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One




The mountains were still not right. Oh, the peaks soared majestically enough. Gaali, a huge crest translucent with snow and deep blue glaciers, loomed above the purple-blue cone of Zaami, which nestled between it and the rugged, sharp-edged icy summit of Kaahi, the only one of the three massive slopes ever to have been scaled.

These peaks had an almost mystical significance to Acorna’s people, the Linyaari. They were the top of the world, and Our Star’s progress from one side of Gaali’s peak to the other had once divided a Linyaari day as the rising of moons did on other planets. The sight of the rugged mountains against the horizon had meant home to the Linyaari—until their world was invaded by an alien race, the Khleevi. The Khleevi had destroyed everything in their path, even the highest mountains on Vhiliinyar, the native planet of the Linyaari.

Many of the Linyaari recovery teams working on their ravaged homeworld had recently seen their mountains again, beautiful and whole. Caught up in the alien machinery of a long-buried ancient city there, they had been trapped and snatched into their planet’s past. Returning time travelers brought back sketches, notes, specimens, even vids of the peaks, but Acorna could not reconcile any of their images perfectly with the holo program that would form the basis for the reformation of the peaks.

“You’ve redone that range twenty times if you’ve done it once, Princess. Give it a rest,” said Jonas Becker, CEO of Becker Interplanetary Recycling and Salvage Enterprises Ltd., and captain of the firm’s flag and only ship, the Condor.

“It’s as if every person who has seen those mountains has seen different ones, Captain,” Acorna said. “No matter how we build them, someone will be disappointed or think there is something we have left out.”

“We’ll just put all the controversial stuff at the top of the high one, then.” He shrugged. “That way if they want to nitpick they’ll have to either climb it or land on it to find fault.”

“Maybe. But they are already rebuilding our home more slowly than most people truly wish because of Aari and me. I want everything to be just right when each feature of old Vhiliinyar is reinstated.”

“You are really something,” Becker said, shaking his head. “You look like you haven’t finished high school, yet you’re trying to push mountain ranges around and tell forests how to grow because you also think you can tell people what to see when they look at them? Give it up, Princess. It wasn’t just because of Aari that your people decided to take the more conservative approach to re-terraforming Vhiliinyar. Expense entered into it, and truly owning their home, and all that other stuff Kaalmi Vroniiyi and the Ancestors talked about at the last Council meeting. It’s time for you to let go a little. You have to do something besides work and hang out at the time machine in case Aari pops up.”

“I do other things!” Acorna said with a little jut of her lower lip. “I go for long walks. I talk with the Ancestors and the Elders. I make notes of how the environment is trying to heal itself from the Khleevi damage.”

At that moment a piece of debris flew between them on an ill-tempered breeze blowing through the ancient city. Though the breeze was nothing like the high roaring winds that plagued Vhiliinyar’s barren surface these days, it carried blades of ice in it nonetheless. The debris was pounced on and subdued immediately by Becker’s first mate, a Makahomian Temple cat Becker called Roadkill, or RK. Being the second in command on a salvage ship, RK was a highly skilled professional when it came to collecting junk. However, in this case, once he had pounced on the object, which turned out to be a crumpled list of specimens collected by aagroni Iirtyi in different eras of Vhiliinyar history, the paper’s lack of resistance bored the cat.

Abandoning his prey, RK strolled over to greet Acorna, leaped onto her shoulder, and walked across her chest. Purring madly, he rubbed his face against the tablet she held. She finally released it and rubbed his chops, which had been his master plan all along, she suspected.

Becker continued his own blandishments. “Going for a walk isn’t like really going anywhere. You haven’t even visited MOO in over six weeks. Hafiz has summoned RK and me to visit him there, and we’re about to board the Condor now. Come on with us. Mac would love to see you. Besides, if there’s salvage to haul, we’ll be shorthanded without Aari. We could really use your help. My back has been acting up lately.” The very able-bodied veteran spacefarer rubbed the small of his back and groaned, while watching her from slitted eyes to see if she was looking sympathetic.

She laughed. “Oh, very well, Captain. I take it that you are not employing your acting skills because you wish me to heal your ‘bad back,’ but because you’re so flatteringly desperate for my company, such as it is these days. Let me tell Maati and the others I’m going, leave a few notes for them on how to continue my work here, get some things together, and I’ll be right with you.”



As soon as they were back in space Acorna realized that Becker had been right to lure her away from the planet. Back on Vhiliinyar, no matter how hard she worked, she always kept one part of her focus on the people around her, secretly waiting for someone to say they’d seen him—coming out of the lake or near the time device or…somewhere.

Here on the Condor, with Becker, Mac, and the cat, it was almost like the impossibly recent good old days when they had all been together. Except now there was someone definitely missing. Aari’s absence was still all too painful to her.

One nice thing about the Condor was that, since Becker was continually patching it up with salvaged parts and pieces, it never actually looked the same, outside or in, two trips in a row. Something always needed to be repaired or replaced, and Becker had a particular talent for integrating the mechanical and electronic equipment of far-flung alien cultures so that it blended together into the intergalactic hash that was his vessel.

On this trip she recognized some hull modifications made with bits of salvaged Linyaari ships—the gaily painted and gilded loops and flowers made the skin of the Condor resemble a patchwork quilt. Becker seemed to have had a bit of trouble with the control panel, too. A part of the current module had been salvaged from a Khleevi vessel. The Khleevi controls were designed to be manipulated by widely spaced pincers and were sized for a very large being, instead of human or Linyaari hands. Becker had rigged sticks with pulleys that operated pincers at the ends of them for performing certain functions at the control panel. Acorna wasn’t sure she wanted to know what those functions were.

As the ship approached MOO, she felt her anxiety rising about being so far away from Vhiliinyar and the time machine again. What if Aari returned while she was gone?

“Captain, could we hail Maati?”

“Sure, honey, but don’t you think she’d have hailed us if anything had happened? Look, Acorna, I know this has to be rough for you, but Aari loves you. It doesn’t matter how much it seems like the guy went out for a packet of chickweed and was gone for six months; if there’s a way for him to get back, he’ll be back. And you’re going to be the first person he looks for. You know I’m right.”

“Actually, Captain, I just wanted to see if Maati had a message for her parents. They’re back on MOO now finishing up some research.”

Though he raised a doubting eyebrow at her, Becker did as she asked. It took some time for Maati to reach a com console and report back, but when she did, she looked more excited than Acorna had seen her look since Aari’s disappearance.

“Khornya, I’m so glad to hear from you! The aagroni Iirtye is back from his latest time voyage. He’s been collecting specimens again, you know, but he found out something really strange on this trip. Apparently he couldn’t find any pahaantiyirs on Vhiliinyar, no matter where he looked, and he looked right up until a generation or two before the older Linyaari among us were born. Of course, he couldn’t continue his search any further because of the space-time continuum problem, but he didn’t find any ancestors of the pahaantiyirs on our planet at all.”

Acorna was hard pressed to understand her young friend’s fascination with this discovery. Maati had never seen the species the older Linyaari remembered from Vhiliinyar before the Khleevi invasion. The Linyaari Elders claimed that RK looked incredibly like those beloved feline creatures, however.

“The species must not have been indigenous to Vhiliinyar, then,” Acorna said. “Probably they came from one of the trading planets.”

“Nobody remembers which one, if they did,” Maati said. “It’s kind of a mystery, really.”

“More of a mystery to me is the fact that, if they were so highly thought of, why didn’t our people bring pahaantiyirs with them from Vhiliinyar when they fled?”

“It’s funny about that,” Maati said. “Everybody I’ve talked to said they just suddenly couldn’t find their furry friends when the time came to go. Like the pahaantiyirs had already disappeared. The evidence from our recent explorations seems to bear that out. At least we haven’t found any feline bones in the rubble out on the surface. That’s good, don’t you think?”

“I suppose. Maybe the pahaantiyirs all found the secret city and have been hunting vermin down there. Maybe we’ll run into their offspring, fat and happy, when we explore the city further.”

“I hope so,” Maati said. “But meanwhile, the aagroni would like to know if Captain Becker would ask Commander Kando if she knows anything that might connect RK’s fellow Temple cats and our pahaantiyirs.”

“Be glad to,” Becker said. “Nadhari doesn’t talk about the old homeworld much, but maybe we just need to ask her.”

Acorna heard something unsettling in Becker’s tone when he spoke of Nadhari Kando, the security chief for Hafiz Harakamian’s Moon of Opportunity, and a very formidable woman. “Is there something wrong with Nadhari, Captain?” she asked. She could read him, of course, but that would have been a breach of good manners, and besides, Becker was very good at expressing himself verbally.

“Yeah,” he said. “I think so.”

“Is it because you are no longer mates?”

“No. I mean, it’s not just me. Seem to me like she’s shutting down emotionally—and with everybody. At first I thought maybe it was just me, because she was mad at me and wanted to be with that Federation soldier, but then she dumped him after a couple of months. And she doesn’t mind that I was seeing Andina. She likes her, says she’s better for me than she was. That’s not like Nadhari—trust me. Nadhari and me—well, we’re still friendly, and yeah, I still care about her. But something smells funny to me—though we haven’t had a real conversation since I came back from collecting the salvage on narhii-Vhiliinyar, so I’m not exactly sure what’s on her mind.”

“But you have an idea?” Acorna prompted.

He nodded, eyes down, lips compressed, shoulders hunched forward a little. “Yeah. I think she’s still stirred up inside about what happened to her when Edacki Ganoosh and General Ikwaskwan doped her up and turned her into a torture machine to use against your people.”

“But surely she knows that was not her fault,” Acorna said. “And my people, as soon as they were able, healed her of her wounds, both physical and psychic. Didn’t they?”

Suddenly she felt guilty. She had been so preoccupied with her own problems—her lifemate Aari’s disappearance, initially due to a temporal accident caused by Vhiliinyar’s systematic destruction by the Khleevi, and later exacerbated by her own attempts to find him and bring him back—that her worries had caused her to shut down in a way. She’d somehow forgotten that other people had problems, too, problems they might not want to share with her for fear of adding to her burden. But the truth was that it was a relief to think of someone else’s troubles now. For the time being, she had gone as far as she could with her own.

Becker shrugged. “Sure, they forgave her for the harm she did to them, and healed her of the drugs and her wounds, but did she forgive herself? For someone like Nadhari, someone used to being in charge of her own destiny, to being the meanest, baddest, toughest thing walking—what those guys did to her must have messed with her spirit in a real fundamental way. I think she distracted herself for a while with MOO, the Harakamians, me, the Federation guy, but I don’t think she’s over it. I don’t think anyone else can cure someone of something like that. I think she has to figure it out for herself, and she just isn’t doing it. Instead, she’s cutting herself off from everybody who cares about her. The only one she really seems to be normal with is RK, but she doesn’t want me to leave him with her. I offered. Hell, he offered, but it’s like she doesn’t trust herself not to hurt him or something.”

“Oh, Captain, I had no idea. I am very sorry for her pain. Do you want me to try to read her? To see if I can do some deeper healing? It sounds to me as if her…condition is somewhat similar to Aari’s.”

“Yeah, it is. Except, I think, Aari wasn’t forced to do anything against his own nature. Even though he was tortured and everything, he stayed a Linyaari. The Khleevi took his horn and broke his bones and nearly killed him, but they didn’t make him hurt anyone else. He endured pain, but he didn’t inflict it. Ganoosh and Ikwaskwan turned Nadhari inside out, let loose that bad dog she always keeps on a tight leash, and turned her into what she hates the most. She has that monster side to her and she knows it, but she controls it rigidly because at heart she’s a protector, Princess. A natural-born hero, a defender of the weak. And Ganoosh and his goons doped her up and turned her loose on the weak to maim and destroy them. Think what that must have been like for her—to get turned against her will into the very monster she’s always fought against. It’s no wonder she’s a little messed up right now. She needs something, but she doesn’t know what it is, and I don’t know what it is, but I don’t think it’s anything you Linyaari can supply that you haven’t already.”

Unable to say anything to help, Acorna fell silent for most of the remainder of the short hop to MOO. She and Becker each thought their respective thoughts while RK lay between them on the console, his tail waving lazily back and forth.



Hafiz Harakamian, a wily, wealthy intergalactic businessman and her adopted uncle, greeted Acorna warmly when they arrived on the Moon Of Opportunity, but he kept a sympathetic reserve. Acorna could see many unasked questions in his eyes. Just as well he didn’t ask. No, Aari had not shown up or been located. Everyone in the galaxy would know when he turned up—she would be so happy she’d broadcast that far and wide.

For Becker, Hafiz had a mission in mind.

“I am told you can communicate with these persons,” Hafiz said, gesturing grandly toward the perpetually suspicious and usually filthy forms of Wat and Wat, the Terran unicorn hunters who had accidentally been transported from ancient times to Vhiliinyar along with the Ancestors. The nearest anyone could figure, Wat and Wat, once their presence was discovered by the Ancestral Hosts, had been sent to an ancient period in Vhiliinyar’s history where they could do no harm to sentients. However, when the ruination of Vhiliinyar’s surface caused fractures in the time apparatus, the two hirsute Earthmen had suddenly reappeared and began hunting Linyaari as if no interruption in their activities had ever occurred.

“No one else can make themselves understood to these ruffians,” Hafiz said. “They annoy my guests and they have the deportment of goats. They speak to you; therefore they are your responsibility.” Hafiz crossed his wide brocade sleeves across his chest. He had spoken.

“Hey, that’s not my fault! What am I supposed to do with them?” Becker asked, scratching his head.

“Must I think for everyone?” Hafiz demanded. “I don’t know. Take them back to Terra, sell them to a slaver, but somehow or other you must”—he gave his hand a graceful twirl—“recycle them out of here. The red one had the audacity to make unseemly advances to my Karina. He advanced so rapidly, in truth, that had my wife’s screams not alerted me and had I not rushed to her rescue immediately, accompanied by Commander Kando…” His voice dropped dramatically as he shook his head to indicate his shock and grief at what he had witnessed. “Well. It is only due to great speed on my part and great forcefulness on Commander Kando’s that my delicate flower will not be bearing a barbarian baby in a few months.”

Karina, wafting toward them, had caught Hafiz’s remarks and did not fail to capitalize on her victimization. “So…coarse,” she breathed, “and smelly. And thought patterns of an extremely rude and crude sort.”

Nadhari Kando, just behind her, grinned. “Sounds to me as if they are perfect for your crew, Jonas.”

“Sounds to me like you should put them through boot camp, Commander. Doesn’t seem like it should take these boys that long to get religion if you put your mind to the task. Not to mention respect for the fair sex.”

“You do me much credit, dear,” Nadhari said. “And in fact they are warriors and might do well to train as such.”

“I don’t think it’s a real good idea to arm them, since their idea of an enemy is the Linyaari,” Becker pointed out. “And they can’t come with us, since I already asked Acorna if she’d help us out while we’re shorthanded.”

Acorna was about to object when she picked up thoughts blaring from one of the Wats. (Go home. Back to our lord Bjorn. Away from these bewitched animals who walk like men and women. Away before they spit us on their horns and roast us like oxen.)

(We are vegetarians,) Acorna reassured them mind to mind. (Why would we do a thing like that?)

Both Wats looked at her as if she had hit them on their heads with an axe. Their brains were working on the concept of “vegetarians.” She gave them a mental image of a rabbit eating leaves, a sheep eating grass, herself and her friends grazing along with them.

“We don’t eat meat of any kind, especially not Wats,” she told them aloud in a rough approximation of their language. “And your old master is many years dead by now. You have been brought forward in time. You must bring your ideas up-to-date, too. My people and I are descendants of the unicorns you once wrongfully hunted. We will look for a new home for you now, somewhere that may feel somewhat familiar to you. What is it like, your home?”

Asked a question, they resolutely folded their arms across their broad chests, now clad in ship suits instead of armor, and clamped their beards tight to their mustaches. Their beards and mustaches were now much shorter and far more neatly groomed than they had been when the Wats first appeared. Becker had, in the not-too-distant past, forcibly washed and barbered the Wats as a conversation opener.

But as steadfastly as they refused to verbalize their memories of their homes, their thoughts betrayed them. Acorna got images of vast dark forests of gigantic trees, rolling storm-tossed seas, and great smoky fortresses filled with clanking, clomping humans clad in metal and heavy leather garments. On their heads some of the men wore helmets embellished with a set of horns.

She smiled at the Wats, baring her teeth in an expression that was friendly for a Terran and hostile for a Linyaari—and just right for the emotion she felt toward these two misguided and misplaced human beings. “I think I know where they might feel at home, at least temporarily,” she said.

“Indeed?” Hafiz asked.

“Yes. The Niriians are in need of help in rebuilding their planet since the Khleevi invasion. Their two-horned appearance very closely resembles some of the totems these people apparently used to worship. Perhaps these fellows could work off some of their aggressions by helping the Niriians rebuild their planet. And there is something about these men that reminds me a bit of Toroona and her mate, too, don’t you agree?”

The Niriians were Linyaari trading partners of long standing, a peaceful, industrious, and sometimes overly conscientious bovine race. When the ravenous insectoid Khleevi attacked Nirii, Toroona and her mate had escaped their homeworld in time to seek help from Hafiz and the Linyaari. Thanks to their actions, Nirii had not suffered anything like the degree of devastation the Linyaari planets, Vhiliinyar and narhii-Vhiliinyar, had. Before the Khleevi could destroy Nirii, Acorna and her friends had devised a strategy to lure the buglike aliens away from Nirii to another place. That plan had eventually resulted in an end to all Khleevi destructiveness forever.

“Good idea, Princess,” Becker approved. “The cowboys and cowgirls will know what to do with these guys. And they’re not fragile, graceful people like you Linyaari. These fellas give them any trouble, the Niriians will sit on ’em till they holler ‘calf-rope.’ ”

“Ye-es,” Hafiz said. “Yes, indeed. I like it. Acorna, my dear girl, as usual you have devised a solution that is both convenient and kind. In this case, far kinder than these lecherous barbarians deserve. But…convenient. Captain, there is the solution to our problems. You and Acorna will deliver these two troglodytes to the Niriians. If they decline to accept our gracious gift of manpower, remind them please that they are deeply in our debt.”

“No,” Becker said.

“No?” Hafiz seemed puzzled by the word, as if it had no meaning for him and was spoken in a language he did not understand. The head (emeritus) of the fabulously wealthy House Harakamian did not often hear such a word. At least not in public.

“No. Acorna shouldn’t have to put up with that stuff. I told you. These guys hunt unicorns.”

Hafiz waved his objections away. “My dear Becker, you speak of our niece as if she were any Linyaari, or any female, for that matter. As you can plainly tell, she has already established even better communication with these barbarians than you yourself have, has read their minds, and has determined an agreeable and humane disposition for their offensive persons. They are like lambs with their shepherd. They would do her no harm. Think you that I would allow the daughter of my heart to be endangered? Besides, she has you and the estimable Mac to protect her should she require such protection!”

“Your faith in me is touching, Uncle,” Acorna said dryly. It was amazing how competent people became in Uncle Hafiz’s estimation when there was something unpleasant he wanted them to cope with because he didn’t want to be bothered with it himself. “But I can’t go that far. I only came for a short visit. As soon as I have seen Kaarlye and Miiri and some of my other friends, just as I have seen you and Karina, I must return to Vhiliinyar. We all have a world to rebuild there, after all.”

Hafiz gave her a look. She knew it was meant to make her realize that they were able to rebuild it only because of his financing. But he had picked a fine time to nudge her—blackmail her, actually—into doing his will, when it involved a prolonged absence from Vhiliinyar, the time machine, and possibly Aari. She didn’t want to leave Vhiliinyar. But Hafiz was so besotted with his love he would do anything to spare Karina trouble.

Suddenly a pair of comforting hands landed on her shoulders and she turned to see Miiri, Maati’s and Aari’s mother, standing behind her.

(There, there, dear,) Miiri said to her in the mind-to-mind communication all adult Linyaari shared. (Uncle Hafiz is the soul of kindness, as we have good reason to know, but he is used to being spoiled and served by those around him, which has made him extremely self-centered. I imagine he has convinced himself that the solution to his problem will in some way ease your own troubled heart.)

Becker, however, struck a pugnacious pose, sticking his lower jaw out and glaring at the old despot. “Look, Hafiz, Acorna doesn’t need to be hassled right now.”

“Oh, no, my estimable Becker, that is very true. And naturally I would not suggest it if I thought it would, as you so colorfully express, hassle her.

“As for rebuilding Vhiliinyar, well, it occurs to me that the Niriians, as old and trusted trading partners indebted to the Linyaari for their continued existence, have resources and goods that may be useful to the Linyaari in the rebuilding of their worlds—both Vhiliinyar and narhii-Vhiliinyar.

“Under their current circumstances, the Niriians may be inclined to have a bit of a fire sale, and such items as our Linyaari friends find desirable might be exceedingly cheap at this time—free even, to the dear friends who saved the Niriian home.

“But some kind soul, someone who would perhaps be willing to collect or trade damaged goods, to salvage them, shall we say, must first confront the Niriians with a Linyaari ambassador to whom they may express their gratitude and eagerness to do business. And it comes to me that they will be more eager yet to reward such a person with low prices for high value. That is, if you—or any wise salvage merchant who seizes this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity—and a Linyaari ambassador should arrive at this time bringing news of the Linyaari plight. Not to mention the gift of two louts with strong backs to assist in the manual labor of restoration.”

Hafiz shrugged ingenously. “It was a little idea I had, nothing more. Please do not let this humble and useless old man impose upon your other pressing plans.”

The red-haired Wat, bored with the unfathomable exchange of words going on around him, let his eye wander to Karina. He made a flirtatious but forceful gesture in her direction, no doubt intending to charm her with his “wit.”

Karina looked thoroughly revolted and alarmed. Her eyes rolling upward, she half swooned into her husband’s arms. “Ooooooh, I am having one of my visions. Yes, yes, I see clearly now. Hold me, my protective pasha, while I clear my channels.”

With one arm she clung to Hafiz’s neck—the side of his neck farthest from the Wats—while with the other she batted at the air as if being attacked by miniature Khleevi.

She made an odd puffing sound as she performed this ritual. Karina knew that the Linyaari were genuine psychics, and she knew in her innermost mind that she was not psychic, or at least mostly was not, no matter what she publicly claimed.

This in no way prevented her from carrying on the periodic charades with which she hoped to impress others with her “powers.”

On the other hand, when Hafiz had wavered when it came time to inconvenience himself on behalf of the Linyaari, Karina had persuaded him, not with a vision, but with the threat of performing the necessary manual labor herself. There was much to like in such a person.

(Indeed there is, Son’s Beloved,) Miiri agreed with Acorna’s estimation. (Some of us have tried to communicate with her mentally, to touch her mind and school it in nonverbal communication, to encourage the psychic powers she seems so desperately to desire. But try as we will, we cannot affect her. Poor Karina is absolutely the least receptive being any of us have ever encountered when it comes to reliable day-to-day thought transfer.)

“Oh, yes! Yes!” Karina cried, waving the billowing lavender sleeve of her robe about before touching the back of her plump beringed hand to her forehead. “Oh, I will tell her. Be sure that I will tell her.”

Her eyelids had been fluttering like butterfly wings above the whites of her upturned eyes, and now she opened them all the way and stared full at Acorna. “You must undertake this journey, not for itself but for where it will lead you, Acorna. What you seek is not on Vhiliinyar. It is not near. It is very far. You are meant to take this journey.”

Acorna had not been reading the likable but slightly ridiculous wife of her “uncle.” Her own sensitivity, which had been rubbed raw by the loss of her lifemate so soon after they were joined, was outraged with the presumption of this person she considered a friend. To so blatantly try to manipulate her, and in that fashion…

(On the other hand…) Miiri continued, her voice full of grudging admiration (there are times when not even Karina knows that it is happening when she is wide open. At such times, totally unexpected and uncanny things issue from her.)

Acorna turned to look Aari’s mother full in the face. “You mean, you felt that she was genuinely in touch with something just then?”

“Oh, yes, I felt it myself as she spoke.”

It occurred to Acorna that Hafiz was not the only one who was self-absorbed. Once more she realized that the pain of her loss was blunting her perception of other people’s problems—and in this case, abilities. Aari’s parents had told him that during the time he was imprisoned by the Khleevi, his mother, a powerful empath, had experienced the pain of his torture sessions to such a degree that she was violently ill most of the time. It took all of the healing strength of their people to help her bring his little sister Maati into the world. Karina might lightly fake such a message, but Miiri would never lightly endorse it.

(Do you—should you and Kaarlye or Maati come, too?) Acorna asked. She knew that if it had been one of them who received such a clear message and she was not asked, she would insist on being included.

Miiri read that thought and smiled. (No, Khornya. The message really was for you.)

(Was it from Aari? Is he all right? Will he show me how to find him?)

(Sweet child, you know nothing is so direct as that. No, I do not think it was from Aari. I can’t actually say where it came from. But I know it was genuine, and it was meant for you. You still don’t realize, do you, that though you are Linyaari like the rest of us, you have special abilities and qualities that make you better suited for some missions than others of us? Perhaps it is your unusual upbringing. I don’t know. I can tell you that if Aari were in serious pain, or…no longer lived, I would know and I would tell you. You know, too, that Kaarlye, Aari’s father, is as powerful a transmitter as I am an empath. If we have word of our son while you are gone, we will get a message to you, no matter where you are.)

(I know. I know.) Acorna was trying to be reasonable, sensible.

Miiri reached inside the neck of her tunic and pulled from it a silvery chain Acorna had often noticed glinting at her neckline. Three small silvery disks jingled together upon it. Miiri lifted the necklace over her head, undid the catch, removed two of the disks and slipped them into her tunic, then ceremoniously placed the chain and the remaining disk around Acorna’s neck.

(This is Aari’s birth disk,) Miiri told her. (I had been meaning to give it to you anyway.)

(Birth disk?)

(Yes. When a baby is born to our people, it is customary for the artisans to make a disk like this with the exact position of the stars overhead inscribed upon it, as well as his unique personal code. It is a gift for the mother at her birthing. When the child reaches maturity, generally the mother gives it to him on his birthday. When he takes a lifemate, it becomes what you would call a wedding gift. I was going to give this to Aari, but then you two became lifemates, and I thought perhaps I would give it to you when we were all together. Now I think you must have it, as a token of the love you share with my eldest. I can get another chain for Maati’s and Laarye’s disks.)

Acorna examined the little disk, which shimmered in her hand with a shine that was not silver, but more like the opalescent fire of a healthy Linyaari horn. She recognized the constellation from the night sky—Hronii’s Book, the source of knowledge of the universe.

She clutched it for a moment, her emotions so strong that she was unable even to thank Miiri. Then she kissed the little disk and tucked it into her tunic.

Miiri enfolded Acorna in an embrace that was the most comforting thing Acorna had felt since Aari was lost. When Acorna finally released Miiri, she turned, ready to face Hafiz and Becker and agree to what they asked of her.

Becker barely glanced at her, nodded, and turned to Hafiz. “Tell you what, HH. You send Nadhari along with us to protect Acorna from the Wats, and you got yourself a deal.”
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