a corkscrew «woul d
appeal to the shifty bastard. And that would bring himout sonewhere near
here." Rafik tapped a point representing a distant sun to bring up a cl oser

vi ew of the system One panel darkened, then displayed a glowing white outline
wi t hi n whi ch was shown a reddi sh sun with only three planets orbiting it, two
far too close to support the tenperate-regi on greens Acorna favored.

Thariinye reached out and touched the inmage of the third planet. It |ooked
right to him alittle larger than Hone, far enough fromthe sun to be in the
right tenperature range, slightly tilted inits elliptical orbit. Two noons,
one | arge enough to cause tides, the other a nmere speck, orbited the planet.

The panel beeped, the color of its glowi ng outline changed to green, and a

cl ose-up view of the selected world appeared. Thariinye studied the
arrangenent of continents and seas approvingly. Yes, this world mght well
have an ideal climate for farners. He extended one finger to touch a pattern
of light blue triangles and dianonds that | ooked like a string of beads
scattered across the largest continent, and waggl ed his eyebrows at Rafik
rather than hurt his nouth fram ng a question in this awkward | anguage.

"Ag settlenments,"” Rafik said, "and one spaceport." He indicated the six-arned
star set toward the bottom of the chain of blue narks.

(Neeva. They are heading in the right direction.)
(Wonderful )
(No. Not wonderful. Cone and | ook!)

Thariinye extended his hand with an inperious gesture. Rafik raised his own



brows, but after a monent |ooking in the young Liinyar's eyes, he gave himthe
| aser drawi ng tool

"Res-taare fiirist diispla?"

After a noments pause, Rafik said, "Oh-restore first display? Sure." He
snapped his fingers twi ce. The panel showi ng a close-up view of Rushim faded
back into the general picture. Wth swift, sure gestures Thariinye sketched
many parallel lines of light, originating at the far upper right of the screen
and approaching the human-settled portion of the galaxy at an oblique angle
that would shortly cut right across the bottomof the screen, passing directly
t hrough the sol ar systemthat hosted Rushi na.

(Look, Melireenya, Neeva, Khaari. Qur 'Khornya is going here, and so)
-Thariinye tapped the parallel bands of light-(are the Khieevi. There is
probability eighty-nine percent that the first world they destroy will be the
one for which 'Khornya is bound. W have no nore tinme to debate -we nust trust
these barbar .. . ) He janmed the brakes on that thought. ( ... these linyarii
bei ngs.) They had better be truly linyarii, for all their sakes!

Neeva's pupils narrowed to threadlike lines of silver as she took in the
devast ati ng nessage of the star map. She could not make the nental translation
to their notation and angle of view as rapidly as Thariinye had done.

(Navigation Officer! Do you concur with Thaaris concl usion?)

Khaari rose and joined Thariinye close to the display. After a nmonent her own
pupils narrowed |ike Melireenya s. (About the Khieevi he is correct. Envoy. As
for the route supposedly taken by 'Khornya, | cannot say. It is certainly a
possi bl e way to approach our sector . . . but it seems unnecessarily
roundabout . )

(This dark one has explained it to me,) Thariinye broke in. ('Khornya |left
wi t hout the perm ssion of these beings. They believe she has taken an unusual
route in order to avoid nessages ordering her to return.)

Al four of the Linyaari turned to stare at the humans sitting round the
tabl e.

"Somet hing's wong," Judit murrmured to the others. "Look at their eyes.”
Acorna's slit-pupiled | ook of grief or enotional tension was repeated four
times over in the long, elegant faces confronting them

"Del szaki Li." Neeva spoke aloud, carefully, and with only a slight |ingering
trace of accent in certain syllables. "W . . . haave not been . . . enitirely
open with you. W haad anyother purpose in conmiin to your people."

"I's obvious," Li whispered. "Was wondering how long it would take you to admt
it. Now we speak freely?"

"Yes, fireeli," Neeva said. "lIss little tine." (Calcul ate expected tine of
arrival of Khieevi fleet. Navigation Oficer! You will aid. Conputation
Specialist Thariinyel | want an estinmate before they ask for one! It is tine

to take action!)
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Neeva began to tell the story of the Khieevi invasion of the First Hone,



haltingly in the beginning, then with nore assurance as her tongue becane
accustoned to the awkward syl | abl es of the speech called "Basik."

"Vhiliinyar we called it: 'Home of the People.' Wat need for another nane?
And our star was called 'Light of the People.' O her stars, other |ands, we
naned as we first ventured into space: named for their position, for their

di scoverers, for the color of their light or the quality of their resources.
W took what we needed from ot her systems, and groups of the People dwelt away
fromVhiliinyar for a time to explore and use these other |ands, but there was
only one Honme, and nowit is no nore."

"Vhiliinyar thiinyethilelen, fiinyefalaran Vhiliinyar," murmured the other
three Linyaari in their own tongue, a soft ritual plaint of nourning that
needed no translation. "W see that your race has seeded itself over nany star
systens," Neeva continued. Have you, then, experience of the Khieevi already,
that you protect yourselves by this diversity? "

"Popul ati on pressure,” G| said. He gave a quick estimate of we rate at
-whi ch human popul ati ons tended to expand, given sufficient food, and Neeva's
pupils slitted to silvery lines. "I see! W do not reproduce so quickly," she
said with regret. "Many generations will pass before the People recover from
t he devastation created by the Khieevi. Your race may yet be nmore fortunate.
Even though they destroy one or many worlds, yet will others of you survive
and repl ace those who are lost."

"I think," Pal pronpted gently, "you had best tell us exactly what you know of
t hese ' Khieevi.' \Were do they cone from what are their custons, and what is
the reason for the war between your races? Are they humanoid or conpletely

ot her? What have they said to you?"

Neeva shook her head. "If | knew these things, | would surely tell you. They.
they do not Conmuni cate. They destroy;

and before they destroy, they torture. O their tongue we have too few sanples
for the LAANYE to anal yze; of their physical structure we know only what is
shown on the broadcasts they have sent to cow us into subm ssion. Wen their
first ships appeared in our space, we sent envoys to them as we have cone to
you, in peace and friendship. Those envoys never returned, but we know their
fate fromthe i mages sent back to us. | think I wall not show you those vids;
there is no need to harrow your hearts with the i nages engraved on ours. Qur
envoys, and all of the People who have subsequently fallen into Khieevi hands,
have been tortured to death as slowy as Khieevi arts permtted. Fortunately
for us," she added drily, "they were initially unaware of how fragile our
bodi es nmust be conpared to theirs; the first captives died quickly. Since then
t hey have | earned nore of our physiology."

She explained that at the tine of the first Khieevi attacks, the Linyaari had
been a space-faring race but not a warlike one; it was all but inpossible to
make war on or harm bei ngs whose grief and pain you could feel, through

tel epathic contact, as clearly as your own. Gentleness and enpat hy had been
bred into Linyaari culture until any other way of being was all but

unt hi nkabl e. And al t hough they had, in their explorations of space,

encount ered ot her sapient aliens, none of those races had been so well

devel oped or so powerful as to force the Linyaari to learn the arts of war-or
even of elenmentary self-defense. The only real change caused by their
encounters with other races had been the devel opment of the LAANYE, the

i nguistic analyzer which allowed themto acquire a basic understandi ng of
alien |l anguages froma relatively small speech sanple.

"Strange that they woul d devel op such a device when they had no prior



experi ence of |anguage translation,"” Rafik conmented sotto voce.

"I's logical developnent,"” M. Li contradicted himin a whisper. "No different
| anguages among their own peopl e, hence no fal se generalizations as to 'true
nature of | anguage' such as human |inguists produce. Al so no devel opnent of
natural ability to | earn other |anguages, perhaps no brain structures adapted
to such task. Is only logical these nost intelligent beings would turn to
technol ogy for solution."”

Rafi k shrugged. Having been brought up trilingual, in the Arabic and Arnenian
of his famly house and the Basic of interstellar comrerce, he could not even
imagine a world in which all intelligent beings spoke but one | anguage and
regarded other tongues as codes to be broken by comunications software.

"From the Khieevi," Neeva said, "we learned the arts of war . . . but not
qui ckly enough. First we fled them abandoned Vhiliinyar rather than conmt
vi ol ence agai nst other sapient beings . . . but not all. Too many of the

Peopl e refused to believe the evidence of the Khieevi 'casts; it was beyond

t heir conprehension that any beings could attack others in this fashion. They
learned . . . too late . . . and the Khieevi showed us what happened to them
Even i f the Khieevi were to abandon Vhiliinyar now, the People who remain
could not return. The land would be alive with the menory of pain and
betrayal ; the water would be tainted with the bl ood of innocents."
"Vhiliinyar thiinyethilelen, fiinyefalaran Vhiliinyar,"
Li nyaari .

repeat ed the other

Neeva went to the star map and asked Thariinye to make it display the Coma
Bereni ces quadrant. Wth Rafik's help, the projection was changed, and using
the | aser pointer, Neeva traced lines of |ight show ng the Linyaari dispersion
to planets in other systens, far enough away, they hoped, to evade Khi eevi
notice. This flight had bought them enough tine to adapt their technology to
space war and defense systens, and also time enough to establish certain
stringent rules for all their people. "No nore Linyaari shall die under

Khi eevi torture,” Neeva told them "W have all taken a vow to die at our own
hands before falling into the claws of the Khieevi. For sonme years this was
not necessary. Having conquered Vhiliinyar, and our nei ghboring world of

Gl leni, the Khieevi did not nove again for a tinme. But we did not cease our
studi es and explorations. W have had two objects; to find a way of traveling
much farther and faster than any known spacecraft, so that we m ght escape the
Khi eevi for good; and to devel op defense systens that night annihilate the

Khi eevi, both in our own defense and so that other races nmight not be totally
exterm nated |ike the dharmakoi of Galleni."

"Galleni thiinyethilelen, fiinyefalaran dharnmakoi," nurnured the other

Li nyaari .

"One of our forenost scientists, Vaanye of the Renyil aaghe, had adapted his
researches into the topol ogy of space to weapons research shortly before his
death," Neeva told them "He had discovered a way of tenporarily collapsing

t he di nensional fabric of space at a selected point, which created an
inordinately | arge and destructive explosion at the point of origin. Vaanye
had told us only that there were a few minor side effects to use of the
weapon, such as the fact that it destroyed whoever enployed it as well as the
i ntended target, when he and his life-mate nmade the m stake of taking a short

cruise in order to show their first youngling to ... ne." Neevas pupils
narrowed into vertical silver lines of distress. "My sister Feriilawas Vaanye
s ... wife," she explained, "and | had been on duty at an outlying planet in

the sane system attenpting to establish diplomatic relations with a race of
| arge quadrupeds which at first contact had appeared to be sapient. This was



| ater proved to be an error; they had neither |anguage nor social organization
nor any long-termnenory. It was an error which cost Feriila her life, for
Vaanye s cruise coincided with the Khieevi discovery of this star system Qur
new pl anetary defenses thwarted their first attack-but Vaanye, in space, had
no such defenses. For three ghaanyi we have believed that Vaanye destroyed
Feriila, their youngling, and the ship rather than allow themto be captured
by the Khieevi. W were astonished to discover that an escape pod from
Vaanye's ship had survived the explosion only to be transported to this renote
sector of space . . . and even nore surprised to find that ny sisterchild had
been raised to maturity among you."

"Ha!" Pal exploded. "So you didn't cone for Acorna."
Neeva inclined her head with a graceful gesture that indirectly reproved Pal

"No. Since our present planetary defense systens have at |east tenporarily
repel l ed the Khieevi attack, we have observed that the number of their ships
near the systems we inhabit is greatly dimnished. Sone of our people
conjecture that their fleet has gone in search of other, easier worlds to
conquer. Wth the smaller nunber of Khieevi ships patrolling our space, it was
possi ble to send out parties of envoys with some hope of escapi ng Khi eevi
detection. We felt it our duty to discover if any other sapient races m ght
exist in the path of the Khieevi fleet, and to warn themif such existed."

"Did you know they were comng this way, then?" G|l asked.

"There were several paths they m ght |ogically have taken. W sent groups out
in all such directions." Neeva paused, her pupils narrowi ng again. "Not al

shi ps nade a successful escape fromthe remaining Khieevi . . . but ours did,
and we were instructed to continue on our way. Recent transm ssions from
narhii-Vhiliinyar-you would say. New Hone-have enphasi zed the urgency of our

task, as it is now known that a large Khieevi fleet is indeed maki ng a sweep
toward this sector of space. W hope to nmake alliance with you, to share our
technol ogy and what we have | earned of the Khieevi wth whatever resources
your race can nuster, that they may not fall upon you unwarned as they did us.

And now, as well, we hope to find ny sister-child and bring her back to the
People ... if she can be saved fromthe Khieevi into whose path she is

headi ng. "

G Il had been nmoving restlessly in his seat, bursting with questions. How and

when had the Linyaari seen Acorna's escape pod and | earned of her existence?
Who had told themto | ook for her here on Maganos Mon Base? And why had t hey
been so secretive and indirect in their first approaches on Maganos? But

Neeva's | ast statement thrust all his previous questions into the background.

"Great Gods, wonan," he roared, "do you mean to tell us these beasts are
headed for Rushi ma? Why the devil did you draw it out so |long? Rafik, send a
coded spurt to Rushima i mredi ately! There's no time to waste!"

"CGently, GII," whispered M. Li. "lIs inportant to know all salient facts.
Ri ght action can arise only fromright understanding."

"I should think the action needed is obvious enough!"
"Declan Gloglie," said Judit firmy, "chill."

G Il subsided into his chair, muttering into his quivering red beard, and
Rafi k | ooked at Judit with new respect.

"How did you do that?" he nurnured in her ear



"Practice," Judit replied, equally quietly. "My first enployer on Kezdet had a
hunting dog which it was nmy responsibility to train. Behavioral training
principles turn out to be applicable across species.™

"When we have a nmonent," Rafik responded, "I want to see if you can get himto
heel . "

Judit's lips twitched. "No, but given the right notivation he ewill sit up and
beg. "

Rafi k intercepted a meaningful glance fromM. Li and, abandoning this

badi nage, he slipped out of the roomto consult with Li's secretary about the
fastest route by which to send a coded spurt-nmessage to Rushima for inmredi ate
transm ssion to the Acadecki. The message woul d have to have a header that
woul d persuade Cal um and Acorna not to reject it unheard, yet it nust not

contain anything that would start a general panic on Rushima. Hm. . . Wasn't
Rushi ma an outlying colony of the Shenjem Federation? Best apprise the
Federation, too, of the situation ... or as much as could be encapsulated in

the very condensed but fast-traveling spurt. Let the Shenjem decide whether
to defend or evacuate Rushima; Rafik s first responsibility was to get Acorna
and Cal um out of there at once. Then perhaps the Linyaari envoys could set up
a communi cation link with the Shenjem to discuss their next step

The nessages sent, Rafik returned to the deliberations in M. Li's innernost
office. AIl the interior walls except the one devoted to vid-screens now
glowed with star maps; arcs of light radiated fromone systemto another, and
geonetric shapes denoting star fleets noved with agoni zingly deliberate
velocity to converge on the Rushimese system as various parties put forward
their suggestions for nobilizing a defense agai nst the Khieevi attack. G I
poi nted out that Kezdet's own Guardi ans of the Peace had a | arge space fl eet
at their command, testinony to Kezdet's acquisitive ways and tendency to
demand "taxes" or "reparations" from nei ghbors on the slightest excuse.

At his command, the star-map projector displayed a fleet of golden rhonboids
nmovi ng from Kezdet toward Rushima, but taking a far nore direct route than
that presumably chosen by Calum "They could be there within five days."

"You can't be serious!" Judit flared up at him "Shake hands wi th Kezdet,

count your fingers," she quoted a proverb popular in this and nei ghboring star
systens. Pal nodded his agreenment. Having escaped the infamus system of child
bondage on which Kezdet's old industrial enpire had been built, a system
protected by the Guardi ans of the Peace, neither of the Kendoros was inclined
to trust a Kezdet Guardian in the slightest.

"Ch, they're not all that bad," Rafik said. "Smrnoff and Mrkus, for instance

"Smrnoff's a psychopath!™ GIl interjected. "And out for your blood, in case
you' ve forgotten."

"True," Rafik nodded, "but he did save ny life by disarm ng the bonb Tapha

meant to kill me with. Whatever else you may say agai nst Des Smirnoff, he's no
coward. "
G Il snorted. "Maybe not, but he's still an idiot. Renenber who | et Tapha get

past security with that bonb in the first place? No, thank you. W don't need
clowns like Smirnoff and Mnkus in this operation. They're liable to get your
whol e hand bl own of f instead of just taking a couple of fingers!"



"This insignificant old person has dealt with Kezdet for many years and stil
has all fingers intact, though unfortunately not functioning," M. Li pointed
out. "But Kezdet fleet is designed tor small-tine piracy and aggressi on on
weaker neighbors. G1l, not for defense against armada. Send Guardians to
Rushima is to sign their death sentence."

"Well, now," said Pal and Judit sinultaneously, their brows clearing, "if you
put it that way ..."

"Besides," Li added, "Kezdet is not known for altruism WII hardly strip
their system of defenses in order to protect agricultural colony belonging to
Shenj em Federation. ™"

"Rafi k, has Shenjem responded to the spurt yet?"

Rafi k glanced at the small portable comunit which he had set to display al
i ncom ng nessages from Shenjem -or Rushi na.

"More or less."

A vol um nous spurt from Shenjeni was still being expanded and decoded; the
words scrolled across Rafik's screen as he wat ched.

"First, they request proof that this so-called attack on Rushima is not a
hoax, and they want to know what connection this nmessage has with the spurt
they recently received from Rushinma claimng the planet was under attack by
space pirates."

"The Khi eevi -al ready?" Judit pal ed.

"I don't think so," Rafik replied. "The Rushinmese seemto think they're being
attacked by some group called the Starfarers. . . . Now, where have | heard

t hat name before? Oh, yes. . . . Uncle Hafiz nmentioned them once; they used to
be the Free Nation of Esperantza. Amal gamated di ddl ed them out of the planet
they'd just settled and stripped it for mneral assets, but they refused to
take the resettlenent offer-claimed they' d been cheated and woul d settle for
not hi ng | ess than having Esperantza restored and returned to them They turned
their space station into a nobile colony and have been wandering around for
yonks, staging protests and doing odd jobs in space to finance thenselves.' He
frowned. "But they were always very ethical.. . obnoxiously ethical. | can't
see themturning to piracy, no matter how hard up they were. This nust be sone
other group with the same nane."

"Besides," GIl said, "Rushima s not exactly the ideal target for pirates, is
it? What sort of loot could they take off an ag planet? Loads of grain? Sone
nicely rotting silage?"

"To get back to the Shenjeni Federation," Rafik said, "they have sent a spurt
direct to Rushinma requesting confirmation and have as yet received no reply;
third, Rushima's RO-return on investnment," he translated for the Linyaari
"is too lowto justify the expense of a full-scale defense. They are
considering sending a snall fleet to evacuate the planet and rel ocate the

col oni sts, should there be any basis for our 'hysterical' nessage." He
shrugged slightly and touched the display of red stars for Shenjem ships to
stop the forward novenent of the simulation. "Let's hope they make up their
mnds in time. How nuch tine do we have?"

(Khaari ?)

(I'"mworking on it!)



(Between one and two enye-ghanyii,) Thariinye announced.

Khaari sighed and rolled her eyes. (I hate to admt it, Neeva, but the brat's
probably right. I"mtrying to get you a closer estimate.)

(Brat! | like that! You're only one age group ahead of me, Khaari!)

(Children, quit squabbling! | can't hear myself think!)

After a few minutes' consultation with Judit and GII, Neeva said, "If the

Khi eevi observe Rushima and choose to take it, they will probably begrnn
operations in ... | think eight to"-she counted on her digits for a mnute,
murmuri ng-"1 do w sh sonebody would add arithnetic capabilities to the LAANYE
| cannot add in base tenn." She nuttered to herself in Linyaari for a nonment,
then lifted her head. "Yes. Two-tenn to six-tenn of your days."

"Twenty to sixty?" G Il asked hopefully. "Or twelve to sixteen?"

The nunber words were within the LAANYE s capacity, if the arithmetic was not.

"Twel fto six-teen," Neeva said firmy.

Gl whistled. "You didn't give yourselves much lead tine, did you?"
"Be reasonable. GII," Judit said. "They risked their lives to get away from
narhii-Vhiliinyar at all. Are you going to criticize them because they reached

us just ahead of the Khieevi?"

"It's a whole lot better than getting here just after the invasion," Pal
poi nted out.

"Let's just hope the Shenjem Federation get their collective finger out in
tinme." GII said. "And in the neantime, let's have Acorna out of there. Rafik,
what word from Rushi ma? They nust have received our spurt by now "

Rafi k shook his head. "It didn't get through." "WHAT? ? ? " G|l lunged half
out of his chair. "Wat did You do wong'

"Chill," Rafik said firmy. He was di sappointed to see that the word was not
effective when it wasn't delivered in Judit's cal mvoice. "Look, GIlIl, nothing

is getting through to Rushima right now. The Shenjem couldn't raise a reply
either. And the AcaSecki isn't receiving OR transmitting."

"If these Khieevi have already got there-"

"I mm possi bl e,
aut hority.

Thariinye said in an atroci ous accent, but with great

"More likely it's space weather,"” Rafik pointed out. "A bad disturbance in the
i onosphere could bring satellite comruni cati ons down for several hours, even
days. "

Judit touched Del szaki Li's desk-console screen with one finger, nurnured a
few words, then tapped the screen again. "Unlikely. The Gal acti capedi a says
Rushima is noted for its tenperate and even climte. Atnospheric and

i onospheric storns are virtually unknown."

"In any case,"” M. Li put in, "dare not wait days, or even hours. Someone nust
go to warn Rushima, and to bring Acorna and Cal um back. Here, we continue to



resend spurt nessage, make plans for defense, encourage Shenjem to evacuate
Rushi nma. "

"And what happens if the Khieevi bypass Rushi ma?" Rafik asked.

"They find richer pickings closer in," GIlIl said grimy. "Depending on their
tastes. . . . Neeva, what do these Khieevi want?"

Neeva shook her head. "You know the fate of our envoys. W have never
est abl i shed comuni cation; whatever they want, it is not that. | know only
what they do. They destroy."

"Do they colonize the planets they take? Are they |looking for living space?"

Neeva t hought that over. "They . . . yes, they now inhabit Vhiliinyar; but our
scouts report that we would not know our home again. They . .. they ..." She
choked, could not find words in Basic to describe the devastation, but

Del szaki Li's eyes wi dened as he took in the inages of desolation that filled
her mind and the thoughts of the other Linyaari

"Val |l eys and green hills beconme plains," he said, straining his voice to
conmuni cate what he perceived to the others. "Orchards and cities are |evel ed.
Al native life is destroyed, down to the insects in the air and the bacteria
in the earth. Ariver becones a foul nmarsh breeding clutches of small Khieevi
in the thousands. Dry land is an ocean of grass in which the nmature Khieevi
fly. And the bones of the Linyaari are piled in nonunents."

"The Mongols meant to do the sane to Western Europe, once,"” Rafik said. "It
woul d have been in the"~he paused and flicked fingers swiftly over the string
of anber beads knotted in his belt-"in the thirteenth century, A d Reckoning.
Chroniclers of the time say they advanced |ike |ocusts, devouring and
destroying all before them and attacking so swiftly that the nounted kni ghts
of the West had no tinme to assenble a defense. Inpregnable walled cities went
down before them whole | ands were depopul ated, and they boasted that they
woul d make of the entire world nothing but a vast steppe over which they m ght
ri de wherever they would. Fortunately," he said, "this was before our people
had space travel, so it did not occur to themto extend the devastation to

ot her planets."

Neeva drew in her breath in shock at this revel ation
(Did you hear that? Their own histories recount such behavior!)

(Have we made a nistake in seeking alliance with then? Perhaps they are nore
khievii than linyarii after all.)

(What choice did we have?)

(I think we are safe enough. They, too, have no choice. How could they ally
wi th the Khieevi, who destroy anyone who lingers | ong enough to comunicate
wi th then? They nust help us to turn back the Khieevi, else their own worlds
will suffer as did our Hone.)

G Il thought the Linyaari sinply had nothing nuch to say.

"Very interesting, Rafik," he said. "But the Mongols did not succeed. |'ve
seen Earth; its not a featurel ess steppe, and Europe has cities and nonunents

dating fromlong before the time you nmention. So what turned them back?"

Pal and Judit turned to Rafik, hopeful. ' Rafik shook his



head slightly. "Their |eader at hone died," he said, "and they thought it was
nore inmportant to go hone and vote than to continue the conquest; they could
al ways destroy Europe sonme other time. Fortunately, they never got back to
it."

"Ch," Gl said, disappointed. "I don't suppose we can count on that happening
again. You'll just have to think up some ruse, Rafik."
" NB?"

"You and Del szaki Li are the brains of this outfit,” GII told himblandly.
"Me, I'mjust a sinple, horny-handed son of the lunar regolith. You two work
out how humanity is going to externminate this swarmof killer bees, and |'I
just pop off to Rushinma and fetch our Acorna hone again. M. Li, what's the
fastest ship Maganos has avail able right now?"

"Wait just a mnute," Rafik protested. "You'll go for Acorna? Excuse ne, but |
believe | have sonme interest in this matter as swell."

"And |, "said Pal
"You' re not going anywhere w thout me," Judit said.

"You two can't go," GII protested, "M. Li needs you. And Rafik has to stay
here and think."

"I could think just as well on board a ship as anywhere el se, Rafik said, "and
anyway, |'mnot nearly tw sty enough to solve this problem Wat we need is
somebody who can persuade all the mpjor planetary federations to disburse

| arge suns of cash and nost of their defense systems, up front, to guard
against an alien threat that they' ve never heard of and that is being

described only by sonme other aliens."

He paused, appalled at the nagnitude of the task, so described.

"What we need, in fact," he said finally, "is Uncle Hafiz." He pounded one
fist into his palmin frustration. "And he is walled up behind the Shield,

where no one can conmuni cate with him... or the rest of Laboue ... at all."
(Wal'l ed up behind the 'Shield ? Khaari, | have a bad feeling about this. Do
you suppose that first planet we approached . . . )

(Ch, no!)

(Oh, yes.)

Al oud, Neeva said, "Wiere is it, this Laboue?"

"Not on the maps," Rafik said. "My uncle and the others who make it their
headquarters prefer their privacy. And | am sworn to House Harakam an now, on
the Iives of nmy unborn sons, | may not tell you its |ocation."

Neeva nodded. "Tell us nothinn, thenn," she acqui esced, "but | am not
forbiddenn to tell you that before we approached you onn Maganyos

Maganos, " she corrected herself, "we had nmade contact by vid with residents of
anot her planet on the fringes of your settled area, the first one we
identified. Since at that time we did not have the LAANYE progranmed to teach
us your |anguage, we attenpted to comunicate by vid; we showed t hem sone of

t he scenes broadcast from Khieevi torture ships, to nake them aware of the
danger. We received a brief vidcast fromthe planet.. . there was a biped .



human .. . dark as you, Rafik, who showed us pictures of Acorna and a draw ng
of her escape pod. That was how we | earned of her existence. But before we
could question this human further, the entire planet was shut down under an

i npenetrabl e shield that bl ocked all comruni cation, even visual transm ssion
Qur only clue was a nessage sent fromthe | ocation we had been conmmuni cati ng
wi t h, indecipherable but for the one word ' Acorna.' That nessage went to a
ship which then departed hastily in this direction; we followed the ship to
Maganos in the hope that its owner might |ead us to Acorna.”

She inclined her head gracefully toward Rafi k. (Khaari, point out the location
of that first planet on these maps.)

Khaari took a light-wand and illum nated a star sone distance from Maganos and
lying well away fromthe nore popul ous parts of this sector

"I very much fear," Neeva went on, "that it is we who were responsible for
your . . . your nother- sib's retreat behind the shield."

Rafi k | ooked at the illum nated area, lips set in a grimline. "Wthout

breaking nmy oath to House Harakami an," he said, "I think | can say that you

are very probably correct. And you know," he went on in a slightly nore

hopeful tone, "perhaps it's not Uncle Hafiz's brains we need so nuch just now
per haps what we need is the Shield. If such a device could be installed

on every inhabited planet, beginning -with those in the direct line of the

Khi eevi fleet. "

"But the secret of the Shield," Pal pointed out, "is presently behind the
Shield, together with your uncle's invaluably twi sty nmind. So perhaps our
first priority ought to be finding some way to crack the Shield. Surely Hafiz
has told you somnet hing about how it functions?"

"Nothing," Rafik admitted. "I am not sure he even understands it hinself. The
geni us of our House is in finance, not technology. But we always hire the best
technici ans. "

"Then the engi neer who designed and installed the Shield ..." Pal began
"Martin Dehoney," Rafik said. There was a noment of silence.
"Well," GIl said slowmy, "he was the best, no question about it!"

He was al so dead; the design of Maganos Mbon Base had been Dehoney's | ast
creation.

"Provol a Quero worked with Dehoney,"” Judit said. "Perhaps she m ght have sone
i deas. Wy don't you two get together and discuss the matter with M. Li while
we ..."

"Ch, no," Rafik said. "I'm going, too.

"And we," said Neeva. "Acorna is ny sister-child; it is my responsibility to
see to her safety. Besides, our ship is faster than any your people could
design."

Rafik's teeth flashed white under the thin dark line of his nmustache. "W'|
just see about that!"

"As for planetary defense,” M. Li put in, "House of Li has excellent
liquidity, as does House Harakam an. Wiy not hire mercenaries from Kil unbenba
Enpi re?" G Il whistled through his teeth. "The Red Bracel ets? If anybody can



take out the Khieevi, they should be able to." Del szaki Li's persona
bodyguard was runored to have served -with the Red Bracelets at one tinme, and
he had never net any human being tougher or nore frightening than Nadhari
Kando.

"Say," Rafik put in, evidently thinking along the sane lines, "Is it true that
Nadhari used to--"

"She prefers not to discuss her past.” "Ch. Well. . . but, Delszaki, it would
cost a fortune." "House Harakami an and House Li command two fortunes," Li said
calmy. "Also, Kilunbenba nercenaries will work on comm ssion. Percentage of

profits in captured alien ships, alien technol ogy could be powerful lure."

"And," Gl said slowy, "they' re probably bored right now The Kil unbenba
Enpire hasn't expanded in several years. The Red Bracelets are expensive to
mai nt ai n and danger ous when bored, but Kilunbenba daren't rel ease themfrom
their contract for fear of a revolt in one of the new, um 'acquisitions.' It
just mght work. Rafik, you and Del szaki are the best negoti ators;

before "we go anywhere, why don't you see if we can subcontract from
Ki |l umbenba for the best part of their nercenary space fleet?"

"And pl edge Uncle Hafiz's credit to support them | suppose,” Rafik said with
resignation. "Not that | don't think it's noney well spent," he hastened to

explain, "but Uncle Hafiz is going to kill me when he cones out from behind
the Shield."
"He woul dn't grudge the credits to save Acorna,” G| pointed out.

"No -but what do you bet he'd find a -way to nmake sonebody el se pay thenP"

Rafi k grinned and sat down at a corn unit. "After this little nmaneuver, | had
better make tracks for Rushima . . . and | mnot sure it would be wise to cone
back! |1 don't want Yukata Batsu wearing ny ears on his trophy belt!"

"Shhh," GIl said in a runbling attenpt at an undertone, "I think that kind of

tal k upsets our guests." He felt it would definitely be unwise to tell the

Li nyaari about Yukata Batsu, Hafiz's chief conpetitor on Laboue, and his

unpl easant habit of keeping trophies fromhis defeated enemies . . . including
the ears of Hafiz s own son, Tapha. Hafiz hinself had been nore upset about
Tapha's stupidity in letting hinmself be captured than about the rutil ation

but somehow G 11 felt the Linyaari were not used to taking such matters in
their stride. They are still not sure we're civiliw) enough to 2eal with, he

t hought. Maybe we '3 better not let/hemListen in on the negotiations with the
Ki | unbenba nmercenaries, either. And on the excuse that Rafik and Del szaki Li
needed absol ute privacy for this ticklish task, he offered to escort the

Li nyaari on a brief tour of Maganos Moon Base while the necessary wheeling and
deal i ng took pl ace.

"That is-if you can be sure nobody will notice your . . . um... unusua
appearance ? " One thing they did not need to deal with was the effect on
Maganos of seeing four "Acornas" suddenly appearing in their mdst.

"We attracted no attention on our way here," Melireenya pointed out. "As |ong
as Thariinye does not |ose his tenper again, we should have no trouble."

"Just keep us away fromthose blasted kids," Thariinye said.

Since the raison d etre of Maganos was the education and training of the
bondchil dren liberated from Kezdet, Gl found this directive rather difficult
to follow, but with Judit's hel p he nanaged to keep the Linyaari occupied for



sone time in childfree areas of the base. Indeed, Provola Quero al one woul d
have been able to lecture themindefinitely on the design of the base living
quarters, mning facilities, and engi neering shop; but even the Linyaari
thirst for know edge was eventually satiated by the seenmingly endl ess string
of facts and sketches at Provola's disposal, and at last GIl could think of
not hing but to bring them back to Del szaki Li's roons before they becanme too
tired to maintain their shielding projections.

He was relieved to deduce that the negotiations had gone well; Delszaki Li was
nappi ng in his hever-chair, and Rafi k was sprawl ed on cushions with a | ook of
sati sfaction on his thin, dark face and a gl ass of sonething that woul d

pr obably have been forbidden by the First Prophet in his right hand. "Al

done?" G| asked cautiously. "All fixed." Rafik tipped the glass to his mouth
and took a sip of the anber-colored liquid. "He"-he jerked his head toward the
sl eeping Del szaki-"is a genius at this. | think he m ght even be able to teach
Uncle Hafiz a thing or two," he said with surprising generosity. "Wuld you
bel i eve he's got Kilunbenba underwiting half the costs of the expedition
because they feel it's to their benefit to keep the mercenaries busy and in
training rather than having them at | oose ends where they mght stir up
troubl e? Although I'mnot sure they realize it yet," he added thoughtfully.
"The way Del szaki put it was that we would save Kilunbenba a | ot of noney by
payi ng half the retaining salaries of the nercenaries for the duration of this

expedi tion. Which nmeans that effectively they are still paying half the costs
and then House Li is covering seventy percent of the remainder. | only

had to sign over the profits on a couple of planetary systems in Uncle Hafiz's

nane, he mght not even kill ne when he finds out what he's paying for, but I

don't plan to stick around and check it out. Very generous of Delszaki."

M. Li's eyelids flickered. G Il suspected the old nan was not really asleep
and he wondered just how "generous" Delszaki Li's offer had really been. He
woul d have a controlling interest in the expedition now, and if he was right
about the profits to be made from expl oiting Khieevi technology, the lion's
share of those profits would go to House Li rather than House Harakani an
Insensibly Gl began to feel nore confident about the whole project. The

Li nyaari were so convinced that no one could withstand a Khieevi attack
they'd infected himw th their pessimsmbut Delszaki Li was no man's f ool
and if he was al ready maneuvering to control profits, he nmust be counting the
war as good as won.

"The only problemis," Rafik went on, "I did have to throwin alittle extra
i nducenment to Admiral |kwaskwan."

"Admiral ?" Gl said sharply. He had heard the notorious |eader of the
Ki | umbenba nercenary forces called nmany things, but never anything so
flattering as that.

Rafi k waved a | anguid hand. "It's not exactly a formal mlitary structure. If
the man wants to be an Adnmiral, or a Brigadier, or High Potentate, let him
take the title. Thing is, he wanted a share in Rosewater's Revel ation."

You sold your uncle's best racehorse to | kwaskwan?"
"Only a part share, and it is in a good cause. You think he'll mnd?"

"I think you' d better head for Rushinma and not conme back, |ike you were saying
at first,” GIl told him "Wat have you been drinking to nake you think Hafiz
is going to be happy about teaming up with a-a-" It wasn't so nuch that words
failed him as that Judit's presence inhibited himfromusing any of the words
he felt to be appropriate. "Wth | kwaskwan," he finished weakly as a famliar
snoky scent, wafting through the air, distracted his attention. He took



anot her deep sniff and recognized it. "MY BEST SCOTCH, THAT'S WHAT YOU VE BEEN
| NTO "

"I earned it, weasel-wording and sweet-tal king | kwaskwan and hal f the

Ki | umbenbese Cabinet -while you were playing tour guide," Rafik said wthout
bothering to nove out of the way of GI11l's furiously working hands. "Judit,
call off your husband before he damages these precious vocal cords. Ch, and by
the way, we had a spurt-message fromthe AcaSeckl."

"You did?" GIl's hands dropped to his sides. "Ch, all right, I won't kill you
until you tell me what was init."

Rafi k grinned up at him "That's not very good notivation."
"Very well, then, I'Il let you live. This tinme."

"It was a little confusing," Rafik confessed. "Basically it said, 'Disregard
previ ous nmessage, everything all right here, stopping for R&R on Rushima.'
doubt that means they've defeated the entire Khieevi fleet single-handedly; it
probably just means they've outwitted those space pirates Rushim was
conplaining to the Shenjem Federation about. That should be well within
Calum's and Acorna's abilities,” Rafik said with sublime confidence.

"Did you tell her to get out of there?"

"Coul dn't. The AcaSecki's not answering; they nmust all be on Rushinma, and
Rushima isn't transmitting. | expect the space pirates knocked out their
satellite communications. | did send a long spurt telling Acorna about her
peopl e showi ng up here, and that we'd be with her in five days. If anybody
pi cks up on the AcaSeckl, they should get that much."

"You didn't tell her about the Khieevi?"

"That sort of message is not sonething you want to | eave |ying about a ship's
com systemuntil sonebody is inspired to pick up," Rafik pointed out. "Wat if
t he Rushi nese hear it? There could be panic, rioting-and Acorna's sonewhere on
the surface, we don't know where. | thought it better to wait until we can
patch through sone sort of direct contact."

GIl had to admit the logic of this, but knowi ng for sure that Acorna was on
Rushi ma- and unwar ned about the deadly danger approachi ng- made hi m nore

i npatient than ever to take off. The hours they would have to wait for the
Ki | umbenba forces to nobilize dragged |ike |ead.
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What do we do now?" Cal um asked. "Wait until the dust settles and there's
someone we can talk to about |eaving?"

"I think we better be sure they know it's us who are | eaving and not sone of
t he enem es escaping,"” Acorna said. "lI'mgoing to check on ny 'ponies."

Cal um wat ched her go. He hoped there was enough there for her to eat. He al so
hoped that she was going to change out of those rags and into sone outfit
suitable to the real Acorna.

"Anyone else for a bite to eat while we talk this over?"



He | ooked first at Dr. Hoa, who hadn't noved since sinking into a seat. The
man's color was better and his expression nore alert. "Are you feeling well
enough for a neal ?"

"There's nothing wong with ne a good cup of tea won't set right in next to no
time," the scientist said with a little smle. That is, if you should happen
to have tea."

"In fact, | do," Calum said, making his way to the galley. "Tea for all?"

"What's 'tea' ?" Market asked.

"You can find out after you' ve cleaned up a bit," Johnny G eene said.

"Why should I do that when | nmight just have to do a flit again’

Johnny cl osed off his nostrils and raised his eyebrows. "In this fresher air,
ol buddy, you stink. So do I, I'msure, but not quite as badly."

Cal um whose back was to Markel, grinned. He hadn't wanted to nmention the
fact.

"I'f you happened to have any cl ean clothes, Calum™" Johnny went on, "I could
sure stand a change nyself. Any old ship suit'1l do."

"Second cabinet in the first cabin on the right. And there's a sanitary unit
directly opposite the bunk."

Dr. Hoa was on his second cup of tea and |ooking far nore alert when Acorna
cane back, wearing nore normal attire. Then both Johnny and a far cleaner
Mar kel showed up, although the boy |ooked a trifle surly.

Mar kel took the cup of tea and sone finger foods that Calum had defrosted, and
went to the place where he had deposited his equiprment. He put in the

ear phone, and in a few seconds was smling with great satisfaction, but then
he gl owered agai n.

"I'f I hadn't been stuck with you, I'd ve been in it, too," he said.

"I'f you hadn't been able to save Acorna, Calum and Dr. Hoa first, young 'un,"
Johnny Greene said in firmcontradiction, "there wouldn't have been a coup at
all. | gather someone had the sense to gas the searchers in the tubes?"

For a nonent, Markel stared in astonishment at his friend. Then his expression
was both smug that he had actually been a crucial element in the rebellion and
surprised. "How d you know how t hey got then®"

Johnny shrugged. "That's what | woul d have done. Nueva, Dom Sengrat, and the
ot hers woul d have™ been so intent on wanting to get at |east Dr. Hoa back into
their hands, they'd ve depleted their guard points." He waved to indicate the
guards they had overconme. "We' d've been up the crick without a paddle if the
full compl ement of guards had been here in the hangar. Then he grinned at

Mar kel . "Whaddaya bet that Kerratz, Andreziana, and Zanegar |ed the
revol uti on?"

Mar kel ' s eyes went wi de. "How dyou know?"
He ruffled Market's hair. "You were doing all you could in your fashion

Marki e, lad, and your father was one of those spaced. It's only |ogical that
t he ones who hurt worst would try hardest to get back at the murderers of



their parents. Now, find out if they need to know where Dr. Hoa is hiding. I'd
ask for Kerratz. Always thought he was the smartest of 'Zhuria and Ezkerra's
brood. "

"No, Andreziana's the one we want," Market said in his blunt fashion as he
found the mout hpiece in his backpack and attached the speaker J-bar. "I need
to speak to Andreziana. This is Markel."

Johnny Greene and Cal um both gestured for Market to patch in the Acadecki's
system so they could hear, too. Market shook his head enmphatically, but Johnny
caught himby one ear and gave hi m such a nmal evol ent glare that Marke
capitulated just in time for themall to hear the contralto voice of
Andr ezi ana.

"Where the hell have you been, Markel? "

"Clearing the decks so you could act, of course,’
"Caught 'emall napping, didja?"

t he boy replied, |aughing.

"No, we caught them hunting in the tubes for you. So we closed 'emoff and
gave them a dose of their own," the girl replied

"S-spaced?" Markel |ooked slightly green
"We didn't have a lot of choice," Andreziana said. "They refused to surrender
| wasn't gioing to | ose nore of our own people going after themin the
tunnels, not to nmention risking that they'd win a tunnel fight."

"No," Markel said. "No, you-you couldn't do that. It's Just..."

"I"ll say this for those Pal onell ese," Andreziana interrupted |ike soneone
eager to change the subject, "nost of themwere right with us. Seens that
Nueva Fal |l ona and her group weren't that popular with their own people after
all.”

"So, what did you pronise the Palonellese to get their coopfiration?" Marke
asked, accepting the change of subject.

"They'l|l take a landfall on Rushima and hel p undo the damage done for the
chance to stay on."

"Wn't we have to go through the Shenjem Federation for perm ssion for that?
At the very least, they'll want to sue the Haven for the havoc caused," Marke
sai d, dubi ous.

Wth an arm around Markel's shoul ders, Johnny positioned hinmself to speak

t hrough the J-bar. "John Greene here, 'Ziana, and congratul ati ons on handling
the retaking. That'll all be on log, and I think we can reason with the
Shenjem . W' ve sent a nessage about the condition of Rushima, by the way.

"You did WHAT?"

Her protest even shook Dr. Hoa, making himspill a bit of the tea he had been
so happily inbibing. He held up a finger

"We've been down on the surface,” Calum said, speaking directly into the com
unit of the Aca™ecki, "and prom sed the survivors that we would get a nmessage
to their sponsors. This is CalumBaird, pilot. By the way, do you have
wounded?"



"Sure we do." The girls voice softened. "Did you think we could nanage a
bl oodl ess revol uti on? Why? W've sone nedics...."

"But you do not have a ki-Un," said Acorna, el bow ng her way beside Cal um
"What the shards is a ki-lin}"

At that point. Dr. Hoa angled his way between Acorna and Calum "Very good,
very unusual, useful, mracul ous person. Saved nme. Saved Markel, saved Cal um
Save you pain and healing tinme."

"Who' s that?"
"Dr. Hoa-and this is the ki-LIn."

Acorna took a deep breath. "For what now appear to be very sensible
precautions," Acorna said, her voice rippling with amusenent, "I disguised
nmysel f as a procuress when ny ship was captured by Nueva and her gang. | am
however, Acorna Del szaki - Har akani an. "

I f Johnny and Markel were jumping up and down in dismay at Dr. Hoa's
revel ation, Calumwas tearing at his hair over Acorna's adm ssion

"Har akam an?" There was a certain awed tone in 'Ziana s voice. "OF House
Har akam an?"

"Del szaki ?" added a baritone. "Not THE Del szaki Li?"
"Yes, to both questions. How nmay | hel p you now?"
There was a babble in the background, then a new person was speaki ng.

"Look, 1'm medical, but we've got sone really badly off wounded on the
infirmary deck and sone people who'll die if we can't clear that gas out of
their lungs," the nman said.

"I"'mon my way," Acorna said, and gave a decisive nod at Calum who was
staring hopel essly at her.

"Crmon, we'll all go. Lock down your ship, Cal, will you?" Johnny G eene
added. "Just in case there are some survivors creeping down to the hangar."

Wth some regret, Calumdid as Johnny suggested. He had been thinking of
trying to raise regular contact with Del szaki Li's headquarters on Kezdet
just to allay any fears Mercy mght have for his safety if the origina
spurt had gotten through .. . but Johnny was right. It was too soon to cry

safe and far too soon to omt any possible precaution

Bef ore they reached the end of the hangar deck, there was banging on the
hat ches that had been | ocked agai nst Nueva's group

"We're com ng, we're coning,"’
up the steep risers.

Johnny Greene roared, deftly assisting Dr. Hoa

"I ambetter, much better," Dr. Hoa kept protesting. "And what has been done
can often be undone. Wth ny process,"” he added with a little snmle, "we can
set much right inlittle time."

"That'll go down well with the Rushi nese and the Shenjem ," Johnny said with a



wy grin.

As soon as Dr. Hoa reached the bridge, 'Zi ana, the |ate Andrezhuria's
daughter, greeted himw th considerably nmore warnth than she accorded those
acconpanyi ng him One eyebrow went up at the sight of Acorna, but she politely
did not comment on Acorna's unusual appearance. Her face composed, Zi ana was
sitting in the bridge comand chair, which dwarfed her slight figure. Her
bandaged hands dangled fromthe arnrests, but not far fromthe festoon of
weapons hanging to her lap fromthe belt she wore. Not much taller than Cal um
slender, with fair hair braided tightly in many small strands and tied

toget her at the base other neck, she | ooked her age, not the pnnGpal in a
maj or coup. She certainly didn't |look as if she could have been capabl e of the
deeds she and the other teenagers |ounging around the bridge had recently

pl anned and execut ed.

"Dr. Hoa, is there anything you can do to hel p Rushi ma?" she asked. Her
slightly accented Basic was delivered in the tone of a nmuch ol der

sel f - possessed woman.

"l do believe | can, Andreziana," he said, as courteous as ever as, wWth a
querying lift of his brows, he nodded toward one of the enpty chairs on the
port side of the bridge.

"Go to it, Doctor," she said, gesturing with one graceful, if bandaged hand.
Bl ood had | eaked down her forearm and clotted.

Acorna sucked in her breath and | ooked at Johnny, who gave his head the
slightest of negative nmovenents.

"Who're the strangers. Market?" 'Ziana went on, steepling her bandaged hands
in front of her. It was a gesture, Acorna instinctively felt, that had been
one ot her nother's.

"Acorna." Markel mght have been introducing a reigning planetary |eader for
the pride in his voice. One of the teenage boys | oungi ng around the bridge
sni ckered. Markel bristled, relaxing when Acorna touched his shoul der. "You
only show how little you know, " Markel said.

"She's the one can heal ?" the lad said snidely. "What does she use? That horn
on her head?" His hair had been cut into bristle which was dyed in

unconpl enentary colors. 'Ziana's gesture silenced him and he seened to cave
in over his diaphragm at her displeasure. He wore a sl oppy bandage on one
shoul der: the sear mark of the stun bolt was partly visible.

So swiftly that no one could have stopped her, Acorna was beside him her
derided horn performng its mracle.

"Hey, whaddya go and do that for?" The boy raised his unharmed armto push her
away, but she had already retreated.

"Hey." H's tone was conpletely different. He peeked first at the now heal ed
flesh, then pulled off the rest of the bandage and saw cl ean, pink skin. "Hey,
how dyou do that ?"

"However she does it, I'll have sone of the same, if you wouldn't nind
Acorna?" 'Ziana said, holding out her bandaged hands. "Can't really use the
fingerpads with all this on ne."

Al t hough Acorna was as delicate as possible in peeling back the wadded fabric,
little flickers in 'Zi ana's eyes showed how pai nful the process was. Her hands



were so badly burned they were weeping bl ood and serum Acorna |owered the
horn to each palm then the girl's torn wists. Flesh seenmed to fl ower
instantly across the wounds.

"Let me tell you, that is a relief,"” 'Zi ana said, briefly sounding her
chronol ogi cal age. "There're injured down bel ow who need a | ot nore help than
| do ... did. Thank you. And, you, Brazie, |I didn't hear your thank-you."

Brazie of the nulticolored hair stamrered out his gratitude, still fingering
t he now snoot h ex-wound.

"You're both wel cone. Anyone el se?" Acorna asked, |ooking around at those who
occupi ed the bridge.

"Aw, it ain't rmuch," one of those beside Brazie said, but his conpanions
pushed himtoward Acorna. Another pulled up the rags left of the back of his
shirt and reveal ed encrusted welts. Acorna had never seen anyone whi pped and
beat en, but, when she maneuvered the boy into the light to assess his injury,
she knew that that was what had been done to him Calumuttered a | ow whistle.

'Ziana now turned to Johnny G eene and Markel. "I need to talk to you two,"
she said, once again in that firm uncontradictable voice. "You were within an
ace of getting spaced, Johnny. Did you know? How dyou know to hide? And where
did you hide?"

Johnny settled hinself in the chair just bel ow her |level, and Markel took a
seat next to him "Well, |I figured | was running out of Nuevas good graces.
She was never sure where | stood with the First-Gen group, since they sort of
pi cked nme up because they were short a docking expert. Esposito and | had had
a couple of run-ins. "

' Zi ana chuckl ed. "So you had. Dom never |iked you either."

"True, though | had no intention of cutting himout with Nueva. She wasn't ny
type. But that's all history, 'Ziana. Let's talk about now You've control of
t he Haven, but are there enough competent people left after two sets of

whol esal e sl aughter to staff and crew a ship of this conplexity?"

"My nother didn't raise me stupid, Johnny. Any nore than Illart did Mrkie-boy
here." 'Ziana was slightly contenptuous. "Then you do have soneone who can
danpen the el ectromagnetic resonances in the navigation controls,” Calum said,
pointing to some orange flashing lights on one drive control board.

'Zi ana swore and swung down off the command chair to take a closer | ook
"If I could make a recommendation,” Calumsaid at his nmost tactful, "I think
the problemis nore drift than i medi ate danger, and | can do sone

calcul ations to see how much thrust you'll need to apply, but this is one
panel that should be nanned at all tines. And the |ife-support system seens to
have been damaged fromthe | ook of the signals its giving." He pointed to a
board several positions down.

"You a pilot or sonething?"

"I"ve belted around the systemfor nost of nmy life and never lost a ship,"”
Calumsaid. "All nodern ships use about the same basic controls . . . just
some are bigger'n others, like this one.™

"He's an expert and very experienced pilot," Acorna said. "Approved and
recommended by both Del szaki and House Harakam an."



"Who' s then®?" Brazie asked, frowning in suspicion

"Only two of the biggest interstellar firms," another |ad said, and cane up to
Cal um extending one hand in greeting. "lI'mKerratz. My father was ..." and
Cal um surm sed that the father had been one of those spaced, " t eachi ng
me his specialty. I've had a little time on the board, so | could take it
over-if you'd do the calculations. | ewouldn't want to do them and be wong."

A girl, heavy-boned and wearing flashily dyed bl ue-andorange hair, pointed to
the Iife-support board. '"Ponies systemsuffered a | ot of danage when we were
trying to weld the access panels shut so they'd all die in the tubes." Those
deaths didn't seemto bother her as nmuch as the harmto the plants. "Want |
shoul d get a gang together and see what damage i s done?"

Calumturned politely toward ' Z ana.

"Go to it, Neggara," 'Ziana said, waving her off. "You help her, Brazie,

Daj ar, Foli. You' ve had a |ong enough rest now. And Rezar," she added,

pi voting on one heel to address a tall, well-built boy cultivating a fine
must ache on his handsonme face, "you take the com board. This bridge needs to
be properly controlled."

Then she turned to Johnny with a "how m | doing?" glance that was chall engi ng.

"What' s happeni ng on the decks bel ow?" he asked. "There may be sonme good 'uns
anong the Pal onel | ese who can spell your fol k."

'Ziana didn't rmuch like that suggestion fromthe expression on her face.
"Well, you'll be standing | ong watches, then," Johnny said with an indol ent
shrug.

"You go find sone |oyal enough to help," 'Ziana said. "I'mnot |eaving the

bri dge. "

"I agree. You shouldn't," Johnny said, "but, ifAcorna's finished here and
Cal um can hang about with the technical advice, 1'Il leave our ki-lin at the
infirmary on ny way down the |levels."

' Zi ana nodded agreenent, but, as Acorna wal ked away toward the door, her eyes
spoke vol umes of gratitude to the spacer that 'Ziana's pride would never allow
her to utter.

"You' ve done well, 'Z ana," Johnny said, then chuckled. "Nueva's m stake was
in not spacing the whole kit and kaboodl e:

First AND Second CGeneration."

"You're dammed right there," 'Zi ana said as she resettled herself in her
conmand chair, "but she considered us 'kids'!" She snorted as she steepled her
fingers.

"A mstake for several reasons," Johnny said suavely. "How about
conmuni cati ons bel ow? Are they in working order?"

"Most of 'em" said Rezar, surveying his board. "Some holes, but call here to
t he bridge anywhere you can. 1'Il patch you through." He began running a
di agnostic on the system



You okay where you are, Dr. Hoa?" Johnny asked before Joining Acorna by the
lift shaft.

Ch, go on, go on, |'ve so nuch to set right I won't mss you at all," Dr. Hoa
sai d, absently waving a hand over his head in the direction of the speaker

but focusing all his attention on the graphics in front of him He was

t sk-tski ng over something as Johnny and Acorna |eft the bridge.

"Surely those children cannot run a ship this size?" Acorna said.
"Ch, | dunno about that, Acorna,"” Johnny said with a grin. "Seens to ne |
heard that Cal, G1ll, and Rafik had you managing a | ot of basic controls
bef ore you were three years old."

"My species evidently matures nore quickly than yours,"” she said.

"And those kids who put down Nueva's coup were apprenticed, as a matter of
course, to specialists once they turned fourteen."

"They can't be nuch ol der now, " Acorna protested.

"On the contrary,” Johnny said in a very droll tone, "they are nuch, nuch

older ... now" Wth a hand under her el bow, he signaled her to junp to the
| evel they were nearing on the shaft. "If they're beginning to find out how
conplicated it is to do it all thenselves, it'll make nmy job easier."

"Finding someone a little nore senior with enough experience to direct then®"
"Precisely." He pointed to starboard. "Infirmary's that way."
Since she could hear the mpans and sobbing, his direction was unnecessary.

"I'"ll come back this way and see how you're doing. Even medics were not safe
from Nueva's ewhol esal e spacing orgy."

"Cal un?" Rezar asked. "Could you conme look at this? I don't know this kind of
code. "

Cal um had been overseei ng several panels for the appointed novice crew as well
as giving Dr. Hoa a hand with the math. ["Never my strong suit, M. Baird."
"Well, it is mne, and you've nmerely inverted the matrix that defines
nonl i near diffractionprocess interaction too soon-or tried"to; the matrix
can't be inverted, so you have to transformit to this formfirst. See? Now
you get the right answer."]

"That's beamed at Rushi na, which no | onger has any corn units. Broadcast on a
wi de beam so we're catching the edges of it. Use the finer tuner and put it up
on screen. No, this toggle.

The nessage i medi ately began blaring fromthe bridge speakers until Rezar
figured out how to nodulate its vol une.

"This is Blidkoff of Shenjem Federation calling." Even the tone sounded bored
with the words. "Rushima, reply. Urgent. You nmust respond if you expect any
aid."

"He sounds real interested," Rezar said sarcastically.

Cal um gl anced up at 'Ziana. "lI'd say Rushima needs hel p from whatever source
it can get it."



'Ziana regarded himsteadily. "But this ship caused the damage

"Ah"-Calum hel d up one finger-'yes, ny initial nessage to them said Rushim
was under attack by the Starfarers."

"The real Starfarers"-'Ziana indicated herself-"are once again in contro

of Haven. Qur ..." she had to swall ow before she could continue, " not hers
and fathers believed that peaceful protest "would allow us to use sone

uni nhabited world as a new hone, since Esperantza was destroyed."

"You have been traveling a long tine," Calum said kindly.

"The Shenjen could demand reparations from us. she said

"Not you . . . and you've logs to prove it," he said, pointing to a ceiling
device that was the visual log of all proceedings on the bridge. "I can answer
as nyself. Shall 1? And we can sort the Haven's part out later. W have to

gi ve sone answer. The Rushimese are in a bad way down there."
"W've been in a bad way up here, too, Baird."

"Ah, but | can restore nuch of the normal climatic pattern in just a few
days," Dr. Hoa said, "after first inducing sonme nore . . . extraordinary.
weat her to quickly counteract the worst effects of what has been done.”

"Can you?" 'Zi ana | ooked around at the frail man, who nodded vi gorously.

"This is Blidkoff, Second Undersecretary of RU Affairs, calling Rushim. Can
you respond, Rushima? Are you under attack?"

Cal um noved to the corn unit. "Blidkoff, this is CalumBaird °f the AcaSecki
a private vessel. | sent the nessage you received. The planet has been under
attack, and the first thing to go were Ihe satellite comunications."

"Baird? Cal um Baird? No such nane exists on the planetary roster." Blidkoffwas
pl ai nl y skepti cal

"Because |'mnot Rushinmese," Calumsaid. "I'll repeat. | amPilot Calum Baird
of the AcaSecki, a private vessel. W had a 'ponies problem and thought
Rushima could help us with it. Instead, we had to help them by inforning you
of the attack. The whole planet's in a bad way. They're going to need a | ot of
help to get sorted out down there."

"View pl ease," Blidkoff answered, his skepticismcom ng through | oud and
clear.

' Zi ana was wagging her arms in protest, but a grinning Rezar nade a frane
around Calum s face, indicating that he'd broadcast just the face. Calum

| ooked over his shoulder for 'Zl ana's permission, and, after a nmoment with her
eyes cl osed, she nodded.

"Ch, sorry, didn't realize the view was off on ny end," Calum said. He beaned
at the screen for Blidkoff's benefit.

"And what exactly did you perceive was a problemw th Rushima? Apart from
their failure to comunicate through normal channel s?"

Pormpous brai n® regoUthic Q@ wt, Calumthought to hinmself, keeping his snile
intact. "Storns, floods, and drought."



"They must be inventing disaster to get off paying their taxes. That planet
was selected for its incredibly boring and stable climte."

"It's a large planet, Blidkoff," Calumsaid, no longer willing to be the
victimof the man's incredulity. "And as your first spurt informed you, these
di sasters were artificially created by their attackers . . . who have now been
di sposed of, but the settlers are in dire need of basic supplies to help them
start over. You do what you want. | pronised Joshua Flouse |I'd send you a
Mayday. | have. CGood day to-"

"Now, let's not get in a huff, Pilot Baird. Joshua Flouse . . « eff-eel-o0-"
"U ess ee," Calumfinished.

"Well, he's a reliable community | eader.”

"I suspect he is. Decent chap, gave us seed and enough vegetation to keep us
goi ng, even though they'll be in need thensel ves. So why don't you go on and
keep hi m goi ng?"

"I fear that's beyond ny area of command,” Bli dkoff began. "Rushima's return
on investnent is insufficient to justify the expense of further Federation

assi st ance. "

"That's your problem Blidkoff, and I'msorry for the Rushimese, but at | east
I've kept ny promise." And Calum hinsel f cut the connection

A buzz interrupted the silence on the bridge.

"He wants to talk to you again," Rezar said, |ooking hopefully up at Cal um
Cal um | ooked around at 'Ziana, who seened in an equal quandary.

"You kids got rid of the nasties, but now what?"

He coul d see 'Zi ana swal | ow.

"Now we have to carry the can for those Pal onel | ese bastards' m stakes," Rezar
sai d.

"That's what being adult is,” Calumsaid gently, feeling sorry for so nmuch
shit dumping on these teenagers who, only a few weeks ago, probably had been
ni ce normal kids, fussing because no one woul d take them seriously.

"W shoul d have a neeting about this," Kerratz said.

"Yeah, a neeting," Brazie agreed hastily, noddi ng nervously.

"Mt her said that, too, that adults ..." and Zi ana paused a nonment before she
rushed, " are not afraid to accept responsibility. |I took that one to heart
when we gassed the tubes and spaced the nurderers of our parents. | guess it
applies here. W'll stay, and we'll make good as rmuch as we can . . . -with

Dr. Hoa's help."

And then | amtaking nyself and ny weat her program out of reach of anyone
el se,"” Dr. Hoa said.

"I think I may be able to help you there, Dr. Hoa," Calum said. "How nuch
| onger do you need?"



"Ch, I'mjust starting, M. Baird. Wat was done to Rushi ma cannot be undone
as quickly, but we're making progress. Yes, indeed, we are making progress.
Now, woul d you check ny CGquations again? | shouldn't like a sinple error on ny
part to undo what |'ve been able to acconplish so far."

"But this is your program isn't it?" Calumsaid as he went to the doctor's
posi tion.

"Ch, it is, but I always had a nmathematician assisting ne. Meteorology is
sci ence, ny boy, but mathematics is a black art."

"Did you want me to help with the damage reports, 'Zi ana? " Johnny, returned
fromescort duty to Acorna, said so suavely that none of the people on the
bridge could take offense. It was obvious none of them had thought of that.

Wth great dignity, 'Zi ana nodded in his direction. "Please, would you,
Johnny? You've had a | ot nore experience in that area than we have."

"You're learning," he said with his engaging grin.

Johnny concentrated on checking out the essential functions of the Haven, and
apart from some danmage by weapons fire -fortunately only stunners had been
used rather than m ssile handguns "~-the hull had taken no integral danmage. The
conduits would need further flushing and venting to renove the traces of the
gases used . . . and any renmining bodies had to be found and removed. Not the
nost agreeable of duties, but it needed to be done. When Johnny | ooked around
to see whom Markel could suggest for the task, the |ad was gone.

Markel , in fact, had gone back to the quarters he had shared with his father
to see if any of his things were still there. The roonms had been trashed. He
took one | ook and pressed the lock. He'd find hinmself somewhere else to stay.
He'd also find hinmself some clean clothes. He'd had enough of these.

The main cl ot hing storage was | ocked, of course, but his little strip of

plastic did its trick, and he was in. The place still had a faint trace of the
gases that had been used to trap Nueva and her gang, probably the stuff was
still trickling fromany vents that hadn't been cl osed. Something woul d

clearly have to be done about it soon. So he made a quick sel ection of

cl ot hi ng and new shi p shoes-Acorna had healed all the cuts and bruises he'd
acquired in his adventures, but ship shoes would add to his new dignity. He

al so picked up a tool belt and a notepad, since his was still on the AcaSecki
with the few personal itenms he had nanaged to save when he decided he'd better
not be found by Nueva or any of her conspirators.

He did wonder that there were so few people in the corridors and halls. Maybe
' Zi ana shoul d make a shi pwi de announcenent that Second Gen had conplete
control of the Haven

Then he shafted over to 'ponies, which was |ooking very sad indeed, though
Neggara and her group were already planting sone vats.

"I need sone stuff for Acorna. She'll be using up a |lot of energy healing, you
know, " he said.

Neggara craned her neck around at him Then she grinned. "Since it's you, and
for her, you're welconme to anything that's edible. Though that ain't much."

"You' ve got the big |l eaves still." Markel pointed to the basic punpkin,
rhubarb, and | egunme | eaves that woul d i ndeed be essential to air refreshing.



He said nothing at all about Acorna's ability to clean air. But he was pretty
sure that was what this ship was operating on right now.

Neggara was shaki ng her head. "Don't understand it. According to the manuals,
they aren't enough to do what they have to be doing in terms of restoring
clean air to the entire ship."

"We got lucky, | guess," Mrkel said, and picked what he thought would be a
useful bouquet of greens and some early |egunme pods for Acorna.

What Neggara didn't know wouldn't hurt her-or Acorna- but, as he left the

' poni es section, he did worry that the Lady would not have enough strength
both to heal the wounded AND purify the ship's air. However, he had managed
not to smrk with his covert know edge of who was really responsible for the
fact that they weren't all gasping for breath on the Haven

Acorna was just bending over an unconsci ous Pal onel |l ese with serious stun
bruising all down his left side when Markel arrived at the sick bay. As Marke
approached, he heard her sigh, and knew he'd been right to rustle up sone food
for her. She seenmed to be working her way into the infirmary, for there were
al ready many enpty bunks at the front of the room Medics were buzzing in
smal | groups, watching her surreptitiously.

Mar kel waited just out of Acorna's range until she had finished the current
patient.

"CGotcha sonething to help you," Markel said, holding out his bouquet to her
just as one of the senior nedics started to protest his interference.

Acorna held up one hand, then smiled with weary gratitude for his

t hought ful ness. She couldn't know it, nor did Markel realize the significance
of his altruism but seeing that Acorna was fed was probably one of the first
unsel fi sh things he had ever done. Even in rescuing her, he had been acting
out of selfinterest.

"And | think you'd better he down when you've eaten ... you | ook absolutely
transparent," Markel said, giving a |l evel and accusing glance at the nedic. "I
don't see anyone bleeding to death," he added, having made a qui ck assessment
of those still abed. "I'Il never hear the end of it from Calumand 'Zi ana i f
you pass out on us, you know. "

The way Acorna wobbl ed as she rose was sufficient evidence to the nedica
staff that this intruder's assessnent of her condition was undeni ably
accurate. The head nedic al nost |eapt forward to assist her, but Markel was
cl oser and took her armas if by right.

"You haven't used up all the private conpartnments, have you?" Markel asked.
This way." The medi c ushered her into one of the cubicles. "W're' very
grateful, lady, and didn't realize that you..." Markel firmy closed the pane
on the apol ogi es.

"There's not much selection in 'ponies, right now," he said, placing his
gl eani ngs on her | ap.

"Doesn't matter," she said, stuffing chard into her face and chewing with
weary efficiency. "Anything green'11 do fine. There are so many nore - "

"Who can probably recover just fine in the usual way, Markel cut in firmy.
"We need you nmore to keep the air fresh in this ship with the 'ponies in the



condition it's in."
Acorna gave a weary sigh, munching on the | egunes and the stal ks, too

"You can't do everything yourself, you know," he said. "lIsn t there anything
el se you can eat that we'd have on board? Sonehow just those ..." H's fingers
di smissed the linmp chard | eaves as insignificant. "Any vegetable ration
bars? | cannot live on themfor any long stretch of time, but they will keep
me fromstarving through the inmediate future.”

"Thousands," Market said, imensely relieved. "That's what we've had to feed
the Pal onellese with. I'Il be back in a flash."

As soon as he exited the conpartnent, the head medi ¢ caught him
"I's she all right? W didn't. ..."

"Well, it takes a lot of energy to do what she does, you know, " Markel said,
trying to make out Acorna was worse off than she was to be sure they woul dn't
interrupt her until she'd had sone rest. "You don't happen to have any
vegetabl e ration bars up here, do you?"

They did and | oaded Markel down with as many as he could carry. He took them
into her. She had finished all the fresh greens-if that was what you could
call the linp |l eaves-and gratefully shed the packaging filmprotecting the
first bar. She ate nine before suddenly she seened to coll apse i nward and
sprawl across the bunk

"Acorna?" Markel reached for her delicate arm even if he hadn't a clue where
he'd find a pulse on it.

She cl asped his arm -weakly, but turned her head and smiled at him

"I'"ll be fine. You stand guard, will you. Market? I'll just need a bit of
sleep while |I digest that fine neal."

Mar kel could not agree with her notion of a "fine nmeal" as he spread the Iight
thermal over her and tiptoed out of the conpartnent.

"She's sleeping," he told the head medic, then snagged a fourl egged stool
whi ch he put against the door. He sat, crossed his arms over her chest, and
assuned his role as guardi an.

He was al so asl eep, head droopi ng over one shoul der but supported by the door
he guarded, when Cal um and Johnny canme down to find Acorna.

"You know, " Johnny said thoughtfully, hands on his belt and el bows cocked to
the side, as he | ooked down at his protege, Markel might turn out to be a fine
man after all. Though"-he waggled a finger at Calum "never tell himl said
so. "
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"Last thing on ny nmind," Calum said, making a cross over his heart.

So they waited until Acorna emerged fromthe room and just nanaged to catch
her guard before he fell into the conpartnment. His refl exes had himon his

feet and in a defensive position against the -wall before he was awake enough
to see who was there.



"Well, you look a lot better," he said to Acorna in the tone of a worried
parent, straightening his tunic and brushing back his hair. "Sleep did you
good, didn't it?"

If Calumhad to turn away and Johnny had to cough to disguise his chuckle,
Acorna affectionately snoothed Market's hair.

"Yes, it did." She | ooked past Johnny to see the head medi c eagerly approach
her. "There's an urgency-"
"Well, it will have to wait," Johnny said firmy, taking Acorna by the arm
"The bridge has need of Acorna right now "

In point of fact, it was the 'ponies system which needed Acorna, and she did
what she could to clean the air.

"How much of that gas was used?" she asked, sneezing.
"The kids wanted to be sure,” Johnny said at his driest.

"We could rig blowers," Calum said, remenbering how they had managed to cl ear
air in the early days of Maganos Mbon Base. "Wat sort of equipnent is
avail abl e, Markel ?"

"Well, we can find out easy enough,"” Markel said, and turned toward the
nearest shaft. "But it'll have to be fromthe bridge conmputer.™

"I"ll go back to the infirmary then," Acorna said, starting in that direction
but it was Calumthis tine who grabbed her

"No. You are going back to sleep,” he said firmy. "Your horn is practically
transparent, and the rest of you doesn't |ook nmuch better."

"There are still people in need-"

"Not hi ng our own nedics can't handle,"” said Andreziana, who had been calling
up reports fromthe infirmary while they tal ked. She backed Cal umup. "You
have done too much, Acorna . . . and we have other problenms to solve now that
you cannot help with."

"What ?" "First, we nmust repair the damage to the Haven. Then, Dr. Hoa has
prom sed to work on his weather program to see if there is some way he can
control it so as to correct the danage done by our ship and his science to
Rushima ... if they will accept the offer." Andreziana's enotional and

physi cal exhaustion made her | ook, briefly, rmuch ol der than her chronol ogi ca
age. "Whether by use of Dr. Hoa's technical expertise, or by the work of our
own hands, we nust mnmake what reparations we can to the settlers of Rushina.
That is our problem not yours."

"The Shenjem Federation .

"Have realized that the situation is critical, yes," Johnny G eene said, "and
help is on its way. But 'Ziana is right. The First-Gen Starfarers were nmen and
-worren of honor who woul d have done everything possible to repair the damage
caused by use of their ship. I"'mproud to see these kids following in the
tradition."”

Wth this assurance, Acorna felt justified in taking a few extra hours for
rest. Hours turned into several days, as she fell into a deep healing sleep
from whi ch she awakened at intervals only | ong enough to consune inmense



gquantities of the nost mineral-rich greens the Haven could provide. "I wi sh I
could get her dirtside," Calumfretted. "Rushima's a ness, but she needs to
run, and breathe air that hasn't been recycled, and eat sonething that didn't
growin a vat."

"I think that can be arranged," Markel told him Calum had been watchi ng over
Acorna too obsessively to pay nuch attention to the repair work on the Haven
or the ongoing discussions with the Rushinmese. "Hoa's ready to work his

weat her nmagi c now, but we're going to need to tenporarily resettle the

Rushi mnese fromthe worst flooded area while he arranges a few ninor cataclysns
to fix things up."

"Good idea," Calum approved absently. "Now, Acorna-"

"I's going to have to be with our resettlenent party," Markel said. "Qherw se
they won't go anywhere with us. Acorna's the only one they trust. In fact, we
wer e hoping that you and she would be willing to use the Aca<)ecki to ferry
settl ers-because they have a pronounced, if justifiable, aversion to any of
our landing craft.”

"Sounds good to me," Calum said. "Soon as she's really awake, we'll| get
started.”

Acorna was clearly healing herself in these periods of deep sleep, restoring
the energies depleted by her efforts on behalf of the Starfarers and their
wounded ship, and he had no intention of interrupting that process. He
returned to watching over her obsessively, feeling nore relieved than anything
el se that their friends on Maganos did not know to transmt queries to the
Haven. After sending a "Di sregard previous nessage, everything's all right,"”
fromthe AcaSecki imediately after they were sure the countercoup had
succeeded, he'd shut down \heAca<)ecki and joined in the work of rebuilding
the Haven. He did not particularly want to comuni cate with Maganos agai n
until he could assure them Acorna was perfectly well. Call hima coward, but
there were some things he'd rather not tell GII and Rafik, nuch | ess Del szak
Li and Uncle Hafiz. This-an Acorna too worn-out to stay awake-was definitely
one of those things.

Laboue, Unified Federation Date 53*. 05.22
afiz had never been so |ong out of communication with his various col | eagues

and interstellar financiers. No anpbunt of pacing up and down his underground
refuge woul d ease his churning mnd.

"There is really NO point at all in such ferretlike isolation. There hasn't
been a single explosion registered on the equi pnent. There haven't been any
| andi ngs anywhere. Am| a slave, to live in prison, or a woman, to dwell in
pur dah?"

H s paci ng had brought hi m back once again to that portion of the garden where
t he Skarness Stones were |ocated. Although his establishment was conpletely
under ground, and shi el ded by formni dabl e appliances, he could actually stand
just beneath the position of the Stones.

He cl apped his hands to sumon a hunman servant. "Bring me a thin rod, of
metal, not silver nor gold, but base netal, of two armspans' |ength. No,
m sbegotten -whelp of a djinni's basest lusts, how should | know where such a
thing is to be found? Inquire of the steward, and do not trouble ne with such

matters." Once the rod had been | ocated, he demanded a | adder. Now position
it... no, never mnd. Guard the door to this corridor, and |l et no one enter
until | give pernmission. | shall be ... at my devotions."” No need for any to



observe the procedure which he had invented for conmunicating with the Stones
fromthis underground refuge; and if they wondered what sort of devotions
required this equi pnent, why, et them wonder!

The manual | abor of placing a stepladder was beneath his dignity, but by great
good fortune he hit the D Stone with his first try. Then, placing his forehead
and both hands on the rod, he tapped out his urgent query.

"Has Laboue been i nvaded?"

There was no inmedi ate answer. He hadn't expected a pronpt reply-but he
expected some reaction. Besides, it was undignified for a man of his em nence
and prestige to remain in this sem subservient posture, even if he had taken
care not to be observed. Also, the nmetal rod was beginning to wear a groove
into his forehead. He daren't relax either his grip or the contact with the
rod because he had to catch the rhythm of whatever nmessage the Skarness Stones
had for him

"Cl ear sky."

Hafi z thanked them and stood upright, dropping the rod with a clang as he
alternately rubbed the ridges on his hands and forehead. Then he wondered j ust
what that cryptic message did nean. "C ear skies" because the weat her was
fair; "clear skies" because these nonsters had | anded; or "cl ear skies"
because what ever had been headed toward Laboue had gone around the planet?

He convinced hinself the last interpretation was the nost likely, since no
det ection equi pnent known to manki nd coul d have pierced the shell currently
protecting the inmates-and there was no truer definition of those who resided
on, or under, Laboue right now. So it had to be safe. The Stones woul d not
have lied to him They didn't know how.

Hafiz did get in touch with Quiabriel as protocol required.

"I'"m going above, Quiabriel. I nustbe in touch with ny people, to reassure
them | will report on the condition of the surface once | have ascertained if
any damage has been done. But | nust surface.”

"I'f you must, you nust," Quiabriel replied in a grudging tone. "However, do
not respond if there is any change in the surface at all. And a thorough scan
pl ease. "

"Has not the Second Prophet adroni shed us, 'Do what thou shalt do, but do al
in order and as fitting My children'?" Hafiz replied genially, while vow ng
that some day Quiabriel would pay for the tone of voice he had just used to
the Head of House Harakam an.

The process of unshielding and rising took time. Hafiz had the | adder placed
in one of the upper roons, at the tallest wi ndow near the ceiling so that he
could countermand the action if he found reason to do so.

He saw no danger, as his dwelling made a stately ascent into the fresh, clear
air of Laboue. Al around, of course, -where other gardens should be, and
other dwellings hidden within them there was bl ank and featurel ess space. For
t he Shiel ding provided Laboue with a sterile desert surface in sone places or
ranpant, inpenetrable jungle vistas which clearly said to any observer that
this planet wasn't worth further inspection

G anmbering down the | adder while his extensive household was still clinbing up
out of its basenent retreat, Hafiz made his way to his office and reactivated



his contact with the receivers inplanted in one of Laboue's little nobons.

Messages cane flooding in to his receiver. Those from Rafi k went from queries
to near-hysterical demands for reply. Sonme of the |ater ones fromhis

associ ates al so ranged from noderate concern to the hysteria that
characterized Rafik's.

"It's nice to know that |'ve been missed," Hafiz said, until he realized that
he had al so missed out on a fine coup and a large profit. He got nore and nore
upset as he began to tote up just how much noney the isolation had cost himin
ternms of deals unanswered and m ssed opportunities. Wen he got his hands
around the necks of those . . . those . . . what had they called thensel ves?

Li nyaari, he would show them not to deceive the Head of House Harakamn an
with such dranatic hoaxes.

Yelling for his servants to ready his spacecraft and telling his chief steward
to report to Quiabriel, Hafiz alnost ran to the hangar in his anxiety to be

ai rborne and back in the mdst of the world fromwhich he had tenporarily

excl uded hinsel f. He must show hinmself in person at the trading centers of his
personal enpire, and at once. Wio knew how long it would take himto repair

t he danage done? Who knew what negotiating it would take to prove that the
Head of House Harakami an was not a coward, diving underground at the first
sign of danger? What had nade hi mpanic so badly at those obviously
manuf act ured scenes shown by the Linyaari?

He was al ready demanding a nav plan for Twi Gsiam when he cal med down enough
to wonder, again, whether the scenes broadcast to Laboue m ght not have been

real and not a hoax. After all, the people who had broadcast their warning
were Acorna's folk. He'd never known her to lie ... but of course, his bel oved
nephew had raised the girl so she would value truth. A pity, that. . . with

better training, she night have been nobst useful to himin the business
deal i ngs of House Harakami an. But she was so incurably candid that he
suspected her species could not be other than straightforward. And why woul d
t hey have shown their own species being tortured if there were not sone
substance to their outrageous claimthat this part of the galaxy was in
danger? That those .. . those .. . barbaric savages were on the | oose in the
i mediate vicinity?

He sent a lucid nessage to Rafik on the Uhuru, nmentioning that he was again in
circul ati on and aski ng what Rafik had been able to save of their current deals
wi t hout his authorization, which, in some cases, Rafik still must present to
seal a contract.

He got back the signal, which neant the Uhuru was recordi ng the nessage. Now
where was Rafi k? If not on board his ship, he had better be doing business for
House Har akam an. He received back the somewhat reassuring report that the
Uhuru was currently docked at Maganos.

What but a threat to Acorna could have taken Rafik from his assigned busi ness
deal s to Maganos? And shoul d she not be apprised of the arrival of others Iike
her? Worry and concern and a kindly desire to give Acorna this news in person
inspired Hafiz to do sonmething he had not considered in all his adult life: he
put aside his business plans for a purely personal trip to Maganos Mon Base.

"At least the time of travel need not be a total loss,"” Hafiz told hinself.
Sone at |east of his conplex business dealings could be rescued by

| ong- di stance conmuni cation, and he spent the tine of the journey doing just
that. He was requesting |anding perm ssion from Maganos Mbon Base when a fina
nmessage in the long line he had been receiving was from Rafi k.



"Uncl e, having no way of comunicating with you, | have asked Delsaki Li to
make arrangements on Acorna's behalf. | trust they will neet with your
approval. I will report as soon as we reach Rushinma."

"Rushi ma? G ushima?" Hafiz was totally outraged. He'd never heard of the place
and tapped in a request'for information, trying to control his tenper. After
all, he had authorized Rafik to operate on his own, finely tuned instincts.

. "An agri planet?" he bell owed when the information cane up. "Sponsored by
t he Shenjem ?"

Hafiz's dealings with the Shenjem Federation had not been all that
remunerative, and Hafiz nmade his value judgnments on profits made. He'd had few
enough fromthe Federation

"Why has Rafik gone off to Rushima anyway? It al nbst sounds as if he is

foll owi ng Acorna. What possessed the girl to take off just when her people
appear in our space? Provola had better know exactly what's happening, or |
may have to wait until Rafik s firstborn son shows what prom se he m ght
have," Hafiz said to the ship in general and no one, certainly not his crew,
in particular.

When his ship docked at Maganos Moon Base Hafiz went straight to Del szaki Li's
private offices, only to find them deserted. Not even the secretary who
usual | y guarded the inner sanctumwas at his post. As a consequence, Hafiz had
no way of finding out that M. Li had briefly collapsed after the strain of

t he past few days and had been ordered to bed in Maganos s snall hospita
facility. The secretary who should have been receiving visitors and directing
inquiries was instead hovering outside the closed doors of the hospital unit,
waiting to hear of the recovery of an old man he had come to love like

well, not a father . . . nore |like a great-grandfather.

To be fair, Li had no reason to expect any need for his services; since the
triunph of the Child Liberation League had obvi ated the need for secrecy, M.
Li had nore and nore |left the day-to-day managenment of his financial and

busi ness affairs in the hands of trusted subordi nates. Furthernore, when he
vi sited Maganos he considered hinself "on holiday" and expected- and

recei ved-no visitors except those in his immediate circle of bel oved
friends-the three mners, the Kendoro siblings, and, of course, Acorna-all of
whom were gone now. Not expecting Hafiz to |l ower the shield, |et alone journey
to Maganos, none of them had thought to | eave himany expl anations for their
sudden departure. And the secretary, who, |ike npbst of the rest of Maganos,
was not privy to the tale brought by the Linyaari envoys, had little to offer
when Hafiz finally |located him

"Acorna and Calumleft first, in the AcaSeckl- " Hafiz began. "You know about
that?" The secretary was stunned. "I should," Hafiz said, "she's ny ship.
Conti nue, please.” "Well. Everybody was worried about that. The ship wasn't

fitted up properly, you see. The secretary started off in sonme detai

about the renodeling and i nproved defense plans for the Acadecki, which he did
know sonet hi ng about, until Hafiz interrupted and very politely suggested that
the man go on with his story about what had happened to cause a mass desertion
of Maganos and Del szaki Li's coll apse.

"Well, um they arrested this . . . person,"” the secretary went on doubtfully,
and wondered why his own tongue seemed to be fighting him O course it had
been a person, a young man, he'd seen him what else would you call hinf? But
somet hing el se was diverting his attention fromthe story.

"It's hard to talk with my collar twisted so tightly,"
you could ..."

the secretary said, "if



"A thousand apologies." Hafiz released his grip on the mans tunic, but not the
steel y-eyed glare that sonehow brought to m nd nuch worse things than sinple
assault... archaic words |ike bastinado and strappado fl oated through the
secretary's jangling brain. Once rel eased, he told Hafiz everything he could;
unfortunately, that wasn't enough to allow any reconstructi on of what had been
going on in Li's private roons. Other ... "people" .. . had conme... < For sone
reason, he had a hard tine describing themor even renmenbering their

appear ance; all he knew for sure was that they were good peopl e who neant no
harm and there was not hi ng unusual about them

"And how," Hafiz inquired silkily, "do you 'know all that?"

The secretary shook his head. "I just know.

Judit, GIl, and Pal had all gathered with M. Li to speak with them and so
had Rafi k when he arrived. They kept the door closed, and the secretary
couldn't hear anything except when somebody went in or out. Once he heard the
new visitors speaking in a | anguage that he couldn't identify.

"I didn't get it," the man said. "They had their own ship; they |ooked rich;
doesn't everybody speak Galactic by now? | can't inagi ne where they could have
come from'

"Who cares?" Hafiz snapped. "Go on."

There wasn't rmuch left to tell. The strangers had left in their splendid ship;
Judit, Gll, Pal, and Rafik had all left in the Uhuru;

Del szaki Li had been so fatigued that despite frequent short naps while the
tal king went on, he had coll apsed i mediately after their departure and had
been resting in the high-security medical unit ever since.

"They won't let anyone in to see him" the secretary said. "They just keep
saying he's resting confortably and doing as well as can be expected and al
t he usual blather." He | ooked at Hafiz with sone hope. "The doctor mght |et
you in."

But the Harakamian will net its match in a youngish, tired doctor whose first
nmedi cal experience had been as a volunteer to patch up bruised and broken
children on the day of the Liberation, and who revered Del szaki Li as a near
sai nt.

"He's been heavily nmedicated and will remain so until | amsatisfied that his
physi cal condition has stabilized," the doctor snapped, "and until then
nobody di sturbs him"

"I'f you' ve got himdoped to the eyeballs,” Hafiz tactlessly translated the
nmedi cal ese, "I don't suppose it would do nme nmuch good to | ook at his sleeping
body. "

Consumed with curiosity, he decided to pass the tine until Li awoke or a
nmessage cane fromthe Unhuru by finding out what had been done since his |ast
visit to conplete the mining facilities. A sudden thought struck himas he
turned to make his way to the engineering offices. "Ah ~ Provola didn't take
of f for the back end of beyond al so, did she?"

Reassured that Provola Quero was in her office as usual Hafiz nmade his way
there after leaving instructions that any news was to be forwarded at once to
Provola's office, the suite which was kept for himin Maganos's living



guarters, and any other place he m ght conceivably be found.

The door to Provola's office was open, and from sone di stance Hafiz coul d hear
a tearful voice pleading with Provola Quero and that wonman's calm cool
responses, obviously unmoved by the petition. As he entered, his eyes were
taken by the unexpected sight of a generous wonmanly figure in | avender, nicely
set off by white trim and enhanced by a number of glittering crystals of
various colors which quivered enticingly fromthe fine silver chains which
draped the woman's vol uptuous body. She woul d have made two of wiry little
Provol a Quero, with her ascetically cropped head and single tight braid-and in
Hafiz's estimation, a true worman like this was worth ten of an engi neerfenal e
i ke Provol a.

"My dear M. Harakami an," Provola said with nore warm h than Hafiz had ever
heard in the woman's voi ce before. She was not his type, and not even feninine
i n her appearance, but she was an excellent manager. She turned to the female.
"I must ask you to | eave now "

"But where can | |eave TO?" was the tearful reply, plunmp white hands with
beri nged fingers wi de open in appeal. "I only had enough credit to get here to
hel p darling Acorna. "

"And why, ny dear ..." Hafiz paused to allow for an introduction

"Karma ..." both wonen said at once.

Hafiz coul d not resist seizing the delightfully plunp white hand now ext ended
in supplication to him And he kissed and stroked it while with his other hand
he gestured to Provola that he would handl e this.

As he guided Karina out of Provola's inner office, he could hear her sigh of
relief.

"My dear Karina, why did you think that Acorna needed hel p?" Hafiz said
gesturing around at the well-appointed waiting roomand the busy corridor
out si de.

"But she does," Karina insisted, and then his name dropped into the proper
slot in her retentive nenory, "dear M. Harakam an."

"Let us discuss this matter in the privacy of ny quarters,” Hafiz said at his
nost persuasive and in his silkiest tone. He hadn't seen a wonman of these
delicious proportions in so | ong. Nowadays the enphasis was on trim slim
svelte, bony fem nine figures, and he'd about given up the hope of finding one
that would be so enticing to him It was an added attraction that she seened
to know somet hi ng about Acorna's present situation

Karina's eyes wi dened. "You have roons here . . . on Manganos'

"I have many personal and business connections with the House of Li," Hafiz
expl ai ned, |eading her toward Living Quarters A. "A suite of rooms is kept
constantly maintained and at my disposal... or is supposed to be." He finished

with a scow as he placed his palmon the reader beside the door to his suite
and the door slowy irised open to reveal roons that had clearly quite
recently suffered fromthe recent invasion of a carel ess bachel or. Datacubes
and vids littered the floor, never having been put back in their individua
cases; a natty suit in lime green and fuchsia lay crunpled at the entrance to
t he shower cube; and a half-enpty gl ass making rings on the polished Tangque
pur pl eheart wood of the nearest table testified by its snell that the recent
occupant of these roonms had taken to heart the Second Prophet's relaxation of



the restrictions on spirituous |iquors.

"My heir,"” Hafiz growl ed. "Soon to be ny ex-heir if he does not nend his
ways'." He activated the wall console and requested a thorough cl eaning for
the suite, then suggested to Karma that they should repair to one of the small
dining roons off the main cafeteria instead. "And when Rafik cones back," he
said, "if he comes back, | shall enroll himin the Personal Hygi ene and

Cl eanliness classes taught to the children of Maganos, for clearly he is in
sore need of basic instruction!" The thought of tall, dignified Rafik cranped
into a child' s desk and lectured on the need to clean his teeth properly
tickled Hafiz's fancy and di spelled nost of his anger

Karina dispelled the rest of it by asking how he coul d possibly be annoyed
with such a fine, brave, handsome man as Rafi k and vow ng that she had

recogni zed himinstantly fromhis resenblance to Rafik. If she had in fact
done so, it would have been a remarkable feat of inagination, since Hafiz was
six inches shorter and thirty pounds heavier than Rafik, and his creased face,
now consci ously ami able, bore a strong resenbl ance to that of a crocodile
hopi ng that some day another fat, brown child would tunbl e down the bank
However, to Karina, hungry and stranded for days on a strange pl anet w thout
credit, Hafiz |looked truly beautiful as he led her to a small dining room
where he requested a tray of cream pastries and his special blend of kava.

"Now, dear Karina, do tell me how it happens that a friend of Acorna's should
have been left in this sad plight," Hafiz invited her, "and what you woul d
like ne to do to the villains who abandoned you so."

"Ch," Karina said, "they are not villains, they are Enlightened Beings, and
am al most sure they did not nean to | eave ne in desperate straits, only they
were in a hurry, and, of course, | had not told them| had no credits left.
How could |1 ? You do see, don't you?"

"OfF course," Hafiz agreed urbanely, although totally con- fused.

"They have beautiful auras, you know, " Karina ranmbled on, "as of course you'd
expect of Acorna's race - "

"The Linyaari are here?" Hafiz interrupted her. Although he had put aside both
his current business dealings and the tenpting thought of making an excl usive
trade agreenent with the first sapient aliens to contact human civilization in
order to look after Acorna, now that he was actually at Maganos and nobody
seened to be panicking on Acorna's behalf, he could not hel p thinking how
lucrative such an arrangenent mght be ... and that he, as one of Acorna's two
guardi ans, should by rights have first pickings. He had not reckoned on her

ot her guardi an sonehow nagi cking the Linyaari to his residence first.

"Well, not anynore. They went after-

"Ten thousand Shaitans! | should have known that crafty old dog of an
unbel i ever woul d get ahead of me!" Hafiz drumed his fingers on the tabletop
temporarily oblivious to Karina. "But perhaps Rafik has protected ny

interests. Yes, that nust be what he neant by 'arrangements.'" The downward
creases on his face lifted slightly. "In that case, | may well forgive the boy
after all. Karina, ny dear lady, | mnust speak with Del szaki Li's secretary

again at once; can you ever forgive ne?"

Karina's eyes darkened with a sorrow that was not entirely due to the fact
that she had not quite finished the ast of the pastries. "But we've only just
net!"



"And | |l ook forward to nmany delightful hours inproving our acquaintance,"
Hafiz assured her. "And al though nmy business is pressing, | refuse to | eave
unl ess you promise nme that you will take proper care of yourself and
eventually retire to my suite to rest. You nust eat to keep up your strength
and to maintain your exquisite beauty." He called for a portable console and
left orders for Karina to be able to request anything she desired at the
charge of House Harakani an.

That shoul d be safe enough, he thought cynically; there was nothing to buy on
Maganos Moon Base except food and the sinplest of basic necessities. Later he
woul d give hinself the pleasure of ordering new garnents from Kezdet for this
generously endowed beauty, a project that would absolutely require himto
acquaint hinmself with her exact dinensions, and later . . . who knew what

m ght not follow? Best not to alarmher; he would not want such a treasure of
vol upt uous womanhood to take flight while he was occupied in business talks.

H's first order of business was to extract fromthe secretary the terns of any
trade agreenents that had already been filed. Wth any |luck there had not been
time to put anything on disk. Opportunity abounded when a man was prepared to
t ake advantage of it. Then, if Li was still not available, he could while away
the hours of waiting by courting his lovely Karina. It seemed his trip to
Maganos woul d be profitable in nore ways than he coul d have ever predicted.

Haven, Unified Federation Date 534.05. 25

It was nearly six days before Acorna started staying awake for nore than a few
mnutes at a tine, but then she returned to normal within a few hours of her
| ast awakeni ng.

"You mean t hose poor people have been waiting all this time only for me?" she
exclaimed, horrified. "Calum why did you not go on without ne?"

"I," Calumsaid, "do not possess a sweet voice, a pretty face, or a nmgica
horn. The nere fact that | was around and hel ped to repair their corn system
doesn't seemto be enough to make ne Trustworthy. It's you or nobody."

"Then you shoul d have wakened me sooner!"
Mar kel and Cal um | ooked at each other and tried not to |augh.

"W should ve taken vids," Markel said. "Acorna, you have been awake, off and
on-vertical, anyway. Just long enough to use the facilities and devastate our
chard and spi nach beds. Then you'd stagger off wi thout saying a word and go
back to sleep.”

Acorna shook her head. "I cannot believe it."

"Next time we will take vids!"
"There won't be a next tinme," Calumsaid. "I'mnot letting Acorna -wear
herself out to that extent ever again.”

The Rushi nese required that the AcaSeckl land first with only Acorna and Cal um
on board; they did not trust vids of Acorna speaking to themfromthe Haven.

"I just hope that you'1ll be able to convince themthat the kids really want to
make reparations for the devastation caused during Nueva's coup,"” Calum said
wearily as they landed. "If they won't let us use the Haven's shuttlecraft as
wel |l as the Acai)ecki to ferry settlers fromthe flooded area to high ground,



we'll be here for weeks before Dr. Hoa can start work on drying out this
settlement.”

"I will try to persuade them" Acorna said, "but it may take tine.

Cal um chuckl ed weakly. "And to think we thought we were saving tinme by

ski ppi ng out of Maganos before the repairs were conplete! If we'd waited unti

the 'ponies were fixed, we wouldn't have been caught up in this nmess, we m ght

have been well on our way to searching the Cona Berenices quadrant by now
Vll, ny nother always told ne, 'Haste makes waste,' but | was always in too

much of a hurry to listen to her."

"It rs not a waste if we are able to hel p people desperately in need," Acorna
said, but her lovely eyes clouded over at this rem nder of how nuch tinme the

stopover at Rushinma had cost them "Soneday we will find ny people . . . and
you know, Calum if we had waited for Pal and M. Li to agree that the
AcaSecki was ready, we would still be on Maganos!"

Calumhad to agree with that. Still, he hoped that the Rushi nese got over
their suspicions of the Haven quickly. The |longer he was away from Mercy, the
nmore he missed her . . . and since he had prom sed hinself to see Acorna

safely with her own people before he was free to be with Mercy, it was a kind
of torture to be delayed and del ayed here, where they had barely begun their
quest .

"The settlers are arriving," Acorna said. "Let ne see what | can do to get

t hem organi zed, and you can try to rai se Maganos. She gave hi m an
understanding smle. "Mercy, | mean, all our friends, will want to know what
we are doing."

Cal um found that he did not particularly |like being "understood."” One of the
many things he |liked about Mercy was that even if she coul d guess what he was
t hi nki ng, she never told himso!l

Oh, well, soon enough they would be on their way out to the Coma Berenices
guadrant, and he could apply hinself to nice straightforward probl ens of
astrogation instead of the nost chaotic, unpredictable problens of all
peopl e.

Still, this mght well be his last chance to conmunicate with Mercy in
private; it was thoughtful of Acorna to give himthe opportunity. For the
first time in days, Calum activated the Aca()ecki's comunit.

Before Cal um could enter his request, though, the comunit gave forth the
nerve-w acki ng squeal that signaled an incom ng spurt-nmessage. He sighed and
waited the interm nable seconds while the spurt codes chattered across the
screen, then watched a blurry imge gradually beconme cl earer and cl earer as
t he Aca”ecki's conputer expanded the conpressed nessage. As the face on the
screen becane recogni zabl e, Calum sat upright and tensed.

What was Rafik doing in this sector, close enough to send conpressed visual s?
Had their first nessage fromthe Haven gotten through after all, sending Rafik
on a wi |l d-goose chase to rescue then? He'd never live that down.

Rafik's first intelligible words, once the entire spurt was expanded, proved
this was not the case; the call for help had not in fact been received, but
the "all clear" message had. And Rafi k was coming on a conpletely different
errand. Calumlistened with growi ng surprise, replayed the message not once
but twi ce to nake sure he had understood it correctly, then set the corn
receivers on "automatic." He had to find Acorna at once!



They had set the AcaSecki down in the nuddy | ake where they'd first |anded,
thinking that a logical place to start the restoration of Rushima would be

wi th Joshua Fl ouse and the settlers who al ready knew Cal um and Acorna. Once

t hese wat erl ogged hectares had been dried out and restored to productivity,

t he Rushi nese would be nore likely to trust the good intentions of the
Second- Generati on kids who now controlled the Haven. But Dr. Hoa had warned
that the process of draining and drying the area through weather nodification
was likely to be brutal; even with Calum s mathemati cal hel p, they could
neither predict nor control effects with the accuracy desirabl e when worki ng
over popul ated communities.

Cal um was rather disconcerted when he canme out to find the | anding area
deserted, while Acorna stood fetlock-deep in the clarified water
absent mi ndedly picking up and tasting snmall floating strands of fil anentous
al gae. "Hey, where'd everybody go?"

"They are building rafts,” Acorna inforned him "to ferry their possessions
across the pond. There was some di scussion of asking us to set down in a drier
spot, but they could not agree on one; every little hill that is not actually
underwater is too full of livestock and refugees."

"Ch. Well, their choice, | guess,” Calumsaid, "as long as they don't take too
| ong about it. " Wth Rafik's amazing news to inpart, he couldn't really

get too interested in the settlers' |ogistical problenms. "Anyway, |'ve got
something to tell you. Acorna, we don't need to go on in the Aca<)ecki
There' |l be no need to test ny programto find your hone."

The jubilant note in Calumis voice startled Acorna. "Wat are you tal king
about ?" She had never seen Calumlike this before. H s eyes blazed, and his
fair hair stuck up in an untidy quiff along the top of his head.

"I"ve heard fromthe Unhuru. Rafik is com ng here." "Rafik?" She felt slow and
stupid, unable to think clearly. Something very inportant was about to happen
or had happened; she couldn't tell which. It wasn't about Rafik, though; so
she focused on the details to sl ow down the inportant thing, which she was not
ready to hear. "But he was not on Maganos or Laboue. How did he know we were
her e?"

"He was on Maganos -when our message got through. And you'll never guess why!"

Acorna thought she did not want to guess. "Does he know everything is al

right now? " she asked. Calum had sent another nmessage as soon as they knew
the situation on board the Haven, but perhaps Rafik had taken off for Rushima
before that spurt cane through. Wy el se woul d he be com ng?

"I guess so." Calum scrubbed one hand over his head; the short yellow hair
flattened |i ke hay under a great wi nd, then sprang up again, quivering wth
excitement. "I nean, he must; | gather only the second nessage got through
The first one nust have been killed when | shut down so fast. But there's

ot her news. Acorna, he's not com ng alone. Like | just said, we don't need to
go on with the search for your hone."

It had been the first thing he'd said, and she had known at once what it mnust
mean. She had been hol di ng the meani ng away from her, bracing herself agai nst
it, trying to keep himfromsaying it with all her questions about Rafik. But
it could be del ayed no | onger

"They have found us," she said, slowmy, and regretted it the next instant.
Hal f the bright exultation drained from Calum s face.



"Yes-1 wanted to tell you. How did you know?" "I guessed. Wy el se would he
stop here?" Acorna felt as if she were feeling her way with bare hooves across
a shaki ng quagmre, treacherous ground that m ght dissolve under her at any
monent. "So . . . they are coming for me?" Calum confirmed her guess. "Wth
Rafi k?" "They have their own ship, of course. They think it is faster

Rafik is not so sure, but he wanted to be sure you had the news before they
reached Rushinma. He thought it might be too great a shock if you saw t hem
wi t hout war ni ng. "

"That was . . . considerate of him" Shock? What was that? This nunbness

t hrough whi ch she noved, hal f-di senmbodi ed, hal f-sinking under feelings she did
not recogni ze-was that shock? She felt as if she had been poi soned; her |inbs
tingled, and her eyes could not take in the Iight that had been there a nonment
ago. If she had really been poi soned, though, she would be able to hea
herself. And this noving darkness was not sonething she could heal with a
touch ot her horn.

"Acorna?" Cal um sounded far away. "Acorna! Are you all right? | thought you'd
be happy!" "Of course |'m happy,"” she said with an effort. She forced a
snmle to her lips. "My people. My dream conme true. How could | be anything

el se but happy, dear Cal un®"

"Well, that's what | thought," he said, still sounding doubtful, "but for a
nmonent you | ooked alnost ill. Are you comi ng down with something, do you

t hi nk? But you shouldn't . . . you don't get sick."

"No nore | do," she agreed, with another snmile. "I think | was a little dizzy

for a noment. It was quite a shock, you know. " She thought of the

di sappoi ntnent that Cal um nust have been loyally concealing. Such a good
friend ... he and G Il and Rafik had al ways been so good to her, the only
fam |y she had ever known. He had wanted to di scover her home hinsel f, not
have the | ocation handed to him The | east she could do now was play up to
hi m

"And, Calum now we will not have to wait nonths to find out whether your
deductions were correct. My . . . people will surely be able to tell us the
exact location fromwhich they came. Wn't it be interesting to find out

whet her it matches the destinati on we chose on the basis of your progran?" He

could still have the satisfaction of being proved accurate ... if he had been
correct.
Calumgrinned. "You're right! W don't need a construction proof; we'll have

an exi stence one! And anot her thing-"
"Calum you know | don't speak mathematics," Acorna said in warning.

"Not about ny program About your people! Rafik says they are tel epathic,
isn't that wonderful ? And they have a very high code of ethics; it took them
quite a tinme to decide whether we were worthy to know them "™ Calumblithely
condensed what Rafik had al ready abbrevi ated, the Linyaari discussion over
whet her humans were linyarii or khievii. "Ch, by the way, they call thenselves
Li nyaari, although | expect it just means sonmething |like 'People' in their

| anguage. Their technol ogy is way beyond ours in sone respects-apparently

t hey' ve got sone kind of automatic |anguage-|earning system The ones who are
com ng al ready speak Basic, so you'1ll be able to talk to themright away,
isn't that great? And best of all, Acorna, one of themis your aunt!" Cal um
beamed as if he were giving her a wonderful present.



"Talk to thenP" Acorna said faintly.

"Yes, right away. Although now | think of it, you probably won't need to use
Basic. If they're telepathic, you rmust be, too. You'll just be able to nerge
mnds with them"

"That's . . . wonderful."

Cal um | ooked suddenly uncertain. "Your own people, a famly of your own .
Acorna, don't quite forget us, will you? GIlI and Rafik and ne?"

Acorna stood up, pleased to find that her |legs would, after all, support her
St andi ng, she was now taller than this one of her three foster parents.

"Calum | wll never forget you. You three are ny famly, and nothing can
change that," she said firmy. "But I ... | need to think. Do you mind if | go
out for a run now? | can think better in the fresh air."

"Al'l right, but be careful, won't you? Al that heavy weather's done sone
funny things to the terrain. You don't want to go spraining an ankle or
getting your mane snagged in a wire fence," Calum warned, exactly |ike any
over anxi ous parent who can't quite grasp that his or her child is grown-up

The fetl ock-deep water slowed Acorna and forced her to lift her feet high as
she set off at a steady pace for the distant horizon. She had to stay
constantly aware of m nor changes in the underlying ground which she could not
see through the nmud her running stirred up. She was grateful for the
difficulties of running; they were a wel cone distraction from her thoughts.

Al'l too soon, however, she reached the edge of the | ake bed and was runni ng
upward over a gentle slope covered with soggy wet grass that squel ched
underfoot but required no particular attention froma runner. The oversweet
snell of rotting vegetation cane up to her nostrils with each breath; the |and
was wat er| ogged, water-poi soned. But under the cover of soggy, rotten dead
grass there mght be living roots and the pronise of newlife in a gentler
season. WAs there a simlar promse for her, of life ~ an environnent that was
truly hers? O was she a nisfit, neither of the Linyaari nor of the race that
had fostered her? As Acorna's pace evened out she found unwel cone thoughts
and fears once again plaguing her. Her people . . . did that nean Cal um and
Rafi k and GI1l were no longer hers? Calum had asked her not to forget them

but was the truth not nore likely to be that they would soon forget her?

What had she ever been to thembut a burden and a conplication? They'd | ost
mning time to raise her frominfancy, lost their jobs to protect her from
Amal gamat ed' s unet hical scientists, and then had been thoroughly entangled in

her crusade to rid Kezdet of child labor ... a cause they m ght synpathize
wi th, but would surely never have undertaken but for her. Even now their lives
were being distorted around hers. Did Gl really want to be a foster parent

to the children relocated on Maganos, or did he secretly long for the freedom
of asteroid mning? Did Rafik resent being called away from House Harakamn an
busi ness? Was he only coning to Rushi ma because his sense of duty required him
to be present when Acorna nmet her own peopl e? And as for Calum woul d he ever
have undertaken the long and risky voyage they'd planned if he had not felt it
his own duty to restore Acorna to her honme? Certainly he had not seened al

t hat di sappointed to |l earn the voyage and search were no | onger necessary.

As she breasted the hill and began | oping down into the |ong valley before
her, Acorna decided that the three ex-mners would probably be only too happy
to hand her over to "her people" and know their responsibility to her -was
ended.



And what ot her? She was supposed to be ecstatically happy at being reunited
-with her own race. Wasn't that -what this whol e voyage had been about ? Now
Acorna faced the fact that she had never really inmagined an end to the voyage.
The planet Calum had targeted as her probable hone lay so far away that the
prospect of reaching it had never been quite real to her. Now, w thout the
expected nonths of waiting and preparation, suddenly she was supposed to
rejoice at being thrown into the arnms of these strangers. They m ght | ook |ike
her, but what else would there be to |link then? "Linyaari," she whispered to
the wind, trying out the unfamliar word. "Linyarrri? Liiinyar?"

The word evoked no recognition in her, any nore than the syllables of her
native | anguage that G Il and Rafik insisted she had pronounced when t hey
first net her. "Awi," she'd said aloud then. "Lalli." They were nonsense
syl l ables to her now, nothing nore.

Cal um was occupied with figuring the rate of thrust required to take off the
mass soon to be inserted into the spaceshi p when Acorna got back to the
AcaSeckl, tired and sweaty from her |ong run. She used nost of their fresh
water in frantic showering, afraid the approaching Linyaari woul d be disgusted
by the sight of a hot, sweaty, barbarian relative, then purified the water and
let it trickle back into the tank. Wapped in a dark green towel, nervous over
the com ng neeting and what it might nmean to her, she considered the mneager
war dr obe choi ces available to her. She hadn't been thinking of clothes when
they made their getaway from Maganos. The only inportant thing then had been
to begin the search and escape fromwell-neaning attenpts to delay. Now, as
she surveyed the avail able choices with nounting di smay, perhaps sublimating
her fear over what the next few hours might hold, clothing assumed an

i mportance it had never before had for her

Al'l she had brought were plain ship's coveralls and an assortment of gaudy

di sgui ses such as the one she had donned while pretending to be a Didi. Al

t he di sguises were frothy and el aborate, to match the large, lavishly
decorated hats she used to cover her horn; they were not to Acorna's taste at
all. She would not neet her newfound rel atives in something she considered

vul gar and garish-but would they be insulted if she wore only her everyday
shi ps coveral |l s? What woul d such highly civilized beings wear? Did they dress
for dinner, like the characters in historical vids? Maybe they were clothed in
shimering force fields of |light and woul d thi nk anyt hing she donned quai nt
and provinci al .

Cal um was aroused fromhis brown study by a tall, slender, agitated female
weari ng nothing but yards of green towel, a silyer nane, and a sprinkling of
water droplets. "Calum this is inpossible!" she declared. "I don't even know
when they will be here or what they wear! Wat if they don't like nme? Wat if
they think | |ook barbarian and provincial? What if ... and | can't even talk
to them" she exclainmed, flinging up her arns. "I don't remenber-" The towel

sl i pped, and she nade a hasty grab for the top edge just in time to avert

di saster. "I don't remenber any words of their |anguage. My | anguage. They're
telepathic. 1'mnot, so -what if |I'msonme kind of a nental defective by their
standards? You said they had troubl e decidi ng whet her human bei ngs were worthy
of an alliance with their race, and | ook what they had to study-GI1l, Judit,
Rafik, M. Li ... if they aren't good enough for the Linyaari, howwll | ever
measure up?" Her eyes were silver lines in dark pools of distress, and she was
begi nni ng to nake the whinnying sound that was as cl ose as she ever canme to
sobbi ng al oud.

"Hold on a minute, girl," Calumsaid, "you' re not being rational here."

"Ch, yes, | am" Acorna contradicted him "I ambeing quite rational; | have



t hought this whole thing out very carefully, and Cal um

thi s-is-not-going-to-work! | cannot neet them don't you see?" She whirled
away fromhim silver hair flying through the air, and he thought that not al

t he noisture on her face had cone from her recent shower. He w shed to Cod
Judit were here, she'd know how to calm Acorna domn. O Gll. O even Rafik!
Wiy did it have to be himwho was stuck with the task? A nan didn't specialize
i n mat hemati cs because he had a rare talent for human rel ationships. Al Calum
had was reason and | ogic, and he made one nore attenpt to apply it.

"Acorna, how do you know you're not telepathic? If it only works between
menbers of your race, and you' ve never been around any others - "

"I just know," she interrupted him She had thrown a second towel over her
head and shoul ders and was rubbing vigorously as if to dry off her hair; her
voi ce was muffled by layers of fuzzy fabric. "1'd have felt sonething before
nowif | were a telepath. |I shouldn't be surprised if they exposed ne at
birth. You know t he ancient Greeks used to do that with defective offspring,
or even superfluous girls-1 amcertainly superfluous to them don't you think?
What woul d they want with sone barbarian who can't even speak their |anguage?
Only, being such a high-tech race, naturally they wouldn't just |eave ne on a
nmount ai nt op. A space capsul e nust be a much better neans of disposal, don't
you see? After all, the nountain thing wasn't totally reliable-1ook at

Cedi pus. "

"Who's he?" Calum was conpletely out of his depth now.

"Really, Calum" Acorna said in tones of freezing superiority fromthe depths
of her covering towels, "don't you read anything? He was exposed because of a
prophecy that he would murder his father, only a shepherd took himin and
raised him and then one day he net his real father at a crossroads and they
got in a fight and of course Qedi pus didn't know who he was, so he killed him
and then . . . well, after then he behaved nost inproperly, all through not
knowi ng anyt hing about his origins, and | think eventually he blinded hinself.
So you see why | can't nmeet them™

"I see you're talking a |lot of nonsense,"” Calumsaid. "I never net this
Cedi pus chap, and what's nore | don't want to, because he sounds quite | oopy
to nme. You're not |oopy, and you' re not going to kill anybody, and the

Li nyaari want you. They've conme one hell of a long way for you, so | nost
seriously doubt that they sent you off in an escape pod to begin with. It'll
have been some kind of accident, that's all, and no doubt they'll explain it
all when they get to Rushima."

Acorna had dropped the towel that covered her head and was nodding silently.
Under the illusion that he had cal med her fears, Calum made the m stake of
addi ng, "Now why don't you just get dressed; pick out some pretty thing; you
want to | ook nice when your people get here.”

"You don't understaaaand," Acorna wailed, and was off again, hiccuping and

whi nnyi ng. Cal um patted her shoul der and prayed to the Gods of Bal anced
Equations that G I, Judit, Rafik, somebody who understood fermal es would reach
t hem before the Linyaari showed up and wanted to know why he'd been upsetting
their foundling. But to his great relief, she cal ned herself quickly enough
and was once agai n-at |least on the surface-the quiet, sweet-tenpered girl he
had raised. It was the arrival of Joshua Flouse with the first rafts that
restored her to normal. On hearing the splashing approach of the settlers,
Acorna qui ckly dashed cold water over her face and slipped into her coveralls.
"I amsorry," she said. "I have been foolish, and -we have work to do. Cal um
do you not need to go to the Haven and coll ect that working party? "



"Mght as well take the first load of settlers to high ground, then go on to
the Haven fromthere," Calum decided. "But they'll have to | eave their goods
here for now, except for what each one can carry; when | get the kids
dirtside, they can do the heavy lifting.

That deci si on, announced by Calum caused a furor, which only Acorna could
calm As she waded through the | ake, speaking quietly to each group of
settlers with their raftload of treasured personal possessions, the cries of
outrage di ed down and the Rushinese farners grudgingly poled their rafts back
to the soggy "shore." Once there, Joshua Fl ouse displayed the talent for

| eadershi p that had made hi m spokesman for this settlement, quickly separating
each pile of personal goods into those that were too fragile to be left and
those that m ght reasonably survive Hoa's weather nodifications if carefully
stored in an out buil ding.

Even with this division, and with Calums requirenent that each refugee carry
hi s own possessions, he and Acorna wound up doing far nore than their share of
physi cal |abor. Children and ol d people and invalids had to be hel ped into the
Aca()ecki., and the hel pers could not carry anything el se. Calum personally
stowed a tea set brought at great expense fromthe Shenjem hone, piece by
fragile piece, and then cursed hinself for wasting time with such trinkets
when he saw Acorna wadi ng through muddy water with twin infants clinging to
her neck and caressing her horn. By the tinme the Acadeckl was filled with

ref ugees, Cal um and Acorna and the abl e-bodi ed men and wonen of the
settlenent, who'd chosen to see their weakest nenbers to safety first, were
al |l exhausted and dripping with mud and sweat. But the | abor seened to have
been good for Acorna; or perhaps it was the twitters and coos of the babies
who were entranced by her horn and silvery nmane that had restored the shine to
her eyes. The settlers' hard-won cal mal nost disintegrated, though, when
Calumtold Acorna to board the Accuiecki, that they could take no nore
passengers on this trip.

"How do we know you' 11 be back?" cried a burly man who'd all but exhausted
hi nsel f hel pi ng weaker settlers board the ship.

"You're not going with ny babies, and me not with them " a young not her
excl ai med fiercely.

The i mm nent danger of a riot was averted when Acorna stepped out of the ship
bef ore Cal um coul d stop her

"I will stay with you," she said in her clear, sweet voice, and the uneasy
group subsided at once.

"Well, if she stays....'

"You're a dammed fool, Kass," somebody said to the burly man who'd begun the
protest. "Qughta know there's no funny business when the likes other is

i nvol ved. "

"*Onvd |1l s'posed to know that?" the unlucky Kass protested. "Never seen not hni
i ke her before, did I?"

"Just gotta look at her . . . besides, she cleared the water for us, didn't
she?"

Acorna gently urged the people away fromthe base of the ship and waved at
Calum "CGo on," she urged him "Everything will be all right."

Not without misgivings, Calumlifted off once the settlers on the ground were



wel | clear of the area. What would Rafik and GIl say to himif they knew he'd
| eft Acorna al one, even briefly, in such circunstances? But there seened
little choice . . . and with any luck, they never -would know

Acorna was not the least bit concerned for herself as Calumlifted off; she
didn't have time for that. There were too many wet, nuddy, disgruntled people
to be hel ped into sone senbl ance of organization, too many piles of hastily
abandoned househol d goods which the owners had left with anxiety and a great
many | ast-m nute nessages: "M nd and keep all my things together and don't |et

that Auntie Nagah be poking around in them ... Be “re they stow those

dat acubes of m ne sonewhere safe and dry, that's the only library on al
Rushima. . . . Now be sure and keep that table upside down, see, one of the
legs falls off if you pick it up the other way, but 'er's a good table and
solid."”

Solid " "er" certainly was; Acorna had to enlist the help of Flouse and Kass

to get it carried as far as the soggy bank. "Leave it there," Flouse said.
"I"ll ask one of the dryland settlenments to send a notodray-all ours are fair
ruined with this wet, see?" He wi ped his sweating forehead. "Blest if | know
how ol d Labrish ever got it that far, and himhalf-crippled with the
rheunmatics.”

Acorna rubbed the small of her back in rueful agreenent. Although strong, she
was already tired fromcarrying nost of the children to the ship. But they
seened cal mer in her arnms than in anybody else's, even their parents'.

One of the parents was sitting, at the water's edge, uncaring of the nud that
sneared the cuffs other coveralls, crying quietly. The wonan's tears ran in an
unendi ng stream down her face to join the silty water of the acres-w de
shal | ow "1 ake. "

Acorna recogni zed the young not her who'd protested against her children being
taken of f without her.
"They will be all right," she said quietly, sitting down beside the
grief-stricken woman wi t hout regard for her own clothes. "I prom se you that.
And very soon Calumw Il cone back for nore people, and you will be with them
again, in a nice dry place where you can get themclean and they can sleep dry
and warmi won't that be better?"

"They'll be frightened without ne!"

"But you'll be with themvery soon," Acorna repeated, "and in the neantinme .
they do have your own elders fromthis settlement to watch them and Cal um
hinself is very good with children.”

The young woman sniffled. "Doesn't |ook |like a man who'd have nmuch patience
with their little ways."

"Looks are deceiving," Acorna said with a smle. "Calumraised ne from
i nfancy, and he is nmuch nore patient than he seens.

"You? Garn!" The woman | ooked up and down Acorna's tall body. "He ain't hardly
ol d enough!"

"Looks," Acorna repeated, "are deceiving." She did not add that it was her
appear ance, not Calums, which was deceptive; the settlers had accepted her
strange |l ooks with surprising equaninmty. She did not wish to rem nd them of
her alien nature by explaining that she cane of a race which could apparently
grow to physical maturity in just four years.



By personally promsing to see that the young wonan was taken on the very next
shi pload, and talking in a |ow, soothing voice, Acorna got her sonewhat cal ned
down; and that calmseened nmagically to spread through the crowd. This was
shattered as the roar of a ship's engines filled the air and all but drowned
out the voices of those on the ground.

"Ch, good," Acorna said cheerfully, "see, here's the Accu)ecki back already.

." But it didn't sound like her own dear ship; in fact, it didn't sound
quite right for any ship she had ever heard. It cane down nuch too quickly,
and the roar stopped too abruptly, and she had barely glinpsed a flash of gold
and scarlet before it landed with a hiss of escaping heat that turned the
shal | ow | ake bed to a wall of steam cl ouds.

As the clouds cleared, Acorna saw a craft not dissimlar in shape to the
U-cl ass starships of Delszaki Li's fleet, but ornanented with gaudy scrollwork

of scarlet-and-gilt ribbon shapes that curved about the hull. She blinked and
rubbed her eyes. How did they do that? No decorative paint could survive
repeat ed searing journeys through a planet's atnosphere ... no paint known to

humani ty, she thought with a flash of panic, and suddenly the ship seened
utterly and conpletely alien

Around her there were sudden cries of fear, and the young nother beside her
leapt to her feet with the evident intention of running away. Acorna junped
up, too, if only to keep the girl with her; if these people ran in panic, this
frail young woman and many others might slip and be tranpled . . . who were
these new arrival s? They could only be the Linyaan . . . her people.

My peoples-alien, alien, alien-no, ny owmn people. Her heart thudded
irregularly, and the young nmother pulled away fromher with the strength of
sudden, desperate panic. Acorna realized suddenly that she herself was
contributing to the fear of the cromd. Perhaps if she could cal m down and set
an exanmpl e

"There is nothing to be afraid of," she said, trying to keep her voice from
shaki ng. She raised it slightly. "You don't know who is in that ship, but I
know. These are nore of ny kind. You aren't afraid of me, are you? Well, then
They' ve come to help, not to hurt you."

As her comonsense words percol ated through the crowd, the nonmentary danger of
a panic-stricken flight passed. The settlers were still nervous, Acorna could
feel that in the tense nmovenents of their bodies and the way they stood poised
on both feet as if ready to fight or flee; but they were listening to reason
agai n.

If indeed it was reason ... she could not be sure that this alien ship held
her own people, could she? And yet, beyond all reason, Acorna was sure of it,
even before a hatchway too far up the side of the ship opened and | et down a

| adder whose treads were too steeply set for human | egs, even before the eerie
sensation of looking in a distant mrror came over her at the sight of tall

sl ender, silver-haired people slowy descending the | adder with their hands
open in a sign of peace and the golden horns on their heads glittering in the
Rushi nese sunshi ne.
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There she is ... ny 'Khornya . . . our 'Khornyal



(W must tell her . . . them. . . now It would be wong to keep themin
i gnorance, Neeva, and there are surely enough of us here to prevent any
panic.)

(Let ne greet my 'Khornya first. Can we not have this one nmoment in peace
wi t hout being rem nded of. . . )

Acorna had a confused i mage of sonmething alien and terrifying, sonething Iike
a netallic ant heap withing with hatred and destruction

(As you will. But she nmust be told soon.)

They were wi thin speaking distance now, lifting their |long, el egant |egs clear
of the nuddy water with each delicate step. Behind them Acorna recognized
Nadhari Kando, Del szaki Li's personal bodyguard. She had no energy left to try
and figure out what Nadhari was doing here; all her attention was on the
beings so like and yet unlike herself, who were so rudely discussing her to
her face. Acorna couldn't figure out how she had heard them so clearly even
when they were still quite sone distance away, but it didn't really matter

NOW.

"What is it you need to tell ne?" she asked.

The tall woman in the | ead blinked and said sonething in a rush of liquid,
nasal i zed sounds that meant nothing to Acorna. She shook her head, feeling
dull and stupid, and suddenly all too aware of the sweat that soaked her
coveralls and the nud that ornanented themin soggy brown bl otches.

(I thought you said she was old enough to speak "when Vaanye and Feriila took
her on that trip, Neeval Wiat's the matter with her? Is she retarded, do you
t hi nk?)

(Probably negl ected. They -woul dn't know how to care for one of us.)

Vll! In all her childish fantasies about finally meeting her own peopl e,
she'd never imagi ned anything like this! Acorna bl ew out an indignant "Wuff!"
t hrough her nostrils and lifted her head proudly, forgetting the nud on her
coveralls and all her doubts about being acceptable to these Linyaari

"There is nothing the matter with ne," she said slowy and clearly, "except
that | amafflicted with inconsiderate relatives. | used to imagine all sorts
of things about the people of nmy race, but one thing | never thought of was
that they would be rude. | amnot retarded, and Calumand G || and Rafik took
better care of nme than you can conceive, and | am proud to have been raised by
them "

Besi de her, the young nother she'd befriended stirred uneasily.

"What cha tal kin' about?" she denanded. "They ain't said nothing yet, 'cept
that foreign gibble-gabble, and I don't think you understood that any nore
than | did!"

Acorna frowned, puzzled. It was true - she had not understood the only thing
t hat had been spoken; and yet they had said those other things . . . hadn't
t hey?

(Oh, ny dear 'Khornya! Have you never heard m nd-speech before?)

(O course she hasn't, Neeva. Renenber, barbarians raised her.)



(Don't pay any attention to Thariinye, nmy dear. He is incurably rude
hardly linyarii!)

The untransl atable word carried, in nind-speech, all its connotations of
"real -people-like-us," "civilized," "sapient," and "ethical ."

Acorna started to speak, then deliberately closed her |ips and thought at the
ot hers.

(Perhaps ... | amnot. .. linyarii.. . either. It is true ... | was raised by
t hese people ... you call "barbarians"... AND | LOVE THEM) she finished in a
desperat e unnodul at ed rush

A woman st andi ng behind the | eader winced. (Do try and teach her not to SHOUT,
Neeva. )

Then Neeva's arns were about Acorna, and she touched horn to horn, and with
that contact came a flood of enotion not translatable into any words: joy, and
nmour ning for the parents Acorna could not remenber, and absol ute,

uncondi ti onal wel cone.

(You are both linyarii and Liinyar, and you are ours,) Neeva thought with
absol ute conviction. (I am Neeva of the Renyil aaghe, visedhaanye ferilii of
this expedition, and you are 'Khornya of the Renyil aaghe, mny sister-child.

Your parents were Feriila and Vaanye of the Renyil aaghe; you have Feriila's
eyes.) And Neeva's clan nmenories surged into Acorna: a blue-green grassy world
of rolling hills and bright streans. A tall man with eyes the deep silver of

t he shadowed grass, who sniled and tossed a | aughing baby up in his arns; a
sweet - f aced woman whose silver eyes were the mirror of Acorna's own; feast
days of flowers and singing, little furry animals that chattered in the trees.

-)
"My dream " excl ai ned Acorna al oud

Neeva drew back slightly, but still keeping both hands on Acorna's shoul ders.
"Your ... dreanP" she asked in slightly nasal Basic.

It had been a treasured dreamthat sonetinmes canme to Acorna in the drowsy
nonent s between sl eepi ng and waki ng, sonetines not for nonths at a tine,
sonmetines two or three tines in a single week. It was anong her earliest
nmenories, and it had been in her mnd even before that, for GII and Rafik had
told her that as soon as she learned a few words of Basic she had occasionally
wakened speaki ng of strangely col ored skies and demanding angrily to know the
nane of an animal they had never heard of.

Halti ngly, Acorna told Neeva of the fragnents she retained froma dreamt hat
had al ways | eft her feeling safe and | oved. "There was a garden where the
grass was soft and al nost blue, and soneone held me up to see the

singi ng-fuzzies in the trees. "

"No dream " said Neeva, and the silver pupils of her eyes narrowed to vertica
lines. "That was a garden in the clan-house of the Renyil aaghe. Your father

Vaanye used to take you to see the thiliiri in the trees there; he said you
sang like a thiilir instead of crying like an ordinary youngling. And Feriila
and | would chat while Vaanye played with you . . . don't you remenber?"

Acorna shook her head, feeling her own pupils contract |ike Neeva's.

"No matter, no matter." Neeva rested her horn against Acorna's for a brief



monent of infinitely reassuring contact. "You are ours, our menories are your
menories, you will share themall as we do." Underneath the spoken words
Acorna could hear a cry of grief and pity. (How could you survive so, al

al one?)

(I was NOT al one,) she thought, and her own nenories of GIl and Rafik and
Cal um fl ooded into Neeva's mind

(I see,) said Neeva in a nmuch-altered tone. (W had not expected there could
be a bonding. . . .)

"Not a bonding, not like that," Acorna said, since Neeva's sense of bonding
meant a physical, sensual tie. (They nurtured nme, taking turns. .. .) She
touched horns again with her aunt and let | oose a nmyriad of scenes from being
bathed as a small child in a small sink to her sanpling all the plants in the
' poni es, to understanding "no," and then |learning howto read and wite, and
how to do nore inportant things like find rheniumwhere they didn't know it
woul d be, and understandi ng equati ons and how to place bets to win. And, npst
of all, protecting her fromthose who thought her deforned.

(Deformed?) And the others echoed the word, shocked. Especially the tallest,
who stood slightly apart fromthe other two wonen. Fromthat one, Acorna
sensed masculinity and pride and sonething else. If that was what a grown
Liinyar nmale looked like . . . well . . . Acorna forced her thoughts away from
that area

(Yes, defornmed. They nearly took it off.)
(They nearly what?) Al four Linyaari cringed, and the male actually put a

qui ck hand up to his horn, as if protecting it fromthe very thought of such
an action.

(So you see, | owe much to GII, Rafik, and Calum They never, ever left ne
al one.) j
(Yes, my dear child, we will express our gratitude for their care of you in a

substantial manner.) Neeva drew Acorna a little farther away fromthe clutch
of settlers who were distinctly interested in what was goi ng on

"I ain't heard 'imsay nuch at all," the young worman conpl ai ned. "Just
touchin' them horns together |ike stags back on Shenjem . And they ain't
neit her of them stags."

Neeva beckoned to Khaari to join themin a three-point touching so that
Khaari's personality could reduce the shock of what they had to inpart to
Acor na.

So it was that Acorna | earned about the Khieevi and why her parents had needed
to send her fromtheir ship to prevent her capture. Both Linyaari cushioned
her against the horrible scenes of torture that the Khieevi perpetrated on
hel pl ess Linyaari Acorna pitied the poor victinms and understood why her
parents had wanted to spare her fromit and give her that one slimchance to
live.

(We are also here to warn this quadrant of the galaxy that the Khieevi are on
their way here,) Khaari said, nuzzling Acorna with her horn to reduce the
shock that did, indeed, shudder its way through Acorna.

She broke their hold, |ooking about in shock at the poor bedraggled settlers.



(Be easy, Acorna) Khaari said sharply. (You are broadcasting fear, and they
will sense it. Melireenya, help us danpen this. Thaari, you, too. As | said
help is on its way. This Rafik has called upon an arny. . . .)

"I's that why Nadhari's here?" Acorna managed to peek over at the short woman
who was standing in a parade-rest position, not seeming to | ook at anything,
but, if Acorna knew the wonman, and she did, seeing everything. Only what could
Nadhan do, trained and intrepid as she was, agai nst people who frightened the
tall, el egant Linyaari? (Several come. These people will be safe. But you
must be in the safest place,) Neeva said, sliding one hand around Acorna's
slim shoul ders. (For -we nust not | ose you again. Cone, into our ship.)

"No. | pronmised that | would stay here until the Aca”ecki cones to take

anot her | oad away from here. And these are not the only ones that nust be
protected,"” Acorna said, backing away from her own people. "I can go nowhere
until the entire planet is evacuated if the Khieevi things are comng this
way. "

"We can take zumin our ship," Neeva said, glancing over and doing a nental
count of the heads she could see. "But not all."

"Al'l, or | don't leave this planet."

(I't is obvious she is linyarii,) Thariinye said in a bored tone. (Only fenal es
wi Il support a | ost cause.)

(Be still with such foolish talk, Thaari. W nust get her to safety. And | do
not think we will have rmuch tine.)

(The armies are com ng. W know t hat.)
(But when? And soon enough?)

"I don't go without these people and as many others as we can find," Acorna
sai d, and suddenly Nadhari Kando was besi de her

"That's telling them Lady Lukia," said the bodyguard in her gravelly voice.

Meanwhi | e, Rafik had reached the Haven, fully expecting to see Acorna awaiting
him The first ship he spotted in the huge hangar bay of the Starfarer ship
was the AcaSecki. He did not see the Linyaari ship. But his instrunmentation
had shown that the Linyaari ship had been far enough ahead of even his
superfast Uhuru to have | anded, collected Acorna, and been back before he
could arrive. Calumwas there, and Rafik charged angrily toward the one
famliar face, only to stop and stand stock-still when he realized that the
man next to Calumwas familiar, too.

"Johnny Greene, what in the name of m sbegotten inps, djinni, and Shaitans are
you doi ng here?" But he thunped Johnny on the back with nore enthusiasm Calum
t hought, than he had ever displayed on being reunited with his old mning
partners. "lIs Acorna on the bridge? Wiere's that fancy ship of the Linyaari?
know they made it to Rushi ma ahead of ne."

"W expect them at any nonent, Rafik," Calum said absently. He was absorbed in
counting the other old friends who were even now di senbarki ng fromthe Unhuru.
Judit, Pal, GI1I.

"Mercy? " he inquired hopefully.

"She felt it was her duty to stay ewith M. Li. He wasn't |ooking so good-oh



nothing to worry about,"” Rafik said. "W've been in touch with Maganos; he was
in bed for a few days but he's okay now, and anyway Uncle Hafiz is with him
Apparently he decided to raise the shield and"-he gestured hel plessly-"it's
rather a lot to explain. Now where's Acorna? "

"On Rushinma. "

"You |l eft her alone? On Rushim?" Rafik's coffee brown face faded to a di ngy
gray.

Calum gave Rafik a dirty look. "I'msure you woul d have arranged everything
much better if you' d been the one to get ki dnapped by Pal onel | ese space
pirates. Forgive nme, all | managed to do was rescue us"-actually Markel should

have gotten the credit for that, but Calum was past being reasonabl e-"help
recapture the Haven, and work out the mathematics needed for Dr. Hoa to
reverse the weat her devastati on on Rushinma. She's needed there now to help
with relocating the settlers to high ground, and so aml. | just stopped to
get a working party of kids off this ship.”

He had the slight satisfaction of seeing Rafik's eyes wi den

"Li ke you said," Calum added in an offhand tone, "it's rather a lot to
explain. Now, if you don't mind, | need to get on with the relocation. W have
to have all these people on high ground or off the planet before Dr. Hoa can
start. "

"Forget the high ground,” Rafik said in a strangled voice. "A different planet
is exactly what we need for them Maybe a whole different system™

It was Calums turn to goggle. Quickly Rafik filled himin on the threatened
i nvasi on whi ch had brought both the Uharu and the Linyaari to Rushina.

The corn unit on Johnny Greene's belt squawked suddenly.

"Armed force approaching.
"That'l|l be the Red Bracelets," Rafik said, and added, "l hope. . . ."

On their -way to the bridge he sketched the situation for Calum and Johnny,
who relayed the information to the Haven's young crew so that no further

expl anati ons were needed when they reached that area. Full-screen displays
gave a view of nine approachi ng ships: a dreadnought, flanked by two battle
cruisers and six destroyers, all of whomwere capable of carrying |ight
fighters within as the fleet now angled down to the sane plane as the Haven's
posi tion.

Rafi k gave a sigh of relief. "Yes, they're our people ... so to speak. W' ve
bought them for this engagenent-that is, Delszaki and Uncle Hafiz together
have."

Calum s eyes wi dened. "The entire Red Bracelet fleet? How are you-we-going to
pay for that?"

"That's all of your friend' s fleet?" the kid in charge of the displays snapped
over his shoulder. "Then who're these guys?"

The scene altered, and, although the screen s magnification had not been
changed, it was obvious that another triangle of nine ships-of a. design Rafik
had never seen before-was also closing fast on this sanme position



"The Khi eevi ?" Cal um asked.

"Must be," Rafik said. "I got a-well, a picture in my head from Neeva, she's
Acorna s nother s sister. "

Her aunt...

"I think they've got a different kinship structure. She calls herself
not her-sib to Acorna, and the feeling | get is that it's nore like a second
not her than an aunt."”

"What the hell difference does that make with the design of the Khieevi
shi ps?"

"None, but that's them" Rafik said, pointing. "And they're still far away,
because cl ose-up, Melireenya says the smallest of themis twice the size of
t he Haven."

Calum swore with great verve and inmagination, inpressing Mrkel.

"And Acorna s on Rushima "with those things coming after her? Wiy didn't it
occur to any of you great thinkers to mention this little invasion when you
were sending that joyous let'sreunite-the-famly spurt-nmessage? "

Cal um s scathing gl ance swept over Rafik and his conpanions. GII| turned red,
Pal stared strai ght ahead, and Judit dropped her eyes.

"Rafi k thought we shouldn't risk starting a panic anong the Rushinmese," GII
munbl ed.

"I't was your idea, actually," Rafik said.

"\What ever! Anyway, we all know now, and what are we going to do to protect
t hose people fromwhat's coming at then"

"First step,"” said Calum "is to get Acorna and the Linyaari up here, find out
what exactly they know about these Khieevi. These mi nd-pictures you' re talking
about can't be any substitute for a good discussion of strategy and tactics.
And as soon as the Red Bracelets are within range, we need to get their head
honcho in on the talks. You stay here and work on openi ng comunications wth
t he Kil unmbenbese, Johnny; 1've got to collect Acorna."

"I"'mcomng with you," said Pal in a tone that brooked no argunent.

When the Aca”ecki returned to settle in the extensive but shallow nud puddl e
that the Haven had created froma hectare of lowying fields. Pal was first
out of the hatch. He stopped in mdstride, shocked by the appearance of the
gaudy scarlet-and-gold ship that sat a short di stance away, and even nore
shocked by the sight of the Linyaari envoys scattered through the crowd of
Rushi nese settlers. Actually it wasn't that so nmuch that bothered him it was
the fact that Acorna was neither with the four envoys nor alone. The tall,
over beari ng young mal e who'd been arrested by a security guard on Maganos was
by her side, bending over her with an attentive expression that nade Pal want
to deck him Behind them stood Nadhari Kando, apparently relaxed . . . until
one noticed that she was lightly balanced on the balls of her feet, hands
free, eyes constantly scanning the space around Acorna for possible threats.

"Look at that oversize . . . stallion,"” Pal nmuttered to Calumin tones of
di sgust, as the other man joined him "Mking time with nmy girl while we've
got an energency on our hands!"



"I don't think she's your girl now Pal," Calumsaid sadly. "I don't think
she's any of ours, now "

"Yeah, but-"

"Save it for later," Calum advised him "For now, help ne figure out how we're
going to get Acorna and the others up to the Haven w t hout bei ng nobbed by the
Rushi nese. "

Pal hadn't served as Celszaki Li's personal assistant for years without

| earning how to keep a poker face and, nore inportant, howto spin a
convincing lie on the spur of the nonent. As he moved through the crowd,
grinning and repeating his tale about a purely tenporary glitch in the

resettl enment and the need to get help fromthese aliens in preparing adequate
facilities for all the waiting settlers, Calumcould al nost believe it
hinsel f. Certainly none of the Rushimese questioned Pal's story, though Cal um
t hought he saw a qui zzical |ook on the face of Joshua Fl ouse-a nan who, as
settl enent | eader, had undoubtedly had his own experience with making up

pl ausi bl e tal es.

Even Pal, though, could not keep the whole group of settlers cal mwthout the
hel p of the Linyaari. That becanme evident as he began, |ike a good sheep dog,
cutting out the aliens and neatly herding them out of the crowd and back to
the AcaSecki. He had to get themone at a tine, and as each one left, ripples
of unease stirred through the crowd, only settling when the renaining Linyaari
spaced themnmsel ves out nore evenly in the mass of humans.

Acorna was reluctant to come with Pal, but he explained that they needed

i nformation fromthe Linyaari, and that she, as the only person who could
conmuni cate with themtel epathically and who was also fanmliar with Basic
Interlingua, mght be needed to make sure that they understood the Linyaari

i nformati on about the Khieevi correctly. She and Thariinye were the |ast but
one of the Linyaari to cone aboard, followed by Nadhari Kando, who was taking
quite seriously her orders to guard Acorna at all tines; only Neeva remai ned
with the Rushinese

"She's not conming," Pal reported.

"Ch, yes, she is!" Calumstarted down the steps, prepared to bring the

Li nyaari Envoy Extraordinary to safety by force if necessary, but Acorna
caught his arm "Calum one of us nust remain here," she said in an urgent
undertone. "If | amtruly needed to interpret-"

"You are," Pal said in a firmtone that brooked no argunent.
"Then one of the envoys nmust stay." Her pupils narrowed. "I wish it were not
Neeva . . . but we Linyaari cannot all |eave."

"I don't see why!" How quickly she had identified herself with them "
Li nyaari" i ndeed!

we

"Yuu woul d not," drawl ed Thariinye. "W haff skills yuu know nothinn of..

anny one of us cann keep these beings calmin ways yuu do not unnerstan. Eeven
little 'Khornya could do it!" He put his arm around Acorna's shoul ders and
patted her arm patronizingly.

"It is true, Calum" Acorna said. "They . . . we . . . can put forth an aura
of peace and calmthat will keep the settlers from panicking. But if we all
go, and the AccSecki as well, they will surely think we are abandoning them"



Cal um thought grimy that this mght well be true, unless the Linyaari and the
humans on board the Haven could cone up with some way to protect an entire
continent full of far-flung, scattered settlenents fromimm nent invasion

Ri ght now, he'd kill for the secret to Uncle Hafiz's planetary shield. But
with the only man capable of installing it and making it work buried six feet
under on some distant planet, the Rushimese -and anybody el se on the surface
of Rushi ma-were dangerously, potentially fatally, exposed.

But he did not wish to say this to Acorna, nor to confess that his own
i medi ate objective was to get her to the relative safety of the Haven.
Rushima was virtually w thout defenses, and the AcaSecki didn't have
top-flight weaponry and defenses owing to his and Acorna's eagerness in
| eaving before the retrofit of the weapon systenms was conpl ete.

He began to forgive Rafik for his reticence about the Khieevi invasion. It was
not the sort of news one w shed to broadcast to an already unhappy crowd.

Nor did he care nuch, hinself, for the i dea of abandoning the Rushinmese to
their fate. He would bring Acorna and the Linyaari back to the Haven, but
after that he would be free to use the AcaSecki up to the last mnute in
ferrying the Rushimese . . . ewhere? The Haven coul d hardly provide space, |et
alone life support, for all the farmers in this and other settlenments. Perhaps
there were caves where the people could hide.

He would worry about it later, Calum decided, as he broke all records and
several safety regs in his eagerness to blast away from Rushi ma and get Acorna
to safety.. . and, as a minor objective, to get her out from between Pal and
Thariinye, who had strapped in on opposite sides of her with the evident
intention of glaring at one another and exchangi ng barely veiled insults al

t he way back.

Fortunately, it took only a matter of minutes to reach the Haven and dock, and
once on board, Calum di scovered that a solution to the problem of the

Rushi nese settlers had already been found ... if the Red Bracelets would go
along with it. Already a harsh Kilunmbenbese voice crackled fromthe spurt
decoder.

"Admiral |kwaskwan to Haven, regardi ng your requestDenied. My nmen canme to
fight the eneny, not to baby-sit civilians. It is not in our contract to
performtransport services for these . . . farners!”

Rafi k spoke into the recorder. "Wth respect, Admiral, we believe you wll
find that Section 19, Subsection iii, Paragraph (b) of your contract requires
you to operate under ny direct command in all nmatters not specifically
mlitary. | do hope we can resolve this matter anicably; penalties for
forfeiture are explicit and ... ah ... rather steep. | fear ny uncle is not at
all of a forgiving nature in such matters." He hit the code and transmit
buttons and sat back with a sigh as the response was conpressed for spurt to
the I ead ship of the Red Bracelets.

Seconds | ater, another transm ssion was received, this time acconpani ed by
vid. I kwaskwan s harsh, high-boned face stared out froma gray background

sl ashed by a single curving red line. "W shall reach Rushima orbiting range
within the hour, at which time we will discuss this in person,"” he snapped.
The screen went blank with no parting formalities from | kwaskwan.

"Dear, dear," G| said, "seens the -wee mannie is just a tad annoyed with us,
Rafi k. You had better take ne along for this personal discussion he wants."



"And me," said Nadhari Kando in her |low, gravelly voice.

"You' re going nowhere," Rafik said briefly, "and neither aml. Really, GII,
one woul d think you had | earned nothing of the art of negotiating from al
t hose years of watching me in action! Uncle Hafiz would not have chosen an
heir so stupid as to conduct difficult bargaining sessions on the opponent's
hone turf." He thought that over briefly. "Well, Tapha probably woul d' ve," he
conceded, "but Uncle didn't exactly choose Tapha." Hafiz had expressed no
particular grief when his dimw tted, conceited son had died in an attenpt to
assassi nate Rafik before he could be disinherited in Rafik's favor, and none
of his friends believed this was because of his iron control of his feelings.
He had, in fact, been heard to comment that Tapha's untinely death saved
hima fortune in | egal fees.

"Nothing difficult about it," GIl said. "lIt's in the contract, isn't it? He
has to do whatever you say, apart fromdirect battl efront decisions."

Rafi k regarded his erstwhile partner with anusenment. "And just who," he
inquired lightly, "is going to enforce said contract at this distance when
they're heavily armed and out nunber us by a factor of thousands? As for |ater

| kwaskwan is, I"msure, quite as well aware as | amthat time, distance,
dead witnesses, and lies can blur the definition of just what was or was not a
direct battlefront decision. No, we will have to find other methods of
persuading him™"

"To do what?" Calum a |ateconer to this discussion, denanded.

Rafik briefly explained to himthat on the nearest star systemto Rushinma, but
wel | out of the current sweep of the Khieevi fleet, they had identified a

pl anet with acceptable gravity, atnosphere, and water where the Rushinese
could take refuge until the battle was over ... if the Kilunbenbese nercenary
fleet could be pressed into service to transport themthere.

"WIl we have tinme?"

"That," said Rafik, "depends to sone extent on exactly how long it takes to
per suade | kwaskwan to accept our views."

Al t hough he was present for the subsequent discussion, opened as soon as the
Red Bracel et flagship Ta'anbl was within hailing range, Calumwas never quite
clear on just how Rafi k managed to persuade "Admiral" | kwaskwan to conme aboard
t he Haven rather than the other way round. Al he could say was that there had
been an exchange of conplinents in which Rafik so carefully veil ed whatever
threats or bribes he was offering that it would take the twisty mind of a
Harakamian ... or a Kilunbenbese nercenary ... to figure out what was goi ng
on. Al he knew was that Rafik sighed when the exchange was over and conmented
that this could be expensive, and he hoped Uncle Hafiz and Del szaki Li were
prepared to pay for cost overruns beyond the scope of the original contract.

"You're bribing himto nove the Rushi nese?"

"I amhinting that cooperation will not go unrewarded," Rafik corrected
Cal umi's surm se. He sighed again. "W' Il doubtless have to comrit ourselves to
explicit prom ses and named sunms before he agrees; | just hope |I can keep his

demands down within reason.”

Nadhari Kando broke her customary silence. "I may be able to hel p persuade
him"

"Any hel p you can give would be nost appreciated,” Rafik said with a courtly



bow. He started to ask whether it was true, then, that Nadhari had once served
with the Red Bracelets; but sonething in her cold, expressionless stare put
himoff. He had heard that Li's bodyguard did not discuss her past; it would
be inmpolite to bring it up now Risky, too. Decidedly risky.

Acorna turned and | ooked up at Thariinye. "Cannot we help, too? If it is a
matter of persuading . . . you were so good at cal mi ng the Rushinese!"

"Calumtells me you did pretty well at that yourself!" Pal exclainmed

Thariinye smled and patted Acorna's shoulder. "Little 'Khornya will |earn
but she is unpracticed. Best to leave this to those with the experience to be
tactful and diplomatic."

(Wel'l, that |eaves you out, Thariinye! |I'd sooner have 'Khornya handle it; at
| east she knows how to be nice to people!)

(WI1l you just get off ny case, Khaari?)

Acorna's pupils narrowed to slits, and she | ooked back and forth between the
Li nyaari while the others wondered just what was goi ng on.

(Pl ease, Khaari, don't be angry on my account. \What Thariinye says is true,
you know, | have not practiced your . . . our . . . arts and | would likely be
only a hindrance to you.)

(Never a hindrance, dear child, but we do not w sh you to exhaust yourself.
Thariinye, Khaari, save your energies for this visitor; do not waste
yourselves in quarreling.) Melireenya's firmintervention quashed the
nmonentary altercation and brought the four Linyaari together in at |east
superficial unity-for Acorna unconsciously nmoved to stand with her kinsfolk as
t hey drew cl oser together.

When "Admiral" | kwaskwan boarded t he Haven, Cal um understood why he had not
been afraid to negotiate on Rafik s turf. He was acconpani ed by a squad of
nmercenaries in dark gray uniforms, .each man visibly armed and alert. Calum
noticed that sone of themwre one red bangle on the left wist, others two or
even three, while | kwaskwan hi nsel f was bare-arned. Some kind of rank synbol ?
Nadhari woul d know, he w shed he had asked her before the Red Bracelets cane
aboard. Perhaps Rafik al ready knew

Nor was the bodyguard | kwaskwan's only protection; his first words-he

di spensed with the tinme-wasting formalities of greetings and

i ntroductions-made it clear that his flagship had weapons trained on the Haven
and that at |east one nmenber of his bodyguard carried a fully armed tungsten
bonb.

Rafi k smoothly agreed that it was desirable to take all possible precautions
when visiting, nmentioned with a deprecating smle that the Haven was itself

not without weaponry both offensive and defensive, and said that he personally
woul d deeply depl ore any di ssensi on which should cause injury to their honored
ally.

(Meli, are you sure these "hunmans" are on our side?)
(No . . . but at least they are not Khieevi.)

(That is beginning to seemless and |l ess of a recomendation. Like us in form
per haps, but hardly in ethics.)



(That may not be entirely a bad thing. If they neet their friends w th weapons
i n both hands, what do you suppose they do to their enem es?)

(Thani nye, you have abom nable taste. Besides, if they are so suspicious, they
will likely destroy one another before the Khieevi even arrive.)

The Linyaari continued their internal debate. Acorna |listened, wanting to cry
out in defense of her friends, but also concerned that her newfound Kkinfolk
woul d think her, too, a warlike barbarian. If only Neeva were there! Acorna

| onged for her aunt's w sdom and accept ance.

Once the openi ng dance of establishing ascendance was over, with neither side
a clear w nner, |kwaskwan demanded to know exactly what additiona
conpensation woul d be granted his troops for the service of ferrying dirt
farmers fromone planet to another

Rafi k cleared his throat and prepared to equivocate to the best of his not
i nconsi derable ability; but before he could speak, Nadhan Kando sauntered out
from her sem conceal ed position behind the group of tall Linyaari

"Hi, there, Ikki," she said, her usual gravelly draw muted to an al nost husky
tone, "it's been a long tine."

Not | ong enough! was witten on | kwaskwan's bony face at sight of Nadhari, but
he had too much self-control to voice the feelings. "Nadhari Kando. | had
heard you were dead."

"The runors were gravely exaggerated," replied Nadhari w thout cracking a
smle. "But since we appear to be on the sane side again, lIkki, | hope you are
alittle better at carrying through your plans now than you were then."

"I could hardly be worse," |kwaskwan nmuttered, as if to hinself. "How did you
never mnd. So you're doing securityguard work now, Nadhi?" H s scornful
tone made it clear he thought she had come down in the world.

"I amunder contract to the House of-Li," Nadhari said w thout blinking, "as
are you and your troops, lkki. Tell ne, did Mon Na' ntaw ever hear what becane
of that credit exchange from Thel oi ?"

| kwaskwan |icked suddenly dry lips. Nadhari waited patiently, thunbs hooked
into her belt, one knee slightly bent toward the man she called "Ikki."

"Or did the data get | ost when his second-in-conmand was assassi nat ed?"
Nadhari prodded. "Remenber? Everybody thought it was counterrevol utionaries,
but no one could explain how they' d gotten hold of the plans for our canp.
Very clever of themto go straight to Skonmitin's tent and back out again

wi t hout getting caught, wasn't it?"

"So delightful to talk over old tines," |Ikwaskwan said with a tight-1ipped
smle that did not reach his eyes. "W nust have another little chat sone
time, Nadhi dear, but just now | am needed at ny own bridge. Rafik Nadezda has
i ndicated that there is sone urgency about this little popul ation transfer

and you know ny feelings on honoring the wishes of the client."

"I certainly do," Nadhari agreed. Her own smile was echoed in her w ckedly
glinting dark eyes. "So does E kosi Tahka'yaw . . . oh, no, | should say, he
did know, did he not?"

"Later, later," |kwaskwan nunbled. "Mist return to the Ta 'ani)i now. Nadezda,



have the goodness to transmt orders and |location of the targeted system also
a map of the settlenments to be evacuated here on Rushinma."

Rafi k nodded, stern and unsmling. "All necessary data shall be at your
disposal. . . Adnmiral."

Not until the closing of the outer ports indicated that |kwaskwan and his
bodyguard were physically off the Haven and on their way by shuttle back to
the flagship did he allow hinself a |ong sigh of relief.

"Nadhari-" he began, but the quiet wonan had vani shed.
"Who were those people she was tal king about?" G 1l asked.

Cal um shook his head. "Never heard of 'em Meant sonething to | kwaskwan,
t hough. 1 kki ?"

"I don't," Rafik said gravely, "believe | want to ask. W owe her, though .
and |'d better get busy transnmitting those orders!”

(See, Khaari ? These humans aren't so bad after all. They settled everything
quite am cably.)

(I't must be that a pretense offeree is part of their greeting ritual,)
Thariinye suggested. (You know, l|like a singing-fuzzy erecting his tail spines
when he's courting.)

(I'sn't it nice that the Admral net an old friend on board this ship?)

(But who'd have guessed it? Nadhari is such a sweet, gentle girl, how do you
suppose she got to be friends with a professional fighter?)

Acorna listened to this exchange and once agai n decided not to say anything,
either out loud or nmentally. Her kinfolk seemed to have totally nissed the
poi nt of that tense, threatening conversation; but why disturb them if they
were happy with their own interpretation?
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If sonme of the Red Bracelets were of fended at being ????????? | assigned to
evacuate settlers rather than to strictly nmilitary tasks, two of the newest

of ficers were conplacent at the prospect. Ed M nkus and Des Snmirnoff joined in
the grumbles of their unit but then Smirnoff, in a surprising volte-face,

vol unteered hinself and M nkus to pilot one of the shuttles that was to be
sent to outlying areas. Although nost of the small settlenents on Rushina
consi sted of clusters of homes and storage sheds along the single prinitive
road that snaked through the eastern part of the main continent, there were

al ways those individualists who desired privacy, unspoiled territory, or
simply the chance to acquire a larger grant of land in conpensation for
devel opi ng areas far fromexisting transport. Some of these settlers night not
be able to get to the collection points currently being specified by

conti nentw de energency broadcasts on the hastily replaced com sat equi prment.
O hers mght not even hear the 'casts since their equipnent mght be down or
damaged. Sone individualists were prone to turning off their comsystens for
weeks at a tinme. |Ikwaskwan reluctantly agreed to send a few | owflying
shuttles to seek out stragglers, although he was adanant that all his people
shoul d be back at their stations well before the ETA of the Khieevi force.



"You crazy, Des?" Ed M nkus grunbled as they prepared to board the shuttle
assigned them "Never volunteer for anything, that's what you told nme was the
first principle of surviving in this outfit."

Des Smirnoff laid one finger to the side of his bul bous nose and wi nked, while
saying in a loud voice that echoed through the hangar, "Wy, Ed, didn't we
swear an oath of loyalty to the Red Bracel ets? And doesn't a |oyal conrade
ent husi astically support whatever his superiors order? Duty and honor, Ed!"

Captain Ce'skwa, their Unit Leader, heard the speech and gave Des a | ong,
di sbelieving | ook. "Suck-up," murmured one of the Red Bracel ets working on the
next shuttle.

Des gave the man a wide, brilliant smle and a thunbs-up sign before
clanmbering into the pilot's seat of his own shuttle.

Ed started to ask what all that nonsense had been about, but Des silenced him
with a sign. The chatter of takeoff instructions filled the cabin; Des went

t hrough his checklist and said nothing that was not strictly business unti
their craft was well on its way to a |l anding on Rushi ma. Then he sl apped the
corn unit off, turned to Ed, and grinned.

"You al ways were thick between the ears, M nkus."

"Not thick enough to put nyself out for work I don't have to do," M nkus
grunmbl ed. "Il kwaskwan's not fool enough to send all of us on transport duty.
Sonme |l ucky sods will get to stay behind, manning the battle stations and
pol i shing command chairs with their rears, and we coul d' ve been anong them ™"

Des snorted. "Not bloody likely, with us so new there as to've accunul ated no
seniority and no friends with strings to pull! W were for this duty, ny
friend."

"So you thought volunteering would make you | ook good?"

Des wi nked again. "I thought, Ed ne boy, himas volunteers first gets the pick
of the assignments. Now which woul d you rather be doing for the next six hours
- conmmanding a troop or slogs to feny the dirt farners back and forth, with
some twobracel et type watching your every nove, or taking your pick of what

t he evacuees left behind in their hurry?"

"But we're supposed to ... oh," Ed said as understandi ng bel at edl y dawned.
"You aren't going to |l ook for settlers at all, are you? You' re going to | ook
for places they've already left!" He guffawed. "Neat trick, Des. Ckay, we'll
take it easy and say too bad, couldn't find no stragglers, Captain Ce' skwa,
ma' am "

"W will not take it easy," Des contradicted him "W've got just six hours
Standard and who knows what goodies to collect and stash in that tinme."

At the rendezvous | anding they were met by a sweating dirt farner who offered
them their choice of datacubes or a handdrawn map show ng where he thought
nost of the outlying settlements -were. Des was about to spurn the paper map
when Ed di scovered that the datacubes were in a format inconpatible with the
shuttle's conputer. "Okay, okay, we'll take the map," he said, grabbing it
bef ore some of his coll eagues coul d make the same di scovery.

Captai n Ce' skwa gl anced at the nmap and qui ckly assigned each of the four
shuttles on outlier duty to a different quadrant. Des grinned in satisfaction
as he saw the generous sprinkle of X s marking probable settler huts all over



hi s quadrant.
"Eager for work, Smirnoff?" Ce' skwa said drily. "You surprise ne."
"Hope to continue doing so, ma'am"

As she turned to the next pair of pilots, he continued under his breath to
list the ways he'd like to surprise the uppity, interfering bitch, then
snarled at Ed. "Well, what are you waiting for? Get going! W' ve only five and
three-quarter hours Standard left to collect ... all these poor, unfortunate
soul s," he finished with a sanctinonious smirk.

The first two places they flew over | ooked not only deserted but too poor to
be worth | ooting: ramshackl e huts whose roof tinbers had been lifted off by
some freak wind, the interiors soaked by torrential rains. "Nobody's |ived
here for some time," Des grunted, "if you could call that living ... and if
there was any good stuff, it's long gone or buried in rmud. Woever built here
was an idiot anyway; obviously the area is subject to flooding- he shoul dn't
have settled on | ow ground."

The third place | ooked nore promising. A long, |ow stone building tucked into
the shelter of a cleft in a rocky hillside, it had been high enough to escape
the floods, and the cliff nust have sheltered it fromthe worst of the storns
that had devastated the forest at the top of the hill. Des's eyes sparkled,
and he guided the shuttle to a | anding place on a barren outcrop of rock above
the building. "Now this | ooks nore like it!"

The scranmble down to the building was rougher than it had | ooked fromthe air;
the thin | ayer of topsoil over the rocks had been washed away by poundi ng
rains, leaving a barren, slippery surface with precious little to hold on to
and not even any good footholds. Ed wi shed that Des had | anded in one of the
wat er| ogged fields bel ow the house instead, but he knew that saying anything
woul d only ignite Smirnoff's temper and would not spare himthe slippery
descent. He took his tine, though, testing what m serable footholds he could
find and tugging firmy on roots before trusting his weight to them Des slid
reckl essly down, bouncing and brui sing his anatony on various outcropping

| edges of rock, got to his feet at the base of the cleft, and | unbered toward
t he house, blaster in hand, before Ed had even finished praying to all the
gods he could bring to mnd that he wouldn't break his neck on the | ast
fifteen feet of the descent.

He was dangling by one hand, eyes closed, feeling for the | edge that had

brui sed Des on his descent and praying that the burly man hadn't broken the
rock off entirely, when a bellow of delight fromw thin the house startled him
into letting go and dropping the |ast few feet.

"M nkus! Get your worthless butt in here and help ne shift this stuff!”

"Shit," Ed said, not exactly in reply, "I think | broke sonething."
"You better not have, ol' buddy," was the response. "If | have to choose

bet ween carrying you back to the shuttle or carrying this load of furs, well,
the furs have some narket val ue. "

Wth this encouragenment, Ed |inped as far as the outer door of the house-nore
of an el ongated cabin, really-and decided that his right ankle was not really
broken after all. Sprained, maybe. A bad sprain. He ought to be |ying down
with his foot up and an ice pack on the sprain, not hobbling around pretendi ng
to rescue settlers. Wiose idea had it been to join the Red Bracel ets anyway?



Probably Smirnoff's, but he couldn't remenber for sure. They had both engaged
in sone heavy drinking after being thrown out of the Kezdet Guardi ans for
enbezzl ement, pecul ati on, and abuse of suspects to a degree that revolted even
t he ot her Cuardi ans.

It had been after one of those drinking parties and the subsequent bl ackout
that Ed had wakened to find hinself dressed in a gray uniform and being
addressed as "Scunsucker," by the broad he had quickly | earned to cal

"Captain Ce' skwa, ma'am " \Wat foll owed had been the nbst strenuous and

m serabl e weeks of his life; Captain Ce' skwa had a talent for convincing them
that they would really rather attenpt whatever bonecrunching, mnuscle-tearing
"exerci se" she assigned than explain their failure to her

And that had been the officers' training; his and Smrnoff's experience in the
Kezdet CGuardi ans had at | east bought thema single red bracel et apiece on
entry. He didn't even want to think about what the rank and file of the
nmercenaries went through as basic training.

Now he turned a jaundiced eye toward the stack of halfcured furs Smrnoff was
fondling and inquired where exactly Smirnoff planned to stash those things
that they woul dn't be noticed by Captain Ce' skwa. "They stink, too," he

poi nted out. "Woever had this place wasn't through tanning them when he lit
out. Even if you could hide them she'd be bound to notice the snell. |'m
sorry, Des. W need to look for smaller stuff."

Des scow ed. "Do you know how nmuch furs of this quality would fetch in the
Zaspal a I nperiun? And |'ve got a perfect fence . . . uh, buyer; nmy cousin V ad
has a furrier's and tailor's enmporium caters to the Zaspala aristos. Shit!"

And he signaled his acceptance of Ed's strictures by whirling the bundl e of
furs around at armis length, then tossing it at the open cabin door. Ed
dodged. The bundle landed with a thud, the bindings split, and furs spilled
out into the thick black nud left by the rains that seened to have assaulted
this whol e area

Des dropped his blaster and went through the cabin with the reckl essness of
rage, spilling out food stores in case they contained jewels or antique nobney,
smashi ng crude pottery cups and dishes that all too obviously had no resale
val ue even on Rushinma, let along anywhere civilized. Wile he smashed and
destroyed he cursed nonotonously, taking out his disappointment over the furs
on the inanimte objects in his path.

"Why couldn't the jerk have been a prospector instead of a fur trapper?" he
demanded of the ceiling.

"He is," cackled a dry, crackling voice behind them "OneOne Otimie, explorer
trapper, prospector, and m sant hrope extraordi nary, at your service,
gentlemen! Don't do anything reckless, now, | ain't real famliar with this
here de-vice, wouldn't want to set it off accidental like."

Both nmen turned slowly to see a dried-up little stick of a man in the doorway,
hol ding Des's blaster with two di smayingly shaky hands.

"Broadcast said as the eneny was comin', and we was to clear out," One-One
said "with a cackle, "but | don't reckon on leavin' ny place to no in-vaders,
nosirree! You fellas was tunble carel ess and noisy. Gve ne plenty of tine to
hi de out up yander." He jerked his head toward the cliff they'd descended with
such pains.

Des gl anced at Ed and noved his head slightly to the left. Ed knew what he was



thinking: if they got far enough apart, the old geezer wouldn't be able to
keep the bl aster trained on themboth, and while he shot at one the other
woul d be able to tackle him But what, Ed thought, if he was the one who got
bl asted? Damm it! He'd known the Red Bracelets was no outfit for him

"No TACTI CS?" Rafik raised both arns in total incredulity and fl opped back
into his chair. "You' ve been captured, tortured, pursued for generations.
You' ve had your honme world disintegrated, and you have still devel oped NO
TACTICS to fight these Khieevi?

GIll, Calum and | kwaskwan | ooked equally confounded by Melireenya's
renonstrative expression

"Li nyaari do not kill."

"That's fine and dandy if soneone isn't trying to kill you," Johnny G eene
sai d.

"You mean all you've been doing since those . . . those devils started

ext i ngui shing your race was run and tell everyone the wolves are com ng?"
Rafi k asked, still staring with disbelief at the cal mLinyaari

"No, we have . . . designed defensive weaponry," Thariinye said, not at al

liking Rafik s reaction. "W have desi gned ships-"

"Whi ch can outrun them" Rafik finished for him as Thariinye drew hinself up
to his not inconsiderable height with indignation. "Fine, fine. Do you know
what sort of firepower they have? What sort of weaponry they can bring to bear
on us?" Rafik had risen, conme out from behind the table, and was advanci ng on
the tall Linyaari in as belligerent a pose as anyone had ever seen himuse on
anot her sentient being. "Because we sure as hell are NOT running away. Nor are
you in that fancy fast ship of yours. The chips are down, the game is up, and
it's here or never." Rafik finger-conbed his hair back into order because he
had been enphasi zing his words so vehemently, his |ongish hair half covered
hi s face.

"W, too, are armed and ready," Khaari said firmy. "They" - she pointed to

t he phal anx of Khieevi ships-"have mssiles of great strength, capabl e of
destroying all but your largest ships ..." Khaari found herself unable to get
out the syllables of the nmercenary |eader's nane. " Add-nee-ral ," she got
out. "They attack and attack until the shipis so ... made holes in ... that
it can no longer return fire."

"That's not tactics,” Rafik nuttered, "that's suicide. At |east"-he glanced
thankfully at | kwaskwan - "we ve the proper attitude and experience to hand
right now" He went to the screen. "Have your ships power enough to flank
them | kwaskwan?"

"OfF course we do, and considerably nore firepower than they are likely to have
if all their kills have been as easy as these horned types say. | mean, no
contest. Go for the dnve, the bridge, a few shots nidships, and you' ve
disabled it."

"Now that the settlers are safe," Melireenya said, "would it not be wiser to
depart this systembefore the Khieevi arrive? Thus no one will be harned."

"This time," Rafik said. "Your own experience has shown that running away
won't work forever. And we barbarian bi peds have a strange rel uctance to hand
over real estate we've worked hard to claim"”



Acorna felt enclosed in an isolation cell fromall that was said around and
about her. Sonmehow, in those few nmonents she'd allowed herself to envision her
"own kind," she thought they'd be ... well, wiser. Mre aloof, nore

sel f-contai ned: not that Melireenya wasn't, but Thariinye stood there with
this supercilious expression on his face, which didn't become himat all, and
he obviously | oathed Rafik for making all Linyaari seemcraven. But, if you
weren't raised to kill, or hate, or scrabble for a living as her Kezdetian
children had, why would you need to know tactics?

(One uses tactics in nmaintaining peace and accord, 'Khornya,) said the soft

voi ce of Melireenya. (But, at first all we could do was run, or be certain
none of us were captured alive. The vid we showed you is fromour earliest
contact with the Khieevi. And it was your father who invented the nost
devast ati ng weapon we have. W dare not use it against the Khieevi because it
destroys the destroyer as well. So we do not nention it until there is no
other recourse. Do not fault us that we have been tardy in learning the skills
of aggression and the weapons of defense. Had we not cone to warn you, you
woul d not have known the threat approachi ng you now. )

Though Melireenya stood on the opposite side of the conference room Acorna
was abruptly "in" the room again and not isolated fromher kind or her
def enders.

"So, let's get this tub"-Rafik paused to bow a smling apology to

Andr ezi ana-"behi nd the noon, where it is not inmediately apparent to the eneny
converging not so slowy but very surely upon us. You don't want to have a few
of Admral's |Ikwaskwan's gunnery officers stay aboar'd the Haven, do you?"
"I'"'mgunnery officer,"
position on the spot.

Johnny Greene said, appointing hinself into that

The flush of indignation faded from"'Zi ana's cheeks. "W've all had battery
practice. Admiral. We'll pick off anything that eludes your attack."

"Well, now, willya, li'l lady?" |kwaskwan's eyes glittered

"Leave it, Ikki," Nadhari nmurmured, and the light in the Kilunbenbese
nmercenary's eyes dinmed to their normal shrewd gl eam

And, suddenly everyone was | eaving to whatever posts they had been assigned,
and Acorna was al one.

(' Khornya, )-Thariinye |l eaned into the roomagain, snmling an invitation at
her-(you're with us.)

Cal um pushed past Thariinye and got her by the arm "You'll be on the
AcaSecki . Rafik thinks we can nove nonessentials about and nmake room for nore
ammunition. Even if we didn't fit in the extra banks Pal wanted, if we have
enough amunition, we'll achieve the sane effect. More or less. If we get the
chance. "

Acorna acconpani ed Cal um but she bestowed an apol ogetic smile on Thariinye
and a soft (good |luck) as she passed by him He was still watching her when
she and Calumtook the grav shaft down to the hangar | evel

What Rafi k thought of as nonessential was not so regarded by either Calum or
Acorna, but in the end they acceded to his demands, and racks of additiona
m ssiles were stacked wherever there was roomfor them up to and including
Acoma' s cabin, the space where her escape pod had been strapped, against the
wal I s of the main | ounge, Calums bunk, and the spare cabins. The bunks



happened to be exactly the sane length as the missiles, and eight were
strapped on top of the nmattresses.

This was done with great effort and nuch sweating and swearing, finished just
intine to hear the Kl axon that warned of an inportant nmessage about to be
gi ven.

"Captain Andreziana here. |kwaskwan reports that Rushima can be considered
cleared of settlers. There is one shuttle still mssing, but it is expected to
report shortly.

"W will now proceed to our assigned position. Al escort ships please prepare
to di senmbark. And good | uck, AccSecki, Bal akure.™

"Good luck to you, Haven," Rafik said, reaching across the control panel to
open the comink. He settled hinself in the pilot's chair, and, turning his
head, said, "Prepare to | eave the hangar."

"Hey, | pilot the Aca”ecki," Calum said, pushing at Rafik to | eave the chair.

"I"'mthe tactician, remenber," Rafik said as his slimbrown fingers flew

across the control panel. "You' re the mathematician. And whi chever you are,
strap in."
Calumwas still munbling under his breath when he conplied. Acorna nmuffled a

giggle, and GII| turned his head away. To hersel f she thought how nuch |ike
Thariinye and Khaari Calum and Rafl k sounded.

(Not a bit Iike that undersized egotistical by-blowof a twilit and a
barsi pan,) said Thariinye's voice in her head.

(Do be quiet,) Melireenya said at her firnest.

Despite the speed at which Rafik prepared the AcaSecki for takeoff, the
Li nyaari ship had already slipped out of its hangar position and was speedi ng
to take its position in the battle line. fifteen
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The Kil umbenbese nercenaries got back in the nick of tine fromferrying as
many of the Rushinmese to safety as possible. As the comnbined space force of

t he Kil umbenbese, the gaudy Linyaari courier ship, the three armed pinnaces of
t he Haven, the Uham under Nadhari's command, and the AcaSecki-with Raflk in
the pilot s seat-ranged thenselves in their assigned battle positions, a
certain steely cal mdescended in the main cabin of the AcaSecki. The pinnaces
were a last-mnute addition, but they upped the odds agai nst the Khieevi
squadr on.

| kwaskwan had decided on a frontal approach. If things went as planned, as
soon as the ships cane into firing range, the coalition defending Rushi na
shoul d divide their forces into two, confining the Khieevi within their

pi ncers. This meant that each of the |arger ships could bring its port or
starboard missiles into action, swi ng around, and cone back to deliver a
second blow to the attacking ships. If any of the Khieevi ships should break
off for a direct attack on the hel pl ess planet, the smaller ships should
attenpt to slow their progress and/or their |anding.

"Naval nmaneuvers need not be conplicated, especially when we have never fought
with you before," | kwaskwan said. Rank woul d have preferred a nore
sophi sticated or subtle attack, but he had none to offer. These weren't



asteroids he was attenpting to nmake surrender their val uabl es, but

sapi ent - al t hough that was not a certainty-aggressors who had nmanaged to
terrorize the nore sophisticated Linyaari. At |east nore sophisticated in sone
areas of technol ogy.

The Khieevi liked to fight, so a fight they would get. Only this time the
buggers woul dn't win so easily. The heir to House Harakam an was no |ifesaving
altruist: he was the descendant of red-blooded warriors who had for millennia
taken by force what they desired, and held on to it. Since bargains were

i npossible with the Khieevi and force the only thing they understood, he
ewould fight themas they had never seen fighting before.

Nevert hel ess, when the first, seem ngly endl ess mssiles spurted out of the
Khi eevi vanguard, Rafik prayed to those warrior ancestors with a fervor he had

never before used. It was Gl who triggered the AcaSecki's mssile ranks. He
heard Acorna appl audi ng, then Calumraging at Markel . . . who shouldn't be on
board this ship . . . and then GI| tapped himon the shoul der

"We're rel oaded. Your turn."

This time, Rafik snarled as he sent nmore missiles after the first |lot and
recoiled at the bursts of flane and spewed fragnments as the AcaSeckl's
m ssiles contacted and expl oded t he onconi ng Khi eevi war heads.

"Sheer off, we're going right into the ness,”" GIl cried, and Rafik hit the
thrusters in a two-second bl ast that took the ship safely away, and their
proximty sensors indicated they had m ssed being blown up by the skin of
their collective teeth. Suddenly it was GIl in the pilot seat, though how he
had rel ocated Rafik in the second chair, the heir did not know But GII's
i ps exposed his bared teeth in a snarl, and the intense expression on the big
man's face suggested that his ancient Viking ancestors were a lot nore
accessible than Rafik's warriors.

"Ch, just look," Acorna cried, pointing at one of the auxiliary screens, ainmed
at where they had just been. "The | ead Khieevi ships are breaking up."

"NO" Calum s negative shout had nore than a tinge of fear in it. "They're
br eaki ng OFF. "

As G Il turned back to where the nercenaries were pounding the V formation of
the Khieevi, it seened that the three | ead ships were disassenbling thensel ves
into small er separate units. Far too many smaller units.

They wat ched, horrified, as the little pinnaces, |ike m nnows agai nst sharks,
followed, their forward | asers punching at the shark tails ... in three cases
maki ng direct hits. But only three instances . . . and luck had to have been

on their side because there were far too many of the smaller Khieevi ships
headi ng directly toward Rushi na.

One of | kwaskwan's dreadnoughts engul fed a Khieevi ship in such a hol ocaust
that there were only a fewunits left to peel off the nother ship, like dry
seeds falling out of a pod. But they made no attenpt to correct their downward
direction.

" Dead! "

The battle cruisers took out three nore Khieevi nother ships, and sent their
fighters after the few that escaped the devastating firepower of the cruisers.
The destroyers worked at the |l owest |evel of the V of Khieevi, but the instant
the nother ships were attacked, the smaller units detached.



"There're thousands of them" Acorna cried. "Ch, how will we ever destroy them
al | ?"

"We'|l give it a mghty big try, Acorna acushia," GIll said. "Wat's the state
of our weapon supply, Cal?"

"We'd do better to try launching singly, bringing down a small ship with each
m ssile, than any nore broadsides," Cal said.

"I think ..." Acorna added her opinion, " that we ought to go for the
not her ships. | know they're now a nmuch smaller target, but if we kill all of
them the Khieevi will be forced to | and on Rushima, and they'll be sitting
targets."

"Good thinking, Acorna," Gl said, giving her a grin over his shoul der as he
maneuver ed the AcaSeckl to bracket one of the now spindly-I|ooking nother ships
in his launch sights.

They were so oddly shaped they didn't even appear to be dangerous, though the
ovoi d upper structure was clearly arned, to judge by the | aser beans and | ance
mssiles it was throwing at any target in range. Fromthe upper ovoid a |ong
st em depended, the stem on which the smaller units had been attached, making

t he Khi eevi ships seem so much bigger than they actually were.

The dreadnought inmol ated one of the rear Khieevi in a ball of fire and slowy
began to swing round to target a second. One of the battle cruisers took a bad
hit and swerved out of range, while its fighter ships returned to defend it.
"That's two of the nine gone," crowed Rafik, waving his fists about.

"No, three," G Il corrected him pointing to one that was no |onger firing.

"Yes, but how many dozens of the snaller ones have gotten conpletely away? "
Acor na asked.

"Lets harry a fewto their deaths,” GII| said, and altered course once nore,
beari ng down on a covey of them

"We're down to laser fire," Cal said.

"M sbegotten son of a syphilitic canmel driver," Rafik said, and swore on. "If
you'd listened to Pal in the first place, we'd ve been able to go for one of
the nother ships instead of having to go after the small fry."

"Let's fight them" Gl said, "not each other. Ah, got one."

Whi ch he did, but the small ships seemto explode into even smaller divisions.
"How | ong can they keep separating?" Gl conplained in exasperation

Fighters fromthe battle cruisers and the pinnaces, which had survived agai nst
i ncredi bl e odds, began shooting the new lots |ike so nmany swallows in a
seasonal pilgrimge. However, the swallows had barbs in their tails, and one

after another the three pinnaces following their primary targets were hit.

"Sowi ng space mnes?" G Il asked rhetorically. Sonme pods had escaped each of
t he pinnaces. "W better get as many survivors as we can."

The brilliantly colored Linyaari ship and the Uhura had had nuch the sane idea



and col l ected the pods, which attached thenselves to their rescuers' hulls
with tractor beans. But that neant the |oss of any hi gh-speed maneuvering
capabilities for the rescuers.

"Let's get this lot back to the Haven," G| said, pointing to the bulk of the
Starfarer ship just visible at the edge of Rushima's primary nmoon. The small
one that rushed around in orbit beyond the bigger one woul dn't have hidden a
Khi eevi parasite.

By the time the AcaSeckl, the Unhuru, and the Linyaari had brought the pods
safely back to the Haven, Captain Andreziana had received orders from

| kwaskwan to come out of hiding and get the last three ovoid nother ships. The
ot her six had been accounted for and were destroyed.

"Al'l Khieevi are now on the planet, or about to |land. W can nove in now -wth
ki netic energy weapons and smash them " | kwaskwan said, his voice vibrant with
triunmph. "Pick on our clients, will you, you parasitical, piratical, putrefied
parcel s of puking pus-filled perverts. You won't be back in this part of space
again, | can tell you! W'll pick you off like nits froma nanny."

Rafik |istened to | kwaskwan's harangue with the air of one master of the art
of invective listening to another.

"But there are now so many of them down there,"” Acorna said.

"Thousands. '
are rich."

| kwaskwan grinned. "It could be expensive . . . lucky our clients

The Haven, with them on the hangar deck, noved out from behind the noon and,
one by one, turned her big lasers on the ovoid stens that were attenpting to
find refuge behind the moon fromthe dreadnoughts and battle cruisers chasing
t hem

Amid the cheers as the last nmother ship blew up, Markel said with great
sati sfaction and in anticipation of what was to conme next-

"Well, it's up to Dr. Hoa now, isn't it?"
He becane the center of everyone's attention
"Well, isn't it?" he asked in a slightly specul ative tone.

"Look," Ed M nkus said patiently for perhaps the twentieth time, "we aren't
the invaders you were warned about. There are aliens-real aliens-heading for

Rushi ma. And they're nasty bastards. They'll torture and kill every | ast one
of you and turn this planet into a wastel and. W were sent to get you
of f-pl anet before the fighting starts. W're the good guys, dam it! "Sure,"

One-One said. "Sure you are. That's why you was w eckin' mnmy cabin. You al
seen the damage they done, didn't you, fellers?"

There was a general nurmur of agreement, broken only by one dissenting voice
that said he personally had seen One-One do worse than that to the bar at
Gip's CGossing nore than once

One- One frowned the dissenter down. "Caught '"emin the act, din't 1? And you
ain't never seen ne toss me own good stock of furs in the nud, have you,
Quashi e?"

Over the hours while Des and Ed had been held prisoner, there had been a
steady trickle of other settlers who'd renai ned behind, comng in twos and



threes in response to a nmessage put out by One-One on some incredibly
primtive homemade broadcasting device that seenmed to operate on quartz
crystals, wire coils, and curses. The gist of his nessage seened to be that

t he bastards who'd nmessed over Rushinma's weather had finally made the m stake
of com ng down to ness themall over in person; he'd caught two that they
could use for hostages or execute dependi ng on how things went, and everybody
wi thin range should cone to his cabin as soon as they could get there, and
bring their weapons.

The notley crowd that now filled the cabin inspired Ed with no very sangui ne
hopes as to his and Des's future. There were too many of them and the cabin's
tiny windows let intoo little light, for himto see themall clearly, but he
was nist as glad of that. The faint light fromthe w ndows showed | ean

weary-| ooking nmen and a few wonen, dressed in linp rags or stiff, awkwardly
tanned | eather. Their skin and clothes were crusted wi th engrained grine,
their eyes glittered with the dangerous |ight of people who' d been pushed too
far and isolated too long, and, collectively, they stank of old sweat and
stale liquor. And the weapons they had collected inspired himwith no nore
confidence. There were a few fairly up-to-date |aser pul sers and bl asters, but
nore comon were edged weapons that | ooked to have been inprovised out of
farm ng equi prent and what ever coul d be found for handl es-sharp bl ades, things
with rows of pointed hooks, a kitchen cleaver. There were even a few ancient
projectile -weapons that |ooked as if they belonged in a nmuseum

"I'ndividualists" was in Ed's private opinion an overly polite name for the
Rushi mese who' d chosen to settle the backcountry and stay there in the threat
of an invasion by overwhel ning forces. Several nore appropriate ternms cane to
his mnd, including, "nuts," "wackos," and "psychotic bastards." But he was
careful, considering his conpany, to keep those opinions strictly private. One
of the first arrivals had been carrying a long rope with which he bound Des
and Ed together, seated back-to-back on the floor. He'd cut off the unused

I ength of rope and coiled it again. Wenever the settlers discussed what to do
with their prisoners, this man's lean, griny fingers began stroking the coi

of rope, and Ed watched it with horrified fascination

From One- One' s broadcast and subsequent conversations, Ed and Des had | earned
how the Iand and huts they'd overfl own had cone to be in such poor condition
and why the settlers were so hostile to strangers now. They'd likely have been
received with suspicion even if they hadn't been caught wrecking the cabin in
search of valuables to loot. Ed had to admt that little fact did rob their
story of sone credibility ... but damm it, he was actually telling the truth,
and it was in these people's interest to listen to hinm they'd all be in deep
ki nthee if they didn't untie himand Des and | et themtake them off-planet.

Ed kept trying to convince themof that, though with | ess and | ess hope of
doing it as the hours wore on. The changing quality of the dimlight warned
hi mthat rmuch precious tinme had already passed . . . how rmuch he didn't know
One-One had relieved himand Des of their chrononmeters and ot her equi prent as
soon as someone showed up to hold the blaster on them -while he patted them
down for weapons.

Des was unable to join in the argunment for their lives, having exploded in
such bursts of fury and bl asphenmy when first tied up that One-One had told the
man with the rope to gag him Al Des could do now was rock back and forth and
breathe stertorously through his nose to express his fury and indignation. Ed
decided to nmake one nore try at convincing -with the col onists.

"Look," he said reasonably, "I can understand why you wouldn't trust us on our
unsupported word; you have suffered terribly fromstrangers. But if you'd just
et me use our ship's corn system | could bring other people who'd tell you



the same thing."

One- One cackl ed. "Right, sonny, you could bring sone nore of your thieving
buddi es down on us, couldn't you! Don't waste your breath; | sent sonebody to
shut down the corn units hours ago. And there's three guys guardin' the ship,
so don't get no ideas about that bein your ticket honme, neither! Reckon we c'n
use it to anmbush yer buddi es when they do show up."

"Hours.. . . Wat tine is it?" Ed demanded. "For CGod's sake, just tell ne how
| ong we' ve been here al ready?"

One- One squinted at Des's shiny chronometer, which hung awkwardly off his
skinny wrist.

"Cain't read these little bitty nunbers so good as | used to, sonny. \Wat you
reckon it says, Quashie?"

Quashi e scow ed. "Funny nunbers,"” he said finally. "Don't |ook |like no clock I
ever seen. Change too fast, too. What's that one nean, the one keeps getting
bi gger? Look, it was ten awhile ago, nowit's up to twenty-five

twenty-si x. "

Sweat beaded on Ed's forehead and rolled down his face in an agonizingly
tortuous, ticklish path. He tasted the salt on his dry I|ips.

"I's that nunber in a little blue square at the bottomright hand of the
chrononeter face?"

"Was blue," Quashie said. "Nowit's red."

Ed sagged agai nst the ropes that held himnore or less upright and cl osed his
eyes.

"I"'mtired of hearing all your arguing,” One-One told him "You shut your trap
now, or we'll shut it for you Iike we done the other 'un."

"It's okay," Ed said tiredly. "There's no hurry now W're all dead, we just
don't know it yet."

The chronometer had been set to display the tine left before Admra
| kwaskwan's deadline for clearing the planet. The changeover fromblue to red
meant the time had el apsed and the

chronomet er was now neasuring the tine since the deadline had passed.

Ed didn't know what | kwaskwan expected to happen now, but he was fairly sure
that the Admiral wouldn't change or delay his plans for the sake of two new
recruits and one shuttle -and it rnust have been sonething fairly disastrous he
had in mnd; otherw se, their enployers wouldn't have been so insistent about
the necessity to evacuate all Rushimese fromthe planet before the deadline.

As if to corroborate his statenent, a distant blast runbled through the sky.
Several of the Rushinese startled nervously;

two of them bl ocked the tiny window, trying to peer out of it.
"More of their dirty tricks," one of them said. "Thunderstorm | reckon. That

could of been a lightning strike on Gip's Crossing. Any nore rain, and that
cliff's gonna come down on this-here cabin, One-One."



"Held up all right so far, din't it?" One-One retorted, but his eyes slid
uneasily upward.

"Naah, that ain't lightning," the nman called Quashie argued. "Mre |like the
dam upcreek of Gip's busting. | heerd the big one down to the reservoir go.
Sounded just like that there."

Three nore boons and a series of sharp cracks cancel ed the argunment. The | ast
noi se was so close to the cabin that Ed shut his eyes and tried to contract
his body, as if that would protect himfromaerial attack

"Hellfire," somebody at the w ndow shouted, "they done got the shuttle!"
"CGet my Pyaka outa there!" screaned a gray-faced wonan.

"Wnjy," said Quashie, putting an arm around her shoulders, "ain't nothing
left to get nobody out of. |I'mdreadful sorry, but we be nmournin' Pyaka and
them other two fellas. They gone, Wnjy."

Now we are really 3ea9, Ed thought, and if he thought he'd known despair
before, he knew the difference now. There'd been no reasonabl e hope that these
mani acs woul d untie himand Des and give thema chance to reach the shuttle

but as long as it existed, the hope of escape had been there, the chance
inamllion that they would sonmehow be able to get out of this crazy place
and back to the narrow berth on a Red Bracel et ship which now, in retrospect,
seened a haven of confort and safety.

So deep was his despair, he paid no attention to the | owoiced conversation

goi ng on between One-One, Quashie, and one or two other settlers who seened to

be | eaders of the group. Their words were al nost drowned out anyway by the

worman Whj y's hopel ess sobbing and by the blasts and roars of distant battle
not all of themall that distant, either!

Ed | eaned agai nst the cabin wall, eyes closed in despair, and ignored his
surroundi ngs until somnething hard poked himin the ribs, and One-One gruffly
demanded to know what he thought.

"About ewhat?" He didn't even bother to open his eyes.

"About settin' you | oose, peanut-head, what you think we been tal kin' about
here?" A second, harder dig inspired Ed to | ook at the old guy. "Reckon if

t hese here invaders wanted to bl ow up your shuttle, them and you m ght not be
on the sane side after all. And they's ship | ooks different fromyours, too.
Different fromanything | ever seen before, truth."

"Christ on a crutch!" somebody yelled. "They Lf aliens! Sone kinder giant
bugs!"”

Des grunted and thunped fromside to side, shaking Ed with each excited
nmoverent . "Mmp? Mmb nnn mmph!" he grunted enphatically.

"'Course, you're still damed looters, and we'll probably still hang you after
we done fought off these here fellas, but if'n you' 11 give your parole while
the fight lasts, well . . . reckon we c'n use ever able-bodi ed person we got
here.”

Ed couldn't swear loyalty fast enough.

"Your buddy, too?" One-One regarded Des critically.



"Mmm mmp, " Des told him

"Good enough . . . you ain't got nowhere to run to, anyways. M ght wanta keep
that in mnd." One-One sliced through Des's gag with a casual sw pe of his
sharp tanning knife, then cut the ropes binding both men with two nore

sl ashes.

"Hey," the man with the rope protested, "that's me good rope youwastin'!"

"Ain't got time to fool with knots,"” One-One said. "Cover the back w nder
wllya? "

He handed a bl aster to Des and pointed out that he still had the other
bl aster, and that there'd be soneone watching their backs, in case they had
any cute ideas. Des shook off the ropes and gag |like feathers and charged

for the back end of the cabin as if he'd been doing sitting-up exercises
instead of sitting tied up in a corner for hours. Ed noved nore slowy,
feeling the pins and needles of returning circulation in his extrenities and
t he cramping sensation of muscles protesting their |ong confinenent.

"Pick it up, Ed me boy!" Des shouted. Somebody handed hi m a wi cked-I| ooki ng
iron pole with a row of sharp points roughly welded to its far end.

"A lot of good that does," Ed protested. "\Were's our other blaster?"

One- One grinned and shook his head.' Ain't got enough distance weapons to
waste two on one wi nder, me boy. Your buddy' 11 try an' hold 'em off. Any of
"emgets in close, you use this best way you can, got it?"

When Ed reached Des, his partner was wearing a maniacal grin intensified by
the foamthat had flecked his |lips while he was gagged and the bl ood where
One-One's pointed knife had cut his cheek as well as the gag. Hi s chin was
blue -with an incipient beard and, all in all, he | ooked as desperate and
uncivilized as the worst of the settlers in the cabin.

"Luck of the Smirnoffs, Ed old buddy!" he greeted Ed.

"Luck?" Automatically, Ed took position beside Des, his iron pole at an angle
where he could jab it out the wi ndow at anythi ng approaching. "Qur ship's been
destroyed, we're trapped on this planet between crazy settlers and invading
space bugs, |kwaskwan's gonna pound the bugs and doesn't care what he does to
us in the process, and you say we're | ucky?"

"I'f the bugs hadn't noved in," Des said cheerfully, "these maniacs woul d've
likely hung us. And as for the ship, there's a sinple solution now, isn't
there? We'll just have to take theirs!"

"Sinple." Ed al nost choked.

"No alternative, buddy. Onh-oh, here conmes a bug. Let's see if their arnor
holds up to a. " Des squeezed off a shot. A cloud of steamwent up fromthe
advanci ng alien's hard brown carapace, and one of its many |egs di sappeared,
but the other |inbs kept inexorably noving. Sonme of the legs fired green
energy bolts at the cabin.

Des ducked, |ooked at the weapon in his hand, and swore. "Damnm fools gave ne
your bl aster!™”

"What's wong with that?"



"Got mne fitted with a Pow Chargr |ast station," Des said, nam ng one of the
many enhancenents that was considered illegal and inmoral in the civilized
worl d. This particul ar one was supposed to allow an ordi nary hand bl aster to
spread its stun range over half a klick, or alternatively to narrow and
concentrate its power in one needl e-sharp pul se that woul d vapori ze the object
it hit.

"Shit!" Des squeezed off half a dozen nore shots as the alien advanced, coolly
pi cking off the jointed | egs al ong one side of its flat body until they were
all gone. The alien toppled to one side and lay wiggling its other |egs

hel pl essly.

"Gve me the pole." Des squeezed his bulk through the open wi ndow with a few
ri ps, scratches, and curses, dropped with a thunp onto the nmuddy ground, and
charged w t hout stopping to catch his breath. The hooked pole went into a
bul bous, gl eanmi ng structure on the alien's head and sank deep within,
splashing Des with the black fluid that spurted fromthe sphere. Ed cl enched
his teeth against the wave of nausea rising fromhis guts.

A moment | ater Des was back at the wi ndow, saying, "Cone on, get 'emall out
this way. W can't stay in the house, it's an obvious target."

"What's the point of leaving it?"

"Easy," Des said. His teeth gl eamed white anong the bl ood, foam and bl ack
droplets that decorated his face. "We'll lure the bugs into the house, then
fire off a couple of blaster shots and bring that cliff dowmn on "em. . . it's
not all that stable now, didn't you notice that when we were com ng down the
track?"

Ed certainly had. And though he had little or no faith in Smrnoff's plan, he
couldn't think of anything better-so he begged, bullied, or persuaded the
remai ning settlers to craw through the back wi ndow and foll ow Des al ong the
narrow track he had tenporarily cleared

For one dark nmonment he wondered exactly how Des planned to "lure" the Khieevi
into the cabin and who was going to play "bait," but One-One Otime solved

t hat question once he understood the plan. From an overl ooked cupboard above
the food stores he produced battered nusi cubes and a sol ar-powered pl ayer.
"Kirilatova," he said, jammng a cube into the player -with ruthless

di srespect for the delicate workings of the machinery. "Figaro. Renastered
fromthe originals.”" He cackled at the | ook of surprise on Ed's face. "Thought
we was all uncul tured backcountry fol ks, din't you, sonny? Hee-hee-hee. | like
opera just fine; its people | wanted to get away from™

As they scranbled through the back wi ndow, the last two humans to cl ear the
cabin, the seductive strains of Susannah's aria, "Deh vieni, non tadar,"
floated through the air. Ed only hoped the song would be as enticing to the
Khi eevi as it had been meant to sound in the opera.

He was al nost disgusted at how well Des's crude plan worked. The cockroachlike
Khi eevi approached the cabin, cautiously at first, then nore openly as no one
fired on them They nmade sharp crackling noi ses anong thensel ves as they drew
closer, firing occasional bolts into the cabin; Ed could al nost have sworn the
two in the | ead were |aughing and rubbing their forel egs together in
anticipation of a jolly tinme. He remenbered the vids | kwaskwan had copied from
the Linyaari and used as training films, and felt sick all over at the nenory
of what the Khieevi considered |ight entertainment. He had a terrible noment
as he worried that everybody was out of the cabin. He couldn't have |left a dog



to the mercies of those-those things.

Every muscle of his body screaned to run, run now before they noticed their
quarry had escaped, but Des coolly waited through agonizing seconds until al
but one of the advancing aliens was out of sight inside the cabin. Then he and
One-One fired blasters at the designated weak spots, dissolving a long |ine of
muddy earth and stone into a bubbling liquid that let the front face of the
cliff slide downward with a long, final sigh. Slabs of stone tilted slowy
forward and smashed the cabin roof flat; one of themfell half across the one
Khi eev who remai ned outside, turning his body into a mangl ed nmess that | eaked
black fluid and curls of steam The stone slabs were foll owed by a sl ow but

i nexorable tide of wet dirt and the nolten lava created by the blasters, which
buried the cabin and its occupants under a newy created hill

"Come on," Des hissed before the wave of nmud and | ava had settled, "gotta take
their ship before they catch on to what just happened!"

"Before who catch on?" gasped Ed, at his side. "W just killed-oh." Mre
cockroaches were pouring out of the squat, alien-1looking ship that stood in
t he cl earing.

"You are so damm dunmb, M nkus. Wbul d you | eave a ship totally unguarded while
everybody chased the natives?" Des gave hima | ook of disgust. "Yeah, you
probably would. G ve ne that pole, you don't know what to do -with it." And he
pl unged in anmong the Khieevi with a battle yell of pure, savage joy, stabbing
the pole down with unerring aiminto the enem es' soft spots.

Soneone thrust a cleaver into Ed's hand, and the wave of yelling settlers
carried himon until he found hinmself in the thick of the fight, chopping off
legs with his cleaver, dodging the energy bolts, frantically waving his free
armto defend hinself fromthe gouts of black acid the aliens spat . . . and

t hen, before he knew it, they were through and on the farside of the aliens,
and Des was shouting at themto follow himinto the ship itself. Ed stepped
over blobs of black guck, already crusting over, and kicked a dying Khieev off
the | adder with one booted foot.

There were no nore Khieev inside ... no nore living, that is ... though the
stench of their dying and the acid whiff of their black . . . blood? .
whatever . . . infested the entire ship. The settlers crowding after Ed forced

himforward and into the tiny section covered with unreadabl e instrunentation
that Des already occupi ed. He was squatting on the |ow, narrow bench that the
Khi eevi nust have used instead of chairs.

After a noment's unconfortabl e experinmentation, Ed decided that Smirnoff had
found the only possible adaptati on of the human anatony to these furnishings.
Wde netal columms behind them their outer walls curved in a concave form

t hat rmust have been designed to fit a Khieev carapace, prom sed support and
protection during takeoff, and the straps that dangled fromthe col utms coul d,
with some ingenuity, be arranged to hold a human body. Ed hoped the settlers
had made their own accomodations to the Khieev interior; Des was already
punching buttons with mad abandon in search of the one that would fire up the
shi p' s engi nes.

"You think you can fly one of these things?" he asked doubtfully.

"Can't be all that different fromours," Des said. "Same problens, same type
solutions. They gotta get free of gravity, navigate, correct position, and
tilt. . . Yeeehaw " he screaned in triunph as one of the buttons he'd punched
resulted in a *wild blast of flane that lifted the ship fromits |anding place
wi th a sickening double punch and sway. "Ikwaskwan, here we cone! See if you



can find a portable corn systemanong all that crud the settlers dragged on
Ed. It might be polite to announce we're on our way!"

Haven, Unified Federation Date334. 05. 26

Wth the Khieevi nother ships disabled and their pods pinned down on Rushi ma
by the orbiting ships of the Red Bracelets, there was tine to discuss Markel's
suggesti on of using weathernodification technol ogy to destroy the Khieevi
rather than the expensive, and destructive, kinetic energy weapons favored by
I kwaskwan.

"I had intended this systemfor peace, not war," said Ngaen Xong Hoa sadly.
"But it seens that technology of this sort nmust be used al ways for
destruction-if not by the warring parties of ny honel and, then by whoever
controls it." He gave Markel a long, steady |look. "I trusted your father's
honor. He died rather than permt Nueva Fallona and her cronies to nmake war on
Rushi ma with ny weat her-nodification system Now you ask nme to do the sane

t hi ng. "

"Not on Rushima, on the Khieevi - " began GIlI. "Wait!" Markel swallowed hard
after interrupting GI1l, but his face showed a maturity and resol ution that
had not been there short weeks earlier. "Yes, Dr. Hoa. W wish to use your
scientific know edge to kill... those who would otherwise ... exterm nate us.
So we would be using it in self-defense, which is not the sane thing as using
it for making war on the helpless... . You know what the Linyaari have told us
about these invaders. If they had cone in peace, we would have greeted themin
peace . . . but they cone to destroy us. And, yes, | will use any neans at ny
di sposal to defend ny people and nyself. | believe Illart would have done the
same thing."

"W do not know they have cone to nake war," Hoa said. "Actions speak |ouder
than words,"” Rafik pointed out. "Ah. But words have not spoken yet." Hoa

cl asped his hands together in front of him "Before | give consent to this
further msuse of nmy research, | nust insist that we make every effort to
comuni cate with our alien visitors."

"Markel ? I's this necessary?" Andreziana gl anced at Markel and raised one
eyebr ow.

"Yes," Markel said in the npst decisive tone. He paused and gave an i ndol ent
shrug nore like his usual mannerisms. "Anyway, | could probably deploy the
weat her-intervention technology without Dr. Hoa's consent. Just as Nueva
Fal l ona did! By anal yzing the programs Nueva's people inplenented we could
deduce those things that were left out of the research notes." He paused, and
all his aggression seenmed to dissipate suddenly. He swall owed again. "But... |
believe . . . Illart would also have said we nust first attenpt peaceful
negoti ation."

"Ri di cul ous!" Andreziana was on her feet. "Market, as captain of the Haven, |
could order you to inplenment the technol ogy now

"But you will not," said Pal Kendoro sharply. Pal was so quiet that all were
startled at this interrupti on and watched as he came forward to grip
Andreziana's arnms at the el bows, forcing her to look up at him "'Ziana, don't
you know better than to give orders that Market will feel honor-bound to

di sobey? You and the other kids did a grand job of recapturing the Haven.

You' re a bunch of infant experts at everything fromastrogation to

life-support systens, but you' ve still got a few things to | earn about people
and the art of command."



"I know what we need to do in order to deal with the Khieevi," Andreziana
snapped, freeing herself fromPals grip with a quick, vicious tw st of her
body. "Unli ke sonme around here, I'"'mnot afraid to take responsibility for
it-any nore than | was afraid to space the nurderers who killed ny nother and
father!"

"And you're still feeling bad about that, aren't you?" Pal said in a | ow
gentl e voice. "They were nurderers, and you had no other option, but you see
their faces in your nightnmares . . . and so to prove you nade the right choice

t hen, you have to keep choosing the toughest path, "whether or not it's
necessary."

Tears sparkled in Andreziana's eyes, and she stared up at hi mwordl essly.

"You don't have to do that now, 'Ziana," Pal said. "This responsibility

bel ongs to all of us; you don't have to carry it alone. \Watever we do, we'll
all discuss it, and we'll all share in the decision. You and the other kids
did a fine job when you were left on your own, but the point is, that you're
no | onger al one anynore. We're in this battle, fighting right beside you."

Andreziana's lips trenbled, and Pal put his arm about her, shielding her face
fromthe view of the others for a |long, tense nmonment. \When Andreziana finally
turned away fromhim she | ooked conposed, nore at peace than she had since

t he Pal onel | ese coup on the Haven

"I"msony, Markel," she said. "Understand," she warned him "I'mstill captain
of the Haven . . . but this can't be just the captain's decision. This
decision belongs to all of humanity ... all who are here to speak, at |east

and to the Linyaari, too," she said. "Shouldn't they be here? And the Red
Bracelets - "
"Let's not overdo it," Johnny murrmured. "I think we know how the Red Bracel ets
woul d vote. Besides, they're needed where they are ... in | ow geosynchronous
orbit, making sure the Khieevi don't go anywhere."

"And we cannot afford to keep themthere indefinitely," G || pointed out.

After nore discussion, it was agreed that the Haven and the AcaSeckl would
attenpt for a period of two Standard hours to establish sone commruni cation

wi th the Khieevi on Rushima, using the universal codes that had | ong been
agreed on for first contact with any sapient alien race, should one ever be
found. Therefore, mathematical formulae and physical constants were broadcast
in steady sequence, using different base systens and with regul ar pauses to
invite reply.

"No response,” Calum said wearily after nore than an hour had gone by.
"Perhaps we should try sonething el se.™

"W could shoot at them" GII nuttered. "That sure got a response!™

"No, not-waitamute, wait a mnute!" Calum punched at the control panel to
bring up an enlarged view on one screen. "Sonething' s |eaving the planet-and
headi ng straight for us. Corns, tell |kwaskwan not to shoot it down!"

"Trojan horse," G Il suggested, while Acorna efficiently raised | kwaskwan's

flagship and requested the | one vessel be allowed to exit Rushima unhi ndered.
"He's not headi ng straight for anywhere," Cal um exclai med. "Look at
that-yawing all over the place . . . don't these people know how to stabilize



their ships?"

"They did just fine in the battle,” GIl pointed out. "Maybe this one is
damaged."” His fingers twitched, indicating his conplete willingness to do nore
danage.

"Acorna, are you open on all frequencies?"
"OfF course, Calum" Acorna said. "Intruder is not transmtting."

"If they don't correct their course and identify thenmsel ves sonmehow in the

next sixty seconds," Calum said tensely, "rescind the hold-fire request and
gi ve | kwaskwan pernission to destroy them They're now, nmore or less, on a
collision course with US. I'"msorry about Dr. Hoa's sensibilities, but not

sorry enough to die while waiting for the other fellows to parley. The

Li nyaari said they don't parley, and it looks like ..."

Fortunately for two newly hired nercenaries and a group of weary Rushi nese
settlers, at that nmonent Ed M nkus found a portable corn system

"Don't fire! Don't firel" he squawked first, and then, regaining a little
control, "All Red Bracelet ships and allies: this is Ed Mnkus for the ship
uh ... what is it called, Des?"

A runmbling grow seenmed to be telling the speaker not to waste tine on

nonessentials. "Call it Jurden, it snmells |Iike one!"
"Right! Uh . . . this is the ship Jurden, a prize of war captured fromthe
Khi eevi, requesting permssion to rejoin . . . and, uh, could sonebody tow us

inwith a tractor bean? W're having a little trouble figuring out the
controls on this thing."

"Jurden, this is the Haven," cane a crisp young voice on the frequency Ed had
found. "W have a fix on you now. Can you verify this is not a Khieevi trap?"

"Dammt, we just got away fromthe Khieevi . . . wait a mnute!" There were
scuffling sounds and Ed's voice nmuffled by distance, protesting; then a
crackly old voice canme on

"Grlie, this here's One-One ime, free settler of Rushinma, and you bring us
on board right fast, you hear me? Got things to tell you about them big ol
bugs i ke you wouldn't believe! And | ain't goin' back there, no how, no way,
so if you think us is bugs, you just go right ahead and bl ow us out of the
sky, you hear? Rather that than goin' back, right, folks?"

"Jurden, prepare to be towed," Andreziana's voice responded.

The exchange was shut off as Haven's tractor beam attached itself to the
Khi eevi ship. Gl and Cal um | eaned back, |aughing weakly, while the others
exchanged puzzl ed gl ances.

"What's so funny?" Acorna finally asked.

"Smrnoff. The bastard can't be all bad," GIl said. "He nust have sone Celtic
ancestors sonewhere."

"I fail to see that as a guarantee of respectability-look at you two giggling
idiots!" Rafik said, crisply critical

"Jurden,"” Calum cal med hinself |ong enough to explain, "is an old Scots word



for a chanber pot. So I guess we know Smirnoff's opinion of the Khieevi!"

And once Smirnoff and M nkus and One-One had descri bed how t he Khieevi came in
firing and attacked i medi ately, even Hoa regretfully agreed that the Linyaari
account of their enem es seened to be conpletely accurate.

"Talk is better," Hoa said ruefully, "but sone warlords do not talk, only
kill. Markel, you will assist, please?"

The weat her-intervention process fascinated Calum who was watching every

detail of Hoa's work. There was plenty of tine for all interested observers to
assenbl e because Hoa insisted that the Red Bracel et ships nust clear out of
their low orbit. "l onospheric intervention of this nagnitude can affect

orbiting ships' communications and el ectrical systens," Hoa expl ai ned. "Haven
must maintain a certain distance in order to fire |aser beans, but all others
shoul d retreat as far as possible.”

Whil e the Kil unbenbese ships -were noving to a safe di stance, Hoa studied
real -tinme displays of Rushim's atnosphere and terrain and hunmed softly to
hi nmsel f.

"Mm mm good unstable cloud nasses here, yes, much instability in the
troposphere, electrical potential building up ... a little nudge here.

W begin with lightning," he said, "using ship's anplifiers to sinulate action
of hybrid Gscillator/ Regenerative Anplifier -which | used in scientific

studi es. Spaceships, being tall and netal, should attract |ightning before any
ot her objects on ground. Communications and electrical systens -will be
destroyed. "

"CGet on with it, can't you?" Calum murrured under his breath. "Pulling back
the Red Bracelets may have been necessary for their safety, but it's got to
ook to the Khieevi like we're retreating. They'Il see if they can escape.
They know they're trapped on the surface."

Hoa's fingers played over the console pad before him and he snapped requests
to Market for confirmation of the nunbers he produced.

"Hurry!" Andreziana said fromher own seat. "I'm seeing hot spots, probably
ships igniting their engines. "

"Now, " Hoa said, and the screen in front of Andreziana went wild with a
di splay of crackling lights.

"What was that?" she gasped.

"Series of short pulses cause electron mgration, propagation, collisions,
aval anche ioni zation," Hoa said. "Conduction path will be fornmed wherever
possi bl e. Lasers would provide nore focused strikes, but in absence of
i nformati on about |ocation of ships, general ionization is best bet."

Three Khi eevi ships had | aunched off-planet during the lightning storm but
two of them behaved so erratically as to nake Des Smirnoff's approach in the
Jurden appear a marvel of accurate navigation. After a series of staggering

| oops, one failed to escape Rushima's gravity and fell back toward the planet;
the other one transmuted into a searing burst of light that left only
fragnments. The third ship darted through a space just recently vacated by the
Red Bracel et fleet and escaped Rushima, but not to attack, only to flee. One
of | kwaskwan's warshi ps swung out of line and foll owed.

"How di d you make that second one expl ode?" Calum demanded, awed.



Dr. Hoa shrugged slightly. "lInmpossible to predict what goes first when

el ectrical systenms are destroyed. Steering, power . . . in this one, | think
fuel controls. It is not at all an accurate action,” he said with di sapproval.
"I's not science; science deals with predictable results. Now you will see!
Markel , bring up titaniumsapphire |asers, please."

"Aren't -we too far away for | aser warfare?" Calum asked. "The beam wil |
spread until it's so weak ..."

"Sufficiently intense light pulses are trapped in three dinensions," Hoa
replied w thout |ooking up. "Self-conmpensating nonlinear effects. End result,
di spersion, diffraction, and scattering are bal anced by self-stabilizing

processes. | cannot prove how it happens,"” he said, "only denonstrate results
of focused high-intensity laser strikes on appropriate cloud material. Laser
forms a tunnel of ions, which attracts lightning. . . . My intent," he said
sadly, "was to use such tunnels to draw |ightning away from structures, which
needed protection. Instead ..." He twiddled with controls and adjusted the
focus of the laser with infinite precision. "lInstead," he repeated, as
lightning arced through Rushima's atnosphere, "I now direct it at structures.

"Whi ch need destroying," Calumrem nded himgently.

| kwaskwan's corn technician reported that the Khieevi ship had escaped; having
so little mass, it had been able to reach |ightspeed | ong before the heavier
battl eship, and they had been unable to catch it within the limts |kwaskwan
had set for his fleet's range.

"Quite right, too," Calum agreed. "They'd do thensel ves and us no good by
foll owi ng one Khieevi ship until their fuel was exhausted. Still, 1'd like to
know where they conme from "

"Several ships have been captured,” Mrket renminded him "and we have the
virtually intact pod that Smirnoff and M nkus escaped in. W can study their
conputers and charts. "

"And maybe Dr. Zip can help analyze the metals,"” Calum said, renenbering how
that eccentric astrophysicist had applied the |atest upsilon-V imging
techniques to provide Calumw th a basis for working out where Acorna's hone
worl d probably lay. That world was |ong since |aid waste by the Khieevi, and
the Linyaari envoys could provide themw th the |ocation of the new hone,
narhii-Vhiliinyar; but there still mght be a use for his conputational and
astroplotting program to help |ocate the home base of the Khieevi. That
possibility cheered himimeasurably, and while Dr. Hoa pounded Rushinma with
stornms and floods to destroy any remai ni ng Khi eevi, he began jotting notes for
an anended version of the program

When Dr. Hoa patently began to tire Calum and Markel both vied to take over
fromhim Calumwas chosen but, when Dr. Hoa saw Markel's sullen expression
he put his hand under the boy's chin and forced himto nmeet his gaze.

"There will be tine for you, too. Watch and be ready to take your turn. You
are well able when all is said and done."

Johnny Greene | eaped forward to hel p the exhausted man who, at first, waved
of f the need for assistance until he stunbled at the steps leading up to the
mai n | evel of the bridge.

"Come." Andreziana was beside the doctor, firmy taking his hand. "You may



rest in the captain s ready room" she said, indicating the door that gave
onto the bridge.

"Your ready room ny dear, your ready room" Dr. Hoa said, smiling as he
patted her armbut quite willing to let her escort him That acconplished,
Andrezi ana returned to her command chair with just the slightest of smirks at
havi ng been nore effec- tive than Johnny Greene. And Pal noved just that mnuch
closer to her chair, subtly informng the older man that his efforts were
redundant .

Johnny turned away, with a broad grin that Acorna and Rafik noticed: Acorna
wi th considerably nore synpathy and relief than Rafik.

That would certainly solve a problemfor her. The -way Pal had all but
chal | enged Thariinye disturbed her even if she did see it as only the usua
posturing of nales for a desired female. The incident had al so taken away from
Acorna's eyes the scales of infatuation over her first encounter with a male
of her own species.

However, she too -was tired and wanted to retire as discreetly as she could to
t he AcaSecki., now once again on the Haven's hangar deck

So, too, was the Linyaari ship, and, as she passed it, Neeva called out to
her .

"Join us, ny sister-child,"” and then added as Acorna sw tched her direction
(You cannot know how rewarding it is to see the Khieevi overwhel ned as they
have overwhel med us for centuries. To know that we, we four, have been wi tness
to their rout.)

(I don't feel much like cheering, |I'mafraid) Acorna said truthfully.

Neeva pressed her horn agai nst Acorna's. The scene of Acorna's dream
reappeared. (This is what they destroyed for you. But it is good to see that
you are nore linyani than khievn in the matter of dealing death. This is

i ndeed a novel way of defeating one's eneny.)

(I'F you can get themto |and on a planet) Acorna said.

Neeva nuzzl ed Acorna. (You are heartsick, ny sister-child, and it is because
we are not what you thought we should be. Is that not correct?)

Acorna gasped. She hadn't realized just how deeply Neeva could delve. (I nean
no of fense, truly. It's just that you . . . )

(Are what our world and genetics have made us, just as these humans are the
product of their worlds and genes.) It was Ml ireenya whose deep voice chined
into their conversation. She appeared in the open hatch of the brilliantly
decorated ship. (You wish to know HOW do we nmanage to keep the paint so
bright? Ah, that is one of our secrets. Cone. Cone. Lei us relieve your

anxi eti es and confusi ons, dear 'Khornya.)

Acorna was m nd-weary enough to wi sh surcease and entered the Linyaari vessel
Thariinye was not in evidence.

(You nust have just passed himon the way to the Haven's bridge,) Neeva said.
(He wi shes to know nore about this npbst unusual and spectacul ar nethod of
dealing with the Khieevi.)

(Huh,) Khaan said 'with a nasal snort of disagreenment, (he enjoys seeing the



shi ps bl own up and was counting them "That is for the Selinaaryi." "The next

kill will be for the Juveniiryi.")

(Who?) asked Acorna, confused, though she did realize that these were fanily
nanes.

(Ancestors and friends who were lost to the Khieevi over the centuries,)
Khaari answer ed.

(WI1l there be ships enough to satisfy that lust in Thariinye?) Neeva asked
rueful ly.

She | ed Acorna to a pile of cushions and settled her in their confort. Then
she began to knead the nmuscles of Acorna's neck, and "work her fingers up and
down the length of the nane, into the vertebrae thenselves. Mre often than
not, Acorna wi nced at the pain as Neeva touched places which Acorna hadn't
even known were sore.

(When we bring you hone) and there was a subtle triunmph in Neeva's use of the
word, (we shall introduce you to the ways whereby we dissipate tension and
fatigue. This ship was not |arge enough to contain the unit, which is why we
do not appear at our best to you. W, too, have suffered fromthe stress of
reachi ng your quadrant of space soon enough to give you warning.)

(W are not always as contentious as we have been these past few weeks,)
Melireenya said sorrowfully. Then her silvery eyes brightened. (Wat glad
tidings we bring, along with one we thought |ost and gone to us.)

(Do | have many rel ations?) Acorna asked, though she already knew that she had
been the only youngling born to her parents.

Neeva's silvery neigh filled the room (Hundreds! But we shall not require you
to meet themall at once.)

(I will want you to nmeet a few) - Khaari snmiled, her eyes sparkling-(a chosen
few of mne.)

Mel i reenya gave Khaari an affectionate shove. (I amthe elder. | shall have
the first chance.)

(Chance for what?) The inferences were beyond Acorna, though she sensed t hem
in the subtle nuances of the interchange.

(Way, to introduce you to a suitable mate, of course) Neeva said, as if that
shoul d have been obvious. (You are well old enough to need a mate. In fact,
marvel that you have been able to contain yourself.)

(She has had no one to stinulate that part of her nature yet) Melireenya said.
(O have you experienced . . . well, unusual sensations at all?) She turned to
the other two fermales. (It can happen, you know, for soneone isolated as she
has been.)

(I ... well)-Acorna bowed her head in confusion-(there have been nonents

)

(Not for much longer, sister-child,) Neeva assured her, and continued to
massage her neck

(It will have to be for a while longer,) Acorna said regretfully.



(WHY?) all three Linyaari demanded, shocked.

"Well, there are things | nust attend to at Maganos.

(Nothing that Rafik fell ow cannot handle) remarked Melireenya firmy. (W are
YOUR peopl e. You nust first come with us. Then, if there are any problens that
you must indeed deal with yourself, we can return with you.)

Khaari's neigh was closer to a snicker. (And with your life partner.)

(WLL one find ne suitable? I've lived so long. . . .) Acorna stopped because
even Melireenya was convul sed in Linyaarish |aughter

(Wait and see, 'Khornya. Wait and see.) Then the other two made excuses of
tasks to be done and Neeva altered the rhythm of her gentle kneadi ng, and,
bef ore Acorna could hel p herself, she was dozing off.

It was dawn on the Haven before anyone cane | ooking for her. Calumhad finally
deferred to Markel and gone back to the Aca<)ecki, falling asleep the nonment
he | ay down. He never thought that Acorna would be anywhere but in her own
quarters. So, when G Il and Rafik cane |ooking for her, and him to announce
the arrival of Uncle Hafiz, with his voluptuous and veil -swathed Karina, they
were startled and dismayed to find her m ssing.

"She is here, close by," Karina said through her veil. It wasn't a very thick
gauze, Calumnoticed: much nore transparent than the silks he'd once been
dressed in for Uncle Hafiz s benefit. It allowed sonmeone to get a glinpse of a
rather attractive face, if nmuch too plunp for Cal's taste.

Now Karina gracefully placed her nmuch beringed hand on her forehead.
"Very close." She slowy turned and | ooked at the Linyaari vessel. "There in
fact. And oh, they're all there. And fast asleep."

"Uncle," Rank said in an undertone, "since when have you followed the outnoded
and barbarous custom of veiling your wonen?" Only a few years earlier Hafiz
had been shocked and di smayed to find Rafik apparently converted to the
Neo- Hadi t hi ans and reverting to the strictures practiced by those who denied
the Second and Third Prophets, keeping wonen veiled and refusing spirituous
liquors. He had professed great relief to discover that Rank's apparent
conversion to a fundamental i st sect had been only a clever business trick-even
if he had been its victim

"Since | acquired this pearl without price, ny lovely Karina," Hafiz replied
in the sane discreet undertone.

"Acquired? Uncle, the last time | |ooked, slavery was forbidden by the | aws of
all known states and federations. Even on Laboue, | do not think you can
| egally own a concubine!"

Hafiz put on a di sapproving expression. "Nephew, | nmight take offense did
not love you so dearly. Karina is ny beloved and dearly cherished wife in the
sight of the Three Prophets. W have sworn our vows upon the Three Books."

Rafi k' s nouth dropped open. "You' ve married that . . . that pseudopsychic
charl at an?"

"Dear boy," his uncle said in a-warning tone that held nore than a hint of
steel, "you are speaking of your new aunt. It is a shane to all discerning nen
that such a flower of beauty shoul d have been forced to work for a living



i nstead of reclining upon silken cushions and being fed on marzi pan and cream
cakes. Her previous lifestyle," he said grandiloquently, "is uninportant to
nme; the cherished gazelle of Hafiz Harakam an need never lift a finger again."

Rafik reflected that if his uncle really intended to feed his new acquisition
upon marzi pan and cream cakes, she mght well be incapable of lifting a finger
in a few years. Even now, "gazelle" was hardly the word that came to m nd when
descri bi ng her.

"I's she not vol uptuously beautiful beyond your wildest dreams?" his uncle
si ghed rapturously. "Even my Yasmin could hardly have conpared with Karina."

Mention of Hafiz s first wife, the |ong-dead Yasmin, rem nded Rafik that his
uncl e had al ready shown a definite predilection for wonen whose nost prom nent
attributes |lay sonmewhere south of their brains. Yasm n had been a dancer in a
zero- G topl ess bar when Hafiz abducted her

"Karina, ny little lily," Hafiz said to his new w fe, "pray do not exhaust
yoursel f in using your powers to contact the Linyaari. They will awaken soon
enough of their own accord, and I would not see your lovely face lined -with
fatigue. Sit here and rest yourself, and | will see to it that sone |ight

refreshment is brought to restore your psychic energies.”

Karina smled up into his face with a I ook of such radiant |ove and trust that
Rank's | ast objections to the marriage nelted Ii ke snow on Laboue, and he was
devoutly thankful that the words "gold digger"” had not passed his lips. No one
| ooking at the pair could doubt that they were truly infatuated with one
another. Still, when he renenbered his uncle's cynical strictures on the

subj ect of wonen and marriage, he could not but be anused to see Hafiz, of al
peopl e, swept away on a tide of sugary-sweet romance.

"What are you | aughi ng about?" Caluminquired out of the side of his nouth
after Rafik had greeted Karina with all the respect due to his uncle's wife
and retired to the farside of the Haven's main cabin to rel ease his anusenent.

"Hafiz," Rafik said. "To see himbilling and cooing with that.. . | nean, with
nmy beloved aunt. . . and if you had ever heard the A d Earth poets he used to
guote on wonen and marriage! He used to conpare marrying to buying a horse.™
And he recited four lines of Hafiz's favorite poet's from nmenory:

If it be pleasant to look at, <f tailed In the packed “erai, Doe<f not the
young man try Itd tenmper anS pace ere he bay7 If She be pleasant to | ook on
what ~oe” the young man .say7 'Lol She if pleasant to |ook on. Gve her to ne
t ooayl

"And if she produces a son to cut you out of your inheritance?" "I's it not
witten in the Book of the Third Prophet, 'Count not the light froma distant
star anong your assets, for that star may have been long dead by the tine its
light reaches thine eyes'? | have not been such a fool as to count on stepping
into the shoes of a healthy man with nany years to live, Calum While trading
for Uncle Hafiz | have built up quite a respectable line of credit on nmy own
account. . . which, come to think of it, he may need to borrow against." Rafik
rai sed his voice. "Tell ne. Uncle, how stands the credit of House Harakani an
after these disasters?”

Hafiz interrupted a | owvoiced colloquy of his own with Admiral |kwaskwan and
Johnny G eene. "Wat disasters, my bel oved nephew?"

"Well . . . the interruption to your trade . . . and, ah, paying the . "
Rafi k stamrered. He had been so fl abbergasted by the introduction of Karma as



his uncle's wife that he had not even noticed Adnmiral |kwaskwan s arrival, and
now he had to hastily suppress the comrents that had risen to his |ips about
rapaci ous mercenari es.

Hafi z gave the broad, closed-lip smle that many conpetitors had | earned to
dread. It usually nmeant he had just swallowed their pet canary.

"I confess there were sonme minor difficulties initially," he said pleasantly.
"In fact, Delszaki Li and | were forced to conmbi ne our businesses in order to
command enough liquid credits for the initial great expenses. But -with the
advant age of House Li's trading contacts and capital added to my own superior
conmuni cati ons system | am happy to say that House Harakam anLi now conmmands
an even greater share of the galactic market than before . . . and from what
M. Geene here tells ne of the technology to be discovered in the captured
Khi eevi ships, we expect to recoup our initial |losses quite quickly. There is
al so," he said thoughtfully,” the small matter of trade agreenents with the
Li nyaari. Now that Delszaki and | are no longer in conpetition, that should
al so be resolved quite profitably."

"House Harakamni an-Li ?" Cal um repeated, stunned.

"What's the matter -with that?" G| denanded. "Sounds |ike a good idea to

nme. " Cal um groaned. "G |1, you have no business sense whatever. Wth those
two . . . rapacious old pirates . . . wrking together . . . and about to reap
obscene profits off their contacts with the first two space-faring alien races
we' ve ever encountered ... well, let's just say they make the Khieevi |ook
like a minor threat to civilization!"

Admi ral |kwaskwan cleared his throat. "As to the matter of profits," he
rem nded them "a half share in the Khieevi captures belongs to the Red
Bracel ets.”

"One-third," Hafiz said quickly.

| kwaskwan hooked his thunbs in his belt and rocked back and forth slightly on
the balls of his feet. "The agreenent was that all parties to the contract
shoul d share equally in the spoils of war. Since Harakam an and Li are now one
House, clearly they constitute only one contracting party and should share
hal f and half with the other party - ne."

"One-third," Nadhari Kando said from behind Hafiz and G eene. "You were
content with that originally. Play fair, Ikki!"

| kwaskwan's bony face | ooked even sharper and nore angul ar at sight of
Nadhari. "But..."

"E kosi Tahka'yaw, " Nadhari said, sounding relaxed, as if she were saying a
private mantra to the ceiling. "Mon Na' ntaw. And, of course, Skomitin. You
haven't forgotten Skomtin, have you, |kki?"

"Skomtin's dead," |kwaskwan said quickly.

Nadhari gave hima sweet smile. "But I'mnot . . . aml, Ikki? " Her light
rocki ng noverrent mrrored | kwaskwan's own, but she seemed consi derably nore
rel axed; one hand was on the back of her head, the other in a pocket of her
dark, close-fitting coveralls. Calumrenenbered that Nadhari was said to keep
poi son darts in those tight black braids that coil ed around her head.

| kwaskwan noi stened his lips. "You seemin the best of health ... as | am |
trust we all expect to stay that way! Onethird, then," he said nore |oudly,



turning back to Hafiz, "as was agreed in the original contract. God forbid
shoul d seek to defraud my honored clients! The Red Bracelets' reputation for
probity and fair dealing is known throughout the gal axy. "He didn't say what
it was known as,"” Calumnuttered in Rafik's ear

"Can't use the appropriate |language in front of the |adies," Rafik responded,
equal ly sotto voce

What exactly constituted a fair one-third share of the captured ships required
quite a lot nore haggling, as neither |kwaskwan nor Hafiz wi shed to allow the
other party to conduct a detailed survey of exactly what had been captured
before the spoils were divided. By the tinme they had agreed on how to share
out the | oot, another complication had arisen. Des Smrnoff and Ed M nkus,
rested and recovered fromtheir ordeal on Rushima, put in their own claimfor
credit to the salvaged pod known as the Jurden

| kwaskwan |istened to their claimwthout speaking, while his dark eyes slowy
| ooked over the two very junior Red Bracelets fromhead to foot and back
again. "Wat recruiting officer took these in?" he demanded eventually. "If |
had known any of ny officers thought us so desperate for warmbodies ..."

"Hey," Des interrupted, "you're |ooking at experienced nen. Trained with
Kezdet CGuardi ans of the Peace, y'know. " He puffed his chest out and threw his
shoul ders back, |ooking as tough and nmilitary as he coul d manage.

"Tchah! Howoti awak, thsi6wetiya"the!" |kwaskwan dismissed the claimwith a
phrase in his own | anguage that nade Nadhan | augh al oud. "Bunbling

i ncompetents who all owed thensel ves to be captured by the dirt farmers -
have heard all | need of these. It's not the looting | object to, you
understand, " he explained to Hafiz, "it's the inconpetence. My Red Bracel ets
woul d be the | aughi ngstock of the galaxy were it known that | had taken in
such gutter-sweepings as these. | dare not even dismiss them" He sighed. "I
cannot afford to let themloose with the claimthat they were once, however
briefly, officers of ny force. There is only one solution.” A hand tw tching
toward the blaster on his hip nade it quite clear what he thought that

sol uti on was.

"Quite so," Hafiz agreed. "Clearly they must be properly trained up to the
standard of your forces. You do have sonething corresponding to the regul ar
arny's basic training, do you not?"

| kwaskwan s lips twitched as he took in the proposition. "On Kilunbenba .

we have, indeed. It is, of course, nostly geared to the young and exceedi ngly
fit; adm ssion tests for the |lower ranks are stringent. But | think these two
shoul d be able to survive it," he said in a casual tone that revealed his
disinterest in the outconme. "Smrnoff! M nkus! Gve ne your bracelets; you are
reduced to the ranks and ordered to Kilunbenba for training."

Ed stripped off the single red bangle that was his badge of rank without a
word, but Des was foolish enough to push his luck. "And the credit for our
capture?"

"Ahhh, " | kwaskwan breathed. H s head noved |ike that of a serpent about to
strike. "As it was told to me, the Jurden was hel pl essly out of control when
Haven t ook her under tow. By the | aws of space salvage, she is Haven's prize,
no? Now, you two- to the shuttle, march! You will consider yourselves under
arrest until you can be delivered to the brig aboard one of the battle
cruisers.” He lifted his wist corn and delivered a series of short, sharp
instructions in his native tongue which presunably alerted the shuttle crewto
the imm nent arrival of two disgraced exofficers.



Once Smirnoff and M nkus had shanbl ed of f, |kwaskwan turned to Nadhari
"Nadhi. It has been, as you say, a long tine. | believe sone of our new
armanents may be of interest to you."

"I have a duty here,"” Nadhari said. She sounded al nost regretful

"Go, go," Hafiz said with a beneficent smle on his face. "Acorna is in the
care of her people now. You have earned sone tine off." Especially considering
that she had just increased the profits of House Harakani an-Li by one-sixth.

Nadhari | ooked thoughtfully at |kwaskwan. "You do understand that shoul d
fail to return within ... let us say two hours Standard . . . your shuttle
woul d not be permitted to depart?"

"And you, " | kwaskwan returned, "understand that the security precautions put
in place by ny predecessor for safeguarding the person of the Admi ral have
been not only retained but inmproved? My staff officers would die to avenge any
harmto ne."

Nadhari shrugged. "Wth the primtive tactics you enploy, Ikki, they wl
likely die soon enough anyway." But she put one hand on his arm and sauntered
of f toward the docki ng bay-where the shuttle rested.

"Well," breathed Calum staring at the two retreating short, slight figures
with their air of coiled nenace, "seens like romance is bustin' out all over!"

Rafi k glanced at the corner where Pal was hol di ng Andrezi ana's hands and
tal king earnestly. "It does indeed."

"Come up and see ny battle lasers sone tine," GIl| said, in a voice trenbling
wi th suppressed | aughter. "I don't know, |'ve never tried that |ine. "

"And you never will," said Judit firmy, tucking her armthrough his. "D dn't
you have a proposition to put to Johnny, GII?"

Johnny Greene was tenpted by GI1's suggestion that he return to Maganos to
help with the devel opnent of the mning base's third stage, but shook his head
regretfully. "I can't |leave these kids to run the Haven all by thenselves."

"Looks to ne as if they won't be conpletely on their own." Rafik jerked his
head toward Pal and Andreziana.
"Still . . . it's bad enough they' ve lost their parents and their hone. "
Johnny said, incautiously I|oud.

Mar kel , never far from Johnnys el bow, overheard this. "Wat do you nean, we've

| ost our home? Haven's in perfectly good shape ... at |least she will be, once

we nake the repairs which we should be well able to pay for, now that Dr. Hoa

has agreed to stay on with us. W should be able to earn nore than enough to

mai ntain the ship by selling his weather-nodification services to ag pl anets
honestly," he added, "not as a protection racket!"

Johnny raised his eyebrows. "You can keep the Haven, yes. But Esperantza..."
"Was dear to our fathers," Markel *said, "and we weren't about to hurt their
feelings by telling themit was a dreamwe didn't share. Hey, 'Z ana," he

yel l ed, breaking into her tete-a-tete with Pal, "you want to live dirtside?"

"No way!" Andreziana shook her head so vigorously that golden ringlets bounced



around her face like scraps of a broken halo. "G ve up being captain of the
Haven just to get worn-out fighting atnospheric weather and pl anetside
gravity? You gotta be kidding!"

"You can take a poll if you like, Johnny," Markel offered, "but | think you' 11
find the rest of us feel the sane way."

"And between Dr. Hoa and Pal," Rafik pointed out, "they will hardly be wi thout
adul t gui dance. Trust the kids, Johnny. They know what they want, and they can
be fairly ruthl ess about getting it."

He withdrew to a reasonably private corner with GI1Il, Judit, and Calum "Looks
like everything is getting settled,” he said glumy.

"Yeah," G Il said with equal |ack of enthusiasm

"There's really no excuse ..." Calum began

" to keep Acorna here with us,"” Judit finished, tears sparkling in her
eyes. "She needs her own people.”

"Do not grieve," Karina advised them a lofty smle on her round face. "She
will not leave you . . . not for long. | can sense her presence with us now. "

"OfF course you can!" Gl snorted rudely, "you know damm well she's on the
Bai akare, sleeping."

"Not anynore,"” Karina said snugly, and on her |last word, the Linyaari

del egation canme in, Acorna glowing -with |ight and happi ness.

"I must say farewell to M. Li before we leave for narhiiVhiliinyar," she -was
telling Melireenya, quite firmly. "Even if the return to Maganos does del ay
you . . .us."

"Then you have decided to leave us," G Il said heavily. "Well, it's the right
thing for you, Acorna acushia, and we all wish you ..." Hs voice trenbl ed

wi th suppressed sobs, and he could not go on to save his life.

"I must go back with Neeva and Khaari, yes," Acorna said, "to be educated in
the Linyaari ways, and to find . . . She blushed. "Well, to conplete ny
education.”

(Yes, you're going to have all sorts of educational experiences,) Khaari
teased, and Acorna s bl ush deepened.

"But after that. . ." GIll, Rafik, and Calumall waited with bated breath.

"We nust maintain diplomtic contact with your race," Neeva said, "and as our

only expert in human ways, Acorna will be too valuable an envoy to be wasted
in any other position. Melireenya will be staying with you for the tine being,
to be joined by her life-mate; but as soon as our 'Khornya has found her own
life-mate, | expect that she will be permanently assigned to this sector as

special attache to the Linyaari enbassy."

Kari na was the only one who could speak after this announcenent. "Told you
so!" she grinned.

Meanwhi l e, far away fromthe human-settl ed sector of space, a damaged ship
fled homeward with its traumati zed crew. Their speech could not be transcribed
inthe letters of any human | anguage, consisting as it did of a series of



rapi d clicks whose changing rhythms carried their meaning; but the neaning
itself would have been perfectly clear to any of the iniquitous, warlike race
fromwhomthey fled.

"We nust warn our masters to have nothing nore to do with this race," Senior
Aick-Of Longl egs announced to clicks of agreenent. "They are barbaric and
vi ci ous beyond belief: when attacked, they actually fight back!"

As for whether the human race would remain equally content to have nothing to
do with the Khieevi . . . this they did not consider

End Acorna's Quest



