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Chapter 1






The scream awakened Khorii from a deep and well-earned sleep. Swinging her feet out of bed, she stood for a moment, disoriented, trying to determine the source. Had she dreamed it? But, no, there it was again. Childish, high-pitched, feminine, andinvasive. It was in Khoriis mind as well as in her ears.


Sesseli!


She ran for the door to her room and tripped over the cat.


Khiindi Kaat, please move, she said to the smallish, fluffy, gray-striped cat who gave her an offended look. After all, she had assaulted him just when he was setting about on his errand of mercy to see what was making his friend Sesseli scream like that. If only these stupid bipeds didnt find it necessary to put doors in ones way.


Khorii lifted him with her hoof and moved him to one side so she could open the door.


Finally! Khiindi thought.


He sprinted out ahead of her down the hall to the dormitory room occupied by their young friend, the charming six-going-on-seven-year-old Sesseli, an orphan from Maganos Moonbase.


Khorii yanked open Sesselis door and ran in, expecting to find the child injured at the very least. Possibly worse. Instead, Sesseli was standing at her rain-streaked window, which overlooked the former town square of the mostly deserted city of Corazon. Khorii thought at first that perhaps a thunderclap or a particularly close bolt of lightning had frightened the child. But in that case, wouldnt she be backing away from the window instead of crowding close to it? Besides, the soundproofing in the dormitory was excellent, and Khorii herself hadnt heard any thunder. The monsoon outside sounded like nothing more than the patter of rain on her own window.


What is it, Sess? she asked, using thought-talk so as not to startle the child further. Khorii was an expert at thought-talkall adult members of the Linyaari were. Khoriis whole home planet routinely communicated that way. Sesseli, though human rather than Linyaari, was herself a telepath with telekinetic abilities. Like Khorii and Khiindi, she was a member of the very young crew of the Mana, a supply ship whose crew and former owners had all died in the recent space plague with the exception of Jaya, the captain-in-training.


The captain now in charge, former astronavigation instructor Asha Bates, was right behind Khorii, entering the room so fast she stepped on Khiindis tail. With a yowl that made Sesseli jump, Khiindi hopped on the bed, out of the way of clumsy feet, and from there was scooped up by Sesseli, who buried her face in his fur.


It moved, the child said. It moved all by itself. I didnt make it, honest.


What moved, sweetie? Captain Bates asked, stepping around Khorii to join Sesseli at the window.


That. The marker, she said, pointing. The former city square had become the final resting place for masses of the plague victims, each huge grave marked by a plascrete stone with the pictures of each dead faceor if the face was too far gone to be identifiable, some other identifying objecta ring, a watch, an amulet or scrap of clothing. The names of those who could be identified before burial were also attached. For fear of the horrible disease that had swept the galaxy, these dead could never be given more individual burials, but at least any surviving descendants who showed up later would be able to learn the fate of their relatives or friends. It was the best the children and mostly elderly adults remaining in Corazon, as in other stricken areas, could do for the less fortunate.


It is probably just the rain, Sesseli, Khorii said, trying to reassure her. It got muddy enough around the marker to loosen its moorings and it slipped.


Or could it have been looters? Captain Bates asked. Maybe they were messing around there and destabilized the stone, so it shifted as the ground settled or something. That could have been what you saw, pet.


Unless theres another telekinetic around here we dont know about, Hap Hellstrom said from behind Khorii. Like the others, Hap was part of the Manas crew. All of them except Jaya had boarded the stranded supply ship while it orbited Maganos Moonbase, forbidden by the schools administrators from landing. The school on the moonbase and all the students and teachers as well as the moonbases managers, Khoriis human grandfathers, Calum Baird and Declan Giloglie, and their wives, were fine. The rescue party from Khoriis home planet, Vhiliinyar, had, with her help, scoured the moonbase and its nearest world, Kezdet, eradicating all traces of the plague, which had not yet become entrenched there.


Paloduro, the planet of which Corazon was the chief city, was where the plague had seemed to originate. It had been cleansed by Khoriis parents before they became so exhausted they contracted a mutant form of the illness, which made them carriers. They had returned to Vhiliinyar with their human friend Captain Becker, his feline first mate, Roadkill, suspected sire of Khiindi, and his android first mate Maak, creator-father of Khoriis android friend, tutor, protector, adopted brother, and often her main source of annoyance, Elviiz.


Elviiz, who had appeared in the doorway beside Hap at the same time as Jaya, said, I will go there now and determine the validity of Captain Batess hypothesis. He didnt always talk like that but just after he recharged, he always seemed to express himself in that annoyingly I-can-store-and-process-gigabillions-more-bits-of-information-gigabillions-of-times-faster-than-any-of-you-mere-human-gits way.


But in this case he was making himself useful, so Khorii didnt mind. She sat on the bed and pulled Sesseli and Khiindi into her lap, then she laid her horn against Sesselis fluffy blond head. The short golden spiraling horn in the middle of her forehead allowed Khorii and other Linyaari to heal trauma, pain, injury, and illness to a degree that seemed miraculous to most humans.


It wasnt just a bad dream, Khorii, the little girl told her privately. I woke up and went to pee and stopped to look out the window on my way back to bed. I saw it move, plain as day.


The wind and rain made the night and the city streets and buildings dark. But although most of the citys bright lights had died with its people, the survivors kept the central graveyard well lit so that no one would venture there by mistake. As Captain Bates had mentioned, the ground was still settling from the excavation of the mass graves and it would be far too dangerous for a living person to fall into a sinkhole and land among the dead. Though Khoriis parents and later others of the Linyaari rescue team had cleansed the dead of contamination, one never knew and, besides, the experience would be enough to give one of the child survivors of the recent tragedy nightmares for a lifetime, given what they had already endured.


Through the window, Khorii saw Elviiz. His silvery white mane, normally thick and fluffy on top and extending down the sides of his face, was instantly drenched flat the moment he stepped into the street. He walked as if there were no rain at all, and indeed his shipsuit was impervious to moisture, and his extra weight and strength let him walk easily, even against the strong wind. He stopped on the sidewalk surrounding the cemetery. Although the graves were recent, vegetation grew quickly because of the hot and humid climate of Corazon, and the graves were already covered by grasses and tropical wildflowers, even low bushes and ivy in places. Except for the marker stones, it looked very lush and inviting to someone who, like Khorii, was a grazer, but she would starve before shed ever eat any of those plants.


Elviiz did not proceed into the graveyard itself, but stood on the edge and scanned the glistening vegetation and muddy ground. He had optical sensors that could determine things like soil density and depth, and because he was not entirely flesh and blood, he was much heavier than a normal boy his size. If there were sinkholes, hed be likely to fall in one, and he was smart enough to know that.


After a few minutes he crossed the street again and returned to the dormitory.


Elviiz, Khiindi, and Khorii had been staying in the dormitory of the University Paloduro for the past three nights while she took her mandatory rest from her plague-hunting duties. As the only Linyaari with the ability actually to see the disease organisms, her presence was critical to the plague eradication effort. But she, like all Linyaari, was required to rest after every major operation so that she did not end up as a carrier, as her parents had. So although her horn was still perfectly opaque, and after the first night she hadnt even felt very tired, she more than any of the others understood the necessity for the rest period.


She had returned to Corazon because it was the last place shed seen her family and because all of her new friends were there. With so few uncontaminated resources and places available to the survivors, a brilliant young man named Jalonzo, his grandmother Abuelita, and some of his game-playing friends had taken up residence in the universitys dormitory. Jalonzo, Hap, and Jaya had been working on a vaccine for the plague, something that would be available when the Linyaari all returned home. In fact, they had been very excited yesterday by one formula they had concocted and had talked of nothing else all afternoon. They were the ones who had suggested moving into the dormitory because it was convenient to the well-equipped university research laboratory Khorii had meticulously cleansed for them.




By the time Elviiz returned to Sesselis room, he was perfectly dry again and accompanied by Jalonzo, who was asking him a number of technical questions about his observations. A few minutes later, Abuelita showed up. Since everyone is already awake, we may as well take this meeting to the common room. Ill make cocoa, and perhaps that will help you all return to sleep.


They walked together to the common room, Captain Bates holding Sesselis hand. Khiindi leaped onto Khoriis shoulders as she caught up with Elviiz and Jalonzo. What caused the shifting? she asked. Did you find out?


Naturally, I discovered the cause of the displacement of the monumentsSesseli only saw one, but several have moved from their original positions as my sensors could detect from the moisture and compactness of the soil beneath the stones as well as some breakage of surrounding vegetation. I have compiled a list of the plants involved and their specific areas of injury if that would be of use?


Not right now, Elviiz. You were going to tell us what made the stones move?


It was as I suspected. The ground has shifted and subsided with the increased soil density from the rain. In fact, quite substantial sinkholes have developed over the affected graves. In one case, the stone actually fell into the grave. I did not attempt to retrieve it because of the possibility of contaminating myself.


Good thinking, Jalonzo said. But of course, good thinking was the only kind that Elviiz did.


The common room was meant to stimulate minds and bodies and at the same time provide a comfortable area to study amid the din created by other students playing games, eating, and talking. Tables and chairs brightly painted with flowers and birds sat in the middle of a green area rug with borders of lime and aqua. Twisted sculptures of glass provided light for the space, supplemented with smaller lights in each of the padded booths lining two walls. Their upholstery matched the rug. The walls were a golden orange with arched holes sculpted into themnichos, they were called. These contained trophies, portraits, and other artwork made by students mostly now among the dead. Masks both grotesque and comic were numerous, as were brilliantly floral-embellished animal figures and alien-looking monsters. A Ping-Pong table, for a game Captain Joh Becker described as being more ancient than the ruins of Terra, stood there with its ridiculous little net strung across the center and its balls and paddles carelessly tossed onto the surface, waiting for the next players. A snooker table balanced the Ping-Pong one on the opposite side of the long, shuttered cantina window, which was used to provide students with casual meals and snacks. The shutters were painted bright blue and decorated with intricate street scenes of Corazon at carnivale, the festive weekslong celebration that had ended when the plague arrived to strike down the revelers.


Khorii and her friends chose a table nearest the cafeteria, where Abuelita was preparing her specialty, a delicious hot cinnamon-and-pepper-laced chocolate beverage. Jalonzo did not sit, but went to the kitchen and returned with a tray of the frothy drinks. Abuelita followed him, wiping her hands on a bib apron to keep her bed gown tidy. Because decontamination cost the Linyaari dearly in terms of their strength and energy, survivors kept their possessions and wardrobes to a minimum. When Jalonzo and the others developed another effective cleansing process, there would be time enough to reclaim less critical items from all their abandoned homes, offices, and businesses.


The Linyaari, for whom clothing was optional, took the word of the survivors about what was essential and what was not for each of them. In Abuelitas case, clearly a bed gown and apron were necessary.


When Elviiz had shared his findings with everyone while they sipped their chocolate, Abuelita ran a hand over Sesselis blond curls as if to smooth them, which wasnt actually possible. Nothing short of genetic modification would smooth those curls out. You see, chica, it was nothing to fear. Merely a natural thing.


Sesseli shook her head. I dont think so.




I assure you, Sesseli Elviiz began, but the little girl kept shaking her head.


It shifted, but something made it shift.


Are we talking vampires here? Walking dead maybe? Jalonzo asked matter-of-factly.


Jalonzo, dont scare the nia, Abuelita said. Such things are common in those games you play, but they are not real things. You are a brilliant student of the sciences, and you know such creatures are impossible and imaginary.


Jalonzo shrugged. Perhaps, Abuelita, but such stories often have some basis in fact or actual events. Misinterpreted or misreported, no doubt, but not imaginary. We have had so many deaths, and the burials were so hasty, the bodies unexamined for fear of contamination. He leaned forward, widening his eyes and saying in a deep, quavery voice, What if some who were buried were not dead, and dug their way up from the graves, clawing their fingers to the bone, maddened by what they experienced and their effort to survive, perhaps deranged from lack of oxygen while entombed with the dead?


Stop it, Jalonzo, Khorii said. Its not true that the dead were unexamined. As you very well know, my parents and I and other Linyaari decontaminated each corpse before it was buried, and as you also know, that involved close personal contact on our parts. And we know death from life.


Abuelita said quickly, He meant no disrespect, of course, Khorii. We are eternally grateful for what you and your people, particularly your parents, have done for us, and I weep for the sacrifices they made to save us. With the resilience of youth my grandson has already forgotten that he laid to rest friends among the dead, and tries with his stories to create the false drama and fear that the young so inexplicably enjoy.


He gave me goose bumps, Hap said appreciatively.


Now I suggest that we return to our beds. Nia, if you wish, you may sleep with me tonight. We should switch your room to one overlooking the interior courtyard instead of the square. The interior courtyard was paved for sporting activities, so no bodies had been interred there.


Sesseli shook her head. No, but can I borrow Khiindi, Khorii?


I doubt hell object, Khorii replied, looking for her lifelong feline companion. He was on no ones lap, nor was he licking the dregs of chocolate from anyones cup. She called him, and he did not come, but that was no cause for alarm. Khiindi was an entity unto himself and chose where he wanted to be. If her request did not interfere unduly with his own agenda, he would come. Otherwise, she had to wait until he finished what he was doing.


He had been a birthing present to her from the regent of Makahomia, Nadhari Kando, aunt of the future high priestess Miw-Sher and former security chief for Khoriis human Great-uncle Hafiz Harakamian, patriarch of the mighty House Harakamian empire. On a visit to Makahomia with Captain Becker, Nadhari had renewed her family alliances and Roadkill had formed alliances of his own with some of the beautiful and revered Makahomian Temple Cats. Khiindi was believed to be an offspring of one such union.


When Khiindi failed to reveal himself, Khorii rose to look for him. She finally found him crouched, tail bushed and fur on end, under the snooker table. He was glaring up at one of the nicho-framed grotesque masks, and growling menacingly.


In Khiindis opinion, something was terribly wrong.















Chapter 2






Khorii reached under the table and retrieved Khiindi, something that was not always the safest thing to do at times like this. But, instead of scratching her or wriggling loose, now he tried to burrow his nose under her arm. He was quivering with fear, the poor little cat. The mask had frightened him. Khorii stroked him and studied the mask from a distance. Keeping her distance was prudent, since when she tried to get closer, Khiindis claws dug into her.


The piece was made of some sort of clay. Like most of the other artwork she had seen in the city, it was painted in bright shadesred, ochre, and chartreuse with its googly eyes outlined in black and the red-tipped teeth a ferocious white. She was only starting to understand the human idea of art and aesthetics, and knew that it didnt all have to be pretty. But why would anybody want to live with such a thing as the mask?


Clearly, Khiindi shared her taste in art in this case. The cat hissed again, then buried his face in Khoriis mane.


Khorii took the hint and moved away from the ugly, though vibrant, piece of art.


Returning to the table, she told Sesseli, I think Khiindi will be as glad to have you as you will be to have him, but who will keep me safe? May I stay with you, too? She wasnt sure why she made the offer. Maybe it was just something about the atmosphere, by which she did not mean the mixture of elements comprising the air. Many Standard months had passed since this planet was cleared of plague. The dead had been laid to rest, and the living had tried to resume some semblance of their previous lives. But tonight, the air felt heavy with a sense of foreboding and almost weighted down with fear.


Which was strange, because she had never been uneasy like this before, even when the plague had been active everywhere on the planet. There was sadness in the collective thought-forms of the living inhabitants, of course, and anxiety about the future, but certainly not fear, not since theyd stopped the plague and cleansed reasonable living space for the survivors. The city had been remarkably calm, considering what had happened here. The need for the survivors to escape contamination had kept looting under control, especially after some initial incidents when looters had dropped dead with their booty still in their arms. Even the thieves were keeping out of trouble after a few events like that.


Until the arrival of the Linyaari, the living had not known who was safe and who was not, and so had not formed the mobs or roving bands of thugs Khorii had seen on vids filmed after other disasters. Even after the Linyaari arrived, much of the planet was still quite dangerous, so people stayed in areas they absolutely knew were safe.


There were so few people remaining that there were uses for every one, and most people could find some purpose they could fill better than someone else, even though almost all of the survivors were either under the age of fourteen or much older by human standards, in their late fifties and up.


Because of Khorii, the Manas crew was more diverse in age. She had been able to spare them from contacting the plague, or had been able to heal them if they caught it.


So although this was a sad place, it was one where hope as well as worry about the future now flourished. The amorphous fear scenting the air was something new to Khorii, and hard experience had taught her not to disregard her perceptions.


But she didnt see what she could do about it now except to accompany a scared little girl to bed.


Sesseli was glad for the offer of Khoriis presence. In the end, she, Khorii, and Khiindi all returned to Khoriis room rather than Sesselis because the room was bigger, and Khiindis food dishes and box were there.


Before they parted, Jalonzo said, I am sorry, little one, for my silly story. I did not mean to frighten you. In the past such tales have been entertaining to me and my friends. But I believe you when you say that you saw something out of the ordinary. So, if you stay with Khorii tonight, I myself will sleep in your room in order to be alert for any other strange occurrences in the cemetery.


Elviiz said, And I will be outside the door of Khoriis room, to make sure no harm comes to you.


Sesseli managed a small smile of thanks.


And all of them went their separate ways to bed.


Khorii and Sesseli should have fit easily into the single bed in Khoriis room, since Sesseli was small and Khorii slightly built. The real problem with making enough room was that Khiindi immediately plopped down between them and somehow nudged each girl so expertly that they were lying with part of their spines hanging over the edge of the bed while Khiindi stretched his full horizontal length in the middle. His front paws and snout touched Sesselis middle, but he resisted any attempt on her part to draw him closer. His tail and his back paws touched Khoriis waist. He snored and drooled and purred when touched, but his claws kneaded in and out, pretending bliss but actually guarding his territory. Khorii felt herself slipping over the side of the bed one time too many and finally picked up the bed-hogging cat and tossed him off the bed. Then, very quickly, she turned over so that her backside was to the middle of the bed, covering most of the warm spot Khiindi had created for himself. Had she not done so, she knew from long experience that he would jump back up and resume his position in the middle before she could lay her head down again.


Khiindi settled for mewing indignantly and leaping over her to land on Sesseli. The child, already fast asleep, squeaked with surprise, then draped her arm across the furry fraud and cuddled him close. It was very warm with the two girls and the even warmer cat so close together. Corazon was a very warm place already. There were fans, of course, and there had been central cooling at one time but it had broken down during the plague, and nobody still living knew how to fix it.


If Uncle Joh hadnt had to leave, he could have fixed it, Khorii knew. He could fix anything. Hap Hellstrom was good at fixing things, too, but after looking at the system, he decided it would take some research to do the job right, and he preferred to spend his time discussing vaccines and plague-cleansing techniques with Jalonzo. So the dorm was a bit too warm for true comfort.


However, now that the rainy season was upon them, it was a little cooler, though still steamy and clammy.


Khorii slept for three blissful hours before she was awakened by a rhythmic tapping on the door. It was Elviiz. He always used the shave and a haircut tap handed down to him from his father, Maak, who had learned it from Uncle Joh and treasured it as a little-known ephemeral item of human communication undocumented in computer files or any other he had accessed. Sometimes Khorii marveled at how easily Maak was impressed, but it was kind of sweet, really, when it wasnt irritating.


She reluctantly rose again, sure that Khiindi would reclaim the middle of the bed in her absence, and cracked the door open, whispering, What?


Are you well? he asked. No further disturbances?


Not until now, no, she said pointedly.


Then I will inquire after Jalonzo and ascertain whether he is still in Sesselis room, or whether, perhaps unable to sleep, he has decided to resume his work in the laboratory.


Elviiz, its the middle of the night, she said. Night, of course, meant nothing on shipboard for Khorii, or indeed ever for Elviiz, but dirtside for most people the nighttime hours were strictly reserved for sleeping. Why would he do that?


I do not know that he has, Elviiz said, but my auditory sensors have detected unusual sounds from that vicinity.


She should have known that Elviiz would not have awakened her for frivolous reasons. Androids had to really work at frivolity, and it seemed to take more maturity than Elviiz had for them to be even mildly frivolous. Certainly, Elviiz had tried his share of humorous comments, but most had fallen flat. The android more often tended to be alarmingly sincere. He didnt play pranks. He didnt intentionally make trouble. And his sophisticated sensors caused him to react to stimuli that would have gone unnoticed by most peopleincluding her.


Ill go with you, she said. If someone who has the plague has invaded the laboratory looking for a cure, Ill need to heal them and decontaminate the area before it is safe for Jalonzo to continue his work.


She turned and bumped into little Sesseli, who had crept up behind her to listen. Im going, too, she said.


Elviiz frowned at Khorii. You are resting while you are here. It is against the rules for you to heal anyone or decontaminate anything until you are fully recharged.


Im not an android or a robot, she said reasonably. When Elviiz looked offended at the comparison, she added in a more conciliatory tone, Though androids and robots are wonderful, of course. Elviiz, you dont need to worry. Im much younger and stronger than my parents. My horn is perfectly opaque, and Im fine. Its not like Im going to do any mass healing. Probably nothing at all. But I cant just let someone die right under my nose, can I? And none of us can afford for your research and Jalonzos to stop because you cant use the lab.




Very well, do as you wish. But I will go first to ensure that it is safe for the merely organic. Khorii knew that was in answer to her android crack, and she supposed she deserved it. She sighed.


Elviiz stomped off down the hall. She stuck her head all the way out the door, and said in a loud whisper, wishing as she sometimes did that she could thought-talk with Elviiz, Ill just check and see if Sesseli


She turned and bumped into the child, who had crept up behind her to listen. Im going, too, Sesseli said.


On the bed, Khiindi yawned and stretched and sat up, his ears at an angle that showed he was not pleased with the disturbance. He began washing his paw.


Then, as she and Sesseli left the room, he hopped down from the bed and sprinted through the door ahead of them, down the corridor after Elviiz, who had started without them.


Everything these days is a parade! Khorii grumbled. It was good to have friends and relatives around but she got a bit weary of being constantly surrounded by them. When she accompanied the Linyaari rescue crews, there were always several people with her, so that she could tell them where the plague was and almost as importantly, because they needed to conserve their healing strength, where it was not. When an area was contaminated or a person was sick with the disease, she saw swarms of tiny blue lights or dots that nobody else perceived. Many Linyaari had a particular psychic talent aside from the normal communication skills they all acquired sometime around puberty. Khoriis mother, Khornya to her own people and Acorna to her human friends and adopted family, had even as a child been able to tell the mineral content of an asteroid just by looking at it. As she grew older, Mother had begun to be able to sense what was contained in certain spaces. All Khorii got were these stupid plague dots. It was an important talent, she knew, and at first she was grateful to have been given such a useful gift and to be special because of it. Now she wished she could share the dubious honor.




It had been six whole Standard months after the plague began and three months since she had seen the plague around her parents that confirmed their suspicions that they were carriers. She was tired of being quite so special. If only a few other Linyaarieven onehad the same talent, she could rest without worrying about people dying in the meantime and could have some time to herself once in a while.


Up the hall, Elviiz stopped to knock on Jalonzos door. The tall boy, heavy but quite strong, came out to talk. He ran a hand through his long black hair, making it stand out at all angles. By the time Elviiz explained his presence, Jalonzo was out the door, barefoot and dressed in shorts and a light knit shirt.


Elviiz easily caught up with him, and the two disappeared around the corner to cross the shaded glass skyway that led to the science building. Khiindi bounced behind them until just before they turned, when he leaped onto Elviizs shoulder. The cats tail rounded the corner last of all.


Khorii hurried to catch up, and Sesseli tried to keep pace. Khorii turned, and said, You can come. We may need your talent. But stay out of the lab and out of the way until I tell you it is safe.


The little girl protested, But I wouldnt get the plague, Khorii. Im too little. Jaya says only grown-ups who arent old people get the plague. Its tied to hormonal development, you know, she added sagely, without stumbling over the larger words. Sesseli was so cute and small it caught one off guard that she was also, for a human child, extremely precocious, which was the word humans used for someone whose intelligence and language skills were more advanced than most younglings in their age group.


I do know, Sesseli, but plague is not the only dangerous possibility. There could be bad men like Marl Fidd.


It couldnt be him, could it? Sesseli asked, so alarmed that Khorii was sorry shed mentioned the name of the bullyboy who had come uninvited aboard the Mana with Captain Bates and had proceeded to blackmail, threaten, and assault the rest of the crew mentally or physically until Khorii finally got the better of him. You killed him, didnt you, Khorii?


Khorii stopped and squatted beside the little girl, turning her so that they faced each other. Killed him? Whatever would make you think a thing like that, youngling? You know my people do not believe in killing or harming others. Of course I didnt kill him. Did you pick up some wish of mine that he was dead? Because I did wish it sometimes, when he hurt you or the others. But I didnt kill him. I didnt have to, though I wouldnt be surprised to learn he has died since I left him.


Tears welled up in the large blue eyes and ran down the soft pink baby cheeks. Im sorry, Khorii. I know youre not mean. And you didnt ever say you killed him, but when you didnt say what happened, I hoped you had. Hes mean, no, hes worse than mean, hes des-pic-able.


Maybe so, Khorii said. But hes not dead. At least not by my hand. She stood again, taking Sesselis hand, and they turned the corner and stepped onto the sky bridge. Hail joined the rain in an attack on the geometrically patterned art of the colored glass forming the corridor. Khorii hoped the glass was as strong as it ought to be or the fist-sized balls might break it. Who would replace it then? Some elder experienced in the construction industry? How would the other kids know how to do anything they needed to do to survive without their parents or even business owners to teach them or do it for them? She really must speak to Abuelita about organizing the remaining elders to start teaching the youngsters their skills. While it was sad that the older kids most capable of working would lose the rest of their childhoods, the loss of their parents had accomplished that. Becoming more self-sufficient might let them stay on their homeworld at least instead of someplace like the school on Maganos Moonbase, or one of the horrible childrens camps still flourishing where her mothers influence had yet to penetrate.




Thunder boomed, rattling the windows in their panes, followed closely by a dazzling crack of forked lightning that briefly illuminated the campus and courtyard. Odd. The sheets of rain and hail almost seemed to assume amorphous shapes, silver-blue veils of mist drifting across the paved courtyard, rolling across the splashes and hailstones rebounding from the hard surface. The strobe of lightning was gone in an instant, and the outside was plunged into darkness again. Inside the tunnel, lights flickered in their overhead grids. Something white and silvery blew across the corridor from one side to the other ahead of them. Another silvery shadow capered ahead of them.


Sesseli let out another squeak, and Khorii squeezed her hand, saying in thought-talk, because anything above a whisper seemed too perilous here, Condensation, probably. Little localized clouds, carried by drafts.


Sesseli crowded close to Khoriis thigh as the two walked across the bridge, cautiously and slowly at first, as if expecting at any moment that the glass would implode or the bridge would fall. Halfway across, Khorii quickened her pace until she was almost dragging Sesseli with her in her haste to cross. Finally, by unspoken agreement, she hoisted the little girl into her arms, set her on her hip, and galloped the rest of the way to the laboratory, her hard hooflike feet thudding against the thin carpeting.


Khiindi sat yowling indignantly outside the closed laboratory door.


Sesseli lifted him and rubbed her face into the soft fur of his side. He mewed in a pitiful tone. Wasnt it terrible the way these people treated harmless cats and little girls?


Khorii opened the laboratory door. With the soundproofing in the building, Elviiz would be the only one who could hear noises beyond that door.


He was there, as was Jalonzo, staring at the floor.


Beyond them, the door to a cooling container hung open. At their feet, shards of broken curved objects, liquids spilling from them.




The formula, Jalonzo told her, not looking up. Someone tried to destroy it.


Tried to?


I have my handwritten notes, he said, shrugging. I can make it again if I can find more of the right ingredients.


I also have Jalonzos notes, Elviiz said. I uploaded them as soon as we returned from our mission, Khorii.


Its a good thing we came back when we did, Khorii said. It helped her feel a little less guilty about not being out with the rescue teams, knowing that because of their return Elviiz was in time to back up research that might find a permanent cure for the scourge of the known universe.


Hap Hellstrom came in, trailed by Sesseli, still holding Khiindi. What happened here? the tall lanky boy with the pale hair asked.


Jalonzo told him, ending with, No harm done, really.


Not this time, Hap said darkly, but who would do something like this? A cure for the plague will benefit everybody.


I cant imagine who would be so destructive, Khorii agreed.


Sesseli stuck out her lower lip, and said, I can.


Khorii knew who she had in mind. No, Sesseli, I dont think Marl can leave Dinero Grande, especially with no cure for the plague. That house where I left him was full of it except for the areas I cleared. I feel kind of badly about it, really.


Hed have done the same to you, Hap said bluntly. To all of us. He was going to blow us up, remember?


I know. Still, I wonder if we should not return with help and put him under more conventional restraints somewhere safer.


It wont be safe once Marls there, Hap said.


This guy must have been a real winner, Jalonzo commented. Khorii had dealt with Marl before the Mana landed in Corazon.


You dont want to know, Hap said. This is just the kind of trick hed pull.


But how would he know about it? Jalonzo asked. Or even get in? I lock up when were not here, and the door was still locked when Elviiz and I arrived.


The guys a born crook. Hed know how to do that if anybody would, Hap insisted. Hed do something like that just to mess with our minds.


Maybe, Khorii said. But I think you give him too much credit. This gives us even more reason to return and check on his whereabouts. If he is not still in the house on Dinero Grande, then we can worry about Marl. If he is, then we must secure him somewhere away from the disease. It is ka-Linyaariagainst our waysto kill, but it is also frowned upon to leave anyone, even an enemy, to die when we could save him. And then we can worry about our real danger.


What? The plague?


No, finding who or what did this, she said, indicating the damage. And how they gained access.














Chapter 3






You need more rest, Khorii, Jaya said. Youve been working much too hard if you think I am ever going to let that thug back on my ship.


We need him where we can keep an eye on him, Khorii replied.


And this time we can take restraints from the police station. Jalonzo wants to go, too, along with a couple of his larger gaming friends. Marl will have an entire jail to himself here.


Captain Bates hadnt said anything as Khorii outlined her plan to Jaya. Khorii, Jaya, Captain Bates, and Sesseli sat around one of the round tables in the common room while Abuelita clinked dishes in the kitchen. Each of them had a fragrant and steaming cup of chocolate in front of her, and Jaya, Captain Bates, and Sesseli each had a cinnamon pastry. The scent from the large batch Abuelita had baked earlier still filled the common room. She made dozens of batches at a time actually, something easily accomplished in the cafeterias industrial kitchen. Later, people would come and pick up the rolls and other foods Abuelita prepared and take them around to places where survivors gathered. At midmorning, additional people, mostly women and girls but some of the boys and a couple of men as well, arrived to assist Abuelita in cooking food that would sustain anyone who came to the cafeteria from midday until darkness fell. Some of this cooking would also be distributed among those who could not easily walk. There were other kitchens in the area, in former restaurants, schools, and churches. Soon the people helping Abuelita would leave to staff those feeding stations, but for now, with everyone still so frightened and grieving, it was comforting to come to one place to find a meal and so many other survivors. The Linyaari rescue teams had suggested this sort of arrangement be adopted on other worlds, in other cities and towns.


Khorii used the roof garden for her own grazing, sure that no one had died or was buried there. It was small but easy to maintain, with its own water supply and plenty of sunshine. Well, part of the day. The funny thing about the rainy season was that usually the sky was sunny and warm during the early part of the day, but in midafternoon the rain began and by evening at the latest, the rains turned to violent storms.


I think Khorii has a good point, Captain Bates said. Her wavy brown hair was pulled back at the nape of her neck, around which she wore a stunning beaded necklace with long, sparkling fringes that matched her earrings. It was a startling transformation since none of them had ever seen their astrophysics and astral navigation teacher in anything but utilitarian clothing before. But it turned out that for most of her life before she was a teacher, Captain Bates had been making beautiful things when she finished the prodigious amount of work she seemed to accomplish each day. I dont need much sleep, she told them. So I need something quiet to do.


Before the last Linyaari rescue ship took Khorii on her mission, the captain had come to her with a sheepish expression on her face. This is very selfish of me, I know, but I need you to cleanse a place for me. Its not very large, but its something I need, and I think it can be used to help some of the survivors as well.


Khorii had felt very low at that time, since her parents and Captain Becker had gone into self-imposed exile among the Ancestors on Vhiliinyar. Asha Bates had led her to a small shop on the fringes of the city, between the downtown district and the factories, warehouses, and residential facilities where Jalonzo and Abuelita had lived prior to the plague.


I was helping the team with search and rescue in the areas your parents couldnt cover, Khorii, driving a supply shuttle with fresh untainted grasses and water for them if they needed it. While they were working in an apartment building, I noticed a shop next door. I only read a little Spandard, but the hanks of beads in the window told me what was sold there. I was embarrassed to ask the team to cleanse the shop for me when they had so much to do to help others. But, well, making things is therapeutic. When I was a kid, my mother and I got parked on the terraformed moon the colonists call the Bosque Redondo. Most of the settlers were Dine and Lakota people, tribal people who were resettled there from Old Terra. Their original homelands were among the first to be rendered uninhabitable, long before the rest of the planet. Anyway, they named the moon after a historic prison camp where the Dine had once been forced to live far from their homeland. But it wasnt intended to be a prison, and people could bring with them whatever they liked. High-tech stuff was useless to most of them since the power supplies were limited there, so they brought the low-tech traditional things their ancestors had used. This time, though, they were able to bring the means to create and manufacture the materials they needed to make beads and fabrics as well. It turned out to be one of the best places I ever lived. If I had been the crying type, Id have cried when we left there. My mother was busy fascinating the local men and cheating them at cards and dice; but the women felt sorry for me and taught me to bead and weave, sew blankets and quilts. I wanted to teach classes to the kids at Maganos, but Phador thought beading was beneath the dignity of an astrophysics instructor.


Cleansing the shop hadnt actually required much effort since Khorii had found ways to decontaminate large numbers of things and heal large numbers of people using water to conduct the power of her horn. As it turned out, most of the shop wasnt contaminated anyway. Khorii saw the blue dots she identified with plague hovering around only certain displays in the store. Sesseli, young enough to be immune to the hormone-related disease, happily hauled plasgrass baskets full of glittering crystals, glowing pearls, and shiny seed beads as well as trays of intricate creations Captain Bates said were made with the use of a torch. Each basket was then immersed in the old-fashioned bathtub of the shops lavatory. Like many shops in many places, it had once been a home, and the new owners left the sanitary facilities as they were. Khorii dipped her horn in the water, purifying it, and the cleansing was transferred to the basketsful of beads as well. The shops books, videos, computer, and some bead looms were the only items that needed individual attention.


The next morning, Captain Bates had presented Khorii with a beautiful blue-and-silver bracelet beaded with the pattern of the constellations visible in the night sky of Vhiliinyar. I got the rescue team to pull up the configuration on their computer, the captain told her. This way you will be able to look at the same stars as your folks.


Khorii did not wear it all the time because she did not wish to dirty it while she was working. She kept it in her travel pack and sometimes before she went to sleep pulled it out to admire it, pretending for a moment that the silver beads were the stars of Vhiliinyar and that they would beam her love and longing to her family.


Jaya looked balky for a moment, but she trusted Captain Bates and Khorii, so she finally said, Okay. I guess wed better collect Marl and get it over with so Khorii will have a chance to rest up before she has to rejoin the rescue teams again. But I want him locked up tight and guarded all the time.


My thoughts exactly, Captain Bates agreed.


Dinero Grande was a short commuter hop from Corazon, and the Mana was fueled and ready to go with all hands on board by midafternoon.




Captain Bates and Jaya landed in the private space dock of La Villa de Estrella, house of stars, the mansion Marl Fidd had marked as his own share of the booty. He had forced Khorii to go with him so that she could cleanse the house and anything else he wanted, but she had outsmarted him, then outrun him, leaving him shaking his fist at Captain Batess shuttle as it left him behind. Had he not been so awful, shed have felt bad that she had not thought to rescue him before now, but somehow even suggesting to the Linyaari teams that there might be anyone in this area had totally slipped her mind, what with all of the other people she had to help.


She had cleared the kitchen for him, so if he was smart, and he was, he would plant himself in there and wait for help. He would have enough to eat and drink and could sleep on the floor, but unless he got desperate enough to risk infection from the bodies littering other rooms of the villa, he was trapped with no shelter except one that offered a full fridge and a nice wine cellar.


His lodgings on Corazon would be a big comedown.


The recapture was uneventful. Once within Dinero Grandes orbit, the Mana dispatched the roomiest of the three shuttles aboard, Elviiz at the helm.


With Khorii leading the way, they left the shuttle and entered the opulent mansion, where she, Elviiz, Hap, Jalonzo, and his burly gaming buddies made their way through the grand entryway and connecting halls to the kitchen.


Khorii blinked incredulously. There were no longer any of the blue plague dots sparkling in the air. She hoped Marl hadnt figured it out that apparently she had either cleared the place better than she had believed or that it had somehow dissipated. But if the plague had vanished, it was the only contaminant in the air that had. The place was rotten with the stench of decay from the decomposing bodies in other rooms.


To her relief, they found Marl in a drunken stupor on the kitchen floor. He was a far cry from the vain and elegant young tough she had deserted by hopping into the shuttle.




Hed grown fat from having nothing to do but eat the rich food stored in the kitchen and drink the wine shed glimpsed in storage racks along the walls. His dark hair, formerly close-cut, was long and matted. He stank. There was much to drink in the kitchen but since he could not reach the villas generator from the kitchen or any of the places he had seen Khorii clear, he had not been able to reactivate the water pump.


One corner of the room he had used as a toilet and in other areas he had vomited. Many times.


Surprising the others, who regarded the sleeping thug with distaste, Jalonzo ignored the stench and knelt beside him, tapping him on the shoulder. Hey, amigo, wake up. When Marl grumbled, sputtered, and drooled but otherwise made no response, Jalonzo, who had organized care for plague victims in an auditorium full of his gaming friends and become used to the foulness of human illness, maneuvered Marl so that he could lift his shoulders, then nodded for the others to help him. Together, they hauled him out to the waiting shuttle.


Khorii struggled with her conscience. She was supposed to rest so she could help with the search and rescue missions but really, she still felt fine, with lots of energy again and no signs of depletion of her horns power. The plague seemed to be absent from the areas shed previously cleared, so she thought it would be no trick to decontaminate the rest of it. The mansion could serve as a
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