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Chapter 1




Now and Then

Now


Elviiz, with all of the time changes we’ve been through during our journey and the disappointment of not being able to get Mother and Father out of quarantine, we cannot sleep a wink. So we decided to go visit the LoiLoiKuans and see how they’re settling in to their new home in our ocean with the sii-Linyaari. Please tell everyone so they won’t worry. We’ll be back before you know it.

Love,

Khorii, Ariin, and Khiindi, too. (You know how he is about fish.)



Khorii left the message on Elviiz’s portable com—the one he needed now that he was fully organic and missing his critical android modifications.

Then, with the moons shining down on them, she and her twin walked down to the pearl-crested sea, Ariin carrying Khiindi.

“He’ll walk if you want to put him down,” Khorii told her twin. “We could stop to graze on the way. It would make our story more believable.”

Ariin frowned. “He really does need to come with us, and he’s so unpredictable.”

Khiindi took matters into his own paws by hopping down, waving his tail as if beckoning them to graze. The girls assumed grazing posture and bent to taste the tantalizing grasses growing in the meadows sloping down to the sea. Their horns, a single shining gold one in the center of each of their foreheads, glowed softly in the silver moonlight.

When they were done, Khiindi dodged Ariin’s questing hands and trotted ahead, just out of reach. The cat was not about to let the young Linyaari use his crono to spirit Khorii off to the distant past and get her into who knew what kind of trouble without him there to protect her. Nor, for that matter, was he going to miss a chance to escape the little kitty form into which he’d been frozen by his fellow shape shifters, all because of a very slight miscalculation during a mission with which they’d once entrusted him. If they insisted on continuing to hold their grudge, he would be better able to act freely back in the time before the monstrous Khleevi had destroyed the large time-traveling device. The buglike aliens wrecked everything they touched, and they had wreaked havoc not just with the time machine, but with the whole planet. The ecological damage had been repaired, but the time machine was no longer functional.

And, of course, the fish were lovely, too. The LoiLoiKuans saw the three of them approach. The younger ones, well trained by Khiindi back in the days when they were pool pupils, or poopuus, at the school on Maganos Moonbase, flipped a sleek, fat fish out of the water directly into his mouth. Good. Delicious. They had not forgotten the tribute due to their patron cat.

He barely had time to devour it and no time at all for a good wash and brushup before the twins stepped into the water. Khiindi jumped in after them. Makahomian Temple Cats, his lineage in more ways than one, did not mind a nice swim now and then. However, he remembered the first time he had met the aquatic dwellers, after suffering at the hands of that brat Marl Fidd, who had hurt him badly, then thrown him into the pool back at Maganos. The large brown LoiLoiKuans with their fused legs and flippered feet swam up to surround them. They were joined by their watery hosts, the sii-Linyaari, who were as indigenous to Vhiliinyar as anybody was.

Aari, the twins’ father, had transplanted the sii-Linyaari to the current time from a previous one in which they were about to become extinct. They were not an attractive species, at least, not to anyone except others of their kind. They were examples of a failed attempt on the part of Khiindi’s people, known to the Linyaari and the Ancestors as the Friends, to create the Linyaari race. Like Khorii and the rest of her race, the sii-Linyaari also had horns—many little ones growing all over their heads. Some had long, waving hair, some had none. They had fish tails instead of legs, and glistening scales, and spoke only in a bubble-accented thought-talk.

Although they had a reputation for being difficult and even hostile back in their original time, Khiindi figured it probably had a lot to do with their rejection by their parent creators. These days, they were quite happy to see him. If they knew that Khiindi was one of the Friends who had made them, they apparently thought his being a permanent pussycat was punishment enough because they were as friendly to him as they were to the girls and their new guests, the LoiLoiKuans.

“Greetings, everyone,” Khorii said. “We thought you might like your waters freshened up a bit. Fancy a race to the island?”

All of the sea people were a bit overstimulated from the events of the previous day, when two tanks of LoiLoiKuans had been decanted into the surface-connected inland sea of Vhiliinyar. A nice sea race was apparently just their idea of a good time.

Popping bubbles and other expressions of assent rose from the water as bodies dipped, tails flipped, and the sea peoples left the twins and Khiindi wallowing in their wake.


“Now!” Ariin said. Khorii held on to her arm and took the liberty of grabbing Khiindi’s tail. And suddenly, they were then.

Then

One moment they were in the water, the next they were inside a room bursting with fancy flowing robes framing a huge mirror and a chest brimming with jewels and cosmetics. Ariin looked around and nodded.

“Where are we?” Khorii asked.

“Akasa’s wardrobe. That’s where I found this,” Ariin said, holding up her wrist to show off the crono, which dangled loosely on her small arm. “No more questions now. It’s complicated. I need to get us back to an earlier time, before we were born.”

“This is before I was born?” Khorii asked.

“Right. This thing seems to default to the time and place it was before starting the next time sequence, but we’re not ready to be here yet. I have something to show you a little farther back.”

She gave Khiindi a look that was remarkable for its wickedness in one so young. He knew what she intended then, but it fit in well with his own wishes so he sent her the desired information. He could, of course, still converse without resorting to Linyaari, Standard, Makahomian, or even Cat. Nor did he require the cruder forms of thought-talk. He simply formed a picture of the time they needed to go. Back before he had brought Ariin’s egg to his people. Back before he had first befriended her father, Aari. Back when he could walk on two legs. Ariin recklessly tapped the crono without even looking at it, allowing his image to flow from her to the device. He picked the time, but she picked the place.

They stepped out of the water again, onto the grassy banks. Behind them the sii-Linyaari dived and fished, or sunned on the island just offshore. Before them, a meadow full of wildflowers, insects, and small animals stretched up to the mountains. Over the mountain peaks shone Vhiliinyar’s two moons, one of which was to become the Moon of Opportunity. It glowed with the fullness and benevolence of Hafiz Harakamian’s face gazing fondly at the profit balance on his ledger. The other moon was a mere crescent-shaped sliver of light.

Reflecting the light of both moons were the white and shining coats of the creatures hunted on their homeworld for the healing, purifying, and supposedly aphrodisiacal properties of their spiraling, golden, opalescent horns. There they were called unicorns, for obvious reasons. Here they were simply the Others, who were not the same as the Friends, although their kind varied. The Others were beautiful, useful, and innocent beings with whom the habitually self-centered Friends had become uncharacteristically enchanted. Usually, the Friends were the ones who did the enchanting, chiefly of themselves, when they beheld their own reflections. If they didn’t like what they saw, they simply changed it to something more pleasing.

Most had a bipedal and humanoid form that generally alternated with a dominant alter form. Khiindi’s own dominant alter form had always been feline, though not always or even usually a mere moggy.

“We must hide Khiindi here until we need him,” Ariin told Khorii. “He has enemies in this time, and even more enemies later on, when we’re going. We’ll have a use for him soon, but we have to lay some groundwork first.”

Khorii bent and picked the cat up, laying his head against her neck, his front paws on her shoulder, his magnificent, fluffy tail curled around her forearm. “Khiindi-cat, you know the Ancestors in our time. These are their ancestors. They are very good creatures and as you know, they like cats. You’ll be safe here with them. There are fish in the sea and other creatures for you to eat in the meadows. We’ll return for you before you know it, if I understand this timing thing correctly.”

Khiindi clung to her with every available claw. He knew Khorii would not abandon him willingly, but he had no idea what Ariin was up to. That one had a positively ka-Linyaari ability to conceal her thoughts. He also knew she meant to repay him for bringing her to be studied by his kind as their experiments in creating the Linyaari race continued. They knew they had created the Linyaari. They just didn’t know how or when. Of all of them, Grimalkin was, if not the only empath, certainly the one in whom the quality was best developed. He had imagined he would be around during Ariin’s youth to see that she was treated well and reasonably happy. Instead, his people, who were angry because he had brought only one of Acorna’s embryonic twins instead of both, took away his crono and froze him in little cat form for all time, the first part of which he was to serve as Khorii’s guardian and friend. This had left Ariin out in the cold, an object of pity and even scorn.

She hadn’t taken it well at all.

Khorii unhooked him and tried to set him down, but he clung to her arm. When she shook him off and tried to step back, he clung to her leg, even wrapping his tail around her ankle. Finally, Ariin grabbed him around his sizeable girth and threw him into the middle of the unicorn herd, to be surrounded by white-bearded muzzles and long, slender white legs. The unicorns parted enough that he zipped out from among them to catch up with the girls, but they had already vanished.

He meowed his frustration, and one of the ancestresses touched him gently with her horn. “Poor little fellow. Stay with us. They’ll be back. You’re welcome here. You’re sort of cute. What are you anyway?”

The horn touch made Khiindi feel even warmer and fuzzier than he actually was, which was saying something. He purred and gazed up at her with wide, adoring kitty cat eyes, his specialty. Oh well, gather ye allies while ye may.



Khorii and Ariin were back in the closet again. “I hope you had a good reason for that, Ariin,” Khorii said. “That was kind of mean. Poor Khiindi was really upset and he doesn’t like to be tossed around.”


“We can’t have him tagging along while we’re going undercover,” Ariin replied. “You do want to get to the bottom of this alien threat, don’t you? And release Mother and Father from quarantine?”

“Of course, but I don’t understand the plan or what Khiindi has to do with it,” Khorii replied. “You insisted we bring him along and then the first thing you do is abandon him.”

“The first part of the plan depends on us being interchangeable, so that the Friends think we’re both me,” Ariin explained. “That way, while you are doing what they expect me to do, I can try to get people to tell me what we need to know.”

“What is it that we need to know? And what makes you think I can’t gather information as well as you can?” Khorii demanded.

“I know this time better than you do,” Ariin said. “I know these people and how they act and what they want. I know what we’re looking for and—be patient, I’ll tell you—and I know where to look and how to ask. You’re much too polite.”

“No, I’m not! I can be very rude if it helps my family. Our family. I can be—”

“That’s not what I mean,” Ariin said, trying to be patient.

“Well, what do you mean?”

“I don’t like to say.”

“Then I don’t like this plan,” Khorii said. “I want to go home. I haven’t seen Mother and Father in months, and I’m worried about Elviiz.”

“You needn’t be. We’ll be back before they know we’ve gone. We can be back before Elviiz wakes up and reads your note even. It will be fine. Trust me.”

“Why should I?” Khorii asked. “You don’t even trust me enough to let me help find out the information we came for.”

“Yes, I do. But I’m better at it than you. If you keep the Friends busy, I can move around more freely and probe a little. If we’re clever, they’ll never find out there are two of us.”

“Why shouldn’t they know that?” Khorii asked. “These are the Friends who saved the Ancestors. They’re not evil or anything.”


“If they know we’re both here, they’ll want to interrogate and experiment on both of us,” Ariin told her.

“We could just tell them we can’t do that right now, but will be back later to answer their questions.”

Ariin gave an internal groan. “Look, Khorii, you know how you can see plague indicators? It’s your special talent? Well, I can—persuade—people to think about something I want them to without them realizing I’m doing it. That’s my special talent.”

“That’s not very nice. It’s kind of sneaky, isn’t it?”

“I was afraid you’d feel that way,” Ariin said. “That’s why I didn’t want to tell you. You grew up among our people, but everybody isn’t so nice. Like that Captain Coco.”

“I thought you were pushing him, but I was surprised when it worked,” Khorii said, remembering how unexpectedly reasonable the pirate chieftain had been. “I gave him credit for seeing how sensible Mikaaye’s solution was.”

“People like that rarely care about how sensible things are. They just care about getting what they want. Speaking of which, Akasa is awake now. I’m going to hide. You be me.”

“But won’t they know?”

“It’s not like we can’t thought-talk,” Ariin replied, dismissing her fears. “If they wonder why I’m so slow all of a sudden, tell them you’re getting in touch with your inner self. They like anything that refers back to themselves, so they’ll think it’s perfectly natural that you do, too.”

The door of the wardrobe opened and a beautiful, human-looking female with long rainbow-colored curling hair stood in the opening. She had large, gemlike eyes that glittered from amethyst to sapphire blue as she looked at Khorii. “Narhii, you stupid child, what have you been doing in here? You’ve washed off all of the cosmetics I helped you with. I thought you wanted to wear some of my robes and jewels?”

Khorii stammered, having no idea what the radiant being was talking about. Ariin told her, “Oh, yes, they call me Narhii, and I was loaded with robes and jewels when I left. Sorry. Her name is Akasa. Tell her you didn’t want to take them.”

“I’m sorry, Akasa. I thought you were just letting me play; I did not know I could wear them outside of this room.”

“You really are rather backward, you know. I cannot imagine where you found that rag you’re wearing. I must have left some old coverall in my closet long enough for the fabric to deteriorate to lose its color and shape, and you put that on.” She flipped Khorii’s beaded braid between her fingers. “This shows some promise, though the effect is more sauvage than soignée. Still, I suppose it shows you are making an effort. Ah, well, if you’re good, we can do this again later. No time now. You must return to your quarters or to the field with the Others if you like. There is a ball tonight, and I must find something to wear.”

“Oh, no! If she starts searching through her clothes she’ll find me.” Ariin said. “Tell her since it’s the first time you’ve been in her house, you’ll get lost.”

Khorii said, “I understand, except I have never been here in your rooms before, Akasa. Can you not take me back to my home yourself?”

Akasa shrugged, then grabbed her by the arm and dragged her out the door and to the front of the house. The house reminded Khorii a little of the mansion where the cruel and untrustworthy Marl Fidd had tried to hold her captive.

Looking over her shoulder, she was startled to see that the door through which she and Akasa had emerged was an eye that looked very like one of her hostess’s, set in a wall-size depiction of the upper half of the female’s face.

Akasa’s grip loosened and her mouth softened when she saw that Khorii was staring seemingly awestricken at her countenance. “It is rather good, if I do say so myself. Self-portrait. I wanted to make my home look like me.”

“You—certainly succeeded,” Khorii said, rather stunned at the vanity of it all.


“Ask her about her other artwork in the house,” Ariin, monitoring Khorii’s thoughts, suggested. “That should keep her occupied until I can escape.”

Khorii did as her sister suggested. Admiring Akasa’s decor did indeed turn out to be a good move. Akasa unhooked her hand from Khorii’s arm so she could use both hands to make grand, sweeping gestures as she indicated her various sculptures, frescoes, mosaics, and some more striking but rather gaudy self-portraits of herself in various outfits painted against a black velvet background and embellished with shiny beads and—what were those called?—oh, yes, sequins.

“There are an awfully lot of rooms here that don’t seem to have any function except to be cleaned,” Ariin remarked, seeing the tour through Khorii’s eyes.

“It’s a huge gallery!” Khorii said aloud.

“Why, yes, it is, child. As you can see, the depth and breadth of my creativity are well represented here, although my home is far too small to include my public art works and various other contributions to this city.”

“I had no idea,” Khorii said, quite truthfully.

“Naturally. A mere child lacks the aesthetic experience to appreciate my work. But don’t despair. Your attitude clearly demonstrates that you are maturing into a young adult with excellent taste and a discerning eye. Many of the gowns and robes in my wardrobe are also my creations, you know.”

“No! Really? I am truly impressed. It was so good of you to allow me to handle your precious things. I would be overjoyed if you would do so again someday.”

“Another time, when there is not a ball for which I must prepare. Perhaps if your development continues to be so pleasing, I will help you gown and bejewel yourself in earnest next time, so you may attend.”

“Oh, goody!” Khorii said, clapping her hands and borrowing an expression she’d heard Sesseli use. She said it loudly enough, she hoped, to mask her insincerity.


“After all, it’s high time you learned to attract suitors,” Akasa continued.

“Oh, yuck!” Ariin said. “There’s nobody here but more of her kind, and even though most of them can manage to be fairly good-looking—as humans go—they are very old, and none of them have ever really been nice to me.”

“Obviously they aren’t familiar with our customs. Choosing a lifemate is serious—and it’s almost like my people don’t even choose. Lifemates just recognize each other.”

“These people do a lot of mating, but never bear young,” Ariin said. “They don’t seem to stay with each other for any longer than it takes to mate. In fact, I don’t think any of them will ever find a lifemate the way you think of it, outside of a mirror. The only thing they seem to love is themselves.”

“That is very sad. But now that you mention it, I have noticed quite a lot of mirrors in this dwelling,” Khorii said thoughtfully.

“I’ve found an exit now,” Ariin told her. “You can go whenever you want. I’ll check in when I’ve gotten what I need.”

“What do you need?” Khorii said. But she got no answer. Left alone in this strange time and place, she could only hope that Ariin wasn’t up to her horn in trouble. And that she hadn’t dragged her twin with her straight into even more trouble.







    

Chapter 2




Khorii bid farewell to Akasa, who pointed out the way back to Ariin’s tiny quarters.

While on a field trip with a teacher and twenty other Linyaari younglings, Khorii had once seen Kubiilikaan as the ruined underground city it was in her time. She was curious to see what it had been like before it was a ruin. She also thought she’d go see the original Ancestors and visit with Khiindi if he was still there. The poor cat would be very upset at being abandoned. Really, she had to put her foot down with Ariin about being so rough with him. Though she had never seen any evidence of his being so, she was sure he was a very sensitive cat.

On the street outside Akasa’s house, she perceived a familiar movement in the cityscape around her. Building facades shifted colors and shapes, though not their actual sizes, with a frequency that was fascinating in its variety, baffling as to what was causing it, and slightly nauseating in that she could get motion sick without moving a step, in the same way she had done entering the wormhole.

Doorways changed from round to rectangular, arched to irised, and windows changed similarly or disappeared altogether. Colors shifted constantly, and sometimes during the shift a wall could be blue on one side, green in the middle, and yellow on the other end. The ornamental patterns on what looked like tiles wriggled like worms as they rearranged themselves. A cold, wet wind blew up from the sea, but instead of going into the towering building Akasa had pointed her toward, Khorii walked down the street to the shoreline.

“Where are you going?” Ariin demanded.

“Why are you monitoring my thoughts if I’m not being questioned or sending you questions?” Khorii countered. “I know you’re new to our customs, but that is considered rude.”

“I have to keep you from making silly mistakes, and this is one. You’re supposed to return to my cell and stay there until they come and get you. If they come for you and find you—me—gone, they’ll be very cross.”

“No worries on that account. I got the impression from Akasa that all of the Friends would be at the ball.”

“In our dreams! Besides, what if you get lost?”

Khorii sighed. “It hasn’t changed all that much, in spite of everything. The reconstruction and the terraforming on Vhiliinyar have been extensively based on historical records and the memories of survivors of the Khleevi invasion. The research teams who traveled back to pre-Khleevi eras have also consulted extensively with the terraforming crews to ensure the authenticity of the planet’s re-creation. So I’ve lived here as long as you have. Just not in this city surrounded by these particular humanoids.”

“Go ahead then, Miss Stubborn, and do what you want, but don’t ask for my help if you get in over your head tonight. I have a mission to carry out.”

“And I don’t?” Khorii asked. “I’m beginning to get the picture now. The only reason you wanted me to come is so that I have to live like you lived all those years till you escaped.”

She could feel Ariin’s chagrin. Her silly sister had actually thought she was being devious.

“I don’t mind being the decoy when it’s necessary, Ariin,” Khorii told her. “But this is my mission, too. After all, I’ve been involved with the alien plague and the creatures it turns into longer than you have. I care about the people they’re threatening. And while I know you want to show me the misery I escaped all those years by not being you, two horns are better than one at sorting this thing out, right?”

Ariin didn’t answer but Khorii felt her seething, thinking to herself that Khorii, who everybody thought was so perfect, was going to hog all the glory from this mission, which was Ariin’s idea, too.

“Ariin, honest,” she told her sister, “you can take all the credit when your brilliant plan saves the universe as we know it ought to be, but I am not going to vegetate in your cell when I could be helping. For one thing, I’m going to go see how Khiindi is doing.”

“How do you know he’s even still there?” Ariin demanded, adding nastily, “He might be dead by now. One of the Others might have stepped on him, or something from the woods could have eaten him.”

“Khiindi can take care of himself. Makahomian Temple Cats can be very fierce, and they live almost as long as we do, longer lots of times. And he’s with the Ancestors. If anything happened to him, they’d cure him in a heartbeat. You shouldn’t be so mean to him. He’s just a little cat.”

“No, he’s not,” Ariin said, then closed down and refused to say any more. Khorii wondered what she meant by that, but soon forgot about it as she began exploring the ancient city.



Khiindi made the best of his situation. After twining through the legs of his new hosts, including those of the sympathetic female, he trotted off to the woods bristling on the hills above the meadow. He wasn’t sure when exactly he was, but he thought it ought to be before the time when he’d been form-frozen. If so, the situation was laden with possibilities. Once among the trees, he attempted an easy transformation first, trying to morph into another of his feline forms, a larger cat. After a few false starts—his tail length at one point exceeding twice his body length, then his ears sprouting so that each was larger than his entire head while his paws grew as big as galoshes on thin little cat legs—long eons of practice came back into play to make up for six ghaanyi frozen into one form. Of course, he’d have had to check his reflection in a pool to make certain, but every part of him he could look at or lick had become a quite presentable and apparently ferocious tiger.

Could he also change to something two-legged? He tried his humanoid form, and although a certain cattiness remained in his countenance—the long whiskers above his eyebrows and on his cheeks, a certain pointiness and furriness of the upper ear—on the whole he thought it a good try. Perhaps he should try a more recent incarnation? He had traveled with Aari and managed to impersonate him to his nearest and dearest for quite some time. He wished Khorii was still nearby. He would have loved to see if he could make her think he was her daddy and not her kitty.

As for Ariin, her nature led him to believe that perhaps his presence around her mother just before her conception must have had some influence on the girl. She was so devious and manipulative, albeit in a rather obvious way, that she seemed to be a chip off his own block rather than Aari’s or Acorna’s.

Taking Aari’s form again, the erstwhile cat grew a horn and lost the whiskers, though he did grow the little wispy beard under his chin that some Linyaari continued to sport in honor of the Ancestors. Now for the next step. He would turn himself into an Ancestor and go out and join his fellows. From Aari to Ancestor was an easier transition than it would have been from cat to unicorn. Once he had all of the unicorn parts in their proper places, he trotted out and began grazing, allowing the others to seek him out.

“Hello. I haven’t seen you before,” said the female who had been sympathetic to him in cat form. She seemed slightly startled by his presence, interested in him but not suspicious.

“I was left behind on Terra when the ship picked up the rest of you. I was born on a big boat during a terrible flood, and both my parents were lost. I was crying for them when a passing patrol ship of Friends heard my heartbroken cries and whisked me away to grow up on their ship. They dropped me off near here only a few minutes ago.”


He gave her a soulful look meant to inspire pity, and it did, sort of.

“Some younglings dropped off a frightened little felinoid thing just before you came. He ran away, but I fear he will be eaten or get lost and cold. He seemed so lonely.”

“Why, yes, I believe I saw such a creature. He was going off into the deep woods. Come, and I’ll show you where I saw him last.”

He hadn’t lost his touch. Batting her ivory lashes over her beautiful golden eyes, the female trotted beside him, touching shoulders now and then.

Khiindi/Grimalkin’s attitude toward Ariin softened considerably.

Now

“Mating,” Thariinye said wisely when the girls did not return from their nocturnal walk. “No getting around it, they’re that age. They’ve gone off looking for mates, or to prepare to look for mates, or to make themselves more attractive to mates.”

“They’re too young!” his own mate Maati protested.

“You weren’t much older when you pointed your horn at me,” Thariinye reminded her, unwisely.

“I did no such thing. I thought you were the most conceited, deceitful Linyaari male ever born.”

“But I grew on you,” he insisted with a wink.

“Not exactly. Once I realized that you were much more trouble to yourself than to any of the females you fancied, I felt someone had to keep you from an early demise. It was the linyaari thing to do.”

“My hero!” he said, snorting.

Khornya, as Acorna was known among her own people, interrupted in a pleading tone. “Whatever you think, Thariinye, would you and Maati please go ask the sii -Linyaari and the LoiLoiKuans if they saw the girls?” She felt so helpless being stuck in quarantine.

Aari tried to soothe her. “They can’t be in worse trouble than they’ve been in while they were off-world, love. There’s no trouble to get into now, since we eradicated the Khleev—” He stopped and looked at her, the same idea dawning on both of them at the same time.

“They’ve got a time device, haven’t they?” Khornya said, though she needed no answer. “Ariin had to have something to come forward to this time. Why didn’t we think of it before and confiscate the wretched thing?”

“Ariin probably masked it so we didn’t even think about it,” Maati said. “She’s very clever at thought-misdirection, you know.”

“She didn’t have to have a device, did she?” Thariinye asked. “She could have used the big machine before it got broken, and found a way to get herself sent here even though it’s broken on this end. She did come out of the water, after all, and that’s the way the big device worked.”

“I hope you’re right, Thariinye,” Aari said. “Because if that’s the case, then the girls are still in the here and now. It will be easier to find them elsewhere than elsewhen.”

Joh Becker emerged from the Condor, his shoulders and mustache drooping. “Damn kids,” he complained. “They should all be implanted with personal locator chips at birth.”

“If they timed it, a chip wouldn’t help, Joh,” Aari told them. “But, on the bright side, if they timed it, they will literally be back before we know it and we will not retain even the memory of worry on their behalf.”

Khornya didn’t bother to point out the holes in her mate’s logic. They already knew the girls were gone. And she was already very worried.



“Khiindi!” Khorii called, “Khiindi cat.” By now she was far enough away from the city that she felt her calling would not arouse undue interest on the part of the Friends. Ariin’s comment that Khiindi might have died by now did worry her. She didn’t have control of time-travel devices. She had no idea how long ago in the past he had been left. He might be so old he’d lost his hearing. Not that he ever came when she called, unless food was involved.


In the meadows ahead, a small group of Ancestors looked up from their grazing and gazed quizzically in her direction.

“Narhii?” one of them, a female by the thought-voice, asked.

“Not Narhii!” a male voice told the female emphatically. “Who are you, youngling?”

“I’m Khorii, her sister.”

“Ah, Narhii’s sister,” several in the herd murmured to themselves.

“Yes, only her name is Ariin now. It’s a proper name, like mine, a combination of our parents’ names. We’re twins.”

“We know that, Khorii. We told her about you.”

“How could you? I’ve never met you before.”

“No, but we know of you. Because he did not bring you back with him and brought only your twin, Grimalkin was form-frozen and stripped of his powers.”

“I heard something about that, but I don’t know any Grimalkin. I’m looking for my cat. Do you remember him?”

The Ancestors broke into what could only be described as horse laughter.

“It’s not funny! He’s gray and fluffy and has been with me since I was a baby. We’ve never been separated before. If you ask me, my sister’s upbringing here has made her kind of cruel for a Linyaari.”

“There’s no cat here now, youngling,” another female said. “But if we see one, we’ll tell him you’re looking for him. But why are you here?”

“My sister has a plan, and I’m supposed to be helping her with it.” Khorii sighed. “Although I think she really just wanted to bring me here to suffer like she did.”

“We did not think she would ever return once she left this time,” a gruff older male said, with a snort. “The last thing we expected was that she’d return with you. Why are you not both back with your family? You’re both just foals.”

Khorii shrugged, feeling much wearier than she had realized. “It’s a long story.”

“Scoot over, Hruffli, and make room for her to graze too,” said the female. “Tell us all about it.”


Khorii did, starting with the quarantine, working forward to how her parents became ill and she recognized her special talent, and forward again until she met Ariin, they witnessed the plague’s mutations, and returned once more to their parents. “I thought the plague would be gone, but Mum and Dad are still affected. Ariin seems to think there’s a clue of some sort back here that will help us unravel the source of the disease or infestation or invasion or whatever the wretched thing is.”

“That was very brave. How is it going for you?”

“So far, it doesn’t seem to me to be going at all. Ariin’s idea is that I take her place as the lab rat for the Friends while she pursues the investigation. She’s a bit angry with me at the moment because I want to see what I can find out, too—at least when I’m not supposed to be pretending to be her.”

“And this cat of yours—why did you bring him?” one of the friends asked with a little sly sideways look through a veil of forelock hair.

“I told you, didn’t I? Ariin doesn’t like him, and she somehow seems to blame him for something—which is just silly. How could a little cat have anything to do with an interplanetary plague? I mean, he’s a very clever cat, don’t get me wrong, but really!”

The friends nickered and chuckled among themselves, and Khorii got the distinct impression that everyone here knew something she didn’t.







    

Chapter 3




There he is!” Grimalkin in unicorn guise cried, galloping away from his new friend. “Some large beast has frightened the poor little kitty!”

“Truly? Your senses must be very acute. I don’t feel anything.”

“There! There! Stop, you bully!” he cried to the woods in general. “Leave that little cat alone! I will trample a mudhole in you and stomp it dry!”

He tore through the trees until he felt that he had lost his lovely companion for the moment. Then he made a noisy show of rearing, neighing, trampling, and issuing threatening curses at the nonexistent attacker of the currently nonexistent, or at least temporarily de-felinated, feline. “Take that! And that!”

By the time the female arrived, he was breathing heavily, lathered with foam and scratched bloody from his exertions. He poked at shrubbery with his horn as he called sweetly, “Here, kitty, kitty, come out now, little one. You are safe. I have saved you from the evil beast. Come out and purr for this nice female and assure her that you are unhurt.” Although he actually could be in two places at once with the help of his crono, without the crono it was impossible, so the cat in question did not appear.


“Look at you!” the female cried solicitously, rubbing her horn across a bloody scratch on his flank. “You’ve been hurt. Did it bite you?”

“What?” he asked, luxuriating in her horn touch so that he forgot the imaginary attacker he had just created. “Oh, that! No, no, it did not bite me. It couldn’t touch me actually. I’m very fast, very agile, you know. But it may be some time before we see your little friend again. Whom shall I say is inquiring if I meet him?”

“I am Halili,” she told him. “What are you called?”

“Alkhiin,” he replied, having given some thought to this while he was trouncing the grass. He had, of course, had many names on many worlds, but he gave her one that sounded a bit like the end of his real name and a bit like his cat name, Khiindi. “We’d best get back. Your mate will be missing you, Halili.”

“Mate? I don’t have a mate! But if you think yours—”

“Tragically, my mate was killed when hunters tricked her into attempting to rescue a youngling. It was very sad. She was a noble female. She was carrying our young when she died.” A large crystal tear, still quite easy to manufacture in other than cat form, trickled down the side of his nose. As he had hoped, Halili comforted him with a prolonged nuzzle. All those years of being an adorable little pussycat had certainly paid off. He had learned that females liked to feel sympathy for those who were hurt or in need. At least, most females did. He had always considered himself a godlike being in cat form. He had once taken it for granted that ladies would respond in a suitably impressed and cooperative fashion when the pitiful furry friend turned into a proud handsome humanoid with, if he did say so himself, quite startling powers in many areas. Those who were not impressed, he frankly had had no opportunity to notice as they were trampled, at least figuratively, by those who considered him the—ha ha—cat’s meow. It was a bit like the Terran fable of the frog prince. It was only since he had been Khiindi that it had occurred to him that some females, among them perhaps those who would make superior mates and mothers, preferred the frog. They found princes overbearing and insufficiently cuddly.


With his amazing empathic powers, he had divined that Halili would be one of that sort of female and intuitively set about making himself as cuddly a unicorn as he had been a cat while in Khiindi form. Perhaps more so. Halili was the most appealing of her race he ever recalled meeting. Even as a cat, he had felt an instant connection. He must remember, once the girls came back for him and they were again shipping out together to save the universe, to delay his revenge—peeing in Ariin’s shipsuit—for three or four days, since she had done him a good turn, however unintentionally.

If he decided to go back with them, of course. As Halili and he touched horns, the probability of his wishing to do that decreased greatly.


Once her sister had gone out to search for the wretched cat, Ariin sought the technicians’ quarters on the far side of the city. Many of the technicians lived in spaces similar to her own laboratory cell, near their work areas so they could be easily called upon when their superiors required their services, even if they were sleeping, eating, or otherwise engaged in their own frivolous pursuits.

But only the higher-level technicians, who maintained the time device, the space fleet and flitters, and other critical equipment, lived in the cells. Those who specialized in domestic devices, the sort that every one of the Friends had in numbers, and which did not require daily maintenance, had their own area of the city.

Ariin had never been there before, but toward the end of her previous time in Kubiilikaan after her telepathic powers had developed, she had learned of the area from their conversations. Disguised by a plain black, hooded cloak she’d discovered at the back of Akasa’s wardrobe, she walked briskly through the constantly changing city. She knew at once when she had reached her goal. The technicians’ quarters were, as she expected, less grand and pretentious, being essentially a large flat hive of rooms connected by corridors, much like the time device building or the interior of a spacecraft. Unlike a spacecraft, the complex had no engine, and unlike the time device building and all of the other areas of the city she had seen to date, its appearance, size, color, and the placement of the windows and doors remained constant and unchanging.

On Vhiliinyar and MOO, even on Rushima, being still was the normal thing for dwellings and buildings. When Ariin saw the shifting alien sea undulating through the docking bay of the Blanca, she was reminded of the houses of the Friends and had wondered if there might be some connection. Other than the shapeshifting, the houses appeared to be made of the sorts of things human houses were made of—wood, stone, metal and plas, both crete and glas and other inert building materials. But after seeing the alien thing created when ghost-processed inorganic material mingled with the stuff that animated the ghosts themselves, she was not so sure. She reached out and touched the shifting facade of a food store, wondering if it would be soft, spongy, or squishy, but it was none of the above.

Of course, it could hardly be exactly the same, or the aliens would have destroyed things the way they had elsewhere in the universe.

Maybe the Friends had domesticated the aliens here? Probably not. Probably the moving houses of the Friends and the big, lumpy, galumphing alien forms had nothing to do with each other, but she thought they did. She thought the cat had thought so, too. She’d felt it inside his furry little devious mind.

If anyone would know whether or not the houses were organisms or merely dwelling places for other organisms, the technicians who worked
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