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Chapter 1



Until the Condor encountered the derelict spaceship drifting through deep space, Khorii couldnt understand why the fact that she was taking her first long space voyage had caused so much fuss back home. She had flown on the Condor plenty of times when her family shuttled between her home planet of Vhiliinyar and the Moon of Opportunity (known as MOO to everyone except Uncle Hafiz and Aunt Karina now). This trip was just like those ones, only longer, although she did like seeing all the new solar systems and such that Mother and Father, Captain Becker, and her android friend Elviizs dad Maak were so eager to point out to her.

When Khoriis parents decided to take her on a trip into Federation space to see her mothers human friends and family, Khorii had been afraid it would be really boring. But Mother had her reasons for taking her along. Mothers adoptive human fathers had come to visit when Khorii was younger, but she barely remembered them, and she had not yet met their mates and children. Mother said it was time and past that Khorii got to know them. Mother also wanted Khorii to see something of the worlds that she herself had known as a girl.

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

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

At the same time she was worrying about being bored, she also thought that this trip could be thrilling.

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

She understood, of course, the physics of space and light. She knew that it was Vhiliinyars atmosphere that produced the beautiful skies she longed to see again, and not Our Star alone. Still, she couldnt help feeling that if she touched the tip of her horn to the screen, it might somehow purify the vastness and depth that had swallowed the ship and with it her family and friends, and turn the airless blackness into the light and sweet-smelling air she craved.

She felt a nudge under her arm and lifted it to see her cat Khiindi staring at her while his sides rose and fell with the passion of his purrs. Khiindi loved it out here. Well, he would. Cats loved nothing better than sleeping. Endless nights were good for sleeping. Of course, cats loved sunlight, too, but Khiindi just curled up under the nearest lamp and pretended it was his own personal sun.

Khorii sighed. How she longed to set the ship down someplace larger than the Condor, somewhere outside, where she could graze and run and play. And, right now, except for Khiindi, she was lonely. Her foster brother, Elviiz, usually annoyed her by being underfoot and in her way every chance he got, but now that he was closeted with his android father/creator, Maak, Khorii felt abandoned. Her parents, Acorna and Aari, were in their own berth, sleeping after a long watch. They had proposed this trip as a way to spend more time with their family after a long series of missions that had taken them away from Vhiliinyar, but at the moment it felt to Khorii that they were spending their time exclusively in each others company. She was feeling decidedly left out.

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

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

Drawing nearer to her human friend, she saw a spot of drool beaded at the side of his mouth. Becker looked exactly like RK, the ships feline first mate, when RK was contemplating a particularly tasty specimen of vermin. Khorii rushed forward, worried that Uncle Joh, who was of course quite aged, being a contemporary of her parents, was having some kind of seizure. But then she saw the reflection of his eyes glittering avariciously in three of the scanner arrays and knew he was fine. What he was wearing was simply a heightened version of his characteristic Yahoo, salvage! expression: a mixture of enthusiasm, delight, and greed.

The Condor was a ship dedicated to collecting and recycling or selling salvage, and Uncle Joh loved his business. There was very little else that could thrill him so much as a bit of wreckage or refuse. It appeared that he had a particularly luscious bit of salvage in sight this time.

What is it? she asked him, sliding into her usual seat beside the captain. She had lived only six Linyaari years, the equivalent of twelve Standard years for a humanoid child, and was somewhat short for her age, even among her Linyaari friends. Khiindi hopped onto the headrest of her chair, which rose a foot or so above the top of her head.

RK, whose given name was Roadkill, was a huge brindled black and gray, very furry, Makahomian Temple Cat. RK had been sleeping in a similar position on the chair above Uncle Johs head. The feline first mate had been with Uncle Joh since before Khorii was born. Upon seeing Khiindi, RK opened one eye and growled. Khiindi, a gray-striped cat who was large, though not as large as RK, gave a pathetic mew in return. RK was Khiindis sire, or at least the Makahomian priesthood suspected that he was, and Khiindi always seemed hurt by the older cats animosity. Khorii reached up and, with one of her three-fingered, single-knuckled hands, stroked Khiindis fluffy gray tail as it flipped in an agitated fashion against the small, spiraling opalescent horn nestling among the short pink-and-purple-streaked silver curls of her mane. Normally, as a space-faring Linyaari, she should have had silver curls, but shed been experimenting with dyes to make her look somewhat different from every other star-clad Linyaari person her age.

Like her, every other Linyaari whod been into space was white-skinned, silver-maned, opal- or golden-horned, and had feathery silver curls growing from head and neck and halfway down the spine. Another ridge of curls tickled the back of her legs from knee to ankle, where her feet ended in two hard, hooflike toes. The dye Khorii had used was pale and sort of messy-looking now, but it had been pretty when she first did it. Aunt Maati said that Khoriis mother had done something similar when she first came to narhii-Vhiliinyar, the new homeworld of the Linyaari that Khorris mother had helped create.

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

She saw a small blip on the screen quickly blossom into a larger blip.

What is that? she asked.

Ah, my child, listen and I will tell you a poem. You like poems, right?

She nodded, cautiously. Uncle Joh still recited poems and played practical jokes on her as he had done when she was a very small child. To be fair, though, he did the same thing to her parents, so she supposed it had more to do with who he was than with his perception of her. He began:


Twas night just like always as it is in deep space

We were scanning for salvage all over the place

When what to my wondering scanners appeared

But a derelict ship, off our port bow, right here!



Uncle Joh stabbed at a button, and the blip bloomed until it filled the entire screen, revealing itself to be a large luxury space liner, its name clearly legible on its side.

La Est-trail-a Blanket? Khorii asked, unsure of how to say the words.

La Estrella Blanca, he corrected her pronunciation, turning the sounds at the end of the words into long as. Its Spanish, chica. Means The White Star. Historically not the best choice of words, but probably the guy who named her was a businessman, not a space mariner or a historian.

Why not a good choice? she asked.

Its very ancient history, but once upon a time on Old Terra, back when it was called Earth, some people built a huge shipnot a space vessel; it sailed on the water of the ocean, though maybe sailed isnt the right word, since it didnt have sails. It had motors. Anyway, they built a ship so huge that they said it couldnt be sunk. And it did. End of story.

And the ship was called The White Star also? Like this one?

No, it was called the Titanic. But the company that built it was called the White Star Line. In Spanish, that ended up being translated into this ships name. Naturally the Titanics sinking didnt do the White Star Line any good. For one thing, it wiped out quite a few of the richest people on the planet, who were on that maiden voyage because it was the fashionable thing to do.

What is fashionable? she asked. Her Standard was really pretty good, but every once in a while humans, Uncle Joh especially, came up with an expression that had not been covered in her lessons.

Means all their friends were doing it and thought it was cool, so they wanted to do it, too.

Ah. She thought about that for a moment, but it did not make a great deal of sense. If all of her friends were grazing on one patch of grass, she had always found it helpful to find another patch for herself, which would give her more food and not overgraze that particular area. But maybe that was just her.

Returning her attention to the screen, now filled with the starboard side of the ship, the portion that said Blanca, she noticed a faint pulsing of the indicator light to the right of the scanner array.

What does this mean? she asked, touching it.

Nuts! he said, touching a volume control, its a distress beacon. Does look pretty old though. He studied the pulses for a moment, and said, I guess they would have been in distress at some point or the ship wouldnt be wallowing around in space like this. Well just pull alongside her with the tractor beam, board her, and see whats what. I dont wish those people any ill luck, mind you, but that ship would be some bodacious salvage if nobodys still aboard.

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

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

After turning up the volume, waiting, and going through a number of other procedures, he flicked off the com signal, and said, Guess nobodys home. He looked much happier.

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

Normally I might have to cut open the hull or extrude a boarding tube, Becker told her. But this baby is large enough that Ill just drive on in there and find us a parking place. When the inner hatch irised shut behind them, the bay became dark as night, like space itself, without stars. Except for their landing lights, the deck was black and silent. Their lights slid over the hulls of what looked like many other sleek vessels, some larger than the Condor, as the ship settled into an empty berth among them. The ships atmosphere seems to be intactnormal O2 levels and reasonable air pressure, but no gravity out there. But I dont like the looks of it. Im gonna suit up.

Should I call my parents or Uncle Maak and Elviiz? she asked.

Nah. Your parents need their rest, and Maak is downloading some new programming to Elviiz, so theyll be all plugged in and disassembled and stuff. Ill take the camera to document the findings, in case the company that owns this bird contests my salvage claim. That way, Ill be transmitting back to our com screen and you can watch that and make sure I dont run into any trouble. If I do, then you can call the cavalry. But dont worry, honey, I do this stuff all the time. So does the cat. Cmon, RK. You wanna stink up a new place, heres your chance.

He clattered down the metal stairs to the lower deck, where the robolift and the first mates intricately engineered cat hatch and airlock were located. She heard more clanking and banging and a couple of swear words, then the creaking of the robolift descending through the tail of the ship. Before the sound stopped, RK appeared through the viewport, floating through the zero G with his tail lashing like a rudder until he blended into the darkness. When he looked back, his eyes glowed like stars in the ships lights. Khiindi mewed and jumped down from Khoriis chair.

Khiindi, come back. The captain didnt say you could go, too!

But almost before her words were out, the flap of the cat hatch announced his departure and he, too, made his appearance outside the hull of the Condor, somersaulting nose over tail three feet above the ground or so into the light illuminating the area in front of the viewport. He looked up, blinking at her before righting himself and pushing off after his sire, just as if hed been in zero G all his life.

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

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

The goggles are so I can see whats here. The infrared detects heat, so if there are any survivors on this ship, which would mean I couldnt claim it as salvage, Ill be able to tell so you and your folks can help them, even though that would, in some ways, pain me. Its also very hard to tell from the pictures I take with this dinosaur what is valuable and what isnt. It gives me a few moreshall we saygray areas, allowing for some flexibility in the salvage regulations.

Watching the antics of Khiindi and RK, he chortled and said, Okay, if everythings okay for the two bouncy cats out here, I should be fine. He removed his helmet, adjusted the infrared camera, and began recording the contents of the docking bay.

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

The shimmery dark images jiggled as Becker carried the camera down the corridors, silent but for the creak-thunk of his antigrav boots, his breath, and an occasional whewee! when he found something particularly luxurious to record with the camera. Khorii found the details hard to make out, especially since she didnt know exactly what she was looking at.

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

You shouldnt be watching this, kid, he said into the microphone, his voice grim. Its not a pretty sight. There are bodies floating everywhere. I His breathing was quicker and shallower now, she noticed. I think Ill come back now. We can do this later. Im not really feeling all that great. This sounded so unlike Uncle Joh when he had treasure to salvage, even when there were bodies in the mix, that Khorii got really worried.

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

Beckers gloved hand reached up and grabbed his first mate by the tail, hauling him down. She heard both their hearts thumping through the speaker. There was nothing else to hear exceptthere was a familiar plaintive mew off to the right. Khiindi! Had he injured RK in a catfight? Was that why the Condors first mate was drifting unconscious down the salvage ships corridor?

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

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


Once out of the halo cast by the Condors running lights, Khorii felt as if she should be creeping forward through the darkness on tiptoe, but she couldnt very well do that while wearing antigrav boots. She did, however, keep the beam of her flashlight rotating in a circle around the path in front of her. Twice the beam picked out a white, dead face staring blankly through the viewport of one of the docked ships. Once the face was black. But no bodies floated or lay across her path.

Leaving the docking bay for the central corridor where she had seen the captain and RK, she was gradually aware of little motes of something fleeing from the beam of her flashlight. They were so concentrated that when she stepped into the corridor, for a time she could not see even with the flashlight because it was clouded by the presence of thesewhatever they were. But they fled quickly, and every movement of her flashlight revealed the scene before her more clearly. She almost wished it hadnt.

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

Uncle Joh, what is the matter? she asked. Did you hurt yourself?

I dont feel so good, sweetie. Better call your mom and dad. RKs sick, too. Hes still alive, but just barely.

But you were stricken so suddenly! she said. I am afraid to return to the ship, Uncle Joh. I do not know if you will survive until Mother and Father came. Besides, that isnt necessary. I have a horn, do I not?

Yeah, but youre just a little bit of a thing.

It does not matter. Some of the elders say that the healing power is more concentrated in us younglings. Oh, poor RK! Khorii said, lifting the first mate into her arms and extricating his tail from the captains fist. Lowering her horn to his head and tummy she said, Wake up, cat. You must help me help the captain.

RK did, of course. With a wiggle and a flip he was out of her arms and swimming anxious circles around the two of them. As she lowered her horn to the captains head, RK paddled off into the darkness. By the time Becker was back on his feet, RK had returned, this time with the nape of Khiindis neck between his teeth while her own cats head lolled and his limp paws and tail trailed beneath the floating older cats belly.

Youre a good first officer, RK, Becker said, giving the cat a pat as Khorii relieved him of Khiindi. Got to look after the passengers, even if you dont especially like them.

RK yawned and paddled back toward the ship. He had had enough. As Khorii touched her horn to the fur between Khiindis ears, her cat reached for the horn with his front paws, patted it, yawned, and stretched in her arms, then settled against her shoulder, kneading his claws in her shipsuit and drooling with relief.

Come on, Uncle Joh, Khorii said, extending her free hand. I will carry your helmet for you. We should return to the ship now. This is a very bad place.

Yeah, youre right. We need to get reinforcements in here. This liner is way too big for me to catalog the contents alone. Maak can do it much faster than I can manually, and with Elviiz to help him, Ill know how rich we are much sooner! Fortunately, you Linyaari are here and can clean out all the nasty germs or whatever the hell hit me, so all my cargo is nice and negotiable and we can put these poor devils to rest.

Yes, she said. Maak and Elviiz can also identify each of these people and which belongings aboard the ship belong to which person so their things may be returned to their heirs. You know, as it says in the Federation Unified Code of Conduct? The one you told Elviiz to make me memorize?

Touch he said glumly. You should think about going into politics yourself, sweetie. You sure know how to take the fun out of everything.











Chapter 2



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

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

I didnt, Aari, honest, but you can be proud of her. She handled herself really well and kept me and the cats from joining these poor corpses in that great nebula far, far away.

Of course she did, Captain, Mother said, sounding stern. And we are very proud of her. She linked her arm with Khoriis and patted her hand. We are simply wondering how you came to be here in a state that required her assistance so desperately that you did not think of the effect seeing so many lifeless people might have on a sheltered female in her formative years?

Oh, Moth-er, Khorii said, disentangling herself from the maternal grip in disgust. Really. From what Uncle Hafiz and my human grandsires have told me, you were freeing child slaves and confronting criminals at my age. I think I can handle seeing a few deceased people. It isnt as if they could hurt us. Well, not on purpose. I think they must have died from some kind of poison gas that my horn purified when I walked into the corridor.

Khorii had a lot to live up toor down. Her mother, called Khornya among their own people, was known and revered as the Lady Acorna Harakamian-Li to the fierce and warlike Terrans. She was the first Linyaari to go among them, well, not on purpose exactly. The human grandsires, asteroid miners at the time, rescued and raised Mother when they found her escape pod traveling where no Linyaari had gone before.

On top of that, Khoriis father Aari was the only one of their people to have survived being captured and tortured by the horrible Khleevi. Together her parents had, in a most ka-Linyaari fashion, fought and vanquished the Khleevi in two time zones. Of course, the first time they had had help from Mothers human friends as well as from some other Linyaari who helped in a passive way. And the second time, which was actually earlier, they had been aided by her grandsire, or mother-father, as the term literally translated from Linyaari to Standard, the language spoken in the quadrant where Mother was raised. Khoriis grandsire and grandam were no less remarkable than her parents, both having recently returned from the dead.

So, really, with a lineage like that, Khorii did not want anyone to think she could not handle seeing a few dead people. RK and Khiindi were no longer in the corridor with the captain and Khoriis parents, who were standing in a cluster, engrossed in discussing what had probably happened to the people aboard La Estrella Blanca. Probably the two cats had gone back to the ship, but Khorii wandered up the corridor, shining her flashlight on the path ahead, just in case theyd decided to explore further. Cats did like to explore and, according to Karina, one of her human aunties, curiosity had been known to kill cats in the past, as it had almost done just now. So she thought she had better make sure.

If she didnt find them on the path, she would look upward again, though the bodies overhead were distressing to look at because of their contorted faces, which were empty of everything that made a person a person. Mostly they seemed very sad. She wondered who they had been. From the way they were dressed, they were at a party when they died. Had they been having fun then? Had they died happy? Most of them were probably the equivalent of her parents agevery old, of course, but not as old as Uncle Hafiz in human years. You couldnt tell as easily with a Linyaari, of course. Her grandparents on her fathers side seemed much older than her grandparents on her mothers side, but apparently they were all about the same age as cranky old Liriili, who was very bossy, having once been administrator of narhii-Vhiliinyar, and whose attitude made her seem ancient.

But however old they were, she was sure these people were rather young to have died as they did. She felt sorry for them. She felt even sorrier for their kids. They probably had some, at home, being watched by their grandparents or aunties, as she so often was when her parents were off on a mission. How long would these people have been gone now? Did their children know they were dead even? Probably not. They must still be wondering what had happened to their moms and dads.

At the end of the corridor there were lifts and a very handsome shiny silver-colored spiral staircase extending the length of the ship, descending far below the corridor where Khorii stood, where the engine rooms and cargo holds and other utilitarian spaces were located, to far above, where the bridge would be. In her experience, cats didnt care for the smell of engine rooms so she would try the upper levels first. She reached down and flipped off the antigrav setting on her boots, held her arms over her head, lowered them sharply to her sides, and gave a jump that sent her up the stairwell without actually needing to use the steps. That was usually the fun way to do it, but now the passage was occasionally blocked by a dead crew member. In adjoining corridors branching off the stair-well she saw more bodies. An unusual number of people seemed to have been heading away from the bridge and cabins. Perhaps they had decided to abandon ship but died before they could reach their own private vessels or the ships shuttles.

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

And, of course, according to Elviizs know-it-all data banks. It was totally unfair, in Khoriis opinion, to put a persons school inside a persons already far too superior foster brother. Anyway, it sounded monotonous to her, to have only one kind of people no matter what world you were on. What was the point of going to other planets if everybody else was just like you? That was, she supposed, the best thing about Elviiz. He was different from anyone else on Vhiliinyar, being an android created specifically to be Khoriis companion, teacher, and protector by his father android, Maak, the Condors android first mate (as opposed to the feline first mate, RK. Uncle Joh was very democratic in his assignment of titles for crew members). As birthing gifts went, she supposed Maaks gift of the ever-present, ever-in-her-way Elviiz was preferable to pricking her finger on a spindle when she was sixteen (by then she would be quite mature of course, in Linyaari years) and falling into a deep prolonged sleep, rather like hypersleep, as the princess in the fairy tale had done.

Shed read that story, along with many, many others, among the books in the captains extensive dump-rescued library. The Condor, with its junk hard-copy library, computerized references, and seemingly endless supply of vids, recycled ancient knowledge as well as refuse. Much of the data Maak had imparted electronically to his son had come from those sources. The way Elviiz acted sometimes, though, youd have thought he invented all the stories himself. When Maak gave her the birthing gift of Elviiz, unfortunately he had also given Elviiz the birthing gift of both ego and attitude, something previous androids had been without.

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

The bridge hatch did not respond to its control, so she tried to pry it open, but something seemed to be blocking it. Im sorry, its the only way, she said to the bodies floating below her, then backed up to the hatch and gave it a one-legged kick. Her legs and feet had the strength of her equinesque forebears and the hatch, though damaged, opened enough for her head and shoulders to pass through. Shining the beam of the flashlight around the perimeter of the hatch frame, she saw what was blocking it. Three bodies had apparently been wedged into the workings. Parts of them drifted in zero G, but they were stacked atop each other, and each had a limb or a bit of clothing trapped in the iris. Sticking the flashlight under her arm, she reached down and as gently as possiblewhich wasnt very, dislodged the blockages, freeing two of the bodies to float ceilingward. She saw as she released the dead that, unlike the bodies in the corridors, these people had laser burns through the centers of their chests.

Khorii pushed through the broader opening, bracing her hands on the bottom of the iris and pulling her legs over her head in a sort of supported somersault. As she explored the bridge, she had the odd sense of millions of tiny motes fleeing before her, then disappearing again. What was that? It had happened in the stairwell, too. For a moment the things were quite thick in the thin atmosphere, then, poof!

Two officers sat strapped in chairs close to the command console. For a moment she thought perhaps they had survived, but one look at their heads told her otherwise. The darker-haired officer, a man, had a laser burn through the base of his neck that came out the crown of his head. The other, a gray-haired female wearing a captains epaulet on her uniform, had no mouth, nor was the rest of her face a pretty sight. A laser pistol floated near her hand, which hovered over the still faintly pulsing signal beacon control. On the console behind her hand was a printout. Scrawled across it in ragged handwriting were the words Forgive me! I had to do it. Now I will die, too.

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

Khorii was not sure exactly what she was looking for, or even if it existed other than in the ships powerless computer. A personnel and passenger list maybe. Surely they had such a list? There werehad beena lot of people aboard this ship. Theyd need to know who was in what cabin and so forth, wouldnt they?

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

The first door that she opened led into a space that she thought might be such a room. There were pictures of other space vessels on the walls, and a series of important-looking framed documents. Captain Dolores M. Grimwalds certifications and licenses to fly various sorts of spacecraft, citations, and service awards. These were all arranged in a pyramid, seemingly in chronological order from top to bottom. The top one was up a bit higher than she could read by the beam of her flashlight so she turned the captains swiveling chair around and stood on the seat, training her light on it.

It was a medical license awarded to Dr. Dolores M. Grimwald, M.D. The captain had been a physician before shed been a captain. A healer, like the Linyaari. Why had she killed everyone else on the ship, then? Khorii did not understand.

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

She left it reluctantly, because this was the first room that did not contain corpses. Although corpses didnt bother Khorii, really, not at all, she was getting rather tired of bumping into them and found she was anxious to return to the Condor.

The next two cabins were also empty, but in the fourth cabin, she found not only a body but also all manner of nonelectronic record keeping. This was the pursers office, andto her immense reliefshe found the passenger roster she knew had to exist and what cabins the passengers were assigned and what they had paid for them. The purser was evidently someone who liked to have printouts available at all times instead of having to consult electronic devices. Uncle Hafiz was like that as well. She also found a list of crew members along with their cabin assignments, rank, position, and pay scale.

Just what she needed! Now they could notify the families of the victims and perhaps arrange to have them sent to their loved ones for burial or whatever the local custom was. All that remained was to find a ships log or maybe a personal diary that would give some clue as to how disaster had overtaken these people and what motive a healer/captain might have for murdering her crew and apparently the passengers, too.

From the staircase came the sound of a heavy treadthe clunk of little android feet. Theyd sent Elviiz to find her, of course. She was afraid of that, though shed hoped they would all be too preoccupied to send her back before she was ready. It was okay. She was almost ready anyway. Just one or two more cabins to peek into, then she was sure she would have covered most of the officers.

The next door was another office. There she found more paper lists along with duty rosters held against the walls with magnets. There was also a diagram of the ship and the location of all the cabins, along with notations about each passenger. She couldnt read them because they were written in Spandard, the Spanish version of Standard spoken on the ships homeworld. She did make out the names of flowers and foods. And one more thing sprang out at her near the endthe letters S.O.S. Perhaps she held the key in her hands to what had happened on this shipif only she could read it. She took the papers down and started to put them in one of the pockets of her shipsuit. As she folded, more of the mysterious motes sprayed off the papers. She touched the papers with her horn, and when the air between her and them cleared, she stuffed them into her pocket.

Khorii, where are you? Khorii! Elviiz was calling. Then she heard him mumble, Of the two of them, Khiindi is the more reliable. Then, Khorii! Come along now. We are returning to the Condor and resuming our journey.

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

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

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









Chapter 3



The storage asteroid was not far by space-faring standards, basically only a wormhole away. One of the things Uncle Joh was teaching Khorii was how to navigate the way his father Theophilus had taught him, using wormholes and pleated space and other anomalies of physics as shortcuts. Of course, Maak knew how to do this, as did her parents, and Elviiz would probably have it in his data banks long before she flew solo for the first time; but at least she sort of understood how it worked, and everyone else didnt know all of the special Becker byways.

See, this is really not on a commonly used corridor, the captain said. So I dont have to worry about somebody disturbing my stuff. Its also, ahem, a bit out of the reach of the Federation, so I dont have to comply with a lot of stupid rules and regulations. Its all mine. My own little worldactually, I have several.

He seemed very relieved when they went through the worm-hole. For one thing, the huge liner put a tremendous strain on the tractor beam and the Condors engines, which were quite powerful compared to her size. Whew, he said. Now were off the main track, and I dont have to worry about someone investigating this particular tail wagging this particular dog. Well be able to maneuver the Blanca into position pretty shortly though. The company cache is coming right up. Youll know it when you see it. I made it easy to identify in case I ever forget to reinstall the coordinates when I change out equipment.

He was always using a newly salvaged piece to upgrade or replace one of the Condors parts. You couldnt say original parts. He said he figured the whole ship had been replaced quite a few times by now. In outline, it still roughly resembled the carrion bird for which it was named, but its texture reminded Khorii of the patchwork quilts some of the church ladies of Rushima had sent to MOO in gratitude for Mothers help in defeating the Khleevi.

Readily identifiable did not quite cover her first impression however. The name of his company was spelled out in salvage spread over the asteroids surface followed by, KEEP OFF. DANGER! TOXIC WASTE! BIOHAZARD! EXPLOSIVES!

He watched her face closely, then beamed with pride at her expression. Impressive, huh? I wanted to add that trespassers would be fed to the cat, but I was afraid that most salvage thieves who hadnt met RK wouldnt know what a serious threat that was and think I was kidding about the other ones, too.

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

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

What people? Becker asked. Oh, you mean the stiffs? Theyll keep.

They are people, Khorii said, with a fierceness that surprised her. They have families and homes, and someone is going to be worried about them.

You mean in the same way as we were worried about you when you just took off on that death ship and we didnt know where you were? her mother asked sternly.

Oh, please, Khorii thought. They were psychic even if she wasnt yet. They could hear her mind and know if she was in trouble or not, even if they werent actually reading her at the time.

Captain Becker is just trying to protect the evidence, yaazi, until the Federation can conduct a proper investigationback where we found the ship. But hes right, you know. Looters could have found it and spaced the bodies

You mean looters who arent us? Khorii demanded. He doesnt really care about the people at all. You heard him! Stiffs! He just wants the salvage and as much as

That is enough, Khorii, her father said. Come here, youngling, you are agitated. The sights you have seen today have upset you as they would any sensitive person. He reached for her, and her mother did, but she backed away from them. She didnt want a horn touch to make her feel better. The people aboard that ship would never ever feel any better. She could not believe her parents were going along with Beckers greedy scheme. She could not believe she had ever liked him or claimed him as kin. He was a horrible man. Horrible. She hated him. Well, maybe not hated. Hate was not a Linyaari thing to feel. But she was very, very disappointed in him. And ashamed, too.

Uncle Joh looked angry himself. Whats the matter with you, kid? Cant you see what were doing? Those people are better off here. Someone else would come along and space them maybe, the authorities would have a devil of a time telling who was who or how they died. That ship is just too fraggin big for us to cover and investigate as thoroughly as we should, and, besides, we might mess stuff up for the pros. Its a very delicate situation telling the cops that youve found some salvage you intend to claim, but meanwhile its full of a lot of inconvenient corpses that you didnt cause to be in that condition. Its gonna take a little time and some finesse to report the wreckage and have it back where we reported it to be. Its not something we can just call in, you know. There will be questions and inquiries and a lot of other stuff.

I have a list of the passengers, Khorii said. All their names and where they are from.

Good work, the captain said. We can give it to the Federation when we report it and

Id like to do that myself, she said.

Khoriilya. Her mother held out her hand. I have heard enough from you for now, young lady. Give me the passenger lists. We will report this immediately.

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

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

Looking around her cabin, she wished she could see the face of Auntie Karina, Uncle Hafizs wife, when she saw what Elviiz termed the modifications Khiindi had made in the dcor Karina had chosen to embellish Khoriis quarters. Auntie Karina would not like it.

Her aunt was very impressed with the fact that Makahomian Temple Cats like Khiindi were sacred on their own homeworld. Aunt Karina set a
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