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ToDr. Ernest V. Curto,

who spokein hisrich brown-toned voice
to the starsin my eyes.
It islike the pillowfight
when he waked me home
thefirgt time.

CHAPTER 1

She was late. Her shift had ended hdf an hour earlier, but Kiondili was just
now getting rid of the last bit of interference in the ship's primary drive fidd. By
now her class a the institute would have started, but until this field was finished,
she did not dare leave. The care she took in tuning the drives might meke the
difference between being caled back to work tomorrow and being turned away
with a shrug. There were hundreds of people vying for every opening on the
space-docks. Kiondili Wae could not afford to jeopardize her position, no matter
how temporary it was. For the privilege of paying her rent, she could live with
being late to her morning class. If she was lucky, she would not even lose her
turn in the lab.

Tuning out the last fidd interference, she checked her results against the
modd in the holotank. They were good. Now she could hurry. She hauled hersalf
up from the floor, staggering as her cramped legs refused to hold her weight,
then shut the system down quickly. She turned the holotank off. Then she
tore the temple jacks from her head, stuffing
them in one of her pockets. She was a least ten minutes late. Two more minutes
to check out with the ship's controller, one minute to the nearest free-boost
chute, two minutes to the lab-she might just make it before the professor took her
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name off the access list and let someone else into the lab.

She barely waited for the controller to hand her credit chit back before jumping
off the ramps and sprinting to a boost chute. Level-three pay . . . For a nonguild
sensor, this kind of credit opportunity came along only once a year, and with her
credit chit as thin as her regulation jumper, Kiondili had not hesitated to work a
double night shift. Her scholarship had barely paid her tuition to the end of the
year. Without the few jobs she had found this year, she would not have been
able to afford even her meager rent. The first two days on this job had paid the
rent for the last month, including the late fine, and the last two days would pay it
up for the next 9x weeks. And she was Hill set for meals-the ten credits she had
earned in the spring for robo servicing had bought enough high-pro C rations to
last eight months. The thought of the tasteless wafers brought a humorless amile
to her face. They were nourishing, but they left an emptiness in her gut that
would not be satisfied with anything less than a red med from a fully
programmed dispenser. Not only had this job paid her rent, but as of this morning
it would dlow her to buy the first red med she had had in more than five months.

She dodged a group of humans and human-mutantsor H'Mu, as the
Federation classed them-and triggered the proximity light on the boost chute
before she arived. Being a sensor with esper skills had its advantages. Where
other sensors had to manipulate fields by using their temple jacks, Kiondili could
mentally focus her biofields to activate a smdl particle fidd. She could even
control the strength of such afield-as long as it was aloca adjustment. Now, as
she dove toward the edge-lit hole in one of the dock's transport cylinders, she
flexed the chute fields briefly. The boost chute's gravity fidd went to zero; the
boost fidd went to high. She passed the chute opening and shot into free-grav,
her black
hair streaming out behind her as she hit the first acceleration pad hard. Roalling off
her shoulder, she twisted her body into a long, straight line and dammed, hands
firgt, into the redirection pad a the next intersection. A roll and double thrust
with her feet and a smdl flexing of the boost-chute fields, and she was aready
near top speed. Luckily, there were few others in the chutes. As fast as she was
going, she had to watch the proximity IDs carefully. She could augment the
boost-chute fields only so much before the chute guards were alerted. A quick
twist, and she was past the two diens who floated leisurely along in the same
direction. An inline tumble, and she hit the next redirection pad just before that
other H'Mu-with her esper, she sensed him coming down the opposite tunnel
long before his ariva triggered a light on the proximity grid. And then she was
shooting up into the exit passage, flashing through the graduated grav field, and
dowing abruptly as she stepped out on the corridor floor of the ingtitute. By the
time her stomach settled back in place, her hair was smoothed and she could
check her lab access. She let her breath out in rdief. She was not yet late enough
to be kicked off the ligts.

As she dipped into the lab, the professor stared coldly at her with one of his
three pairs of eyes. He did not stop speaking-that was something, at least. Last
time she had been late, he had reprimanded her in front of the entire class. She
pulled her flashbook out of her pocket and expanded it, ignoring her lab partner's


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebeatl esforever.com/processtext/

raised eyebrow. She would have to hurry to catch up with the rest of the
students, she thought, dipping one of her wafer medls into her mouth and
chewing it mechanicaly as she jammed her temple jacks on. Her lab partner,
noting the circles under her eyes, powered up her holotank for her. At least she
got along better with her lab partner than with the other students, she reflected.
He was not as status-conscious as the Federation students and, being esper
himsdf, was not envious of her E-level either. She had helped him with his
assignments more than once. Now, as

she tried to figure out how far behind she was, he silently sent the base program
to her on her flashbook.

Surprised, she returned her gratefulness. Even if he was again concentrating
on his own holotank, he would pick up that esper message easily.

Imaging through her temple jacks, she created a series of beams in her
holotank like the ones on which the other students were working. The projected
space in front of her filled with white lines. Automatically, Kiondili separated
them into colors, then added the focd lens through which dl transmissions had
to pass. With her attention split between the assignment and her worries, it took
aminute to get the simulated lens in place. Sx weeks, she thought. Sx weeks and
she would no longer be able to stay a the ingtitute. She could not petition for
another scholarship-she had aready studied for the maximum of sx years on
Federation funds- and she had no sponsor to help her find permanent work on
this world. With her background, she thought with a sudden surge of bitterness,
she was not likdy to find one. She tightened the beams abruptly. Unless she
started blocking her emotions better, they were going to lesk through her temple
jacks and affect every transmission in this assignment. The fine lines tuned in
tighter as she concentrated, but they were dill fuzzy compared to the images in
the other students' holotanks. At least, with the work she was doing a the
spacedock, she understood this beam-tuning assignment better than she would
have aweek earlier.

The professor rolled his middle pair of eyes toward one student's flashscreen,
then up to that student's holotank. "Riun," he said sharply, "you are focusing
the transitional beams before they go through the lens. You should be tuning
the beams so that the lens does that work for you. Reset your tank and show me
the primary and secondary beam trgjectories for a ship with atwin hull..."

Kiondili's fingers tapped her temple jacks absently. Two of the professor's
scaly ams scrawled on the flashscreen. Beside him, the images in the man
holotank shifted in

response. Kiondili ignored the floating images. Instead, she picked up the answer
to his question from his careless projection-the professor rarely
remembered to damp his thoughts when he lectured in a lab. Even &fter two
years P-Cryss had not redized that she could pick up his menta images as easly
as if he were describing them to her. As far as she knew, he did not suspect her
of being higher than an E-4 on the esper scales, and she had tested low
on purpose for the last three years. As a scholarship student-and a
human-mutant one a that-she was treated with less than respect by dl the
professors. If nothing else, this one's disdain for her low socia status
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had made his projections stronger and even easier for her to read.

She smiled sardonically. If she had had properly trained reader's ills, P-Cryss
would have had to tighten his blocks on dl three of his brains-and Kiondili would
not have had to jump a double-shift night jobs on the docks. A sensor with
reader kills could have dmost any job she wanted, on amost any kind of ship.
Any job, as long as she was willing to rgoin the Trade Guild to get a
faster-than-light work rating. Last month, the guild's offer had included both
high-level training and an FTL rating. Even with her grudge, Kiondili had had a
hard time turning that one down. But it was rgoin the guild or work temporary
positions on graveyard shifts, the kind of work done under conditions that any
guild worker would turn his or her nose up a. Ayara done knew how much
Kiondili hated the thought of rgoining the guild.

Traders, she spit in her mind. As the rancor lesked out her temple jacks, the
beams in her holotank flared up, and she glared a them for a moment before
upping the damp on her persona adjust. Even with the damp, it took a few
seconds for the beams to fade back to norma. Traders, she cursed more camly.
Murderers. The guild had blacklisted her parents and then blown them and half
their F-class trade ship to
dust before bothering to read the ship's log. A misteke, the guild said to the
fifteen-year-old girl they had left stranded on Jovani. They were terribly sorry.
The apology meant little. Without her parents, without a sponsor on this world,
Kiondili Wae had a Federation status little better than that of a dave. The
blacklisting had been cleared, but it remained in the logs-and that history had
destroyed any chance for her to find a sponsor outside the guild. Even with the
education she had now, seven years later, she stood a better chance of solar
surfing in deep space than landing ajob on an FTL ship.

A Moaad, one of those skittish diens that looked like a bipedd avian, sang its
guestion from the back of the lab, and its clear tones caught a Kiondili's ears.
The frequencies reminded her of her transmission work, and she stared down at
her flashbook. Doodles. That was dl she had entered for the last three days. She
scowled, and the professor turned his watery yellow gaze on her. Kiondili, Hill
struggling with the sloppy images in her holotank, accidentally let one of the
navigation fields collapse. The beam bounced in the ar, its edges no longer
sharp. Femtorads, she swore silently. Working that double night shift for the last
four days had exhausted her. If she did not start concentrating soon, she would
waste this entire lab period. If she had gotten to class on time, she would have
had this problem set up properly before she had to focus the beam. Growling, she
snapped images and commands through the jacks clinging to her temples. But
the generator remained obstinately jammed. The edges of the beam frayed more
each second. With a sudden flare, the tiny beam began to disperse. Kiondili
ground her teeth. If the professor had not been watching, she could have reset
the fields without touching the generator. But the teacher's second set of eyes
continued to observe her holotank while he answered the Mod's question.
Findly he glanced away. Quickly, Kiondili reached mentaly beyond the headset.
It took only a second to damp the generator's nearly useless fields until she had
control of the beam hersdlf. Now
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she could manipulate the fields properly. P-Cryss would not even know. She hid
ahumorless grin. The beam in the hol-otank, fuzzy and thick at first, sharpened at
her directions until a hair-thin light shot like a spear through the floating tank
that smulated space.

The professor had moved up beside her as she worked, and now his middle set
of eyes ralled, four lids blinking down over each eye in succession. Of his sx
flexible arms, dl but two were wrapped tightly around his body. He regarded her
for along moment. "Interesting recovery, HMu Weae."

Kiondili's face became expressionless. The professor moved on to the next
holotank, but his words hung in the ar behind him. She stared at her beam
without seeing it. The formd use of the term H'Mu was meant to put her in her
place as a human-mutant, she knew. The use of only her last name was the
professor's reminder to her that she was not even a full-paying student-not worth
the designation of more than one name. At least he had not called her a Mu in
front of the others. Coming from P-Cryss, the slang term for mutant was amost
always an insult.

Mu. Kiondili rolled the word around her tongue as she stared a her holotank.
H'Mu mutant. For nine hundred years HMu had been engineering themselves to
fit the environs of their colonies. It was cheaper than trying to change an entire
planet's biosphere for a few colonists. Among the H'Mu, Kiondili Wae was not
unusual. P-Cryss used the teerm H'Mu in that tone only because he knew it irked
her.

Engineered mutation had given Kiondili silver-gray skin- and a sensitivity to
particle fields that made her a natural for sensor jobs. When she was a child, first
learning to use her biofields, she had adjusted only tiny fields, like those of her
persona adapt: strengthening the repeler fields when aiens came too close,
increasing the range of the persona damp when locd, untuned fields irritated her
skin and hair. As she sat now in the lab, the short, fine gray hair that covered her
body redigned with an uneven shift of the holotank generator. She
compensated absently, and the floating curves
smoothed out again. With her on-the-job experience, she could use her biofields
to set her navigation beams on perfect trgjectories, something the other
students, working through the cheap beamers the lab supplied, could not do. If
she could do this kind of focus with a cheap beamer, she wondered how it would
be to work with a fine-tuned beamer on a hyperlight ship?

She glanced toward the back of the class where two strangers, recruiters from
one of the Federation outposts, were observing the students silently. She amost
wished she did not know why the two were a the lab. The opening they were
looking to fill was a research posting, one for an assistant with skills smilar to
her own. But there were tests to pass before one could qudify for the posting,
and the firg test adone cost 120 credits. Other students could afford to take this
and every other test...

Kiondili swallowed her resentment with difficulty. It was a few minutes before
she could focus enough to freeze the holotank, log her solution, kill the beams,
and begin the next problem. Behind her, she sensed little interest from the
recruiters. The amdler stranger was an dien-a feline with the short, speckled hair
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of a Dyan. The other one, amde, was H'Mu. He was tdl and thin, his skin seemed
strangely blurred, and his eyes were so black that they seemed to absorb what
little light dared flash across them. It was asiif his edges were unfocused to hide a
different shape-something only a strong esper could do. If his shape was true,
Kiondili could not read it. She shrugged mentaly. She did not have the training
to probe his blocks to see what he redly was. Anyway, it did not matter to her.
Once the two strangers tested the students they wanted for the outpost opening,
they would be gone. And how much chance did Kiondili have to qudify for such
aposition? Even for a research job, she would have to pay for the screening tests
herself. With her current job status of nonguild-temporary, she could hope to
save the number of credits she would need in about-five

years? Maybe six? They could recruit for a decade, but Kion-dili Wae would not
be among their prospects.

Asif drawn by her unguarded attention, the H'Mu turned his gaze toward her,
and she met his eyes with a resentful challenge. Then her eyes widened as she
fdt him read her as clearly asif she were a flashbook. The distance between them
closed dizzyingly-as if he were sucking her consciousness to him-and she
wrenched her mental blocks up. Then she sat frozen, unable to keep from
shuddering.

That glacid touch-that HMu-a Ruvian? And here as a recruiter for the
Federation? Most of the students would never get up the nerve to apply for the
job if they knew their examiner was a Ruvian, one of those mutants so far
removed from the base human stock that even other mutants treated them as
dien. Did they need such a high esper for recruitment? Or had the Federation
sent him because of his skills as a sensor? Ruvians were three times more
sensitive to fields than Kiondili would ever be. Their field-generated mass
alowed them to become a part of a system, whereas other H'Mu bodies would
interfere. No wonder he seemed out of focus. His mass would be fluctuating with
every change in the systems around him. Kiondili could barely sense him within
the normd fields even now that she knew what to look for. She forced her gaze
away. Every E-sensitive student in the lab must have fdt the threat-the fields
surging from the H'Mu, the terrifying wrench of his esper power . ..

Her lab partner cleared his throat and tapped his foot twice, contradicting that
idea.

Kiondili looked up. Her lab partner tapped his foot more subtly, and this time
she did not miss his warning look. Ay-aras eyes, Kiondili swore silently. While
she had been logt in the Ruvian's probe, the professor had asked another
question. Now dl four of his eyelids were flipping up on his first set of eyes, a
measure of the curious intensity of his gaze. But what had he said? Kiondili
stared at the flashscreen. It was filled with new equations-and the main holotank
was empty, waiting for new imagery. She racked her brains for
some memory of the question he must have asked. More about the tachyon flux?
No, that set of equations looked like something out of the recombination family.
But the professor was not going to cover that topic till next term.

Defeated, Kiondili met those watery eyes and-

Knew. "Délta-h-squared by ro-n3," she answered confidently. "The imaginary
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mass acquired during a broaxion recombination a hyperlight speeds.”

There was a murmur in the lab, and Kiondili wondered what she had said. It
was the answer the professor had expected, she knew. The flash of approva she
had caught from him told her that. But her lab partner was staring, too. Suddenly
redizing what she had done, Kiondili swore dowly, silently. Her answer had been
from the third book in the hyperlight series. She had supposedly read only the
firgt two. The professor had been testing her again, and this time she had falen
for it like arim miner for an unknown ore. One more dip and P-Cryss was going to
figure out how much she picked his brains and how much she actually studied.
She used her finger to touch-flip quickly through her flashbook, searching for a
reference that would justify her answer.

"l read ahead about recombinations," she said quietly. The search parameters
flashed by under her fingers. Sensing the surge of antagonism from the rest of
the class, she diffened. "I stored the information by mistake" she added
defensively. "It should be here somewhere."

The professor nodded, folding his tentacled arms into his body until they
wrapped neatly around him. One limb snaked out and shuffled flashbooks before
him as he chose his assignments. "Sections fifty-one and fifty-two tonight. For
assignment, make up a problem deding with hyperlight transmission theory that
can be discussed in your work groups. Class dismissed.”

Kiondili collapsed her flashbooks in disgust and put them away in the
pouches on her ingtitute jumper. Her lab partner nodded a her and tossed his
own lab work down the tubemail chute. She tried not to watch in envy-even
tubemail was a
luxury these days. As the other students filtered out, she dowly made her way
with them toward the door until the professor's voice stopped her. "Kiondili
Wae, remain after class, please.”

A stocky man, passing her, threw her a glance. "Old P-Cryss is on to you
now." His whisper grated on her nerves. "You've been picking lab answers from
his head every day lately."

She gave him an irritated look. "My scores are twice what yours are,
Houghton, even without the lab work."

He jerked his head to indicate the instructor. "I bet he found out what your
red E-rating is You tested low last time on purpose. Don't think | don't know."

"| tested below reader level, as usual."

"As usua?' He grinned nagily. "When he finds out youve been
manipulating fields in the lab like most readers do emotions, your score vdidity is
going to drop like an asteroid hitting atmosphere.”

"Boost it, Houghton," she returned shortly.

"Likeyou did in the chute race last week?'

She shot him a sharp look.

"Y ou were going over two hundred clicks, according to the chute guard. Don't
even try to tdl me you did that without augmenting the boost fields" He gave
her atight little smile. "Oh, you might be able to pass that kind of speed off as a
smple sensor's trick to the others, but | know better. You always win by a few
clicks. Never more."
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"Maybe | can judge the others speeds better than someone who has never
raced himsdf."

He quirked his eyebrow.” And maybe you can read everyone's ratings from the
chute guards as they pass the checkpoints. It would be impossible for an E-4, but
it would be no great trick for an esper-6. And you never bet, either," he added.
"Why not, Wae? Would it draw too much attention to your race pattern? It
would meke an interesting study for the guild recruiters, wouldn't it? You don't
even sweat now when you race." He was watching her sharply. "The chute
races are only once every 9x months, Wae. You might at least make a pretense of
checking the ligt of challengers now and again.”

Kiondili glanced significantly a the professor, who was waiting at the front of
the class for the rest of the students to leave.

The man who had blocked her way followed her eyes. He grinned again a her
impassive face, then sauntered away.

Kicking the man mentally, Kiondili moved dowly toward the front of the lab
and waited while the professor cleared the flashboard of his writing. She waited
further while he disabled the holotanks in the room. Findly, he let his third set of
eyes rall in her direction.

"You are a promising student, Kiondili Wae," P-Cryss said when the room was
nearly empty. "But three times now you have been both tardy and inattentive. |
cannot condone faulty studies." His rightmost eye batted briefly as if something
were stuck init, and his middle brain pulsed.

"My assignments are correct,” she responded automaticaly. "l know the
materia."

"Do you?"' he asked frankly. "Or do you know nmy materia?'

She had trouble meseting his gaze. The dien's eye was gill bothering him. All
four lids blinked up and down in rapid succession, and she had an urge to grab
them and tack them down so they could not fly up under his eyebone and get
logt.

"You know more than | teach here, Kiondili Wae. You are also using field skills
in the labs that other students cannot duplicate. This has come to my attention
more than once. | was at firg concerned, but you do not have advanced
E-training and so far have tested only E-4 on our esper scales.”

One of his tentacles rubbed his head above the flickering right eye. "l suspect
that you are quite esper, Kiondili Wae, and have been picking dl three of my
brains since you came into this class." He waved a tentacle a her to cut off her
automatic protest. “I'm not offended, Mu. Rather, | am flattered that you desired
to remain in this fidd of study instead
of becoming a guild esper as so many do. Your actual talent in physics is not
outstanding,” he went on, "but with the ability to absorb the knowledge that
you have aready shown, you could be an asset to any team of researchers.”

Kiondili set her jaw at the use of the tem Mu. And then the sense of his
words sank in. "What are you saying, P-Cryss?"

He regarded her for a moment.”Field manipulation is not a skill that can be
denied, Mu. Nor is esper a sense that can be ignored. | do not usudly take an
interest in students, but, Kiondili Wae, you can no longer hide in my classes.
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Your kills are in demand in many places, some of which," he added, quickly
forestalling her protest, "are not controlled by the Trade Guild" He
acknowledged her look. "I am aware of your background. | am also awvare that |
might be able to further my own field by giving you an opportunity you do not
now have" Two tentacles twitched in agitation. He paused, his middle set of
eyes blinking down hard. "Like most H'Mu, you dream of defining your future in
your own way. Setting a course for the stars, taking a scout posting, or working
in a glamorous fied of some sort." He absently ran a tentacle over the scae
pattern on his head. "Dreams are pleasant things, Mu, but they are hardly
practical. Those that become red require a great dedl of work. And glamour itself
is rarely part of any job." He nodded significantly. "You have taked to guild
recruiters before; you know what they offer. However, there are other prospects
you should consider." He waved his snakey am toward the back of the lab, and
Kiondili redized that the two recruiters had not left. "I have suggested,” P-Cryss
continued, "that you test for the research position open on the Corson outpost.”

Kiondili stared. Test for the opening? Her heart jumped, then sank. How, by
either of Ayaras eyes, was she supposed to do that? As of last night's work on
the docks, she had fourteen credits to her name.”l have no credits for the test,”
she said flatly, trying to keep the bitterness out of her voice.

The instructor brought his two front sets of eyesto bear
on her. "This isa chance to jump beyond the job pool, Kiondili Wae. A chance
that will come to you only once. Consider your decision carefully." He abruptly
folded most of his ams around his body. The other limbs picked up his
flashbook and flashwriters, collapsed them, and tossed them into the tubemal
before he left.

Kiondili stared a the blank flashscreen, refusing to turn and face the
recruiters. Why had P-Cryss picked on her? He knew she did not have the funds
for the test. He even knew that in a few weeks she would no longer be able to
stay a the institute. In sx weeks she would be in the job poal, fighting for a
two-credit chit while the other students taked with the recruiters and casualy
tested for every posting that came along. Damn him. She clenched her jaw. Hope
was a weapon she had not expected him to use against her.

She heard a throat being cleared behind her, and, her hands clenched like her
jaw, she turned dowly to face the two recruiters. The feline gestured for her to
join them.

Kiondili approached reluctantly.

"Kiondili Wae." The soft voice of the dien grated against Kiondili's ear.

Kiondili felt strangely naked. She acknowledged the two politely, then
regarded them with an intensity that startled even herself as her fingers dug into
the back of a Soft in which . no one was ditting. The fabric scratched her skin,
and impatiently, her attention ill on the dien and the Ruvian, she reset the Soft
to dissolve the reptilian scale pattern and style itsdf in afirmer, smoother texture.

"We would speak with you about your studies." The dien's voice betrayed a
lisp through the trandator she wore, but Kiondili barely registered that fact. The
Ruvian had moved closer to the dien, and Kiondili stared, fascinated, as the
feline's fine, pale hair began to stand out on end from her face.
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"l have no credits to apply for the test,” she repeated flatly.

"Thisisnot atest," the feline returned calmly, softly. Her
persona adapt whirred dmost silently, adjusting her projected biofields and
sound each time her trandator kicked on. Kiondili read the projected race rating
from the persona adapt absently-the Federation would not send a recruiter who
would have a hard time adjusting to the species being recruited. Even so, the
feline's esper rating startled Kiondili: The reating was zero. No esper? Then what
was the prickling sense of watchfulness that Kiondili sensed from her? Some
kind of sixth-sense awareness, such as the Ixia had for their prey? Whatever it
was, it gave the feline an aura that clung to her like a shroud.

The fdine regarded the Mu thoughtfully. "Kiondili Wae," she said carefully,
"what will you do when you leave the institute?'

What was so disturbing about that soft voice? Its tones sent shivers down
Kiondili's back, and she found herself unwilling to look into the feline's eyes. The
recruiters waited, and Kiondili pulled her attention away from the dien aura to
the questions she had been asked.

What did she want to do? She had asked hersdlf that too often lately. As a
fourth-class citizen, she had few choices among the inner planets of Jovani's
solar system. "I'll get ajob," she said findly.

"Doing what?"

"Whatever there isto do." She tried again to meat the feline's gaze but failed.

"Your scores indicate high aptitudes in field manipulation, piloting, and
xenotolerance," the soft voice went on.

"Those skills won't keep me out of the job pool.”

"Xenotolerance is an unusual aptitude in H'Mu, yet you have not pursued it.
Many jobs require skills in that field."

"Not the ones | want," she flashed. The Ruvian smiled. So, she thought, they
wanted to see how she would react.

The femde recruiter regarded her for amoment. "Do you want to be a trader as
your parents were?"'

"My parents are dead. My life moves on beyond them," she responded
automatically, noting the wider smile on the
Ruvian's face as she hid behind the ritua words. Why were they questioning
her? She sensed no opportunities with them, no red hope of a job outside the
pool, no threat of having done something wrong. In fact, she felt-nothing. Her
probe was as blank as if it had been directed a a wdl, not a person. And that
disturbed her even more than that pleasantly grating voice.

"You aso have considerable esper talents that you do not develop a al."

"I-" She hesitated. "l developed them as far as is useful tome."

"Useful in a shortsighted way," the feline said sharply. "You develop your
blocks beyond your talent yet leave the searcher's skills immature. You develop
your fidd manipulation skills for sensor work at the docks and practicaly ignore
beam control and theory. You improve your probing skills and then rgect dl
training for becoming a reader." The femde paused, and Kiondili could amost
sense the mental notes she made. "If you could have more schooling,” the feline
continued asif she had never stopped,”what would you study?'
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"l dready petitioned dx years of schooling from the Board of Studies,”
Kiondili said instead. "I haven't got credits to pay for advanced studies.”

"If you could?' the feline repeated.

Something about her eyes compelled Kiondili to answer. "Field physics," she
said dowly. "Hyperlight mass transmission." She shifted uneasily from one foot
to the other as the two diens regarded her silently. A sudden tensing of thought
brought her attention sharply back.

"Eos," the femde said, pronouncing the name with awhirring sound, "will test
you now."

Kiondili had no time to protest. A thought lanced through her head and
seemed to sear her mind. She blanketed its power instantly, but the Ruvian was
speaking.

"Resist this pull," he commanded suddenly. It was the firgt time she had heard
him speak, she redized. The voice
she thought had been his was only the murmur he had been making in her
subconscious for some time But even as she wondered, a bubble of slence
surrounded the three of them. A wave of blackness swept her mind. She was
suddenly afraid-the force of the Ruvian's energy reached out to her asif to suck
her down into some invisible bog, and the feine watched with the hunter gaze
that made Kiondili's neck hair stand up. She tried to crouch into a fighting stance
but found herself unable to move.

Not with your body. The irritable thought cracked like a whip across her
consciousness. With your mind. Center yourself and resist this with your will.
The blackness flooded in. Frightened, she fought the darkness instinctively,
building aflame of light in her head that turned into a molten, red-pulsing star as
the darkness spread out and became the infinity of space, painfully cold,
reaching into her mind with icy fingers. Sill it pressed in, forcing her to discard
unused portions of her mind and concentrate only on her identity lest she lose it
in this weird struggle. Depression, morbidity, death, despair. Dak emotions
sucked at her mind like sinking mud. The star image grew yelow, then white-hot
as its heat increased. And then the darkness became heavy, pressing down,
washing in, smothering her in memory: her mother's voice echoing in the trade
ship's corridors, her father's touch as he taught her to ease the ship between, not
into, the space debris. Grief, which caught in her throat, changed subtly and
stirred atremor in her chest. For it was lust she felt now. She hardly noticed the
ydlow tinge to her white-hot star image as she fdt the intoxicating power of
guiding others, controlling life and death itsdf, the instant thoughts of crue
sadism hidden in dl humans, flashes of exhilaration, broken inhibitions ... It was
wrong, a smdl thought said behind her-and suddenly she heard hersdlf as she
repeated the thought, and she thrust back. This was wrong. Her star imege
steadied, pulsing with the eiFort of clearing her mind. Power-it drew her down.
No-she was not like
that. She was hersdf . .. The dark tide surged. In a sudden panic she flung her
focus into the star. It went nova, and the burst flooded her mind with light and
ar.

And then she was back in the room, sagging against the pae brown Soft with
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the dien and the Ruvian in front of her. The bubble of silence faded, leaving her
to straighten up weskly and stare a them. Her thoughts-this test-what had it
done to her? Her mind fdt clear as it never had before, as if cobwebs had been
blasted away and shadows had been scattered by light.

The Ruvian made awhirring, clicking noise.

"Esper-7," the fdine trandated, her soft voice coming abruptly to Kiondili's
physical ears. She stared as the fdine categorized her as casually as Kiondili
might distinguish one fidd from another. "Potential E-8, possibly even E-S.
Excdlent field sensitivity and xenotolerance. Background training in basic
astrosciences; some natura aptitude for piloting based on fidd sensitivity." The
femde paused for a moment. "Will you commit to a project for a span of severa
years? Perhaps for your human-Mu lifetime?"

Kiondili clamped her mouth shut. What right had they had to invade her like
that? She opened her mouth to retort. She stopped. Astrosciences? Fed
sensitivity? All skills required by the research posting. She closed her mouth
again. High-esper potential, and xenotolerance. She had the talents the recruiter
listed. Did this mean they had tested her for free? That the E-7 rating was going
on record? These recruiters were not from the guild-any rating they gave out
would be authorized by the HMu Guardians themselves. And there must have
been pressure on the Guardians by other sublight species, or the feline would not
be recruiting with the Ruvian. Kiondili's sscomach twisted. A rating authorized by
the Guardians for a nonguild research posting . . . She could not believe they
were offering her ajob. But they were waiting for her answer.

She looked beyond the fdline to the Ruvian. "What kind of project?’

A flash of what she took to be irritation crossed the Ru-vian's face, but the
fdine said, "It is ever the HMu way to answer question with question until
curiosity is satisfied before an answer is given. The project is one of research.
The outpost is nineteen light-years from here. There is no guarantee of contact
or travel to other worlds, though you will be working with life of different kinds
and scientists from different planets.”

Nineteen light-years? The Corson outpost was the only research post within
that distance. Nineteen light-years. And no guarantee of getting back on-planet if
she went, she redlized soberly. She could be as stranded there as she had been
when the trade guild had killed her parents and left her here on Jovani. But, she
admitted, what future did she have if she stayed here? In sx weeks she would be
out in the pool with the rest of this world. Just one more mutant in a pool where
thousands vied for what only a few could have. And Corson was doing FTL
drive research.

"You will leave midweek," the female continued. "That dlows you
three days to prepare for stasis. The materid you would have studied in your last
gx weeks here will be continued in stasis, along with other subjects you choose.
It is recommended that you continue in-stasis physics with emphasis on barrier
theory, fied theory, and particle recombination. You are dlowed one cubic zen,
weight not to exceed five kil. The ship is the Mul Hunter, Dock fourteen.”

Kiondili's mind raced. It was as if the recruiters expected her to agree right
now. She could sense their impatience as she clutched the Soft. But what, she
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asked hersdlf rationally, did she have to lose by taking this offer? What she had,
what she was, she carried with her, inside her mind. She could not lose that. She
took a breath. "Yes."

The fdine extended her fingers, and Kiondili hesitated, then reached out to
them without touching, the brush of men-
tad contact, an esper respect she did not know quite how to receive. The energy
of the feline seeped through her fingertips, and then the recruiters moved away.
Behind them, the memory of the feline's eyes burned deep into Kiondili's mind
with a promise she could not read.

CHAPTER 2

"Kiondili Wae, wake."

The voice commanded attention, and Kiondili stirred out of the cold deep that
burned in her dill-frozen muscles. "Wake," the voice echoed. Unwillingly, she
opened her eyes and cringed before she could help it. Two long needles seemed
to pierce her brain with the light that dammed into her eyes. Her vision blurred
instantly. Findly her sight cleared enough for her to see the shadows in her cabin
and the shape of the medic who was standing beside her.

Medic? She raised her am to wipe away the involuntary tears that ran from her
watering eyes down into her ears. She winced a the stiffness of the motion. So
she was out of stasis. They must be near the research outpost. "How close are
we?' she asked. She hardly recognized the hoarse, rusty voice as her own. She
remembered now how it felt to come out of stasis: Her voice would be scratchy
for days; while she recovered, her body would ache and twinge as if she had
been besaten.

"We are two light-weeks from Corson," the medic an-
swered. "You have access to the gyms, so begin working out within the half
hour. Start lightly. Work out a haf hour every other hour until you can exercise
an hour at atime with regular breaks."

She nodded stiffly.

Noticing her movement as he packed his meditube back in his bag, he added,
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"The stiffness will go away in afew days. Your dispenser is programmed with the
necessary nutrients.”

Kiondili nodded again, making a note of the drink combos listed on the
flashpad by the cabin dispenser. Her stomach was aready knotting up in hunger.
Two light-weeks from Corson. If the outpost was that close, she could probably
find it on the high-beam scanners.

She lay back, closing her eyes and tightening her blocks, then relaxing them
deliberately. Her esper sense followed the medic out and into the corridor until
his thin projections merged with the distant emotional din that spoke of other
traders. She was E-7 now, she remembered. She no longer had to hide behind her
blocks. The recruiters had even upped her sensor rating to level four-a favor they
had not had to add. And she held no debt for the testing, either. The guild, she
redized with a retaliatory smugness, must be livid. A rating from the H'Mu
Guardians themselves was worth even more than a guild rating, and it usually
cost twice as much- and Kiondili had been rated for free. The guild would not
even have found out until she was booked for transit to Corson, a trade contract
for transport that the guild could not bresk by its own laws.

She knew the traders would not have cared if she left Jov-ani as a low-skilled
or middlerange esper. Low-esper skills were the hunches and dreams, the
premonitions that could not be otherwise explained, the sense that a friend was
in trouble-had Kiondili been a low-esper, she would have been smiled a but
mostly ignored. Stress and natural worries, which could lead esper kills astray,
too often sabotaged the truth of those talents. Those with stronger esper talent
were
trained in projecting, probing, and blocking as soon as the skills began to show
up in the genera testing. No one had to pay for that basic training. There was
too great a need for espers to charge for that, and the subsidy of the HMu
Guardians more than compensated the guild. The only problem was that
middle-range espers could not be used as readers: It was redly the strongest
espers that the guild hoped to discover with their classes. Offer a strong esper
the choice of jobs the guild held out, and that esper would pay amost anything
for high-level training.

To the guild, it was worth the trouble of sorting out the wesker espers. By
sling the services of high-level esper sensors and readers, the Trade Guild gave
the H'Mu Guardians the bargaining strength with which to lease FTL drives from
the rest of the Federation. So the guild made a profit, while the HMu Guardians
made advances in copying the FTL technology. The Guardians did not care what
kind of profit the guild made. FTL research had an even higher priority with them
than establishing colonies and trade routes. Their subsidies for esper training
were hardly trivid, which meant that the guild traders must have gnashed their
teeth once they redized that Kiondili's actual ratings were high enough to qualify
her for training as a guild reader. She amost wished she could have seen the
looks on their faces when the record of her testing went out on the comnet. She
grinned again.

She was not grinning ten seconds later when she tried to sit up. She expected
stiffness, but she had forgotten how agonizing it was to come out of that
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half-frozen state. Her nerves and muscles screamed at their now-unaccustomed
use, and the light stretching she did to get her blood circulating only made her
groan. She made her way to the gym dowly, swearing under her breath with each
twinge and stab.

But the fed of the ship's wadls under her hands and feet was reassuring. She
had not been on a spaceship for a long time. Seven years. She paused to let the
vibration of the engines sink into her consciousness and soothe her nerves.
Moving through the corridors of the passenger-class ship now brought back
memories. Too many memories, she redized, as she caught hersdf listening
almost unconsciously for the sound of her father's footsteps on the deck ladder.
She thrust the images back in her mind and examined the ship's map instead. The
gym was one deck up, aong the main corridor. With luck, she would sweat the
memories from her mind while she worked the stiffness from her muscles.

There was only one other person in the gym when she got there, but that did
not surprise her. As far as she knew, she was the only one getting off a the
Corson outpost. Everyone else was traveling farther. Wincing a the too-bright
light, she nodded diffly to the trader who was working out on one of the
machines.

"Just up?" he asked unnecessarily.

She nodded again.

"Name's Bardon," he offered. "Junior navigator."

"Kiondili Wae," she returned automaticaly. Lucky Mu, she thought without
rancor. If he was crew, he was probably one of those space-engineered mutants
who spent their lives among stars rather than crops. And to land a position on a
multirace trader-he had to have a powerful family or powerful friends.
Resentment colored her mood, and she had to remind hersdlf that it was the guild
she hated, not the traders themselves. She dropped to the floor and began
stretching her legs with the techniques embedded by the hypnotapes.

He looked at her curioudly. "You're for the research outpost, then."

She grunted. Having her head tucked under one knee made it awkward to
reply.

"Thisyour first posting?"

She winced again as she twisted into a new position. "IVe been sx years a the
institute," she explained briefly.

"Sx years." He whistled in admiration. "l had four and managed to swing a
good post on a PC ship with that. Passenger/Cargo isn't bad, but it would have
been nice to land a multirun posting. With the troubles with me colonies, there
is a decent amount of excitement building up on out on the Red Border."

She nodded noncommittally.

“What did you study? "

Kiondili had switched to a series of back exercises, so she managed her reply
between stretches. "FTL physics,” she grunted.

Bardon grinned. "Same species, same dreams. Care to split some Core Nectar
after hours and tak? It's been cycles since I've heard a red voice outside of
regular crew," he added persuasively.

Kiondili smiled involuntarily. Cycles in red time months on-planet, and
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nineteen years in light. Stasis voices gill echoed in her head; her ears fdt as if
they were new to her body. This man's tone was friendly. It was not just her
sudden loneliness, outside the familiar wdls of the ingtitute, that prompted her to
ask, “Where did you stop off before Cor-son?'

He watched her, pleased that he had gotten her to speak and intrigued by her
voice, dill husky from disuse. It would go away soon, he knew, but while it was
there, it made the Mu, with her black hair and silvery skin, seem even more exotic.
"We swung by Rdinde and then had to stop a Perseus. The next question, of
course, is, What do you do with dl that time between stars?' he joked.

Kiondili shook her head, having groaned her way to the stomach exercises. "I
grew up on atrader."

"C-class? D-class?"

"F-class."

Bardon whistled. "Xenoexatics. It's hard to make it trading goods like that,
though you can buck a fortune if you get the right cargo. You must have worked
the Red Border yourself."

Kiondili shrugged. The image of the red suns that marked that end of H'Mu
space had never Ieft her; it was the last space memory she had taken with her to
Jovani. The fact that she had had to go to the institute told him something about
her family's success-or lack of it.”\We managed afew good cargoes," she agreed.
"Dithwood, Dnusia bdlls, Perseus ginseng, Eath saffron and silks. Once" she
said, pausing in the middie of a stretch and smiling reminiscently, "we took a
whole shipment of Li perfumes.”

"Now there's a cargo to tempt a Mu to murder," the trader said with a grin.

"They've an unholy reputation,” she agreed.

"Unholy,” he snorted. "They ought to be banned from the H'Mu quadrants.
Hells, those scents can drive any human or mutant to amost any mood-like when
the firs H'Mu ambassadors came in contact with the Li."

"It's more funny to me that the origind ambassadors were that sensitive about
mixed sex."

He shrugged. "Who would want sex with a Li, anyway? They are about as
ugly as you can get with dl those open cysts on their limbs."

"They can't help the way they ovulate," she protested.

He quirked an eyebrow.

"Okay, okay, they're last on my ligt for explorative activ-itie§ too." Kiondili
twisted hersaf into a knot over one of the flexible stretching machines. She
thanked Ayara under her breath that the ship had set gravity control to
something she was used to. Stretching exercises in zero-grav were a pain in the
neck figuratively and literdly. A careless movement in zero-grav could send a
body shooting off across the room in any of a dozen unpredictable directions,
and she was out of practice. She wondered if her sensor sills were up to
manipulating the gravitational fields in the gym. It would be different from a
boost chute, but she wanted only a hit, right around the machines. She would
have to experiment later.

"Getting back to the beer," the trader continued, watching her stretch, "I get
off shift a second bell. Want to meet in the Hub?"
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Kiondili nodded, agreeing, but was relieved when he left. She hated fedling
like an exhibitionist.

Several hours later she found herself wandering the decks.

It fdt good to be in space again, she admitted, recognizing her longing for the
fed on her feet of meta-plas boots and the ring in her ears of a hatch closing
nearby. She amost grinned &t the dien who emerged from the opening to her
right.

But his voice snapped her daydream brusguely.”What are you doing here,
Mu?' he demanded.

Her aura solidified abruptly. Kiondili braced hersdlf for an argument as she felt
his blocks and hers snap into place. "I was looking for the scanner deck," she
returned steadily. "I wanted to see Corson if it'sin sight.”

Looking her up and down as if to find fault in the way she wore the ship's
regulation jumper, the trader nodded curtly. "Two decks up, right passage." He
made a rude whistling noise through his reptilian nose and dipped past her in
the metd corridor.

"I'm Kiondili Wae," she said ddiberately, forcing him to turn back to her.

The reptilian stared at her, giving her the sensation of touching her though he
stood several meters away, and nodded again, less curtly. "Kilu," he introduced
himsdf. His jumper identified him as the cargomaster. The ruffled scale pattern on
his skin was less noticeable as his agitation decreased.

"Citizen T'se," she acknowledged politely.

The cargomaster met her eyes, sensing her blocks and widening his lizard-dlit
eyes in sudden interest as he saw that she did not draw back from him. "Citizen
H'Mu," he said deliberately. He turned away then and moved soundlessly to the
next deck ladder, climbing effortlessly out of sight.

Kiondili followed him dowly, waiting for him to disappear before starting up
the rung ladder. She fdt suddenly drained. She hated having to work her blocks
like that while she fought to control her reactions. The cargomaster's arrogance
was irritating, and the fact that he held no regard for her was aso hard to ignore.
Where did he get off being such a snob? After dl, she had been raised trader,
too.

But as she climbed the rungs more dowly, Kiondili knew that it would not
have made any difference to Kilu if she were on the trade board itsdlf. She was no
more welcome here than she would have been had she been carrying parasites.
She sighed and swung up onto the next deck. To have her own ship . ..

The decks were neatly marked, so she had no trouble finding the scanner
room. After she pressed her pdm against the ID lock, the door did open easily so
that she caught a glimpse of a room lined with screens before the two people
inside looked around.

"Citizen H'Mu," acknowledged the captain. Kiondili had met him a the
institute before signing into stasis on the Mul Hunter, but he looked different in
his ship-larger, and more stern, and somehow unapproachable. He motioned at
the woman next to him, saying, "This is Cai Newonton, astro-gator."

"Cdl me Cari," the woman said, smiling. "Everyone else does."

Kiondili was relieved. The captain might be somber, but this woman was at
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least palite, if not friendly. "I'm Kiondili Wae," she returned. "1 was hoping to get
alook a Corson if it'sin range.”

The captain turned to the astrogator. "If you would, Cai. Il be in my cabin
later."

Kiondili blushed, redizing that she had interrupted them. "Sorry," she said to
the woman as he left.

Cai, noticing the long look Kiondili gave the captain, laughed. "Don't worry
about it. The whole ship knew about it light-years ago. Let's get down to
business. Corson is just barely in view now-you knew Corson was above and
not actualy in the plane of the star system, didn't you? Good. Sometimes we get
such dillies to cart around, | wonder why we don't just space them. Ther heads
are so empty that alittle more vacuum wouldn't hurt. Besides, it would save us a
lot of ar recycling.”

Kiondili smiled. Cari continued to chatter absently while
focusing the view through her temple jacks and adjusting the slides of one of the
big screens. A fuzzy image began to take shape in the main holotank.

"Damned by the toes of Totillion,” the astrogator swore essily. "Ah,
wait-there it is. How's that? Clear enough?' She paused, regarding the image
criticaly.

Kiondili nodded, staring at the screen. The outpost was different from what
she had expected. She had seen holos of other research stations, but they had
been spheroid or block-ily built into asteroids themselves. Corson was, well,
scattered seemed to be the only word to describe it. The outpost looked like a
cylinder with three unorthodox pincushions spinning away from it, attached to
the main docks by long threads. Within the clusters there were flattened spheres,
angular boxes, pyramids, rounded rectangles, and combinations of different
architectures looking as if they had been tossed haphazardly into space and then
tacked in place with aweb of circling silver metd.

"Different from mogt," the woman commented, noticing Kiondili's
expression.” You had not seen it before you left?"

"There wasn't time. Besides, | figured | could wait."

"Anticipation." The astrogator nodded with understanding. "How long will
you be there?"

"As long as | can,” Kiondili answered without turning her head from the
screen.

Can grunted.” Corson is popular with the Federation right now. They are ill
getting a lot of pressure from H'Mu and other subhght species to acknowledge
the results of the H'Mu research, so Corson's getting alot of traffic. Traders must
blast in every quarter cycle-that's a week, to you." Kiondili, watching the scan,
did not bother to tel Cari that she knew the traders time system as wdl as the
astrogator did. The stocky woman let the scan rotate on the screen to show the
outpost from different angles. "IVe never heard anything bad come out of
Corson. Youll enjoy it there."

Kiondili stayed in the scanner room for an hour until she sensed the woman
tiring of her company. She Ieft the astro-
gator to close down the scanners and went off to explore the ship. Surprisingly,
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she found that she had norma access to dl decks except engines and control,
and full access to the ship's library, from which she had scheduled most of her
hypnotapes. As the second bel rang, signifying the end of the second shift,
Kiondili made her way to the Hub.

Bardon was aready waiting when she arrived. "Kiondili," he said, introducing
her to the man sitting beside him, "meet Fisc Hirson. Fisc is assistant cargo.”

"Pleased, Mu." Fisc used the dang like a comfortable greeting. His tanned
skin dmogt hid the scaldlike pattern beneath his freckles, but the double-lidded
eyes gave her no doubt.

"Likewise, Mu," shereturned easily.

"So," Fisc started as Bardon punched out the request for Core Nectar on the
dispenser, "when you go FTL, who gets first digs on the drive? The HMu
Guardians? The guild?' He gestured around expansively. "Leasing this old tub is
getting to be a maintenance nightmare."

Kiondili smiled wryly, though the mention of the guild left her amile giff. She
supposed that since she was not classified, the information about her was
already in the ship's library. "1 would not know. I'm only going to be the gofer,
not the chief researcher.”

The older trader shrugged, though his eyes twinkled behind those double lids
as he followed her subtle change of subject. She looked away uncomfortably.

"If | had my druthers," he said easily, "I'd rather be the gofer than the chief."

She glanced back at him, grateful for histact. "Why?'

"The pressure in some of those places is pretty heavy. Lagt time we docked at
Corson, we took off three Mu and a pair of aiens who could not handle the load.
One of the diens had gone E-blind-lost his esper from some sort of burnout. |
guess the deadlines are getting tight."

Bardon noticed Kiondili's expression.”She's newly rated, Fisc. She doesn't
need to hear your horror stories."

Kiondili shook her head a little too quickly. "It doesn't bother me I've been
waiting a long time for a chance at this post, anyway."

"Wdl, if you don't like Corson,” Bardon offered, "there ae four other
outposts in this quadrant researching the drives. And there are HMu on every
staff."

"Token researchers,” Fisc snorted. "Or curiosities. There aren't many species
willing to share the limdight with H'Mu. Corson is the only post where there is
Federation funding of red work."

Bardon agreed, punching the combination for another nectar. He did the same
for Kiondili. "No one takes a sublight race serioudly."

Kiondili glanced up. "Corsonisn't all human-Mu, isit?’

"Not dl." Fisc shook his head, the one long lock of hair scraping aong his
otherwise bad head and dangling over his left ear. "There's a far number of
Einain, Greggors, Tinlig, and Robul. Might be a couple of predators, too, if what |
heard was right. But the mgority is HMu."

Bardon nodded. "It's the Federation's rule-'only compatible species-and dl
that."

Fisc snorted. "Yes, but what is their definition of compatible? Would you want
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to share a holotank with a couple of Greggors? Two minutes with them, and their
subsonics would drive you nuts. And how comfortable would you be working
with a predator looking over your shoulder, even if it promised not to sharpen its
claws on you?'

"Wak softly & Corson, Kiondili Wae," Bardon nudged her with a stage
whisper. "The Federation won't notice if you become an Ixids snack."

She shrugged him off and sipped at her nectar.

Fisc considered her. "It is true that once you get there, you had better plan on
staying. Even if you got on-planet again, you could not be guaranteed a landing
on a HMu colony. Of the twenty-sx HMu planets, only two ae in this
quadrant.”

Kiondili raised her eyebrows. "There are at least sixty
H'Mu colonies," she protested. "And | know of Sx in this quadrant.”

Fisc regarded her with amusement. "How many of them would you want to
live on?"'

"| see your point," she said with aslow smile.

I don't envy the colonists these days" Bardon remarked, swinging the
conversation away from Fisc as he noted Kion-dili's response to the older
trader's amile. "H'Mu are only alowed to bid for backwater planets now, and the
colonies have to struggle just to survive, let aone turn a profit and join
maingtream trade."

Kiondili raised her eyebrows. "It's the lack of FTL ships, not colonization,
that's the problem. After dl, our genetic engineering and our planetary sciences
arefar ahead of our stellar technology. We can buy as many backwater planets
as we want; within two generations, every one will be habitable. What we need,”
she said serioudly, "are more FTL ships to get us to the planets in the first place
and then keep the colonies productive and in touch with the rest of HMu
space.”

Fisc laughed a her intensity. "That's an old argument around here, Wae. Do
you think wed be blasting in this old bucket if we had a working FTL drive for
human-Mus? It's bad enough we have to give up fifty percent of our cargo to the
Tore just to keep the drives serviced, but even at that, we can't afford to lease a
trade ship from them, just this junked passenger ship.”

She grinned dyly, refraining from pointing out the pride with which the trader
disparaged his ship.

By the time she left the Hub, she was surprised and pleased a the wam
feding that filled her.

She studied, worked out, dept, ae. The routine was an old one she knew well;
after dl, she had been atrader hersdf from birth until she had landed on Jovani.
But within two days she was bored. She did not want to study; she did not want
to deep. She stared at library flashscreens and holo-
tanks for hours without even seeing what passed through her temple jacks. Even
the gym lost its attraction. She began prowling the decks, her restlessness
undefined, even to hersalf.

On the fifth day she had become irked enough with the tediousness of her
routine to teke herself to the lower levels. There she began bouncing off the
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corridor walls and practicing zero-grav flips. It took her a couple of hours, but
she findly worked out how to use her sensor's skills with her persona adapt to
cancel the corridor gravity a will. She was fine-tuning her technique near the
engine rooms when a fidd oscillation twinged.

Kiondili let hersdf fdl back to the floor softly. An oscillation like that should
not have been present that close to the engine drive fidds. She canceled her tiny
zero-grav and reached out mentally. The background field shifted again, wesker
to her senses now that the gravity fields of the corridor were back in place.
Slowing down, she tried to pinpoint the dissension. Secondary drives? Drive
support fields? It had not been alarge blip. She debated cdling the captain, then
decided to contact Kramer, the engine magter, instead. After dl, they were his
engines and his responsibility first.

The engine master answered the com on the third try. “Kramer," he said
impatiently. “What isit?"

"Kiondili Wae," she said. She paused, then plunged ahead. The engine master
might not appreciate her butting in, but he might not have noticed the
discrepancy. "One of the drive support fields has a fluctuation in it,” she said
shortly.

The trader's voice was irritated. "Drive fields? How would you know?"

"l worked two years as afidd sensor a ISA's docks on Jovani."

Kramer hesitated. "What level ?*

"Sensor-3," she returned, "though I'm level four now. My experience is mostly
with class C through G traders,"
she added, "but | did work on afew Federation ships and one Dhirrnu scout."

"You say it's one of the drive support fields?"

"l could identify it better if | was closer to the field," she said carefully.

"Hold on aminute." The engine master cut her off abruptly.

After afew minutes she redized that Kramer had forgotten about her, which
was typical of atrader, she told hersdf with irritation. But as she turned to leave
the deck, the com flashed again.

"Wae?' It was Kramer again. "The captain has authorized me to hire you to
locate the oscillation. Guild fees. Leve four, with in-flight hazard."

In-flight hazard? What hazard on a Tore ship? She frowned until she pulled the
engine information from her hypno-fed memory. Tore ships never quite shut
down. Ther drive fields were maintained in a large but weak form when there was
maintenance to do. No wonder Kramer did not want to touch it. Having an
unbonded sensor work was three times better than risking his own E-skills on a
pulsing engine. She smiled sardonically. The Tore prided themselves on having
tamper-proof ships. She could not harm their engines. The worst she could do
was get hersdf killed. Guild fees, she thought, touching her thin credit chit
through her jumper pocket. And leve four, at that. "Accepted,” she said shortly.

"Access open,” he said, signing off.

She trotted down the corridor to the next deck ladder, which was sealed to the
engine deck, and did her pdm across the ID blank. The fidd flickered, a light
flashed, the sed did open, and she dropped easily down to see the engine master
waiting for her between two engine casings. Now that she was in the unshielded
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engine compartment, the dight field oscillation was even more obvious. “If you'll
cdl up the engine map,” she stated without preamble, "I can locate the area
better."

Nodding, he touched a flat screen and caled up the diagram for one of the
primary engines.

"Not that one." She shook her head and pointed to one of the thruster
supports. “That one."

The engine master obligingly caled up the support diagram, and they studied
it together.

"It fedls like the fourth support,” she said dowly, tuning into the fields and
letting hersdf sensitize to their flux. The hairs on her ams began to stand out
from her skin, tingling with the touch of the fidds.

Kramer frowned. “We just had that series serviced a Perseus.”

"General maintenance, or was there a problem?' she asked absently. Even
without her temple jacks, she could amost identify the fidd by the way its
fluctuation interfaced with the fields around it

"Maintenance. | run atight ship here, Wae."

“No offense intended, Engine Master." She ran her hands over the thruster
casing. “The casing needs to come off, and Il have to get my sensors unless
you have some down here."

"There are a couple pairs in the for'ard locker,” he grunted, turning off the
engines in the casing before opening it. Vibrations dulled. After flooding the
compartment with radiation-soak, he lifted the casing and peered inside. "l can
move the number three thruster out of the way, but youll have to reach in to
number four."

"No need."” She put the sensors over her ears, attached one set of nodes to
her temples, and ran the other set of wires down to her hands, where the second
par were attached. "I can sense it from here if you'll turn them up one at a
time."

With Kramer stimulating the fields one & a time and then in combination, it
took only a couple hours to pinpoint the cause of the variation. Kiondili sat back
and removed the sensors. "The thruster support fied is the effect, not the
cause," she said to the engine master. "The problem is
that one of the velocity sensors is out, and the backup sensor is not reading the
next adjust valve properly. The surge is sending the support fidd into
oscillation."

The engine master grunted and cdled up a holo of the sensor system. He
muttered, "Diagnostics should have caught that." He zoomed into the holo,
examining the adjusters more closdly. "Cal Donoway for me will you, Wae?
Should be somewhere between Hub and cabin by now."

“Just a moment." She stored the sensors back in the locker and washed her
hands carefully in radiation-soak. Even though the compartment had been
flushed, it was better not to take chances with the possibility of a burn. She
located the engine assistant and passed the message on. "Off duty," she said
ritudly to Kramer, signifying the completion of her work.

"Duty done" Kramer replied, his voice muffled under the hulk of the
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thrusters. "That was a fast job, Wae. Well done."

She left, a pleasant feding in her gut as she sgueezed by Donoway in the
corridor and returned to her cabin. She had not redlized how much she missed
being apart of a ship's crew. Belonging. The fidd sensor work she had done at
the planetside docks had not been the same, with dl the ships silent and cold in
their cradles. Not that she belonged here, she reminded hersdf redidticaly.
Traders were cold as a dead ship to strangers who wanted to join them. But she
had once been one of them. She understood their independence well.

She hummed tunelessly as she walked. To work on aliving ship again, fed the
thrum of the engines in her bones . . . Piloting between asteroid fields on an
incoming orbit, the exhilaration of blasting off, the controlled excitement of
damming on a deep-grav brake for a stop-second landing at a spaceport. . . She
missed the long hours of studying with her father and memorizing star routes
with her mother, watching the galaxy rainbow into a black cylinder with colored
ends in the ports as they flashed up to lightspeed, then transferred to hyperlight
space. She rubbed her hands to-
gether in wonder, relishing the cool fed of radiation-soak on her skin.

On impulse, she cdled up the scanner's image of Corson. It looked the same, a
little more clear as the distance lessened between ship and outpost but ill as
haphazardly built as it had first seemed. Running her hands down the wadl of her
cabin and feding the vibration of the ship's engines reach into her bones,
Kiondili stared a the scan and wondered again why she had accepted the
posting. There would ill have been a chance a a berth on a spaceship, she
admitted, or even reader training once she admitted to being a higher-level esper.
She looked again, trying to see some sign of life in the scan, but the outpost
seemed isolated and cold in the blackness of space. Turning off the scan and
staring at the blank walls of her cabin, Kiondili found herself more uncertain of
her future now than when she had been looking to the hazards of the poal.

CHAPTER 3

Kiondili went down the ship's ramp with forced confidence. Around the fud
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holds, the traders were servicing their ship quickly, efficiently, and with the
uninterested assurance of those who have done the job too many times before.
The bins of isotopes had aready been set out by the robos. The tanks waited
now. Robos would not load the topes; traders never dlowed a dock robo to set
the fud ratios for their ships. Kiondili watched them for a moment, but none of
them spared her a glance. Maybe she should have waited longer for instructions?
But no one at the outpost had sent word over the viscom. After waiting an hour,.
Kiondili had shrugged, gotten her pack from cargo, and left the traders behind.

Down on the docks she spotted the ship's captain and two of the crew. She
hurried to catch them as the they threaded their way between ship cradles.
"Excuse me, Captain,” she said respectfully, catching his attention. "Do you
know where | should go-or if someone is to meet me?'

"Afraid not, Citizen H'Mu." He barely glanced at her.

Kiondili opened her mouth to ask a second question, but
as he strode away, the force of his disinterest hit her, and she stopped, acutely
reminded of her fourth-class status. She flushed dowly, staring after him. The
captain, like the other traders, did not look back.

At aloss, she shifted her pack from one hand to the other. She supposed she
would have to go to Centrd Control. They ought to have a record of her posting
there, no matter how impersona it would be. At least it would get her into the
outpost interior. But she did not move yet. The docks fascinated her, and she
looked around, memoarizing each detail. The docks were open-more so than a any
other outpost she had landed in. Space seemed to pour in through gaping holes
through which ships were maneuvered with tractor beams, the vacuum of the
void held back by an invisble shield across the openings and the visua
reflection of the ships shimmering as they passed through that shield. Overhead,
ar jets boosted tiny figures around the structure of the dock. Flashes of light
caught their movements and made them dance. Squinting, Kiondili tried to make
out the shapes that worked on one of the gates. Some were far from human.

From where she stood, the racks of ships and empty cradles looked more like
missiles in an armory than ships in a spacedock. There were at least Sx D-class
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traders in dock, one C-class, and two M-class. Under one of the large space holes
on that sde, twin Tore vessels hung suspended as if stacked on top of each
other. A flash of light caught her eye, and she looked past the spacecraft to see a
tractor beam flare white as it tightened on a tiny diver of a ship. The lines of
brilliance shifted in a dance of light as the dock's reflection stations routed the
dim ship around other activity. Silently a group of Mu trotted by. As her gaze
traveled around the dock, she amost missed the flat black of the Federation
scout ship tucked behind one of the other structures.

"A scout,” she breathed. Then she forced her excitement to quel. A scout
posting was as far from her future now as the next century. She was there to take
aresearch job, not to dream about someone else's ship. She shook hersdlf from
her reverie, but as she started toward the outpost center, she hdted again,
glancing toward the access doors and questioning the nervousness in her gut.
What was she doing here, anyway? No one seemed to have noticed that she had
arrived. She was nineteen light-years from the ingtitute, but only four months had
passed since she had been offered this post. Did they know she was supposed
to be there? What if the recruiters had not sent word of her arrival? What if there
was no longer a job waiting for her? She could not help the instinctive motion
toward her credit chit.

She dtiffened her resolution. Even if there was no job for her here, she could
make it in this port's job pool. She had done it before, when she had had only hdlf
the skills she had now. But she needed this chance. Needed it badly. Besides,
she told herself deliberately, she was not going back to Jov-ani. There were no
memories there, only ghosts.

She ddiberately closed her mind to her past and started once more toward
Centrad Control, but a nervous shiver clung to her shoulders. Even though the
colors of cargo and ships and corridors filled the docking port thickly, the
impression of cold meta-plas remained to chill the air. From behind her, a sudden
cluttering made her jump. She turned and saw atdl, four-legged dien stalking to
astack of boxes, he clicked his teeth together angrily as he shifted one, then
another. One of his hooves tapped the dock impatiently as he ran his eyes over
the boxes. When he caught sight of Kiondili, he turned a toothy face to her and
snapped his trandator on.

"You," he ordered without preamble, his trandation high and tilted. "Find
that box of Johanson tubes and get it to my lab immediately.”

Kiondili looked around to make sure he was speaking to her. “I'm new at the
outpost, Citizen," she said dowly. "I don't know where anything is."

"Then get a cargo map and find out," the dien snapped. He ducked his head
suddenly to his chest, then speared her with his gaze. "Bring the tubes to the
design lab, second
level, Chute Thirty-four, outer triad. Hurry. We are in the middle of a launch."
Before she could respond, he turned and galloped off.

She stared after him. Was that dl the welcome she would get here? She set her
meager pack next to a crate. With her luck, that adien was going to be her new
adviser. She had to remind herself that it was an assistant's position she had
been hired into. Her job description did not include a requirement that she like
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her boss.

She examined the labels on the boxes firgt, but none listed the tubes the dien
wanted. Redizing that, she stretched her fingers out to catch the dight fidd
characteristic of tube cores. The fidd was faint, as it should have been, damped
by the shielding the tubes were packed in. But she found them amost instantly;
they were in a box mismarked as supplies for another lab. Pulling the crate from
the pile, she found it light enough to carry, so, tossing her pack over her
shoulder, she hefted the package to her other shoulder and started off in the
direction the adien had taken.

The chute mgp was straightforward; it took only a moment to memorize the
alien's route as he had directed. She would have loved trying out the free-boost
chutes. She wondered if they alowed chute racing in this place? But, not
knowing yet what her access was, she took the corridor route instead.

Severd minutes later she found hersdlf in one of the outer hubs of the Corson
pincushion. She hoped she remembered the lab's location correctly. The
corridors were empty, and there was no one to ask. She dowed, looking for the
right lab designation, then looked up when three HMu-two men and a
woman-turned a corner in the hal. She waited for them to come close enough to
ask for directions, but it was one of the H'Mu who spoke first.

"What are you doing in this triad, Mu?" the first man demanded.

Kiondili's blocks hardened instantly at his implied accusation.

The woman who was with the two men frowned, her blue
skin tightening over the tiny water bags that hung under her chin. "You're new,
aren't you?' she asked dowly, giving Kiondili a long look as she probed her
blocks gently.

Kiondili, her blocks 4ill giff from the force of emotion from the first man, was
not given time to nod.

"Newornot," he said sharply, "she should not be here."

The blue-skinned woman gave him a disgusted look. "She could be Stilman's
new assistant, Argon-"

He cut her off with a rude gesture. "She ill would not be in this triad if she
were" But he gave Kiondili a considering look, and the tone of his projection
changed subtly so that she did now know whether to protest his words or
challenge him back.

The other man peered a the box ill on her shoulder. "That isn't equipment
for any of these labs."

"Then she's probably stealing,” Argon suggested nastily. * 'Cdl the chute
guards. They will take care of this faster than we can."

Kiondili stared a them. Had the dien she was helping set her up? "I'm not
stealing anything,” she said in protest, finding her voice at last. "I'm taking this
to an Einian's lab. He needs these tubes for a launch.”

Argon glanced a the box. "That's a box of Septian boards, not tubes, and it
probably belongs over in engineering. This is definitely a security matter. What's
your ID number, Mu?' he demanded.

Kiondili eyes narrowed. "The box belongs here" she returned sharply. "An
Einian told me to find a box of Johanson tubes and take them to his lab. Second
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level, Chute Thirty-four, outer triad. | amin the right place, aren't 17"
"It's the right chute, dl right, but you picked the wrong equipment to steal,
Mu."

"Watch your mouth," she flashed back, adding with acid sarcasm, "Mu. The
box has been midabeled.”

"How do you know? Did you open it to make sure you had the right goods?’
he asked derisively.

"I didn't haveto."

“Esper. . ." He spoke the word as if it were a curse, and Kiondili sensed an
envy behind the words.

The woman with the bluish skin gave him an unreadable look as she blew
bubbles softly into her water bags. She looked a Kiondili with new regard. "You
must be new. | know dl the espers in the complex.”

Kiondili opened her mouth, but the other man spoke firg. "Another lab
assistant was coming in this week, Argon," he said quietly. "And she seems
sincere."

"If she were alab assistant, she would have her authorization aready,” Argon
said derisively. "Imagine, trying to take equipment in broad hal light. You say
you have Johan-son tubes in there? Then well just open the crate now and have
alook."

Kiondili took a step back. "Keegp your hands off, Argon-Mu. This is the
Einian's property, not yours, and he gave me charge of it. Till it reaches his lab, it
is no concern of yours."

"Give it over or youll find yourself spaced without a suit by the chute
guards,” he threatened.

Kiondili tensed as Argon reached greedily for the box, and then the door
beside them shimmered open abruptly and the Einian thrust his head out, glaring
from one assistant to the next.

"What is going on here, Mu?' The trandator of the Einian was on an even
higher pitch now than before. "Where is my box of tubes?' He stamped into the
hdl, one of his hind feet pawing irritably at the floor. "Argon, if you're delaying
my equipment-"

"Citizen," Kiondili cut in. "The Mu has not touched the tubes, which are in
this box. They were midabeled, but | believe they are what you were looking for."

The dien took the crate gently from her. As he turned, his mate, another
spindly, yellowing, four-legged dien, strode out and exchanged trace elements
with him before taking the box from his hands. Her hand-held laser blade flicking
out, she opened the end quickly, then chittered and hurried back into the lab, the
box held carefully in her hands. The other
Einian abruptly turned his back on the four people in the hdl and strode after his
mate, leaving Kiondili to face the three lab assistants.

"If you were trying to ingratiate yourself,” Argon snarled, "it doesn't work
with aliens like that."

"l was not trying to do anything," Kiondili said shortly. "l just got off ship,
and before | could tdl him | didn't even know where to report, he pulled me off to
look for this box of tubes.”
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"If you have not reported yet," the other woman said dowly, "you will have to
get to the director's office before they redize you are missing. I'm assuming you
are the new lab assistant. They'll give you your assignment, access, and ID card
there. It's two columns over, Chute Sixty-one, center triad. The signs are posted.”

"Thanks," Kiondili said shortly. She turned and waked away, avare of the
stares of the other assistants boring into her back. She forced hersdf to wak
camly, but she was so relieved when distance dimmed their emotions that she
sagged against the wall for a moment. Why had Argon picked that fight with
her? It was asif he had done it on purpose. Ayaras eyes, if everyone was even
haf as hogtile as he was, she might as wel have stayed at the ingtitute.

If Kiondili thought that the three Mu had given her an uncomfortable welcome,
she was not reassured by the director of the outpost. The man let her wait in the
outer office for an hour before cdling her in. Then he shuffled papers for several
more minutes before motioning for her to st.

"Kiondili Wae, human-mu xeno-2, E-7," he stated in a gravelly voice, meeting
her eyes for the first time. "High xenotolerance, fidd sensitivity, and esper;
reasonably intelligent for a Mu; work recommendations from 1SA, EQU, and the
Mul Hunter for services performed in transit.”

Uneasy with the redness of his pupils and the yellowness that surrounded
them, Kiondili, redizing that his statements required no answer, stayed silent.

"Recommended for posting as |ab assistant, Federation
year 13114." He set the papers aside abruptly. "Why did you not report here
immediately on arriva? The trader ship docked over two hours ago."

She stared a him. "I waited for instructions,” she said findly. "There were
none, so | stayed at the docks. Then an Einian told me to take a box of Johanson
tubes to his lab in a hurry. | thought he was to be my adviser, so | did that, then |
found out | was to come here."

Dugan's yellow-red eyes gave the impression of a hunter who would be
relentless even in tracking her through the free-boost chutes.”| heard of your
escapade in Chute Thirty-four," he said. "As | am familiar with Argon's situation,
and since you are new here, we will overlook the conflict this time, but it would
be wise for you to remember that Corson is a Federation research outpost, not a
supervising service." He paused and glanced at the paper on his desk. "Since the
recruiters gave you security clearance based on their evaluation, and because |
have confidence in their judgment, you will not be deposted immediately but will
only be on probation for your first quarter year light here."

Kiondili stared a him. "But | only did what the Einian told me to do."

"The Einian is not your research posting, as you would have known had you
come here for your assignment immediady upon docking. As is standard at
other docks, you should have reported immediately upon arrivd. You were a
trader. You know the procedure.” He dropped the flashpaper into the filing dot.
"After you turn in your profile cube to the psych-the xenopsychologist
here-check in to your quarters, then report to Shyh Stilman's lab. His last
assistant dispersed himsdf accidentally sx cycles ago.”

Stilman-that was the name mentioned by the blue-skinned woman in the hal
outside the Einian's lab. And Argon's tone had changed just after Stilman's name
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had been mentioned. Had she stepped into the middle of a problem between
Argon and Stilman, providing Argon with a convenient weapon with which to
score a point? Something like that

would explain the director's comment about Argon. Then she snorted to hersdlf.
She had been a Corson less than three hours and was aready guessing a the
politics of the place.

She accepted the director's judgment silently. As she picked up her access and
ID, she made her way out of the office, then to the corridor, where she dropped
her profile cube off to the xenopsych as directed. She wanted a shower; there
was plenty of time before she went in search of her lab assignment. She did not
want to meke as poor an impression on Silman as she had on the outpost
director.

By the time she found her quarters, she was ready for something of her own.
But then she opened the door to her new room and saw the sterile area she was
to live in. She stared at it blankly. It was nothing more than a junior berth on a
trader: a bare, empty, six-walled cdl. All that relieved the starkness of its walls
was asmdl button-filled panel by the door. As it sensed her biofield, the control
pand blinked briefly to tel her it could release the hidden furniture into the
modular living configuration she desired. She ignored it, searching the walls for
the patterns of the fold-out furniture. Ayara's eyes, even the shower was hidden
in a dot in the wal! She stepped into the room dowly. At least a the ingtitute
she had had a room with a red chair and desk. And as a child on her parent's
trade ship she had had quarters with colored walls. Here the walls were only gray,
a light, uniform, uncompromising gray. She glanced at her travel pack, which
contained her books and figurines and personal items. She wondered how they
would fit into this sterile room. Findly, she ran her hands along the smooth
surface. There was not one scratch or dent in the meta-plas wadls to speak of the
presence of another creature in any near or distant past.

She quit her quarters with a sense of rdief. She hoped this Stilman to whom
she was assigned was not as cold as everyone-and everything-else seemed to
be. Corson was a long way from any reasonably habitable H'Mu planets. She
could be stuck with Stilman for along time

The comlock to Stilman's lab released at her tap, but she
took only afew steps inside after the door shimmered open. In front of her, a man
she assumed to be Silman was standing in the middle of severa piles of
flashbooks, looking bewildered. There were tables around the edges of the lab,
each piled with a combination of flashtexts, holotank controls, and hardware.
Looking & the disarray, Kiondili stopped short. "Dr. Stilman?' she asked
hesitantly. "I'm Kiondili Wae, your new lab assistant."

The human-he looked to be pure Terran stock-gave her a puzzled look. "Yes"
he said dowly, pulling his thoughts back to the lab. "I needed one cycles ago.
You can start over there." He pointed vaguely toward one corner of the room.

She hid an involuntary grin. At the very least, this man did not look cold. He
wore green breeches like a Biluane would wear and a red-striped tunic that hung
loosdly from his lanky shoulders. A broad band of black, gold, and blue circled
one wrigt; his feet were bare, and his gray-white hair straggled to one side as if
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he constantly ran his fingers through it in one direction. His face was long, with a
hawkish nose bent dightly to the right and quick, intense blue eyes that seemed
to spear whatever they focused on.

"Shall | organizefirst?' she asked uncertainly.

"Yes. No," he corrected, locking his gaze on her at last. "I can't find one of my
miniature beamers. It's a prototype. Find that firgt, then you can straighten up
these files" He sighed. "I can't find anything since Perdue dispersed, and my
notes are getting lost." He picked up a stack of flash-books and thrust them at
her. "These are full. You may as wel store these before you get into the others.”

Kiondili barely had time to nod before he turned abruptly and strode through
the door to his office. She wondered for a moment if she should bring up the
subject of her studies, the work expected of her, and her pay, but decided it could
wait. Stilman did not seem the type to tolerate being interrupted when he was
thinking, especialy by a new lab assistant who did not know Corson protocol
yet. So she sighed and sifted through the flashbooks instead.

Stilman strode back through the lab a few minutes later, disappearing through
the shimmering door as it phased from solid to gas and back, and returning scant
minutes later. She wondered if he expected her to find his beamer quickly. But as
he did not address her again, she did her best to ignore the distraction of his
continued popping in and out of the lab.

He had been gone for haf an hour after one of his more abrupt exits, when
Kiondili shivered suddenly. She frowned, shuddered again, and shook her head.
But her skin crawled dong her neck and then down her back as if sensing some
unknown danger. She found herself backing hurriedly out from under the counter
where she had been clearing out old flashbooks. Banging her head as she
twisted around, she dtifled an oath-and found herself staring into the hungry
eyes of an dien predator.

The femae who faced Kiondili had the aura of a hunter who had not eaten in a
week. The eyes set in the spadelike face were mere dits of color. Laser-sharp
teeth, danted ears, retracted knuckle claws, the dien was an Ixia Kiondili
identified with a strangely exciting horror. She controlled her instinctive reaction
with difficulty: The Ixia would sense her fear by amdl done. "May | help you?"
she asked, carefully polite.

"Where is Stilman?' The Ixids voice was luring, and Kiondili felt a hypnotic
compulsion to lean closer.

Shaking hersdlf, she dragged the words from her mouth. "He just stepped out.
He should be back in a fewv minutes, if you want to wait." Was the predator as
disturbed by the meeting as Kiondili was?

The dien mea Kiondili's eyes with an agonized look and shuddered, her
knuckle claws extending dlightly. "Tel him to viscom me later. I'm Lan-Lu." She
backed away, then turned and left the lab, the shimmer of the closing door
outlining her muscles in a temporary shadow.

Kiondili stared after her. An Ixiahere. And one that worked with Stilman. How
did he stand it? With an effort, she pushed her questions-and her discomfort-to
the back of her mind.

It was just before third bell rang that Kiondili finaly ran across the black box
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of the missing beamer. "Hal" shecried in triumph, backing out from under a thick
table. Having lost track of Stilman's comings and goings, she tapped the com for
his office. When he did not answer, she went inside and set the beamer on his
desk.

It was evening to her, so Kiondili went back to her cubicle and showered, then
went in search of dinner. The cafeteria was crowded. With no one dse to speak
to and no desire to cross the room to st with the few assistants she did
recognize, Kiondili ate done and listened to the conversations around her.

"... hyperlight barrier ethics aren't as black and white as they want us to
believe," said someone to her right.

" Yes" another voice answered.”But for us it's dl a subjective question,
anyway."

"It won't be for long. Coos made another breakthrough yesterday. It seems he
findly figured out how to resolve sublight and imaginary mass for hyperlight
transfer. Engineering aready has the new design changes."”

"That furball's going to reke in dl the credit for the hyperlight drive by himsdf
if we don't get moving ..."

Other voices cut through the murmur a times, languages mixing where

translators were reprogrammed to spit out their sounds more comfortably in one
tongue rather than another. To one side aMoa was speaking, holding the entire
table of H'Mu enthralled with its doubling tones. Kiondili wondered in brief
amusement if any of them were listening to the Moal's words or if they just sat,
mesmerized by its singing, as Kiondili would have had she been sitting closer to
the creature. From the mix of aliens and H'Mu on the other side of the Hub,
Kiondili picked up curiosity and flat indifference, cdm meditation and intense
paranoia, idle emotions and concentrated energies. There were even a few
humans who projected E-blocks. Stilman, who entered with another researcher,
projected nothing-just as a nonesper would- though he glanced in Kiondili's
direction and waved briefly.
She wondered if the job offer to aresearcher included a test for his E-reting, too.
Did it bother Stilman to work among so many espers? She had sensed no envy in
him, as she had with Argon. No fear, either. She haf rose to join him, but he had
already turned away. Uncertain, she sat back down, conspicuously aone,
surrounded by crowded tables in the Hub.

She sat in the cafeteria long after she had finished eating. She was too keyed
up to go back to an empty cubicle. She would just as soon stay here a little
longer. If nothing else, she would get a good look a most of the people in her
triad of the outpost.

To her left a large open space was lad out like a garden. That was where
Stilman was ditting, Hill deep in conversation. The group was debating some
point. One of the creatures a the flashtable motioned furioudy with his aams and
legs, and another was drawing just as excitedly on the table's large flashpad.

Overhead, the ceiling dimmed to show a projection of space, as if the outpost
had a planetary day and night. It was not quite soothing. With the imaged stars
as clear as if she were viewing them from a sky platform on Jovani, she kept
waiting for the night scent of the planet to flare her nostrils, expecting the wind to
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pick up and the temperature to drop. Then she startled herself by laughing
abruptly. She had been too long on-planet if she could not live without a
planetary sky. Abruptly, swallowing the last of her drink, she dropped her glass
in the dispenser chute and |éft.

The next day found her back in the lab, struggling with the mountains of
flashbooks that filled the rooms. She had had her breskfast in the same isolation
that she had esten in the night before and did not fed like talking. Although a
strange loneliness ate a her gut as if she had not had a med in days, she was
amogt relieved to be in the cdm atmosphere of the nearly empty lab.

When Stilman came in, she was staggering under a heavy pile of flashbooks
and could only grunt awecome that he
did not bother to acknowledge. He waked thoughtfully through the room, his
eyes on his feet in intense concentration.

Then the quiet shattered. "Wae!" the human's heavy voice roared from the
office. "Wae, get in herel"

Kiondili froze, then dropped the flashbooks and leapt to the door. Had Stilman
turned on the beamer with his hand in the fiedld? Or had she erased some
important calculations from a flashbook by mistake? She came to a breathless
stop in front of his desk.

"What isit?' she asked, scanning the room with dl her senses and finding no
pain in the man and no danger that she could see.

"How did this get in here, Wae?' Silman demanded, holding up the beamer.
"It was on my desk when | camein."”

"l put it there last night," she answered, bewildered. "I did not know if you
would need it before | got in this morning."

"And how did you get in here to put it there?'

Kiondili stiffened. "The door was unlocked," she said in a low voice “I
touched nothing, just set it on your desk and left."

"Oh." Stilman seemed taken aback for a moment. "Well. Yes | do need it this
morning." He paused and shot her a clear, sharp look of piercing intensity.
"What do you know about tachyon decomposition?"

Kiondili stared a him. Was he serious? First he amost accused her of being a
thief-just as Argon had in the corridor-and then he asked how much she knew
about mass behavior at faster-than-light speeds?

Stilman motioned impatiently.

"Just whet | studied back on Jovani and what the hypno-library has in it," she
said findly. "l have been taking in the latest hypnonet listings."

"Hmph." Stilman shot the next question like a firebolt. "So do you think the
missing factor in the mass transference
equation isin the energy conversion or in the acceleration of the mass?"'

"Acceleration of the mass,” she answered confidently.

"Why?' He was testing her. A flash of emotion told her he had been pleased
a her answer.

"Because," she answered smply, "the energy conversion is a second-order
equation. It's the acceleration of the drag fidd of the hyperlight matter that has
yet to be compensated for."


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebeatl esforever.com/processtext/

“Y our own thinking or someone else's?' he asked sharply.

She shrugged. "There aren't that many possibilities. | chose the one that
seemed most reasonable to me"

"Hmm." Stilman turned one of the holotanks on and handed her a set of jacks.
"Then how far could a standard Tore ship jump, given this set of equations and
these transference ratios?' He powered up a flashpad and scrawled a set of
variables over the diagram that floated between them.

Kiondili studied the holo carefully. "The ship would boost to hyperlight,” she
said dowly, sighting her calculations into the tank with the floating ship. "But
the mass loss in hyperlight space would be too great. The best they could hope
for would be ajump of about thirty-one light-years." She frowned. "And the ship
would recombine-" She nodded as if convincing hersdlf, "-but there would not be
enough energy to recombine completely. About haf the ship would be lost at the
lightspeed singularity.”

Silman studied her as carefully as she had studied the equations. "I
understand you are esper. I'm not. But | can tdl when you mean what you are
saying. There are tricks you can play that would make it seem to me asif you told
the truth, but | tel you now," he said, smiling, and she took no threat from his
words, "I will throw you out if | find out that you used anything like that on me."

Kiondili started to reply, but Stilman forestalled her. "Do you know why we
wanted you in particular?'

She shook her head. She had wondered about that herself. There were others
more intelligent, others with higher esper,
even others who had higher fiedd sensitivity than she did. She was not so
xenocompatible that aiens did not find her hu-manness disturbing and vice
versa. The Ixiawho had visited the lab the day before had reminded her of that.

He amiled briefly. "We need sensors to complete our experiments, as youll
find out if you stay here. But weve had a damned hard time finding sensors who
are relaively xenocompatible and who have strong enough blocks to work
closely with some of the others who are aready here. This outpost is not like a
Federation planet. As you know, on-planet, the species who are alowed to land
are regulated carefully so that out-and-out conflicts don't occur. It's not that way
here. This is a research outpost, one of the three administered by the H'Mu
Guardians. And we accept anyone who can contribute to the work. The
Federation requires us to wear our persona adapts, of course, and that lets
incompatible life-forms know who is coming near them, but it il gets tricky. For
instance, you met Lan-Lu? She's an Ixia There aren't many H'Mu who can work
with her. There are even fewer who can argue theory or application with her
without triggering her dinner ingtincts. | have to work with her, so my
assistant-that is you-will aso have to work with her and with others" He
nodded at Kiondili. "You did wdl with Lan-Lu yesterday." She flushed dightly a
the unexpected praise. "You aso have an interest in physics. Youre not
outstanding in any of those areas’-he ignored her expression-"but most espers
of your rank go into the reader trades. After dl, you can make a fortune reading
the history of an object or area. Haf the Federation shields are readers, you
know."
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Kiondili quirked an eyebrow. Federation peace officers- readers? Shidds were
used for everything from armed confrontations to treaty negotiations. Each
species had its own shidlds, unless it rented shields from the Federation. The
shields who worked in HMu space were directed by the HMu
Guardians-meaning that they were beyond the guild's long am. She wondered
why she had never considered be-
coming a shield. Then she flushed. The guild practicaly owned Jovani, the
planet she had been on. They would not have encouraged her to find out about
other options for work.

"Your combination of sills is one that isn't made up often enough,” Stilman
continued. "Still interested in the job?"

"Yes," she said, too quickly. Then she added, more easily, "Of course.”

He nodded, then handed her a flashpad. "Put your ID on your contract and
tubemail it to Central Control. I'l get a copy of it later."

She pretended to read it, but dl she saw was the series of blanks that fdl
throughout the lines of tight print. It took only a second to put her ID on the
largest blank. As soon as she had, the other spaces filled in automatically with
her name, race rating, and ID number, and she stared at the filled-in blanks with
satisfaction.

"Now," Stilman continued, "before | get engrossed in what I'm doing and
forget my duties, 'l tel you what my responsibilities to you are."

Kiondili hurriedly collapsed the flashpad and stuffed it in her pocket. She
would send it to Centrd Control immediately. Later, once it was filed, she would
read the details hersdf.

"Corson is a fully accredited outpost,” Stilmen said, "so one of my
responsibilities is to make sure you have adequate training in your fiedd while
you work for me That fidd of study, of course, is your choice. Should you
choose a fidd incompatible with mine, you will eventualy be transferred to
someone who would be better suited for your own studies.

“Room and board are included in the posting up to a limit of fifty credits a
cycle, soif you want something more spacious than the standard cubicle, youll
have to pay for it. Something | advise you not to do, since every cubic meter
costs afortune out here.”

Kiondili nodded, and he continued. "I understand you ae dready on
probation, so your pay will only be hdf what it will be if | decide to keep you as
my assistant: twenty-five
credits a cycle for now, fifty later. If you brought any debts with you, you are
responsible for them, not me Goat that?' He looked down a his desk. "I'm told
you're quite talented with imaging and equations. Most of the theoretica work |
do is based on the information stored in that stack of flash-books over there. Il
want you to be familiar with that materid before you start on any red work. Oh,
and Wae," he added, "about the incident in the corridor: Youll find that there are
some citizens here who provoke a response.” He gave her a serious look. "The
most dangerous of them are not the Ixia or obvious predators.”

She met his eyes and nodded slowly.

“Now," he continued abruptly, handing her a note,”take this message to Chute
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Eleven, outer triad; this to Chute Fifty-nine, centrd triad." He handed her a
flashbook that registered full. He paused. "And since no one knows who you are
yet, give this" He set asmdl, dull-red box on top of the other things in her hands
and pressed a black button set into its side. "-to the assistant in the lab where
you'll deliver the book. We cdl him Poole-no one knows what his red name is,
but it's probably not pronounceable. He's the hairy one. His boss, who gets the
flashbook, is afarly norma Mu with red hair."

Kiondili raised her eyebrow. What exactly did Stilman think mede a normd
Mu?

“Make sure you get the box there in exactly-" He glanced at his chronometer.
"-Twenty-two point eight minutes."

He grinned suddenly, and his face splintered from the severe look into that of
aboyish human. "The timing is important, Wae. Tel Poole-the assistant-it came
in specia cargo with your ship. Give him this message: Two raise twice, SX ove,
point oh one eight, drive through and release." He gave her a sharp amused look.
"Stay cdm, no matter what happens. It may not work, but | think I've findly hit
on one he can't top." He dismissed her with a wave.

Kiondili juggled the objects in her hands and repeated the messages slently.

"Oh, and Wae," Stilman stopped her on her way out. "After you give the box
to Poole, make sure you stand wel back. And after whatever happens happens,
give him this message for me The minnow pulls back on the hook."

"You can't be serious," she protested. "Hell think I'm crazy."

"Poole will appreciate that it comes from me Go on. Hurry. You've only got
twenty-one point two minutes now, and you dill have to go over that stack of
flashbooks today when you get back."

She hesitated, then shrugged. Not wanting to be caught with the mysterious
box in her hands when Stilman's clock ran out, she hurried. It was dill early
enough that few citizens were in the corridors, and she had no competition for
the free-boost chutes. Apparently the outpost ran on individual, not standard,
time

As she dropped into the nearest chute opening, her har floated out in the
sudden absence of gravity, then she hit the acceleration pad and twisted into a
dive.

Ayaras eyes, but she loved the boost chutes. Her fidd skills had increased so
that now she could activate the boost pads before reaching them. That gave her
a speed advantage that others could not duplicate and a sharpness to the
cornering and braking that had won her the title of chute queen back a the
institute. She hit the next redirection pad & an angle, branching off toward the
outer triad just ahead of a pair of Mu who floated sedately into the intersection
behind her. A double hit on the next two pads, then aright-angle bounce . . . She
was in heaven, her hair streaming back and her shoulders taking up the shock of
the next redirection. How fast could one go in the boost chutes?

Up ahead, she sensed severd Mu shooting toward her, one after the other.
They were preceded more closely by the flash of the biosensors, and Kiondili
politdly skimmed the yellow-toned side of the tube as they dammed around the
corner pad and whipped past. She was amost sorry when she found her exit
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and had to leave the chutes to deliver
Stilman's note. Why Stilman did not just viscom the person to whom the note
was to be given was beyond her. Humans, she snorted.

She trotted down the hdl. There was plenty of time to make the second
deivery and get the mysterious box to the dien caled Poole. Perhaps she could
get atour of one of the other labs, find out about the other researchers’ projects .

Activating the viscom a the lab, she hummed tunelessly, waiting for the
woman inside to answer.

"Yes?' No image accompanied the voice-the woman who answered did not
have the holo turned on.

"l have a note for Em Ragan." She hdd it up; the light on the com indicated
that the woman could see her even if Kiondili could not see into the lab.

The door shimmered abruptly, clearing to present an older woman-pure human
again, Kiondili redized, just like Stilman. But the sharp menta probe that the
woman sent stiffened Kiondili's own blocks, and the old woman's eyes narrowed
as she recognized Kiondili's reaction. "Esper,” she hissed.

A pure human with such strong esper? Kiondili shrugged mentally. Ever since
the acceptance of esper as a marketable skill, more humans each generation were
free to develop their senses rather than hide them. But Effi Ragan's probe had
il been stronger than Kiondili had expected, though she had blocked it easily.
She hesitated a the woman's hostile expression, then haf held her hand out in
esper greeting.

The white-haired woman ignored it.

Kiondili flushed. The envy behind Effi's rgjection was papable. Dropping her
hand, she presented the note. "I'm Stilman's assistant. He sent this for you."

"l know who you work for," the woman said irritably. She saw Kiondili's eyes
focus over her shoulder and immediately shifted to block the view into her Iab.
"You delivered your note," she said curtly. "You may leave."

Her cheeks darkening further, Kiondili turned away. The door was aready
shimmering shut.

The pounding of Kiondili's heated pulse filled her ears as she made her way
mechanically back to the boost chutes. Fourth-class citizen. Mutant esper.
Stronger sense than a human could have naturally, and strange-looking, besides.
The human woman might as wel have shouted it. Kiondili clenched the red box.
It would have done no good to explain. The engineering that had created her
mutancy had occurred centuries before, and Kiondili refused to apologize for
what had been a talent from birth. For a pure human, Effi's esper sense was
exceptional; for a H'Mu, it was strong enough to earn the H'Mu high-esper
status, but it was gl much less than Kiondili's talent. And though Kiondili could
block her thought projections, she could not hide her E-rating from other high
espers, no more than other high espers could hide their ratings from her. She
wondered if pure humans should perhaps have been dlowed a separate race
rating instead of being included with their human-mutant variations as HMu. The
jedousy in Effi's eyes ... And what if Argon, her |lab assistant, fed that envy with
his own insecurity? The people Argon kept company with were nonesper
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themselves, or were hdf as strong as Effi. For Kiondili to become part of their
group . .. She smoothed the fine, gray hair on the back of her neck with a tense
fist. She could not help the challenge she represented. She had met those like
Argon and Effi before, but it never got easier. Before her, the boost chute opened
like ajaw, and she dropped abruptly in, hitting the first acceleration pad as hard
as she could.

By the time she strode toward the lab where she was to deliver the flashpad
and box, she had wiped the dark expression from her face and the resentment
from her gray eyes. Effi Ragan was only one person. Argon, the HMu from her
first day, was only one more. Stihnan was fair, and o, too, was that femae HMu
with the blue skin. Kiondili would meet others.

She had sx minutes to spare on Stilman's clock when she turned a corner and
tripped headlong over a mass of fur. Faling into a diving roll, she managed to
land on her feet
without dropping the flashbook or disturbing the red box she was carrying so
carefully. The dien Robul was not so lucky.

"You idiot!" The voice was a high cluttering, uttered in a scream as the face
shot out from one side of the furbal. Legs and ams emerged from the dien's
sides as the Robul tried to right himsdlf. "What were you doing tearing through
the hdls like that? You could have bruised my retraction slots.”

"Ayaras eyes, |I-I'm sorry, citizen," she sammered. She tried to help him over
onto what seemed to be his stomach. "Forgive mel wasinahurry to alab. | had
no idea you would be in the middle of the hall."

"Where did you suppose I'd be when | was thinking? Somewhere convenient
to your impatient Mu mind, | suppose.” The cluttering was fast, highly irritated.

"I'm sorry, citizen," she said quickly again. She had little more than five
minutes before Stilman's mark. "But | amin a hurry. | have atime limit-"

"Time?' the cluttering burst. Then the face retracted dightly, and the eyes
focused on the object in her nervous hands. "That box looks like Stilman's work.
Isit?"

"Yes, citizen. | am terribly sorry, but I've redly got to go .. ." Less than five
minutes now.

"To whom are you taking that?' he demanded, peering suddenly at the box.

"Chute Fifty-nine."

"To Battez?' he asked, the cluttering sounding puzzled. "Or to Poole, that
assistant of his?'

"The flashbook to the researcher, the box to the assistant,” she said, edging
away. Four and a haf minutes.

"Instructions?' he barked at her.

"Two raise twice, 9x over, point oh one eight, drive
through and release.” She said it dl in one breath. "Citizen,
with al due apologies, I've gotJo go now ..." '

The cluttering seemed to choke for a minute, and Kiondili was frightened that
she had somehow hurt the dien with the tumble before she redized he was
laughing. "Drive through
and release." The Robul chuckled. "Oh, Stilman's got him wickedly this time."


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebeatl esforever.com/processtext/

"Citizen-"

"Let's go, Mu," the Robul chittered. "It's primed, and you don't want to be
holding it when it goes off."

Kiondili glanced at her chronometer one more time and took off, surprised to
find the dien loping gracefully and dmogt silently beside her on its spindly legs.

"You're Stilman's new assistant?"

"Kiondili Wae."

"He did not tell you what you were doing, did he?"'

She shook her head, then redized that the dien would probably not be able to
tel if the motion was part of her gait or part of her conversation. "No," she said.
"Just to give it with the message."

The Robul dodged through an opening. "Here, this is shorter. Well go
through my lab-saves about thirty seconds."

"Citizen-" she started.

"Coos, please," the Robul answered, skittering around a corner and emitting a
high piercing noise. She dmost dropped the box to cover her ears. "Through
here," he chit-tered. She dodged through the door that shimmered open a his
whigtle, catching the sharp tingle of the fidd as they passed through before it
cleared completely.

She panted after him. The Robul was much faster on his four spindly legs than
she was on her two. She caught only a glimpse of the lab as they dashed
through, and then they were out into another corridor. One and a hdf minutes
left.

Coos brought them up before a door and halted her with a gesture from his
spidery ams. "Be cdm. Look naturd- if a Mu can do that," he cluttered.
"Otherwise, Poole will suspect.”

She controlled her breathing and put up her esper blocks tightly. Counting the
seconds, she waited impatiently as the adien opened the door, then she followed
himin.

The lab was painfully neat, opposite in appearance to Stil-
man's work area. At the counter to her left, examining a holo of equipment that
was partialy dismantled, was a red-haired Mu and a furry biped-a Dhirrnu. So
that was what Stilman was up to. Dhirnnu were the practica jokers of the
universe. This one must have pulled something on Stilman, and Stilman was
getting him back. To have a Dhirrnu in an experimenta lab-that took courage, she
thought. And to make Kiondili part of ajoke on one-that would put her in line for
the dien's next retaiation. Stilman must have known the position he had just put
her in. But the time on the box was running out, and she was curious.

"Excuse me, are you Poole?' she asked politely.

He looked her over, hisyellow eyes sharp, and nodded.

"This came for you as specia cargo with a trader ship that docked this
morning." One minute to go. "With this message: Two raise twice, Sx over, point
oh one eight, drive through and release." Fifty seconds.

The Dhirrnu took the box carefully, frowning. He gave Kiondili another glance,
then shrugged and turned his attention to the object in his hands. "Two raise
twice. . ."He tapped it twice and lifted it two measured distances into the ar. "Sx
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over .. ."He rotated it 9x times, end over end. Thirty seconds. "Point oh one
eight-" He rotated it a precise are before him. "Drive through,” he repeated,
pushing one finger into the black button on the side. "And release.”" He pulled
his finger back and waited for the box to do something. Ten seconds. He
frowned. Kiondili held her bream. Four seconds. The dien who had led her to the
lab motioned casually to the other scientist and stepped away from the Dhirrnu.
Poole opened his mouth.

And then there was a flash and a sound and a smdl and a light. Kiondili
stayed where she was, her eyes cringing and waiting for sight to return. The two
scientists to her left were snickering-she could hear them over the startled
sounds the Dhirrnu assistant was making. There seemed to be something wrong
with the dien. His har was growing. Not just his hair but his nals, his
eyelashes-everything on the
Dhirrnu's outward body seemed to be lengthening. The body hair was aready
severd finger lengths longer than it should have been, and now, sprouting from
the newly luxurious growth of fur, were-Ayaras eyes, could it be believed?
plants. Flowers that intertwined with the assistant's fur till they made the whole
length stand out on end, two hand spans from his normd hair length. His brows
were hedges on his face. His lashes batted like unfamiliar wigs over his eyes.

Kiondili cleared her throat, her first instant of disbelief replaced by a bubbling
laughter that threatened to choke her. "The minnow-" she said, trying to speak.
Poole, who now looked like a walking meadow, stared at her, incredulous, as his
hair stahilized two hand spans out from his body to support a still-growing mat of
flowers that covered him completely. "The minnow," she tried again, "pulls back
on the hook." Then she let loose and whooped so hard that she cried.

“Stilman!" the Dhirrnu roared, reaching for Kiondili. But he tripped on the
flowers that stretched out from his feet and Kiondili took the opportunity to dash
to the door.

She was afew steps away when she remembered the flash-book she was aso
supposed to ddiver. Should she go back now? Why not? Another glimpse of
that flowery assistant would keep her amused for days. She buzzed the lab door,
and it opened to a vision she had trouble taking serioudly.

"This is for Battez," she said quickly, shoving the flash-book at Poole and
trying not to sneeze a his growth. "You look very nice, redly,” she added. "Is
that what they cdl a spring coat?' The two scientists in the room howled, and
Kiondili backed away quickly from the advancing Dhirrnu. She made her way
back to Stilman's lab chuckling.

CHAPTER 4
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Kiondili was ill wiping the tears from her eyes when she got back to the lab
and reported the success of the joke.

"Hal" her new mentor said gleefully. "That will teach that hairy dog to leave
my experiments aone." He paused and frowned suddenly. "Did it look like the
growth was stabilizing when you left?’

"His hair length stopped at two hand spans, but the flowers were ill growing
when | ducked out."

"They should stop soon, athough | have no idea how long the effects will last
on a Dhirrmu." He saw the look on Kion-dili's face and added, "I didn't have much
chance to experiment. You do understand," he said suddenly, "that you are now
aDhirru target?'

"Dhirrnu retaiate only for the joke played on them. You played the joke. | just
passed it on."

"Poole has a broad sense of humor, Wae, and you delivered the box for me
You will be next on his list until he thinks of a way to top my trick. Wak softly,
Wae, and don't be too embarrassed by whatever happens. The Dhirrnu's
jokes are pretty sophisticated now. After dl-* The older man grinned again.
"-this is Corson. He has genius to play with."

Kiondili spent the rest of the day in the sanctuary of Stil-man's labs, sorting,
filing, and filling up flashbooks with compiled notes and old lecture materid. As
she went, she redized a grudging respect for the way Stilman kept notes. They
were clear and organized, a least as far as the immediate discussion went.
Sometimes there were leaps of thought from one book to the next, and with
frustration, Kiondili found those holes filled in by other flashbooks. Organizing
the notes was like taking three steps forward and two back.

As she worked, Kiondili began to redize how Stilman's work fit into the
hyperlight drive project. His question to her about mass transference had not
been inconsequential. Stilman was actually working on a beamer that would
transfer the sublight mass into hyperlight mass. In fact, he was working on the
main drive itsdlf. That little beamer she had found for him on the firs day was
just one of adozen miniaturized prototypes. She shook her head, reading another


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebeatl esforever.com/processtext/

set of formulas and recognizing the sequence that computed the energy needed
to send a ship to lightspeed and beyond.

She got her own haf-empty flashbook, copying the formulas from Stilman's
book into her own. She would go over this herself. To work on the beamer-this
was the missing dement of HMu space science. Her eyes grew dreamy. This
might be the beamer that made it dl possible-increased the energy of the ship to
lightspeed, transferred it across the singularity at the light barrier, and then
decomposed the ship into hyperlight particles. This might not just be another
attempt at a hyperlight drive-this could be the drive that freed H'Mu from the
onus of being a sublight race. Her hands clenching the flashbook, Kiondili's face
took on afierce look.

That evening, as she sat alone in the Hub cafeteria, she was not surprised to
see Poole approach her table. She hid her amile. The tral of flowers he was
shedding between the tables followed him like wilted grass cuttings.

"Kiondili Wae," the Dhirrnu acknowledged, seating himself opposite her.

"Citizen Poole," she replied, keeping a straight face with difficulty as a ydlow
flower dowly sprouted from his still-bushy eyebrow. Its petals waved a her with
the movement of his head.

"Just Poole, please,”" he said.

"Then call meKiondili."

Poole smoothed his fur wryly and grinned, his sharp teeth displayed in
staggered rows. "It was clever of Stilman to use you. | did not know who you
were or who you worked for. It will take me much ti'kai to get him back for this."
He gestured at himsdlf. "He is one up on me, and so you are, too. Welcome to the
outpost, Kiondili Wag," he said expansively, getting to his feet. He swept a
handful of flowers from his coat and bowed as he offered them. "May you live in
luck." He handed her the flowers and |eft.

Kiondili gazed after him, amused, holding the tiny bouquet.

For a quarter cycle Kiondili had little conversation with anyone except Stilman.
Pool€e's threat to retdiate did not materidize, and Kiondili was so busy that she
did not spesk to him or any of the other assistants. The flashpads and
flash-books she promised hersalf she would read piled up until she stored the
information in her terminal. She would get to them eventualy, she told hersdf. As
for working with Stilman, the researcher was aready bouncing ideas and theories
off Kiondili asif she were a flashboard. Sometimes she pulled the answer to one
of his questions from her own background. Other times the missing information
was so ohvious, projected from Stilman's subconscious, that she picked it up and
did it neatly into the conversation without interrupting Stil-man's thread of
speech.

At first he had seemed surprised when she supplied the factor or variable he
could not remember. Then one day, when she murmured the missing constant
from his side, he
admitted, "It's very helpful but rather startling. Are you actually reading my
mind? "

She laughed briefly and shook her head. "Of course not," she said, computing
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a new series of formulas for a modification to the beamer that they had just
discussed.” But sometimes when you think, you concentrate so loud that | can't
help hearing what you forget to say."

Stilman's laughter barked as shortly and intensely as his thoughts.

Other researchers came by, some waiting to tak with Stil-man, some leaving
messages, some just standing in the lab for minutes and then going away again
without an explanation. The Robul, she recognized, and the predator she had met
on her firgt day. She wondered about the predator. Lan-Lu held a fascination for
her, and it was one she knew the Ixia was not blind to. With her blocks, Kiondili
thought she should have been able to keep her feelings from the Ixia, even in an
enclosed room. But Lan-Lu seemed to know every thought that struck her. It was
not an esper sense-or a least esper as Kiondili knew it-that Lan-Lu used. Rather,
it was a sixth sense of the hunter, something less tangible than an esper probe or
block. Kiondili studied it, watched Lan-Lu, and pulled her emotions ever closer to
herself as she sensed the Ixids reactions. Though she did not want to leave
Stil-man, she knew that if she had to request a transfer to another scientist, she
would choose Lan-Lu. It was not just her fascination: The Ixia was working on
the sublight recombination phase of their FTL drive. If Kiondili could not work on
the transmission beam itsdf, the sublight recombination would be her next
choice.

Severa times other assistants dropped things off or picked things up for
Stilman. Of the three she had run into on her first day, she met on better terms
with Tior-the HMu woman with blue skin and a thin set of water bags under her
chin-and Jordan, the taller man whose triple-jointed limbs gave him a skeletonlike
wdk. Tior was from a dry planet. She said that when she was home and had
drunk fully, the
water bags hung down so far that they rested on her collarbone. Kiondili was not
sure she believed Tior, but the other Mu's humor made her fed more welcome.
Jordan made her fed welcome, too, though in a different way-he invited her to
share a dreamer channel with him. Kiondili declined. It was not that she did not
find the tadl Mu interesting. It was that dreamer channels were only random
guides. What she and Jordan shared in a dream could change her relationship
with him into something awkward to work around, and she did not need more
stress between her and the other assistants a Corson. Not with Argon around,
anyway. Argon, the one who had picked the fight with her, came to the lab twice,
but Kiondili did not speak to him. She would have to tak with him eventually. He
worked with the same group Stilman did; in fact, he worked for Effi Ragan, the
older human woman to whom Kiondili had delivered Stilman's note on her second
day a the outpost.

By the end of her fourth wesk Kiondili was beginning to fed settled in. Her
mornings were a routine of working for afew hours in the lab, making her way to
the Hub for breakfast, then on to hypnotape reading, general applications-a class
where they had to create problems as wdl as solve them-and back to the lab. In
the afternoons she accompanied Stilman to the research discussions or worked
with him on the hyperlight beamer. The afternoon sessions were draining, but it
was that time she liked the best.
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One day the afternoon session lasted a full three hours, and when Kiondili
made her way back to her quarters, she was exhausted. Her brain fdt as if it had
been whipped up one side and beaten down on the other. Trying to keep up with
the speed a which the scientists brought up, discussed, and discarded ideas
could be blinding. HAf the time Kiondili was not sure she understood why the
idea was being tossed. Other times she was not sure she understood the entire
direction of the conversation.

She sighed, coding her door to shimmer open, then scowling as she saw her
room. She had forgotten to put away the
retract furniture again, and her bed and dresser drawers were 4ill out. And there
was some sort of fidd transmission bleeding through the insulation again. She
rubbed her forearms irritably where the hum of the fidd tickled her nerves.
Tossing her flashbook a her char, she turned to the control panel. But the
sound of the flashbook hitting the floor stopped her, and she glanced over her
shoulder. No, the book was on the chair. She must be hearing things. She played
her fingers over the keypad-bed back in the wal, drawers down into the floor,
and & last she could cal out her reading couch. She reached for her flashbook as
she sat down on the couch to rdax. And landed on the floor instead.

Her rump hit with adull thud as she fdl through the holb of the couch." Wha"
Her teeth clicked hard as she landed. She sat stock-<till, staring at the perfectly
formed hologram of the couch. "In dl the reams of sixth-dimensional space, what
is going on?' She passed her hand through the wal of the couch to meke sure,
and then a dow amile surfaced ruefully on her face. She groped through the
shape of the other chair for her flashbook. This had to be Poole's work. She
shook her head. "That hairy-toed Dhirrnu ..." she muttered with a grin. She
rubbed her buttocks. She had landed hard.

She could not see the hologenerators, but he would have masked them into
the room with the furniture program. She grinned again. He was clever. The
subfields were not distinct enough for her to sense their direction; he must have
set up distorts to confuse her. She would have to search the entire room by
touch before she could locate the boxes and disam them. Vey clever, she
admitted again. "All right, Poole," she said to hersdf, "if it's ti'kai you're after
here, two can play at this game."

Next day Kiondili showed up at the lab only to have Stil-man tdl her to cancel
her morning's work and st in on the rest of the meeting they had quit the
previous day. She did not have a chance to tdl him about Pool€'s trick, but she
suspected that he would hear about it soon enough. She had
found a viscom installed with one of the hologenerators. It was a sure thing that
the other lab assistants had by now seen her fdl through her furniture to
discover Poole's joke.

Stilman motioned for her to hurry. "There will be some people you haven't yet
met," he said over his shoulder, striding down the corridor. "Since we were able
to make a decision about the test runs yesterday, weve findly gotten to the
point where we can begin the red work." He stepped into the free-boost chute,
hit the acceleration pad with a solid thud, and disappeared down the tube in a
green-and-blue streak of tunic and breeches and bare feet. Diving after him,
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Kiondili caught up in a second, dowing to match his speed by triggering the
locd drag fields dong the wal. She noticed that he had another pile of flashpads
with his flashbook. They would not dl be notes for the meeting. Some would no
doubt be more déliveries for her. Why did he not use tubemail or the comlink for
most of his messages? For his advanced work, she could understand-even
tubemail could be tampered with. But personal delivery for everything?

In front of her, Stilman caught a redirection pad expertly on his shoulder and
bounced into a branch tube, then stepped out of the grav-free chute without
waiting for inertid compensation. His momentum caught up with him at the
corridor opening, but he was aready bracing back. He hardly even jerked.
Kiondili, on his heels, had to admire his movements. It must have taken him years
to acquire that grace. Most pure humans-and even some of the Mu types-had a
hard time adjusting their equilibrium in and out of an abruptly grav-free
environment. She would have asked him about it, but he was aready greeting
another researcher a the entrance to the conference room.

"Wae-" he motioned over. "This is Rae Arr. Rag's our fidd specialist.”

The stubby woman scrutinized Kiondili carefully for a long moment, then
amiled and held out her fingertips in esper greeting. Surprised a the courtesy,
Kiondili reached out in response, not quite touching Rag's hand physically. Her
es
per impression of the short Mu woman suggested a bearing much tdler than her
actual body.

Stilman turned to introduce the other members of the smdl group. "You know
Coos and Lan-Lu," he said, "and Effi." Kiondili smiled politely, but the other
woman merdly looked her up and down asif the Mu left a bad taste in her mouth.
Flushing dightly, Kiondili sat down beside Stilman, avoiding Effi's eyes. Behind
the human woman Argon dressed in his muted colors as usual, looked smug, and
Kiondili swdlowed her irritation behind her blocks. On the other side of the
flashtable Effi brushed against Lan-Lu's shoulders, and Kiondili stifFened as the
predator's wrigt claws sprang out instantly. The sharpened scent of the hunter
urge was unmistakable, and even Stilman glanced at the dien.

"Rdax, Lan-Lu," he said shortly. "This is going to be along meeting."

The predator let her breath out in a hiss, her ditted eyes glaring at Effi as she
pulled her wrist claws back in. But Kiondili, feding the heated urge of the aien's
thoughts, noticed that the tips of Lan-Lu's claws continued to pesk out of the
predator's golden fur.

One more researcher arrived, and Stilman looked up. "Good, Waon is here. We
can start. Kiondili," he said aside to her, "Waon is-"

"Waon is Waon."

Kiondili glanced up as the timbre of the newcomer's voice sent shivers down
her spine, then looked again. Ruvian. Like the recruiter who had oifered her this
posting. The hair a the back of her neck prickled, and the short hairs on her ams
stood out. At the same time her aura blocked instantly against an overpowering
esper sense that was focused on her. Waon smiled-even his teeth looked as if
they were field-generated projections, not solid mass, as did the dark opening of
his mouth-and extended his fingertips. Mechanically Kiondili reached up and met
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them with her own, a full finger's length away. She sagged in rdief when that
focused energy was turned away as the Ruvian turned back to the table. Cdling
Waon a strong esper was making fun of him, she thought unsteadily. She wished
she knew more about the engineering of his mutation-the breeding must have
taken hundreds of years. What did he eat? she wondered briefly, then flushed
again as she redized her other, less discreet thought.

"Let's get on with this," Stilman said, tugging at his bright green tunic. "Clear
the flashtable of dl that gibberish, Coos. We're not discussing one of your
dimensiona gate calculations here."

Coos cluttered, then stored his designs carefully before wiping the table.
Setting it on automatic record, the dien retracted his legs as the others around
the table settled.

Stilman tapped his flashwriter on the table for attention. "All right, our current
problem is one of materids design. Some of our compounds are remaining too
unstable at the singularity of the light barrier."

"We should reconsider using a new field," Rae Arr, the short esper,
suggested. She coded her flashbook into the table and launched a diagram into
the holotank. "A new fidd, generated in hyperlight space itsef, could pull that
mass through the singularity." She did not point a the design as she
commented, but her mentd projection was so strong that Kiondili saw exactly
where Rae had focused. Kiondili wondered if Stilman could pick that up or if he
had to guess.

Lan-Lu tapped her knuckle claws together, and Rae glanced at her. The Ixiaran
her tongue over her sharp teeth. "We would ill have to dlow for another
particle director," the predator said. "That would take care of the extra mass we
would have to acquire to hold another fied.”

Waon stirred in his chair. "Cannot," he said flatly. He cdled up the engine
design in another corner of the table and combined it with the existing ship
design on the flashtable.

"Waon is right," Effi said, cutting Stilman off before he could respond to
Lan-Lu's comment. Lan-Lu's knuckle claws gleamed before she pulled them back.
Stilman looked at Effi irritably. Without showing her work to the others, the older
woman erased the hastily scribbled computations she had
drawn in her own flashpad and pointed to the previous projection on the table.
"If we have to increase the dope of the energy gain, we can only do it here, at
this point. . ."

Kiondili listened carefully as Stilman directed the meeting. As fast as one
person came up with a suggestion, someone ese overrode it with argument.
They picked holes in each other's theories and computations until each problem
had been thrashed and cut down to components they could handle one & a time.
Lan-Lu actudly snapped at Effi, one hand full of bared claws and -her pointed
teeth gnashing. Then Stilman got so excited a one of Rags comments that he
lost his flashwriter in the ar while waving his arms. The second time it happened,
the writer got caught in Coos's body hair and had to be carefully disentangled by
one of the assistants. Somewhere during the arguments Coos retracted his face
and arms to think about something else.
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"This won't be solved here today; that much is obvious," Stilman said finaly.
"Lan-Lu, pull in your claws," he ordered irritably. "And Coos, come out of your
coat and listen. We've got a problem in pulling the ship's mass through the light
barrier, and weve got a problem with the mass gain that follows once the ship
passes into hyperspace. How much energy do we need to shed-how much actual
mass must we lose to make a reasonable jump? And how much can we regain
when we cross the barrier back into sublight space-time? That is the problem
now."

Rae frowned, and Coos chittered softly to himself.

“What about using a transitory field to support the ship?' Kiondili asked
hesitantly. "See here-" She pointed a the design. "-you could hold the sublight
matter in suspension while you cross the light barier. It should take about a
picosecond.” She glanced down a her notes. "The energy gain would go to
infinity right as the ship crosses the singularity. But the ship's mass would
recompose again in hyperlight spacetime without having been completely
disintegrated ..." Kiondili's voice trailed away.

Effi Ragan was staring. Behind the human woman, Ar-
gon's eyes were narrowed. Even Coos, his ydlow eyes unblinking, regarded her
curiously. What had she said? Was it so ridiculous a suggestion? Waon gazed
a her thoughtfully, and Kiondili glanced around the room. She redized with a
sinking feding that during the entire meeting the other assistants had not said a
word.

But Rae Arr was nodding her head, and Lan-Lu, her wrist claws preening her
fur absently, was looking a Kiondili with new regard.

Stilman frowned. "Separate suspension?’ he said dowly. "That close to light,
the sublight structure's pretty useless, anyway. The computers could kick in on a
preboost, start the transition, say, closer to this point-"

"That will scatter matter before the fields can control it," Effi snapped, ill
glaring at Kiondili.

"No." Lan-Lu reached across the table, one of her ebow claws dragging
deliberately on the flashpad with a nerve-wrenching screech. Effi shuddered, and
Kiondili fdt more than saw Lan-Lu's dy expression. The predator crossed out
one of Stilman's variables with her own flashwriter. "You are forgetting this term
here." The images in the holotank shifted subtly.

Effi watched the computations warily. "If you do that," she said, pushing the
white har from her eyes, "you'll screw up the hyperlight decomposition just after
you cross the barrier."

"Then start mass transference at this point," Stilman pointed out.

"That," Ree said, "will throw off the thruster support field."

"Look," Waon said shortly. He scrawled a few computations on the screen.
"So, and so0."

There was silence for a few minutes as the others studied his work. Coos
chittered quietly to himsdf, and Stilman and Rae Arr murmured at the changes.
Lan-Lu, her ditted eyes examining the design criticaly, finaly nodded.

"Wadll. . ." Stilman said, "that looks like a go. Anyone
have any more objections? No? Then let's put that one down for now and go
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over it later. Nice ides, Wae."

Kiondili flushed, ducking her head at the praise.

She was dill feding warm inside when they broke up for lunch two hours later.

"Wae," Stilman said, stopping her as she made her way toward the nearest
boost chute. "What are you doing for lunch?"

She looked up, surprised.

"Join us," Lan-Lu hissed, gesturing for her to fdl in with them.

Waon nodded at the younger Mu, his field-generated mass moving silently
past, and Kiondili glanced a him uncertainly, her sensor skills admost
overpowered by his nearness. She would need stronger blocks than she had now
if she was to be around him much. Being with Waon was like standing within
instead of outside an engine's fiedd as she tuned it- each movement, each sound
changed the fidd flux. Waon smiled as if understanding her thoughts, though
she knew he had not read them-it would be the height of insult to do so- and
Stilman motioned for her to catch up. She hesitated. He gestured again
impeatiently, and she made up her mind and trotted after the smdl group. Stilman
motioned for her to fdl in step with him. He was smug, she redlized, and part of it
was that he was pleased with her. Tior-the blue-skinned assistant she had run
into on the first day-passed Kiondili and, blowing across her water bags to make
them burble softly, smiled. Only Effi Ragan, who glowered behind Stilman, and
Argon gave her pause.

CHAPTER 5

Tior poked her head into the lab a few days later. "Kion-dili, did you hear the
news?'

Kiondili, frowning a a holoprojection of the beamer she and Stilman had put
together that morning, looked over her shoulder. "What news?'

Tior glanced a the holo with surprised respect, gurgling her waer bags
quietly as she took in Kiondili's work. "They're going to send the first Lightwing
out one cycle- that's a month to you-from today."

Kiondili's interest sharpened, and she froze the holo, turning to face the other
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woman. "l thought launch was scheduled two full cycles from now."

"It was, but Lan-Lu just got the new fidd flux tested. They gave the go-ahead
to schedule launch just afew hours ago." Tior blew across her water bags so
that they vibrated noisily.

"Y ou sound awfully pleased for just another probe launch.”

Tior shook her head. "I get to send this one through."

Kiondili raised her eyebrows. "I thought the Lightwing launches were ill
restricted.”

"Up until this morning, yes. But they're choosing up the launch teams now.
And-my adviser just told me-I'm on the backup team.”

Kiondili swalowed her sudden envy. "They've chosen the backup teams
already?"'

"Not dl of them, "Tior admitted. "Most ofthe dlots won't be filled until the end
of the week. Siln-the xenopsych-is ill going over the recommendations.”

Would Stilman recommend Kiondili for a launch team? Her sensor skills were
high enough. But no, Effi would block any suggestion that Kiondili participate.
She forced a amile. "Are you going to celebrate?!

"Tonight, a eighteen hundred. Were meeting a the Hub."

"Oh." Kiondili was put off further by the redization that if dl the assistants
were gathering, Argon, too, would be there.

"What's the worry?' The other Mu wagged her finger, and Kiondili hdf
expected it to gurgle. "It's a party. No one is going to be nasty. Although you
had better blast softly in Triad Eleven. Effi Ragan's out for your blood."

“What are you talking about?"

"l got it from one ofthe other assistants. Your theory- the one you spouted off
about last quarter cycle-"

"I didn't spout off atheory. It was just a suggestion."”

Tior shrugged. "Wdll, your . . . suggestion turned out to be right. Stilman had
engineering make the modifications already. Argon, that snake-tongued warthog,
was jealous enough to complain after yesterday's meeting. | didn't think anything
about it at the time, but Effi Ragan was standing right beside him when he started
shooting off his mouth. If he continued the way he was going, by now Effi
probably believes that you are trying to discredit her boost-to-light design.”

Kiondili stared. "Y ou've got to be kidding."

Tior motioned a one of the screens in the room. It ill displayed Stilman's
recent work, and Kiondili's contribution
was obvious in the detailed lines of beam transmission. "You're a strong esper,
Kiwi. Effi is jedlous. She doesn't want to believe that you could come up with a
contribution to the project which she should have thought of first. And Argon
was meking sure she will blame you for her oversight.”

Kiondili put her flashbook down slowly.

"You haven't actually worked with Argon yet, have you?' Tior commented.
"He and Stilman don't get along."

"l noticed that," Kiondili said coldly, anger tiffening her voice.

Tior shrugged. "Argon was Stilman's assistant when he first got here. He made
the mistake of using one of Stilman's computations to impress the outpost
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director. Next thing he knew, he was kicked out of Stilman's lab and barely got
back on the project working for Effi. Stilman hasn't spoken to him since.”

"So | have his position," Kiondili redized, "and his hostility is directed a me."

Tior nodded. "Effi and Stilman were in friendly competition for years. Since
Argon went to work for Effi, things have changed. Argon has-" Tior hesitated
and blew a soft bubble into one of her water bags. "-influenced her," she said
finaly.

"The competition isn't friendly anymore?"

"It's open war. Now Effi tries to get the upper hand on your boss, but Stilman
is too savvy. His theories have been dower to come out, but they aways work.
Effi's theories fal about haf the time when she jumps the blast before passing
evaluation and test. Something | think Argon actually encourages her to do."

"To make her more frustrated?"

"Argon never dreamed he would have to work for Effi)" Tior said dryly.
"Sometimes | think he hates her more than he hates Stilman.”

“And now that I'm here, he's using me to get at Stilman." Kiondili ground her
teeth in frustration. "But I'm already on
probation here. Discrediting my work won't hurt Stilman- it will just get me
spaced off the outpost. And from what you said, Stilman would not take him
back, anyway."

"That is not why it would hurt Stilman." Tior watched Kiondili closdly. "Argon
is claming you misuse your es-per."

Kiondili stared. "Then what he is redly saying," she said dowly, "is that I'm
stealing Effi Ragan's work and passing it along to Stilman."

"l believe his actua words were that you used her ideas as your own. You
know, you gained alot of credibility with the other researchers on that theory.”

“But-" Kiondili was so angry, she amost sputtered.”It's ridiculous to think
that | would-that | could-"

"l know." Tior held up her hands. "I read your E-status when | first met you.
You couldn't read Effi unless she wanted you to or you forced her. Her natural
blocks are at least as good as mine and probably better. After dl, she's had to
work with some of die predator species-like that Ixia Lan-Lu-for more than eight
years. If she could do that without becoming Lan-Lu's supper, how could she not
keep you out?" She stopped Kiondili's automatic protest. "Try to see it from Effi's
point of view. You come up with a theory that she probably could have thought
up hersdf. Argon tells her that she did think it up and that you stole it. Effi's wide
open. She's so worried that someone will get the credit for her research that she
doesn't tell Argon or any of her other assistants haf of what they need to know
to help her. For Argon to tdl her you picked her brains ..." Tior shrugged. "Just
thought you ought to know in advance, before you end up working with her on
the probes. You and Effi are both strong espers. And incompatible espers make
project meetings a nightmare, not to mention the mess you would make of a Blob
launch together."

"Blob?"

“When | firg came here, we caled the probes BLATS, for Boosted Light
Accdleration Test. After we squashed a couple
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a the barrier, Stilman started calling them Blobs instead. It stuck, so blame your
employer. Look, you know about Argon now, so you can watch your back. Let's
drop this and go celebrate.”

Kiondili nodded, but the frown did not disappear from her face.

Tior triggered the door. "Meet us at the Hub, Kiwi. You've got an hour to clean
up. And get some of that steel out of your eyes," she ordered. "This is supposed
to be fun, not afight."

Kiondili looked after Tior without seeing her. Argon. It was not enough that
she had few friends in this place. She had to meake strong enemies, too. She
tightened her jaw. She wondered if Stilman's previous assistant had dispersed
himsdf accidentally, after dl.

The next severa days bore the mark of loneliness. Now that the schedule was
beginning to quicken, she found hersdf working more closaly with Stilman,
eating a odd hours, and spending more time with his peers rather than her own.
Coos, the hairy Robul, she liked. His cluttering took some getting used to, but his
sense of humor and sharp mind forced her to expand her own ideas and rethink
her positions before she spoke. Rae Arr, the short, stocky esper, was quiet but
steady. Ree was in charge of the recombination phase of the drive- the
complement to Stilman's beamer-but her red love was theorizing about the
hyperspace gates. The gates were the only recourse for those members of
sublight species who could not afford the high cost of leasing an FTL ship. Too
often, though, a being's perceptions were distorted by a gate. HMu were
particularly susceptible. It was not dways fatd- Effi Ragan had proved that when
she had waked through such a gate to reach Corson-but as a trade route, the
gates were useless to H'Mu. Too many who went in never came out. Rae thought
that if she could just understand the time-space distortion inside such a gate, she
could apply it to her research, combine Stilman's beamer with the concepts of the
gates. ..

And then there was Lan-Lu. The predator aways made Kiondili wary, but
Kiondili had to admit that she liked the Ixia Lan-Lu was objective, thorough, and
sometimes crudly honest. She attacked theories the way she would hunt her
supper on her home planet. At the same time, she had a sensual streak that had
startled Kiondili in those rare instances when Lan-Lu exchanged a greeting by
touch.

There were others who ate with Stilman regularly, but the one who captured
Kiondili's attention the most was Waon. Being near the Ruvian made her blocks
tremble, and his biofidds clashed with her senses, meking her fed as if
sandpaper grated over her skin. Sometimes she could amogt fed a rhythm-like
distant music-in his fields, as if he might change a any moment into something
even more dien than he was aready. He did not speak to her about it, but she set
her persona adapt to damp dl fluctuations when he was around. She did not
want to inadvertently invade his privacy by reading his fields.

A few days later, as Kiondili was looking for a place to st in the cafeteria, she
was surprised to see Waon himsdf who, with one hand holding a thick, yelow,
glowing drink, used his other to beckon absently to a seat a Stil-man's table.
Across from him, Stlman nodded a greeting without interrupting his
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conversation with Lan-Lu. Kiondili, stiffening her blocks against the presence of
both Waon and Lan-Lu, listened with only hdf an ear to their ongoing argument.
As usud, Stilman was trying to change Lan-Lu's mind about some issue that was,
at the bottom levd, ingtinctive to the Ixia At least the silence directed a her by
the researchers was comfortable, she told hersalf. She had waited an hour to eat
because Argon was with the other assistants that day. Eating with Argon gave
her indigestion.

"Wae?' Stilman asked again.

Kiondili started, redizing that Stilman had asked her a question. "I'm sorry."

"Didn't you have a berth on atrader a one time?' he repeated.

She did not change expression. "For fifteen years."

LanrLu glanced a her. "How much actua Contact did you have with other
cultures?"

"l was a child. My parents were the ones to Contact and trade.”

"But you were involved in Contact?' Stilman persisted.

Kiondili shook her head. "H'Mu like me can't get full guild trade ratings until
we're fifteen. But | did navigate and pilot the ship and helped with repair because
of my fidd sensitivity."

Stilmen turned to the Ixia "Wae is a perfect example of what | am talking about.
Some Mu just are not as xenophobic as others. Wae was not exposed to Contact
until she landed on Jovani. She just handles it better than others."

"She was born into a family of traders. She was raised with the knowledge that
she would have Contact," Lan-Lu argued back. Her elbow claws poked out of her
fur with her intensity. "And athough she was not involved in Contact, she
surely met and dedlt with diens. There is no surprise in her."

Kiondili frowned, but Stilman waved his hand. "Of course traders have some
Contact, whether they negotiate or not, but Wae here had less actua Contact
before going planetside than any other Mu I've known-didn't you, Wae?"

Kiondili nodded dowly. "I talked to many citizens on the holocom link, but
they aways spoke through translators and persona adapts. | only met a few
face-to-face, and they were Mu, not aiens.”

"Wae is a powerful esper,” Lan-Lu returned disparagingly, her ears flattening.
"Whether she had Contact within physical distance of another dien or not, the
citizens presence would have been in her mind."

"You're not esper, Lan-Lu," Silman pointed out. "How do you know what
Wae would have sensed?"

The Ixia hissed, her eyes going black and her knuckle claws flexing at Stilman's
challenge. "'l am not esper as you know it, Stilman. There are many senses other
than those a human can experience.”

Kiondili edged warily away from the predator's reach, but Stilman grinned and
ran his fingers aong his hawkish nose. "You're hunting, Lan-Lu," he teased.
"Reax. | agree that xenophobia is as much aresult of cultura training as physica
reactions. But there ae more species than H'Mu who are xenophobic, and
tolerance can be learned."

"To what end?' Lan-Lu retorted. "Simply learning to cope with an dien does
not change the inner fedlings of aH'Mu. And for aliens who are esper, that is as
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much an insult as a daw in the nostril. Those HMu who are least honest in their
emoations give the greatest insult with their esper probes and false projections.
This outpost is an exception that cannot be repeated in your precious HMu
colonies. Nat, that is without prejudice and bloodshed. And that is why there
must be separate planets for HMu and those who are sensitive.”

Stilman shook his head vigoroudly. "l could not disagree more. Yes, HMu are
not honest in their emotions. But you are missng the point. What is the
difference in a H'Mu keeping some fedlings to himsdf and an dien offending a
HMu by offering or identifying fedlings that the HMu does not want to
acknowledge? Both are boundaries of familiarity, and one is a breach of privacy.”

The surge in Lan-Lu's emotions broke against Kiondili like waves, one of fear,
the next of hunger. Did Lan-Lu worry about attacking a HMu here? It would not
be because the H'Mu provoked the attack, she told herself. No one in their right
mind would provoke an Ixia

"An interesting thought,” Waon remarked softly as he set his glowing drink
aside and rose, "but narrow. The Ixiado not attack one who is not a victim. And
H'Mu who are not honest with their feelings to others are hardly more honest
with themselves." He paused, and his depthless eyes trans-
fixed Kiondili's gaze. "Who is to say that a HMu does not want to become a
victim? A hunter does not sense the why behind a victim's actions, only that the
opportunity is there" He noted Kiondili's sdewise glance a Lan-Lu. "As for
H'Mu, we are often afraid to think beyond our limitations, are we not? After dl,"
he added gently, "it is so much easier to blame others for our lives."

Kiondili looked at him, startled. Then she stared, mesmerized by his depthless
gaze. Her natura blocks dropped. She lost her train of thought. Her senses
meshed with his fidds ingtinctively, and suddenly she was sucked in.
Hypnotized by the rush of sensation, her oversensitive mind automatically
touched and cataloged the fidds he generated, instinctively massaging those
which seemed unstable and fighting away from others. Fieds leapt; Waon's
energy holes flared to brilliance; and she was cut off and thrown abruptly out.

Kiondili staggered mentaly. Yet it had been bardly a second, and her senses
were till reding. The Ruvian looked remote and closed off, and, frightened that
his blocks hid anger, Kiondili felt a hot shame burn into her cheeks. How could
she? she asked hersdlf. To let herself be sucked in like that-would he ever forgive
her crudity? She could ill fed every nuance of his bizarre fields and knew he
knew it. He had sensed her essence as wdl as she had his ... The thoughts
tumbled, disordering her composure more, but Waon was gone, disappearing
through the cafeteria crowd as if to put as much distance between her offense
and himsdf as possible.

Drained, she remained at the table after Stilman and the others had left. Those
fields were so strong-had her psyche been affected? No, she decided findly. If
Waon's fidds had actually changed her, she would have noticed when she had
cut in her own blocks. But she had touched him. He was not a Mu as she knew
them. There was no substance to that body, no weight to his mass. He
consumed food, liquid, as if he were as HMu as she. He spoke with true sound
and pro-
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jected his esper sense as others did. But he existed as-as some kind of vortex in
which energy whirled and was created and killed almost at will.
"Ayara's eyes," she whispered finally, shuddering, "but heis aien."

CHAPTER 6

It was two days before Kiondili forgot the touch of Waon's mind, but the
disturbing sensitivity to his moods did not disappear. In meetings, in the
corridors, in the Hub-she could not help picking up on them. She was fascinated
by the brief flash of insight she had had into the alien-the Mu, she corrected
herself automatically when she read his fields in the Hub. Did his thoughts flow
like hers? Was the pattern of his mass determined by his fidds? Or did he
determine his mass patterns himsdf? His bronzed skin and black eyes were
striking and were not the result of body paint. Could he change color at will?
With the strength of his fields, how did his will affect his surroundings? Did
Waon consider her as far removed from his reality as he was from hers?

"It dill bothers me" she complained to Tior. "I wonder about what he is. |
even caled up the library tapes to see what was written about the Ruvians, but
they were engineered by a tangent group. The only information about them is so
genera that it seems insipid or so specific that | would need twenty years in
biophysics to make sense of it." She
motioned at her persona adapt. "I used to think this thing protected me from the
aliens. Now | think it protects him from me In the last week | upped my fidd
damp twice just to gt in the same meetings as he did without upsetting his
moods even more.”

Tior belched unexpectedly, flushed, and tapped one of her water bags to let
some air out. "I thought Waon didn't have moods."

Kiondili frowned. "l thought so, too, but he does. And they're like sitting in on
someone else's nightmare.”

"That will teach you to go around with your blocks half-down."

Kiondili flushed, her gray skin darkening. "Working around him is getting on
my nerves. The worst part is, | know it's my fault, but | can't get near enough to
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him to apologize."

Tior shrugged. "Youll have another chance to say you're sorry a the control
room. Waon is on the launch team, too. And wed better get going. | don't want
to be late for my own first launch.”

In the control room Stilman latched on to Kiondili and put her to work setting
up his instruments to monitor the launch. She glanced over her shoulder as
Waon glided by. She dmost wished she had found the time to tdk to the
xenopsych about the Ruvian. Waon had not spoken to her, and she could not
avoid him; the disturbing sense of him made her shoulders itch.

She shook herself to clear her head of other thoughts. Perhaps Waon had not
been as offended as she feared. Right now she did not want to worry about him,
anyway. The unmanned Blob was sitting quietly on the dock, waiting for boost.
And in the control room the human woman Effi Ragan was checking out her
control pand. Kiondili watched intently. Effi would be monitoring and directing
this probe through the sensor link. When the teams began using manned probes,
the sensor link would no longer be used-and the
crew of the first manned Lightwing vessel would direct the launch from the links
inside the ship.

"T minus ten seconds and counting," the controller reported. Then, "We have
blast. All systems go."

The Blob took off. Launching itsalf in a backblast of re-burned, broken-down
radiation, it disappeared; an image appeared in the holo tanks of a skeletal ship
with colored lights for system checkpoints.

"Acceleration at point one lightspeed and climbing," Tior reported.

"All systems go for blast.”

"Acceleration curve constant. We have point three light."

"Switching in secondary boost. All systems still go.”

"We have point five light. Acceleration climbing."

"What's the curve?' Coos chittered. "Readout is dimming."

"Boost isfluctuating,” Tior cut in.

"Acceleration a point seven light," another controller added. "We're losing
acceleration.”

“Backup boost is faling," the second one added. "Power at fifty-two percent
potential ."

"Bring up the secondaries," Rae Arr ordered. "Come on, Effi," she said in a
low voice, "hold the boost."

Effi Ragan, white and straining under the headset, said nothing.

"Easy. Teke it easy," Stilman muttered as he set his measurements into the
constantly changing screen before him. But the needles dropped, and red lights
flashed. Stilman swore softly. The Blob was 4ill accelerating, but not fast
enough to make it across the barrier.

"Holding at point seven threelight.”

"Direct more power into Drive Threel" Coos chittered angrily.

"Shorting through the trace line. We can't hold the boost."

Lan-Lu ignored Coos, whose scrawny arms were waving a one of the
controllers. Her irritation was reserved for the presence of so many Mus. She
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flexed her knuckle claws,

retracted them, then spiked them out again as she watched the controllers. What
she could learn from an actua decomposition would help her finish the
transference fields for getting the ship across hyperlight spacetime. But she
needed the Blob to go hyperlight first. Her wrist claws tapped against one of the
board panels, and she snapped them in abruptly.

Stilman groaned as he redized the ship was not going to meke it. "Watch that
overload-she's going to come down hot. .*."

"I cant hold it!" Efli gasped. The unmanned probe flashed into visible
spectrum as it sowed.

Tior, tense as she frowned under her own headset, lost some water on the floor
from one of her chin bags. "There's too much tope left in the tanks" she
protested. "The tachyon compounds are unstable.”

Lan-Lu hissed and said flatly, " Jettison the fuel."

"Acceleration dropping."”

Ree shook her head, dill staring a the readout of the ship's fidd flux. "We
can't jettison the fue. The controlling fields are unstable, and we've got a second
oscillation on the beam. There's no clear path for the jettison to follow. It would
disperse within the primary beam and break it, blowing the entire probe into base
particles." She projected the flux readout onto one of the control room holotanks.
"We've got to bring that probe back or boost her out of sublight. If we don't, well
have a tachyon radiation patch in the system the sze of a planet."

"Dropping to point seven one lightspeed," one of the controllers intoned.

"Damn it to a digger's hel," Stilman swore under his breath. "That's another
haf cycle of work wasted."

"Stress rdief valves operating above redline. Overload imminent.”

"Oscillation increasing in frequency-"

Effi wavered further. The Blob lost momentum. Stilman groaned as the
fluctuating fields began to affect the ship's programming.

"Dropping to point seven light."

"It is lost." Waon's clipped speech was dmost preempted by Effi's collapse.
The two medics standing by took it as norma procedure, but Stilman swore
again. The experiment was critical to his research. They had only so many Blobs,
and wasting one of them hurt the whole program. Losing this one without
attaining light would set them back a full cycde. And with the Federation
breathing down their necks to produce results or give way to someone else's
research program ...

"Topes ready to jettison," Tior reported flatly.

"Dropping to point six nine lightspeed."

"Freeze the jettison," someone snapped. "One of the drive programs just
dumped. Weve got no control over the release valves."

"Warning across the drive chambers.”

"Holding. Holding."

"l can't keep power in the primariesI'm losing beam control."

"Get that drive back up," Lan-Lu hissed. But the tenuous contact between Em
Ragan and the Blob had been broken abruptly when the old woman had
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collapsed.

"Dropping to point six six light."

"Hold the drive as long as possible,” Ree instructed. "We've got to figure out
that fluctuation."

"Rebooting now," the controller repeated.

"Topes unstable into redline."

"Damn those drives," Stilman muttered.

“Dropping to point six four light."

"Reboot completed. Drive active."

"Hux il unstable," another controller reported, watching the fidd graphs dip
farther as Rae Arr took over another console.

"Werelosing it."

“Tachyon isotope |eak across the primaries.”

Ree flashed up the images of the topes in a second holo-tank. Their instability
was obvious. In the third holotank the
projected breskup turned the unmanned Blaob into a bomb. "Block those topes,"”
she snapped. "Short across the secondaries and fix that leak."

Without thinking, Kiondili, her hand gripping the control pand of Effi's
now-vacant char, reached out along the beams undirected by the unused
headset. She jammed her own jacks onto her temples, unseeing. Focusing, she
steadied the flux that threatened the speeding unmanned ship with destruction.
The boost stopped dowing. As she guided the beams, Kiondili fdt the
interference lessen. There was a bregk, then the ship's programming snapped
back online. The code whipped in, draining the topes from the tanks that were
bulging lie a bomb about to explode, sucking the energy from the atoms and
boosting the ship faster and faster through space. Speed, she told hersalf. Light.

"Hold that jettison!" Stilman shouted over the controllers. "Weve got
acceleration!"

Ree glanced a the firs holotank. "Acceleration in the man drives!" she
snapped at the controllers.

"Stop the jettison!" Stilman yelled again. "We're on boost again!"

"Acceleration?' "What's happening in the secondaries?' "Who's on the
Blob?'

Kiondili ignored the voices beating & her as she concentrated on the tiny
unmanned ship. Light, she thought.

"Were go for boost." "Were on the boost!" Voices clashed as dl the
controllers tried to get their messages across the sudden din. "Power in Drive
Three. Power in Drive Four," one of the controllers cut in excitedly. "Power in
secondaries. Power in Drive Five."

"Who's on the Blob?"

"We've got a green light across the beamer chambers.”

"Watch that flux ..." Raeglared at her screens.

"Flux nearing normal."

"Who's on the Blob?"

"Acceerationin al drives," the controller reported.
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“We've got point seven light."

"We're on boost. Mass is increasing a norma dope. Repeat, were go for
boost."

"Shielding weakening over the secondaries ..." The warning cut through the
crowd.

"We've got a heat leak in number twelve."

“Hold the boost, Wae." Waon's voice cut across the noise like a knife.
"Control the secondaries."

There was no time to register surprise. "Strengthen that shielding,” Ree
snapped at one of the men at the console. “ Steady, Wae. Hold that boost."”

"Holding," one of the controllers murmured. "Holding."

"Give it some power . .. right . .. now," Lan-Lu muttered from somewhere
beside her.

Kiondili pushed.

" Spectrum shift at the mark."

“We've got point eight light.”

"Holding."

"Steady that flux," Stilman muttered.

Kiondili reached.

"Boost it, Wae," Waon muttered. "Boost. . ."

She felt his strength added to hersin an indefinable way.

“We have point ninelight."

"Bring it up. Bring it up." Stilman's fingers were flying as he set the Blob's
measurements into the program before him.

"Going to point nine-seven light."

"Keep it constant,” Waon muttered.

“Mass transferenceis ago."

"Start the breakdown," Rae ordered, her eyes never leaving the charts. The
holotank blurred; the Blob darted through space in a rainbow as light lengthened
to its tachyon sensors.

"Programming kicking in. Breakdown starts at mark."

"We have point nine-eight light..."

Kiondili pushed.

"Mark. Breakdown begun.”

There was an audible gasp as the Blob's recordings pushed
needles into the breakdown phase. Closar, closer to light. Kiondili seemed to
touch the Blob as its matter began to separate and decompose into pure energy.

"Decomposition kicking in. Matter transfer going on now. We have point
nine-nine lightspeed. We have lightspeed a the mark. . ."

Kiondili reached-

"Mark."

-and disintegrated . . .

The Blob disappeared in a backflash of energy. Kiondili followed the beam's
burst into hyperlight space. Her mind fragmented, and she sagged, exhausted.
The control room was in an uproar. Silman and Rae ignored the commotion,
frantically scribbling notes into fiashbooks as they checked and rechecked the
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screens. But the other Mu danced around the consoles as the controllers sought
vainly to report the track of the first successful Blob run.

"Status, transference.”

Tior's fingers flew across the control pand. "Transference a ninety-two
percent efficiency.”

"Status, field disturbance.”

"Negative."

" Status, transmission and decomposition.”

"Transmission at ninety-five percent efficiency. Decomposition a sixty-seven
percent efficiency.”

"Record that decomposition. It'sfoul. Tracking?"

"Negative," the other controller reported. "Hypercom reports the Blob
dispersed immediately in hyperlight space-time. The Blob was destroyed. There
was no debris, just awash of tachyon particles that is gone now."

"Secondary burnout?'

"Negative."

"Backlash?"

"Negative. Particle reactions well within limits."

Therewas areverent silence for amoment.

Ree looked around. "We did it," she said in a stunned voice. "We made the
firs red step to light."

"We made light!"

Everyone looked stunned for another moment. Then Stil-man grabbed his
flashbook and Kiondili a the same time, hugging her asif he wanted to crack her
ribs. One of the assistants pounded another on his shoulders in excitement, and
Waon flexed his personal fields with his emotions. Persona adapts whirred into
the redline as they tried to accommodate the fluctuations he sent their way.

All except Effi. The old woman sat, hunched and somehow much older,
ignoring the festivities of their first successful hyperlight decomposition. It was
supposed to be my success, my moment, she shot bitterly at Kiondili. Now, when
| was 0 close, to have it taken away by a sef-centered, arrogant,
trade-spawned Mu ... .

The hatred in the thought shocked every sensitive in the room, bringing a
second, jagged slence. Effi, dready mortified by her weskness, blanked her
thoughts instantly and slunk out.

"Effi .. ." Kiondili reached out.

"Back off, Wae," Rae said quietly, stepping between the two. "She's better off
taking time to think."

Kiondili amogt flared, but alook from Waon quelled her response and left her
fedling somehow cheap. She could not take heart in the celebration that followed.
Even Stilman, excited about the firgt actua use of his beamer, could not clear her
depression or shake her conviction of doing the old woman an injustice.

CHAPTER 7
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Two days later Kiondili stared intently a the lab's main holotank, where the
spacedock for the outpost was duplicated in tiny scale. From the varied shapes
of the ships to the tiny movements of the ships crews, the holotank gave her a
complete view of the dock. She tapped the temple jacks of her headset, frowning
as she zoomed the holotank view around the dock area

Tior, standing beside her, gurgled absently into her water bags. "You can't get
beam access to a dock without going through Central Control, Kiwi. They don't
let anyone beam transmissions into Control without clearance. And they are
going to ask why you need the access. What is it you are trying to do?'

Kiondili studied the docks, ignoring her question. Instead, she
flashed in on two tarnished silver ships whose irregular sides appeared to
be warped and buckled. "What about going through alow-level cargo access?"

"Won't work. All access for transitory beams-even
cargo-is scheduled through Control. This has nothing to do with your lab work,
does it?'

Kiondili tightened the focus of the holotank without answering.

"Those are Dhirrnu twister ships."

"l know."

"This wouldn't have anything to do with Poole, would it?" Tior guessed.

Kiondili bit her lip. If she was going to get dock access, she would have to tdl
Tior a some point, and it looked as if that point was now.

“If itsti 'kai you want," Tior said,”why the dock access? Poole doesn't work
on the docks."

Narrowing the holotank view farther, until only the base of one of the twister
ships floated in the tank, Kiondili froze the image and looked over her shoulder.
"I checked the records. All Dhirrnu on the outpost meet a the docks when a
Dhirrnu ship comes in. Just because Poole was assigned to a research team
doesn't mean he will miss meeting a ship a the port. Poole has met every ship
but one since he's been here."

"Since when do you know so much about Dhirrnu?"

Kiondili said wryly, "Since Stilman made me a target for Pool€'s ti 'kai.
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Besides, | was curious. They already have an FTL drive. Why send Poole and
the other two Dhirrnu to this outpost? It turns out,” she said, rotating her view of
the dock, "that they assign a Dhirrnu to every research project they can. Even if
it looks like it would duplicate their own technology, they want to meke sure they
don't miss anything. In their own way, they are collectors of knowledge."

"I would say that they are more often collectors of practical jokes."

Kiondili shifted the images in her holotank. She wanted to filter out some of
the transmissions her program kept simulating from the active beams at the dock.
"Just think," she said as she worked, "they understand dl three methods of
faster-than-light travel. Ayara's eyes, but | don't understand
why they don't sdl their drive knowledge to anyone-what could it hurt to sdl a
few tidbits of knowledge to a species that adready has FTL and just wants to
upgrade its ships?' She vented her frustration on her holotank as she killed first
one excess beam, then another.

Tiorfrowned. "Ifthatistrue, Kiondili, why hasn't anyone kidnapped Poole-or
any other Dhirrnu-and used drugs or esper to take the FTL knowledge from the
Dhirrnu mind? After dl, they have racid,memories-if the knowledge is known by
one Dhirrnu, it is known by dl its descendants.”

Kiondili shook her head. "Only one family line among the Dhirrnu has
complete knowledge of FTL beyond the rudiments. And nobody would need to
tdk to any other Dhirrnu to get the rudiments of FTL-you can get that
information from a low-access library, even if you don't have citizen status. But
the drive secrets-those are known only by that one family line, and the Dhirrnu in
that line never gir from their home planet. They assign the younger ones from
other family lines-like Poole-to work on Federation projects like the Lightwing. So
here is Poole, working with usand Ayara knows he's practically
indispensable-and &t the same time, passing information about our progress to
the other Dhirrnu."

Tior scowled. "If dl this is true, | don't see why Poole or any other Dhirrnu is
alowed to work on the Lightwing project a dl. We ought to tel the Dhirrnu that
if H'Mu can't have any of their information about other drives, they can't have
any information about ours."

Kiondili gave a short burst of laughter. "It's part of the Federation contract
that he is here. | found a reference in the Dhirrnu files. The Dhirrnu get to place at
least one of their own at every trade outpost to which they have access. It makes
sense, Tior. If you want to trade with the Dhirrnu, better to communicate it
through one of their own than through what to them would be a supply request
from an dien."

"Pooleisn't Supply.”

"No, but there is a Dhirrnu down in Supply. It's not Poole's fault that he
doesn't know anything about FTL that would help us. So why not use what he
does know? It isn't going to hurt H'Mu that the Dhirrnu know what We're doing.
As long as he helps us make lightspeed, | don't care how much information he
passes along."

Tior raised her eyebrow, one of her water bags tightening across her chin.

Kiondili, intent on her holotank, was not watching. "He dready met the two
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ships that unloaded yesterday, but another ship is due in three days. Here-" She
pointed, "-and over here. This is where | want to set up a combination of
holograms and locd fidd simuli. But | need access to run the beam
transmissions through.”

Tior frowned. "Beam access to the Dhirrnu portions of the docks is usualy
restricted-the Dhirrnu teke advantage of everything they can get their fuzzy
hands on. Control aways shuts off the systems they don't need."

"For dl that I'm glad Poole is on our team, it must be hdl trying to trade with a
Dhirrnu."

"It isn't too bad. They have decent business practices, compared to some,
species. They just play so many tricks with ddiveries that they rardly ddiver
more than haf of what's ordered." Tior motioned a the Dhirru vessels in the
holotank. "They have the fastest ships in the Federation. Sometimes you don't
have a choice."

"We might have a choice once we get the Lightwing through the barrier."
Kiondili glanced &t Tior dyly. "If you get access for me Il let you watch the
fun.”

The other Mu blew water bubbles out to her lips and sucked them back in.
"Give me aday to see about the access," she said findly. "I'l let you know what |
can do."

"Thanks." Kiondili turned back to the holotank.

Tior turned to go but paused a the door and looked back. "Kiwi, don't blame
yourself for Effi."

Kiondili flushed dowly, her gray skin darkening with the pink flush that fled
across her cheeks.

"Effi knew she might not be able to handle the strain, but she would not let
anyone take her place as sensor. She wanted to do it al." Tior paused. "What
was important was that we made it past the light barrier-notwho pushed the
Blob."

Kiondili nodded dowly, but as the door shimmered solid behind Tior, she sat
lost in thought for several minutes. Findly she rose, turned off the holotank, and
left the lab, dropping into the nearest boost-chute opening. She was hungry, but
it was to Chute 11, not the Hub, that she directed her momentum. She would see
the old woman now.

However, it was not Effi who met her a the lab door but Argon. The assistant
gave her along look of disdain, and Kiondili stifled the dow burn of anger that
swept through her.

"If you have a message for Effi from Stilman,” he stated rudely, "I'l teke it to
her." Disdainfully, he brushed imaginary dust from his dull-colored tunic.

"I'm here to see Effi myself," she returned steadily.

"Why? You aren't happy enough that you kicked Effi out of her own
experiment? You're here to gloat, as wel?'

She stared a him, damping her fedlings automaticaly as he tried to read her
face. I stepped in after she stepped out, yes," she said. "But no, I'm not here to
gloat. I'm here to apologize if what | did hurt her."

"Effi doesn't need any more of your meddling,” he drawled dowly.
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"Argon, what is it with you?' she snapped finaly. "Are you just prejudiced
against Mu that don't look like you, or is this dl because | have your old job and
you warnt it back?'

He merdy raised one eyebrow and mocked her with another look.

She dtifled her own projections, furious that she had given in to his prodding
while he had kept his motivations hidden. Taking a step forward, she said flatly,
"I'd like to see Effi now."

"You could have apologized to her yesterday at the shakedown meeting." He
glanced over his shoulder and raised his voice subtly. "I think you just want into
this lab."

She hit back her rgjoinder. "1 came to apologize to Effi in private," she said
stiffly. "If she's not here, just say so."

"She's not here, but," he said, smiling unpleasantly, "I'll tell her you dropped
by."
Kiondili turned abruptly and retraced her steps to the free-boost chute. She no
longer fdt hungry.

She did not try to see Effi again. At the end of the week, when the rest of the
launch team assignments were posted, she avoided the listings as she had
avoided Effi. Her name would not be on any of the launch teams. Effi would
certainly block anyone who tried to add Kiondili's ID.

She worked through that afternoon in a foul mood. She ignored even her
hunger until her stomach began to growl incessantly, and finaly, swearing under
her breath, she threw her flashwriter in a corner of the table and got up. She was
in no better mood as she entered the Hub.

Jordan, the tal Mu, waved from her right.” Put your drive on low, Kiondili, and
dive on in!"

She waved listlessly to him and turned away but then changed her mind and
crossed the crowded room instead. The lilting voice of a Mod cowering as it
moved out of her path caused her to pause for amoment, but even the beauty of
its greeting was lost on her mood. As she reached the table with the other
assistants, Tior shifted to give her a seat across from Poole.

"Did you hear the news?" Tior asked quickly. "They think they know why the
Blob dispersed as soon as it hit lightspeed. So were dropping the Blobs and
going to manned ships-the Lightwings. And the launch team lists are aready
out."

The Dhirrnu stroked his thick fur and watched her punch her dinner out on the
dispenser. "Did you see the lists, Kiondili Wae? You are on Team C as backup."

She waved him off. "Great joke, Poole. That's about as lame a trick as any
you've tried to pull."

But the Dhirrnu grinned, his teeth displayed in sharp, even
rows like a shark. "It is no joke. You are on the backup team."

She stared at them. "Stilman put in a recommendation for me?"

There was silence for a moment, and then one of the others answered. "No.
The posting came from Rae Arr, Lan-Lu, andWaon."

Jordan unfolded one of his long legs and stuck it out to the side of his chair.
Even after punching in his adjustment code for the Soft, he never seemed to get
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comfortable. "You should have seen the look on Effi's face when Lan-Lu put up
your ID," he said dyly a Kiondili's look of wonderment. "She was about to throw
afit, and then Waon punched in his recommendation. There was not much she
could do about it then."

Tior agreed. “The Ruvian is the top sensor a the outpost. With his approval,
no one else could object.”

"Except Stilman." Poole stroked the fur on his arms and gave Kiondili a long
look. "I think it's the only time Stilman and Effi Ragan argued on the same side of
any question."

Kiondili, not yet believing that she was redly on one of the launch teams,
protested, "Why did Stilman object?"

"Stilman argued against it because he's lost the last two assistants through
dispersa.” Tior pressed her fingers into one of her water bags and swallowed the
fluid that ran into her mouth.”He's not too excited about your posting. Ayaras
eyes, Kiwi, he doesn't want to lose a third assistant the same way."

Jordan grinned. "If he does, well just give him Argon back." He glanced at
Kiondili sideways. "Someday," he said under his breath, "you'll have to tdl me
what Ayards eyes are, Kiondili. Everyone has picked up that oath from you, and
no one has any idea what they're swearing to when they say it."

She raised her eyebrows and whispered back, "They're the two main stars that
outline the trade routes on the Rim. You can't miss them if you're there."

"Me? Out on the Rim? Not likely. Though I'd rather be
there than hereif | thought I'd have to be the one to tdl Stilrnan, even in a joke,
that Argon was coming back to him."

Tior mede a face & them. "Stop whispering, you two. Shyh Silman would
rather disperse Argon himsdf than hire him back." She caught a speculative look
on Pool€e's face and said sharply, "Don't go getting any ideas, Poole. There are
too many cross-threads between Argon and Kiwi. You do something to Argon,
and Kiondili could lose her job."

The Dhirrnu wrinkled his nose, snorting softly as the fur bunched up a his
nostrils. But he raised his glass and said, "To the backup team. May they launch
in luck."

Kiondili grinned and raised her glass with the others. Team C-that meant there
redly was a chance a a launch herself . . . "Who else is on the team?"
she asked.

"Me as controller." Tior pointed a hersdlf. "Of course, you knew that a while
ago. And then you as sensor, and Xia, the one in Rae Arr's lab, as pilot, and . ..
Argon."

Kiondili choked. "What?"

Tior caught her expression and shrugged. "He's your systems link."

"l see” That meant Kiondili would have to work through him as much as with
him. Xia, the fourth person on the team, she did not know wel, but the woman
seemed efficient.

"Don't worry," Jordan added. "After seeing what you did on the probe launch
this week-wdl, I'm sure you've got enough power to boost Argon hyperlight
himsdf if he doesn't watch his mouth.”
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Poole chuckled, his ydlow eyes gleaming, and Kiondili wondered what he was
thinking, until someone passed her another drink and someone else toasted the
backup teams. Team C-the words echoed in her head. Backup for launch. That
meant she would be in the ship itsdlf, should backup be cdled. She clenched her
hands around her glass, accidentally flexing the fields of Tior's and another Mu's
persona adapts. But she did not care. Backup for a Lightwing . ..

The next morning Kiondili was sorry she had gone to bed
a dl. Her head fdt asiif it were swollen out a hand span from where it should
have been, and her stomach felt asif it had been turned inside out and smeared
around in her belly. She triggered the automed without wincing too much at the
noise of the dick and managed to wait the scant seconds impatiently for its
dispenser to pop out the prescribed hangover pill, which was duly talied for the
medic to note. Sometimes she wished the H'Mu Guardians had not prohibited the
brewers from meking drinks that gave no hangovers. They had locked those
synthetics out of the dispensers, too. She could understand their reasons, but
dill. . . Luckily she did not have to think too hard that day, just transcribe and
finish the rest of Stilman's equations from the Blob run a few days before. She
groaned, waiting for the pill to take effect. It was going to be along day.

Stilmen did not show up in the lab till late afternoon. When he findly did
appear, he did not even greet Kiondili but stomped his way through the now
neatly stacked flashbooks and flung himsdf in front of his computer, muttering
something about Thygerson functions. Fingers flying, he cursed under his
breath, designed a four-deck equation, wiped it put, smoldered to himsdf, wrote
another eguation, flashed his screen blank, snarled half-loudly, and findly hit the
kill button.

"Damn it, Wae." He turned angrily in his seat. "Why by dl the frigged hairs of
afoltor's nose did you pull that stunt in front of everybody?"

"What stunt?" she asked innocently.

"You know exactly what | mean. Three days ago at the launch-boosting that
Blob where everyone could see it."

She refrained from pointing out the fact that since dl instruments had been on
the probe, and the probe had been on a prescribed course, she could not have
boosted it where no one would seeit. "I thought it was critical to your research,”
she said quietly.

“Yes, wdl..." Stilman ran one of his hands through his white hair, then tugged
irritably at his red-and-chartreuse
tunic. "It was. But that does not excuse you or answer my question.” He tugged
angrily at aloose thread on his violently orange trousers.

"Look, Dr. Stilman, what's the problem? You needed those measurements to
set up the mass ratios for your beamer-"

"That's exactly what the problem is" the researcher said, pouncing angrily.
Gesturing jerkily, he legpt up and began to pace the room. "Waon was impressed.
Rae was overjoyed. DeNusien was awed. Even Lan-Lu had nothing to say. And
I-* He jabbed a finger a his chest. "I, Shyh Stilman- your counselor, if you
haven't forgotten-and your adviser, your teacher, and your boss-am beset by
these aiens with their bizarre hairdos, stink-rot breath, and field-generated fangs
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while they tdl me they want you for hyperlight backup."

Kiondili grinned. “lsn'tit great?"

He sputtered. "l said you'd never consider it. They said you aready had. | said
you'd turn it down. They said don't be a fool, you'd blast a the chance. | said
you had more brains than to commit suicide. They said that's exactly why they
want you. Damn it, but Perdue dispersed only eight cycles ago, and I've tried out
four assistants since then. You're the only one who works, and you're the only
one who actualy helps me with my research. The Federation is breathing down
my neck for results, the outpost director is dogging me right and left, Effi Ragan
is claming first test run, and now you're going to go off and play suicide scout at
the light barrier. No, it isn't wonderful or great or tejonki or whatever word you
know-it-al institute punks are using these days. | find it highly inconvenient,
frigged-back frustrating, and inconceivably wasteful."

“Isthat al?" Kiondili asked camly.

"No. There's one more thing." He stomped to the door. "Congratulations."
The door shimmered shut abruptly- Kiondili wondered briefly how an automatic
door could re-
fleet such emotiona feelings-and Stilman stalked off down the hall.

The next day, as she was coming back from the gym, Tior caught her in the
corridor.

"Kiwi, it'sin," the blue-skinned Mu said in alow voice. "A day early, but it's
in the docks right now."

Kiondili glanced around quickly. "The Dhirmu ship?'

"Uh huh. It's a twister modd, and it will be ready to unload in an hour. Poole
should be down there aready."

Kiondili nodded. The twisters were the spacetime converters the Dhirrnu used.
Able to go through a warp to jump light-years at a time, the twisters were the
fastest ships in the Federation. Any norma ship would buckle under the strain,
but the twisters had a suspended frame that twisted, passed through itself during
warp, and snapped back. And Dhirrnu, with their oddly modular cdl structure,
could do the same. There was ho mutation of H'Mu yet that could survive aride
on atwigter. She had asked Waon about it once-she thought if anyone could do
it, a Ruvian, with his field-manipulation skills, ought to be able to-but Waon had
given her a strange look and said that Ruvians, being partially field-generated,
would be absorbed into the twister fidds like so much extra energy. It might be
interesting, he said, to know the sensation, but it would certainly be death. She
wondered what the Dhirrnu felt when they went through the jump . ..

"l got the access codes this morning," Tior interrupted her thoughts. "Do you
want to try now or wait?'

"Now," Kiondili said firmly. "The program has been burning up memory in one
of my flashbooks for days."

Tior gave her a curious look.” What exactly are you going to do?'

"I'm going to drop a shoe on their loading ramp," she teased. "They have an
extended sense of humor. At least haf of them will laugh." She grinned dyly at
the look on the other woman's face. "I'll tdl you when were back in the lab. |
don't want anyone to overhear."
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An hour later Tior and Kiondili were scowling in front of Stilman's terminal.

"This is going to take a while" Tior fidgeted, her fingers drumming absently
on the temple taps of her headset. "I don't want to leave traces ..."

"It might be better if you did," Kiondili said dowly. "I want them to know who
did this, or Poole won't know who earned his ti'kai."

"We can try it," Tior said dowly. "l just hope no one is on this access dready.
Here, | can sengitize a general dock area, but | won't be able to program anything
ese. It should be enough. There, | think I'm in-oops-" She belched, losing water.
"Blaster burns. They might have traced it."

"Someone on?"

"Not only on but using that line, too."

"Better wait afew seconds, seeif they put atrace on."

Tior stared at the screen intently for a moment. "This could lose me a cycle of
pay, Kiwi."

"It'll be worth it to see the look on Pool€e's face."

Tior sighed. “l don't suppose | have anything to spend my credits on,
anyway." She burped again. "I'll consider it a donation to the cause."

"What did Poole ever do to you?'

Tior flushed. "My firdt red presentation to the board, he gassed the podium so
that every timel breathed in, | got some helium. | thought it was the trandator at
first because every time | opened my mouth to speak, | sounded like a Freafish
out of water. It took me a few minutes to figure it out. | was so nervous about
speaking that | just kept trying till the board lost it. They ended up canceling the
mesting. Poole got enough ti‘kai on that one to last haf a year."

Kiondili pointed & the screen. "There's been no trace so far on that line you
tried earlier. It must be safe to try again.”

"Not on that line, but maybeif 1-"

"If you try that again, I'm going to let Lan-Lu have your ears for dinner," Rae
snapped over their shoulders. The two Mu whirled.

Rae gave them a sharp look as she stalked over to them and read the codes on
the console. "Exactly what are you doing with the dock access, Tior?' she
demanded coldly. "It's a serious offense to bresk through the control net, and
you, Tior, of dl people, should know that. Do you want your control privileges
cut off for ayear? Do you know what that would mean to my project?’

Tior opened her mouth to protest, but Kiondili cut in first. "It's my fault, Rae."

The esper ran her eyes over the younger Mu. "So. You'e taking advantage of
the launch stunt already? | thought better of you, Wae. What do you think
would happen to Stilman's work if Control traced your line to this lab?"

"It's not what you think, Rae."

"Then what isit?"

Kiondili fidgeted. "We're not trying to get full access, Rae. We just want a few
minutes on the docks. It's for ajoke."

The researcher looked her up and down coldly. Then a corner of her mouth
began to twitch.”I should have known," she said sourly. "For two days you've
been projecting a smugness that's been irritating the hell out of me | suppose
this has to do with Poole."
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"Why isit that everyone thinks jokes only have to do with Poole?' Kiondili
complained.

"Because he's generally the cause or effect of them." Rae looked a the other
assistant. "Your link wasn't clean, Tior. You had better brush up on the system
for the next few days."

Tior, knowing that Rae's suggestion meant that her after-class time would be
spent studying beam links, made a face.

"And next time" the researcher continued, "check the status of the lines
before trying to read them."

Tior looked at her feet, one of the tiny water bags under her chin sloshing
quietly with her embarrassment.

"And as for you ..." The researcher turned to Kiondili, glanced a the codes
again, then leaned between the two assistants and tapped a sequence of keys
sharply. She strode
toward the door. "We launch again in two days," she said sharply. "Stay out of
trouble."

Tior and Kiondili stared at each other for a long moment after Rae had left.
"Ayards eyes," Tior breathed. "At least it wasn't Lan-Lu who caught us.”

"Or Waon." Kiondili dumped. "Hells. How are we going to get access now? |
just spent two days rigging this up, and now | 'm going to have to throw it dl out
and start over."

Tior sighed and glanced a the screen, then sat suddenly straight. "It's not a
complete waste, Kiwi." Her fingers flying, she traced a new mep of access lines.
"Look & thig!"

Kiondili stared &t the fiashscreen. "But those are the access codes.”

"Rae must have coded them in for us through her own link."

Kiondili grinned dowly. "I wonder what Poole did to her."

"Let's not ask. Let's just grab this access and go." Tior paused. "What do you
want to do with this field?"

"Set it to be sensitized to Pool€'s footpads."

"Current?"

"Sensory gtimulation to alpha point oh gx two. That's as close as | can get to
the setting of his biofield. Now set the sensitivity low-I only want to tickle his
feet when he sets them down on the deck, not jolt the humor out of him. No,
don't kick it on yet. Set this program to execute," she added, handing Tior a
flashpad with another access code.

Tior entered it dutifully and set it to run, asking, "What is it?"

Kiondili grinned again. "It takes a holo of each person who waked by Poole,
squashes the holo, and puts the image of the squashed dien on the bottom or
side of every object Poole drops."”

Tior chuckled, then laughed out loud. "Y ou owe mefor this, Kiwi."

"Your pleasure is on my credit chit," Kiondili returned magnanimously.

Tior grinned dyly. "I haven't had Sowfi cakein over ayear."

Kiondili wrinkled her nose, but eight and a haf credits for one piece of cake
was going to be more than worthwhile if she pulled this off. "It's your tonight.
If," she added, "this works."
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"It will work. Watch. All | have to do is erase my path-"

"No," Kiondili interrupted. "Freeze that path.”

"But the Dhirrnu on the ship will know in minutes who's doing this."

"That's the point." Kiondili triggered the holotank beside them to track the
unloading, then tagged Pool€'s shape with color so that he was unmistakable. "If
Poole has ti'kai on that many people a this outpost, | want to make sure he
knows who got him here."

Tlor shook her head. "When the shipmaster finds out who's behind this-"

"He'saDhirrnu, too."

Tior stared a her amoment. "You redly are crazy, Kiwi. What if the entire ship
declares ti 'kai on you for this?"

"It will be worth it," Kiondili reassured her friend. "Look, Poole's starting to
react. And there's aH'Mu going by."

At first the Dhirrnu on the screen shuffled his feet, then he stamped them as
he balanced his load of crates with the cargo beams. Findly he jerked the beam,
and one of the crates tilted, dropping to the dock with a dull thud that was
duplicated in the holotank in perfect, tiny scale. Tior held her breath. Kiondili
stared in anticipation. Still fidgeting, Poole lifted the crate again, then froze. On
the side of the crate where it had first landed was the squashed shape of a
human-mu. Kiondili could amost see the shock on Poole's face. Another Dhirrnu
stopped what he was doing and stared at Poole, who dill stood, stamping his
feet as the fidds Kiondili had set stickled his senses. A second crate crashed
down as he lost more of the cargo beam. This time the shape of
the second Dhirrnu was on the bottom. Poole stared. He stopped twice, then
amost jumped as he got a jolt on his feet, and as the rest of the crates tumbled,
they, too, picked up sguashed aiens. There was a Trident, another H'Mu, a
Greggor, and a Robul. Kiondili had to look quickly to figure out where that one
had come from, but then she caught sight of Coos disappearing into a nearby
free-boost chute. Poole, dancing as his feet were tickle-scratched, began
wheezing.

“He just got the joke" Tior pointed. “ That's the way he laughs.”

The Dhirrnu beside Poole began wheezing and coughing with him, and
Kiondili motioned for Tior to cut the field before Poole started dancing on the
dock. Gasping and bending over back and forth, the Dhirrnu did not seem to
notice a first that the sensations had stopped.

"You're a dream, Tior," Kiondili said fervently. "You did that to point nine
efficiency.”

Tior grinned smugly.”l always have point nine efficiency. That's why I'm in
Control." She got to her feet. "l expect my Sowfi cake after theory class tonight,
Kiwi. Don't be late. I'l be starved.”

Kiondili, ill watching Poole and the other Dhirrnu, said with a shake of her
head, "If | had smply hung a shirt on Poole's chair, he probably would have
laughed as hard."

"Yes, but this took work. Hell appreciate that." Tior glanced at the screen. "I
asked Rae about their humor once. She said they are born with racid memories.
Every,child has an adult mind, but it takes decades to teach them to use it. In the
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meantime they confuse dl the signals and cdl it funny. They grow up, but there's
dill so much information in their heads that they never quite lose the humor."
"Maybe he didn't lose his humor, but he sure lost ti'kai on this one. Though
I'm sure hell make up for it with his next trick."
Tior grinned dyly. "And I'll have aringside seat for that, believe me"

CHAPTER 8

It took concentration for Kiondili to get back to work. That image of Podle ...
She found hersdlf grinning at odd moments. That and the fact that she redly was
on the backup team. The words kept echoing on the tip of her tongue: backup for
launch. A Lightwing launch of her own.

She did not notice what the hypnotape lesson was for the day. She went
through her theory class without paying attention. Findly it was time, and she
met the other assistants for the first gathering of the launch teams. Effi Ragan
was there, too, ignoring Kiondili as usual, but Kiondili did not care. Eagerly, she
filed in with the others. There were a fewv moments of noise, smel, and prickling
senses. It dways took a few seconds for a persona adjust to reset its fidds and
projections when aiens and HMu mixed randomly. As she waited, Kiondili took
the chance to use her own persona adjust to set up a dispersa fidd around her
Soft. She did not want her excitement to project strongly. That, and she was
definitely not in the mood to be distracted by the two Greg-gors behind
her.-Greggors were lazy about keeping their sub-
sonics to themselves. With her persona adjust working overtime to keep her
personal space clear in this crowd of sensors and espers, it would have a hard
time filtering out the Greg-gors irritating and unpredictable sonics. Although, if
the esper fidds got too strong, the sensors would trigger a week esper net-just
enough of an overal damp on the room to cdm everyone down and keep dl
those probes and projections soft.

"Attention," a huge Mu boomed from the front. "I am Funda, in engineering.
The analysis of the last Blob launch has been completed. We are most
confident.” He noted the smiles "Rae. Stilman, Em. Waon-the entire teem has
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agreed that it istime to cancel the rest of the Blobs. We will be going directly to
the prototype ships-the Lightwings- one haf cycle from today."

There was a sigh that drifted through the complete range of sonics. This was
the news everyone had been waiting for.

"Prime One-or Team A; Pime Two-team B; and backup teams have been
scheduled. Dirills begin tomorrow &t first quarter. Yes?'

"Have the Federation observers been notified yet?' an dien who sat to
Kiondili's right chittered. "My research- the grants are running out."

"Yes," another dien chimed in from across the room. "And I've got to be able
to order more equipment for my next experiment. These plans are wel and good,
but where are the credits coming from if the Federation revokes my grant
anyway?'

"Where is Dugan?' another demanded, searching the crowd for the outpost
director. "Have you set up the launch schedule yet?"

"And what about the new proposals?"

The Corson director stood up. He turned his yellow-orange eyes on those who
had asked the last questions, then swept the quieting room with his baeful gaze.
"The Federation is always kept up-to-date on our progress.” He paused. "Or lack
of it. Financid questions can be addressed later, in reg-
ular staff meetings." He paused again, letting that snk in as some members
shifted restlessly. "This meeting,” he continued, "will be restricted to a
discussion of how the Light-wing will operate under a combined drive. Funda? If
you will continue, please.”

The massive Mu nodded, then continued as if he had not been sidetracked by
the questions. "The firg three Light-wings, as you know, have brought us
through the prototype phase of this project. We have studied and refined the
engines, drives, shields, and structures based on information from the Blobs.
Lightwing IV is ready for its crew ..."

After the meeting Kiondili barely had time to change jumpers before Stilman
cdled and complained that her work on his equations was not done. As she
hurried out, she made a face, then grinned. At least, with her sensor status, she
had one of the highest access codes for the free-boost chutes. She could be a
the lab in two minutes if she pushed the boost-chute fields just a bit. She dove
into a chute, hit a redirection pad hard, and accelerated quickly.

Flipping through ancther opening, she twisted around an Umbor clinging
upside down to the shaft while it searched its back pouches. Her diving rall took
up most of the shock of dowing down, and the stiffening redirection pad took
the rest. Good thing she had a sense of timing. Some people triggered the inertia
field too late and continued to bounce or jerked with an amost audible dam out
of the grav-free tubes while the redirection pads reboosted.

Smoothing her hair, she made her way to the lab. She wished she was aready
working in the smulator. Launch . . . She could see hersdlf in the sensor's chair,
pushing the ship on, reaching light. The only darkness in her daydream was
Argon, and she could not quite cdm the sense that it would be Argon around
whom her problems would center.
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CHAPTER 9

"A little more power," Rae Arr was saying to Kiondili. "There, you've got it
now. No, don't go beyond that level. The way you handle the sensor lens, it isn't
even haf-maxed-out, but were working as a team. Stay with the others.”

Kiondili relaxed her pressure on some of the delicately focused beams.
"Steady?" she managed to say.

Tior, staring at the holotank, replied. "Steady. All systems on green. Were
approaching light."

Ree glanced a her, then brought her attention back to the other woman.
"Watch your course, Xia You're veering toward that gravitationa well."

"Corrected," the woman returned. "On course.”

Ree touched a button under her hand to throw another problem a the
assistants, and alight flashed on Argon's ship screen.

"Stress overload in Drive Chamber Sx," he announced. His fingers flicked with
blinding speed through the console functions. At the same time he sent his
mental images and commands through the temple jacks into the system. The
holotank configuration shifted, and he said with a trace of smugness, "Rerouted
through Chamber Eight with his dull, brown-and-black jumper, he faded amost
completely into his console."

Ree looked up, her eyes flashing. "Dammit, Argon, you never listen. That's the
third time you've had this problem, and each time you jury-rig afix that creates a
dozen more blips. Last time it was a diversion that almost dumped the main drive.
The time before that you started breakdown two-tenths of a second early and
precticaly tore Kiondili away from the sensors while the ship's mass shifted out
of phase. And this time you need Chamber Eight free for the second-stage
decomposition or you're going to lose the probe completely."

"The odds are ninety-three percent for my decision," he said stubbornly.

"What about the other seven percent?' she asked, touching the button again.
Another light flashed. "Stay on the boost, Wae" she reminded sharply as
Kiondili was distracted by their argument.
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"Fracture in Chamber Eight," Argon said tightly, reading the new images. His
frustration a Rag's action forced him to think faster, more clearly. "Stress a one
point three oh. Beams beginning to fdl apart. Il have to bridge-"

"If you bridge, you'l bring the brunt of the primary stress down on Sx again,”
Tior protested.

"I've got to do something," he snarled.

"Mass disintegrating fast," Xia snapped. "Veocity holding & point nine eight
lightspeed.”

"Try looping the fields," Kiondili said in a strained voice.

She hoped the emotional shield was strong enough to get her through this lab
session. The other launch teams had had problems with it that morning, and Effi
had been pulling her hair out by the end of the session. With Xia as competitive
as Argon was antagonistic, Kiondili was going to be in for a rough ride on this
team. It had not escaped either Kiondili or Ree Arr that Argon worked more
against than with Kiondili. At one point, Rae had shrugged and said that Kion-
dili would learn a great dedl by working with Argon. Kiondili thought it was a
waste of her energy. She worked just as hard to maintain her blocks around the
mean as she did to control the ship's sensors. Even with the field amplifier and the
sensor lens, her focus faded as soon as Argon started sniping a someone. She
was beginning to see Rae's point, however: the struggle to maintain her blocks
while she focused through the lens had aready upped her biofield power by haf
alevel.

"Xia" Ree directed absently, "watch that gravity wel again. You're skewing."

"We're on course," Xia repeated tersely as she shifted again. "It's pulling too
hard. | have to keep correcting."

"That is the point of the exercises,” Ree said dryly, "to learn how to correct
automatically."

Having watched the other teams go into the sessions first, Kiondili had an idea
of what to expect, but even so, the hours were draining. By the time the fourth
quarter was over, she was ready for a mental massage. She sighed, swung her
gtiffened legs to the floor, and staggered. Thankfully, no one offered to help as
she picked hersdlf up and steadied herself against the nearest console. No one in
the room was shielded enough-they would shock her in this state of heightened
sengitivity. Or she would disrupt their persona adapts. She straightened wesrily.

Tior's own irritation was as palpable as scorched oatmed. "Dicti's dowers, but
I'm glad that's over," she muttered, setting the last of her notes in the flashbook.

"At least you don't have to fed everything Argon and Xia send while you're
working," Kiondili returned sourly.

"I may not be top esper,” Tior retorted, "but even | can get hdf of that
through my blocks. If they werent so expensive, I'd build a persona damp into
my adapt and program it to filter out the both of them."

Kiondili glanced back a Xia and Argon. They were 4ill bickering, and
everyone ese was giving them a wide berth. Tior, glaring a the two, suggested
to Kiondili that they have a drink in the Hub before taking off. But after sitting
through
two sessions of observation, one of lecture, and one as a sensor hersdlf, Kiondili
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was ready to cdl it quits. She had never worked her fidd skills so hard for so
long before. Rubbing her temples where the headset pressed against her skin and
her aching pulse threatened to break through, Kiondili made her way amost
blindly to her quarters. She should have taken the esper training a the institute
while she had had the chance, she admitted silently, groping for the automed's
discharge and rubbing the sticky paste over her temples. Leaning back gingerly
on her bunk, she admitted that her blocks could use some work. If she had not
refused the training back at the institute, she would be in a much better position
to take this level of punishment now. Ayaras eyes, but her brain fdt sore.

The Soft beckoned to her as she opened her eyes again, but she resisted the
temptation to sit. She wanted to go over the launch sequence in her mind before
she forgot Rag's comments. Right now a hundred threads of sensitivity 4ill
seemed to be stretched between her and the stimulation probe, and Rae's voice
echoed in her head. She closed her eyes. She had done the overdl fidd
manipulation well, but she had to admit that she had not controlled the inner
stresses of the mass & dl, especially when the ship had started collapsing in
hyper-light spacetime. Had the smulated lens been red, it would have fractured.
Reae had not said anything to her, but Kiondili was sure that she would hear
about it from Stilman or Lan-Lu or Waon. Waon's fidd computations were exact,
and his silent disapproval was worse than a year of complaints from any other
HMu. And Stlman, that infuriating human, was constantly critiquing her
performance second by second, as if she were a flux chart he could control by
pushing the right buttons harder. On top of that, Lan-Lu kept demanding perfect
control of the mass decomposition. But no matter how Kiondili tried, she could
not seem to control two decomposing beams at once. The beams frayed; they
fractured; they crossed in the lens. And she knew it was her fault. Her control
was not strong enough.

She sighed, picking up one of her figurines-an ironwood
dolphin-and turning it over in her hands. The smoothness of the wood was
soothing to her fingers, and she rubbed its coolness against her temples. It did
no good to tak to Effi about Kiondili's problems with the beams. Effi spent
enough time with the two prime teams to show them how to match their sensor
nuances to every aspect of the lens, the amplifier, and the Lightwing itself. But
then she ignored Kiondili's own efforts to copy their exercises, even though
Kiondili got farther with her lack of focus than the other sensors did with ther
perfectly guided touch.

Wedl, why should Effi spend time with Kiondili? She pressed the dolphin
against her forehead as if it would refute her thoughts. Kiondili was on backup,
not a prime team. Effi's priorities were Prime Team A, then Pime Team B, and if
there was time, then backup. That there was little time was not in dispute. But
was there redly no time at dl for backup?

In spite of the old woman, Kiondili had to admire Effi's drive. The human
woman had actually come from Earth through a hypergate eighty years ago light,
one of the few H'Mu to make it through such a gate. Effi's personal account of
the trip was in the hypnolibrary and on the dreamer channels-a nightmare entry.
She had been restricted to sublight travel ever since; she would never go FTL
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again. To work her entire life on a hyperlight drive she could never use . . . never
to see Earth again . . . never to return home. . .

A ghost spoke in Kiondili's mind. If not for her professor and those two
recruiters, she would not have gone FTL again, either. Not unless she caved in
and rgjoined the Trade Guild. Her bitterness surged, and she savored the emotion
briefly before shoving it aruptly down with the rest of her memories.

Four long, drawn-out, dragged-on days later Kiondili had to admit that she
was too tired even to dream about bresking the light barrier. Working on a
backup team had sounded like the perfect opportunity to learn what she wanted
to know, but she had not redlized how little deep she would get. Eight hours in
Stilman's lab, then four hours watching Teams A
and B work on the simulator, then another four hours trying to imitate the other
teams work with the rest of the backup team.

"It's driving me into a black hole" Tior confessed. "I fed beat. Like | was
flattened with aGal whipper's tail."

"That would be interesting,” Argon said snidely. "If a Ga whipper hit you
with its tail, it would push your water bags out on the other side. You would look
asif you had body warts."

"You're one to tak, Argon," she flared back. "If a Gd whipper ever caught
hold of you, itd asphyxiate itsdf popping your gas follicles.”

"Keep it to yourself, bubble brain," he snorted. "With dl that water you carry
around, I'm aways amazed that you don't drown yourself when you try to insult
someone."

Kiondili did not wait to hear Tior's retdiatory snipe but escaped instead to the
sanctuary of one of the upper-level float rooms. In an hour she would have to go
back and report to Stilman, and a scant hour after that she would be back in the
lab with Tior and Argon. She closed her eyes. The low-grav suspension of the
float room was heavenly &fter the last session with Argon and the rest of the
backup team. Like Tior, Kiondili fdt physically bruised. Hitting acceleration badly
in a smulator fdt the same as hitting acceleration badly in a ship, and Kiondili
was dill learning the controls. And Argon, jury-rigging every solution for the
textbook problems, was not helping. Each solution he found created a new set of
problems, and the result was that they usually blew up going through the light
barrier singularity. With Xia hissing and snarling indiscriminately at every good
or bad turn and Tior so upset over her own mistakes that she was losing water
right and left, Kiondili was not sure how she would make it through the next
quarter cycle.

Even the other researchers seemed to be on edge. Rae snapped a Kiondili four
times the next day, and Lan-Lu prowled the lab asif hunting. Only Argon seemed
immune to the strain. Twice he had even come to Stilman's lab, nosing
around the stacks of flashbooks until Kiondili had asked what he wanted. His
manner irritated her, and the looks he gave her made her wary, but she could not
put her finger on a reason why. It was as if he were waiting for her to misstep, to
give him an opening. And the sensation persisted, even into the meetings she
attended with Stilman. She would find herself sitting slently among the
researchers, offering no input until afterward, when she and Stilman were back in
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ther lab.

"Dammit, Wae, why didnt you say that during the meeting? " Stilman
demanded after a particularly difficult discussion. "If you had spoken out then,
we would not have gone through that entire hour of argument.”

Kiondili looked down.”| didn't want to cause problems.”

"It's a problem when you have a suggestion and don't say anything. That
discrepancy in timing wasted haf the meeting."

Kiondili said nothing. What could she say? That she could sense Effi waiting
for her to open her mouth? It was like a trap that she could see and her friends
were pushing her into, while Argon waited on the other side of the trap to keep
her from getting out again. He was not even trying to be polite anymore. She had
even more proof of that when, on her way back to the lab, he passed her in the
free-boost chutes and unexpectedly shoved her out of a jumpline Her
flashbooks went flying, chute to chute, and she dammed into a redirection pad
without warning.

"Maghoul maggots in his ear," she muttered, clinging to an emergency wadl
guard after hitting with bruising force. Tior, who was free-boosting behind her,
gave her a sympathetic look but said nothing, just triggered the Objects-Free
button on the nearest panel. The flashbooks were sucked to the wal and held in
place till Kiondili could pick them up. She could not get them dl-she and Tior
were in a hurry to work cycle, as usual-but chute cleaners would return the
books to her a the end of the day.

She was surprised when, barely two hours later, Argon
came to Team B's practice session and pulled Effi out of class. They conferred in
the observation closet. There Effi grew more upset, until she stormed back in,
followed quickly by her assistant.

"You Mu-spawned worm!" Effi snarled a Kiondili when she burst through the
door, barely waiting for it to clear. "You thief! Stealing my research and feeding it
to that shyster Stilman!" She launched her hate like a blow, and Kiondili,
shocked, barely jerked her blocks up in time. Even so, she redled under the force
of Effi's emotion. "Il teach you to rip me off!" Two needles seemed to pierce
Kiondili's brain like a pithing, and she stiffened her blocks desperately. Only in
the back of her mind did she redize that haf a cycle earlier that blow would have
stunned her and possibly damaged her permanently.

Lan-Lu's hunter voice lashed out like a tangible whip. Kiondili had never been
so glad to hear that ghastly sound as when it struck Effi and parayzed her into
silence and immohbility. And then one of the other researchers jumped between
them with a growl, grabbing Kiondili by her am and holding her up. Argon was
touching Effi now, seeming to cdm the woman, but even through her haze
Kiondili could fed him subtly egging Effi's emotional tension on by encouraging
her outburst. Effi tried to launch another blast, but not before Rae punched the
E-button and threw an esper net on the room. Kiondili dimly redized she should
protest. The triggering of an E-net was aways registered by the outpost director.
He would be on his way even now, and she was till on probation. Dugan would
space her without a suit before thinking twice when he found her in the middle of
this mess.
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Trembling, Kiondili sank down. Her blocks shuddered under the strain of
fighting the E-damp. Effi was sobbing, unable to focus more mentd shafts in the
mind-crushing weight that had settled over them dl. In the moments of stark
confusion that followed, Kiondili picked up many more thoughts than she had
ever wanted to. Lan-Lu was hungry, and both
Effi and Kiondili would be easy prey right now. Rae was running through the
outpost laws for thievery. The flood of energy to Kiondili's blocks was being
sucked away by the net. And then dowly, ever so dowly, the net dissipated.

"You," Ree ordered one of her assistants, "keep Effi quiet. You-" She pointed
a another one. "-see if Kiondili is in shock. Argon," she snapped, "get away
from Effi. You've aready done more than enough to precipitate this."

And then the outpost director, Dugan, flashed through the door and seemed
to impde Kiondili with his glance. He knew-the accusation of thievery-she could
read it in his eyes. Would she even get atrid before she was judged?

"Tior," Dugan said flatly, taking the room in a a glance, "this will require a
Testing. Get Waon."

At Dugan's words, Tior looked frightened. Water soaked her chin as she
turned and ran to the viscom, and Kiondili's nerve dlipped. This was happening
too fast. Then she froze Waon? The Ruvian was the strongest esper a the
outpost. And Dugan had said a Test, not atrid. Gods, but a Test was not a light
chalenge! And for Waon to be judge. . . She had done nothing! "Dugan,” she
croaked.

Dugan ignored her. "What isthe charge, Effi?"

"Esper theft of-" Argon started in.

“Effi," Dugan cut across Argon's voice mentaly and psychicaly. "What is
the charge?’

"Theft." The old women pointed vicioudy a Kiondili. "Esper theft of my
research. She's been reading my mind-she stole it dl-dl of it-"

"The proof," Dugan cut in coldly. His orange-red eyes seemed to smolder but
there was no red emotion mere.

“The flashbook-here-this one." Effi thrust it at Dugan.

"Isthisyours, Wae?'

Kiondili stared &t it. She could not deny it. The flashbook was one of the ones
she had lost that morning in the free-boost chute when Argon had dammed into
her. She nodded mutely.

Dugan glanced at her. "What code, Wae?"

Kiondili frowned, then winced as the muscles seemed to pull & her brain itsdlf.
"No code, Sr. They're just notes from the lab."

Dugan flipped on the flashbook and scrolled through the pages. "I find
nothing amiss in these notes," he said flatly.

“That's because they are my notes," Effi spit venomoudly. She tore free of
Argon and flung aside flashbooks of her own till she found the one she wanted.
"See this"

Dugan took the proffered book and flicked it on. "Code?"

Effi, with along glance to either side, carefully punched in a sequence of color
and light too fast for anyone to follow. Then Dugan examined the book.
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"l find these identical." He met Kiondili's eyes squarely. "What is your
explanation, Wae?"'

Kiondili amost gaped a him. "But that can't be! Those are ny notes, the
experiments we ran fourth quarter-my notes from the lab-"

Dugan cut her off. "What level are you, Wae?"

"E-7," she stammered, her eyes going automaticaly to the shimmering door
through which Waon was gliding.

Dugan set both flashbooks down. "Then | hope you are innocent.”

Kiondili sickened. Her hand held out in a haf appeal, she tried to reach
Dugan-anyone in the room-but they dl had closed their minds. Even Lan-Lu, her
predator instincts raised as she sensed Kiondili's terror, was closed, fighting her
own battle not to attack while Kiondili pleaded for Dugan's mercy.

For Dugan meant for her to be Truth Tested. For a nonesper, it was an
invasion of the mind, a sickening touch that crawled through one's thoughts,
reaching even one's deepest sdf. A surface probe reveded only that an esper
had guilt, not what the guilt was from, and al H'Mu had some guilt in them-for a
fight with a sbling, a debt not repayed before a friend died, an insult never
retracted. The Truth Test tore that guilt out and exposed it as irrdlevant. For a
nonesper the probe was unpleasant-it left one feding unclean-but for an esper
such a probe could kill. Espers could not be read
honestly until their blocks were down-they were just as good a projecting
emations and images as nonespers were a lying-so the Federation used judges
to bresk down the blocks. Some Federation species could open up to a judge's
probe; others could not. HMu were among those who could not, even if they
wanted to. And not only could H'Mu espers not help blocking those probes,
whether they were innocent or guilty, but their blocks strengthened the deeper a
judge reached. The more sensitive the esper or the stronger the blocks, the
harder the Test. And when the blocks were destroyed, the esper could be
destroyed with them.

Kiondili shivered, the chill that crept into her back crawling down her spine to
her thighs. She was innocent, she told hersdf. Waon would try to protect her
mind from the probe as soon as he knew that. But there was no expression on his
face as he looked a her. His eyes were only dark spots of energy in which she
could drown. No! she cried out mentaly. She had done nothing. Waon would
not let her diein the Test. ..

But-the redlization would not go away-if Waon even suspected she was guilty,
then Kiondili Wae would not only go insane, she would probably die. Waon was
rated E-10. He would smash through her blocks as if they were soft like clay, not
solid like stone. And she would die only &fter every dark thought, each
nightmare emotion, every guilt in her life had ripped through her person and
blasted her mind, her psyche, and her soul.

Waon nodded a Dugan that he was ready.” Test for theft," Dugan ordered the
Ruvian.

No! Wait! Her voice made no sound. She was frozen.

He reached out. She whimpered. At the firg touch, her bruised blocks
stiffened. The gentle probe became a lance, piercing her mentd shield and
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blasting through her mind. She screamed. I've done nothing, she shrieked. I'm
innocent!

She blocked Waon once, twice, three times, only to find the white-hot shaft of
his thought stabbing again and again, around, under, through each wdl she
dammed up. His un-
emotiond attack was even worse than a norma H'Mu's-it had no fedling for her at
dl. It examined, discarded her innermost thoughts, picked a her embarrassments,
tore out her insecurities and threw them back a her in nightmare shapes and
touches. She pleaded, she begged him to stop. Terrified, frantic, she attacked
back. He absorbed the shaft, launching back a blast that shattered her mentd
shield like a stone through glass. Then he broke into her mind like a corer. He
used an ax to smash her thoughts; he burned her dreams in a stench of sulfur; he
tore her private sdf apart under a spiked foot that ground back and forth over her
soul like a hedl over the broken glass of her mentd shidd. She writhed on the
cold meta-plas floor of the Iab while her mind was dissected as the Ruvian probed
and burned back her blocks with infinite patience. The time she lied about the
credit chit on Dith; the fire she set in the hold when she was careless with the
cargo beam; the tuva gem she lost and never told her mother about... He beat
her down further, searching, seeking athread that would tie her to the flashbook
Effi had held out. The time she broke into an dien's house to hide from the three
who had chased her from the job pool; the time she cheated on a lab experiment
by manipulating fidds ... His lance became sharper, probing more deeply. The
time she fought with Argon because she did not report to the director right away
... The probe steadied. Her mind lay open in shock, cowering. The time she
stepped into Effi Ragan's place on the probe launch. . . Waon paused.
Terror-stuck, helpless, Kiondili watched as the Ruvian stopped, his lance of
power a talon that would taste each guilt. He spitted a thought, a memory, a
feding, and then, with an infinite wrench, tore the truth from her mind.

CHAPTER 10

There was adark energy in the beams that Kiondili guided. It was a resentment
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she wore like a robe, so that even her silver-gray skin looked tarnished. Like
pools of ashes, her eyes took in nothing but the screens before her, and the
burning in her head was a heat that clawed and tore a the few thoughts she
could stand.

Yes she had survived the Test. She could say that now. Her esper was not
burned out of her-she had not gone E-blind, though she thought that Effi would
not have been sorry if that had happened, too. Her blocks? They were coming
back. Sowly, painfully, she rebuilt them out of the esper ashes Waon had l€ft in
her brain. She could not even face him now without a rage burning in her gut.
And there was gill Argon. Effi would not have to pay for what she had done to
Kiondili-Argon's fase evidence had seemed to jugtify her accusation. But
Argon-a superficia fine, some loss of trade access . . . Their work was important;
their team could not be broken up a this stage. It was for the good of the
outpost, Dugan, the director, had said. Kiondili snarled a
him in her mind. Blast, probe-she jammed her power through the lens. The prelens
amplifier, overwhelmed, shut itself down. Kiondili did not notice. Blast like a
neutron wave through Argon's face-

"... mass transference in one minute, ten seconds." Tior's voice went unheard
by Kiondili.

“Tracking stations onling" Xia, the other Mu on the team, reported. "Ready
for transmission ..."

Kiondili pulled her lips back and gnashed her teeth. Against the pull of her
temple jacks, the fields of the smulated Lightwing jerked and snapped like a
chained dog. Rae glanced waily at the stress curves in her holotank. If Kiondili
went much farther, Rae would have to start cutting in an E-damp just to protect
the wesker espers. But Kiondili did not let the beams fracture out. Reaching for
the fidds, she flexed them hard, forcing them to speed the ship toward the blast
point. Her brain burned. She wanted to ram the blast up Effi's nose. The beams
separated. The sensors pulled. The smulated Lightwing hesitated, and she
jammed more power into the phasing. Blast, damn it-

Rae's voice was like cold water in the background. "Bring it back in ling, Xia
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Youre losing mass too fast. Youre throwing off the acceleration curve. Tior,
control those secondaries.”

"Acceleration till increasing at afactor of four."

"All systems at ninety-eight percent efficiency."

And Kiondili pushed her fury farther into the Lightwing. Blast, she raged.
Blagt to burn her memories into Effi's brain. Effi Ragan. The name was a curse.
That woman ignored Kiondili's work with the backup team, praising Teams A and
Binstead. She scheduled work sessions so that the backup team members had to
stay up later and get up earlier to do the same work as the other teams. Effi's work
was important, the researcher said, more so than an extra hour of free time they
would only waste. As for Kiondili, Effi had nothing to say. No apology for what
she had put Kiondili through with the Testing. No asking how Kiondili was.

And how was she? Kiondili raged. First there had been a mindless pain for
four days, days that Kiondili did not want to think of. Then there had been the
wakening, with the blinding voice of Sin, the xenopsychologist. No sight, no
images, just avoice piercing through that anima darkness, a voice that forced a
sanity back upon her. And when sight findly returned, there was only the
rawness of her memory to hold her rage: a burning paste that scorched and
cracked her brain waves like mud searing in the desert. Something had changed
for her. Her edges were sharp. Her blocks were tempered. And there was a
strength and focus to her core that had not been there before. But she burned.

Tior glanced a her flashscreen. "Phase one breskdown complete. Phase two
starting at mark."

"Perfect decomposition,” Ree breathed. She cataloged the numbers with flying
fingers, her temple jacks almost sparking with the speed of her imaging, as her
eyes jumped from the holotank to the flashscreen and back. Even Teams A and B
had not been able to get that far. And for once Argon was dmog slent, his
systems uncritica and stable.

"System efficiency ninety-seven percent,” Tior reported.

Argon directed the next sequence, muttering, "Ready for transmission.”

"Breakdown at the mark. Starting countdown."

Kiondili glared a the screens and deliberately tore open a menta scar,
thrusting her wrath at the ship's fields.

"...Seven ... Six... Five..."

Blast like a laser cutting across Argon's spine-Kiondili snarled.

“...Three...Two ..."

Light, damnit! Blast!

"We have breakdown." Tior could not keep the excitement out of her voice.
"We have blast-we have light!"

“Transmission is on the beam," Xia reported.” No, were losing it. The beam is
fouling."

Beside her, Argon swore slently as his own systems began to blink into red.
Lan-Lu moved to his holotank, flexing her
knuckle claws irritably as she registered his antagonism with her dlitted eyes
narrowed. "What's the percentage?’ she snapped.

"Beam dispersing a twelve percent per second,” he returned shortly.
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"Thirty-one percent per second . . ."

Stilman, who had been silent so far, watched the breakup with a frown. "The
fidd factors are dl wrong. LarLu, pass me those decomposition stats. Ree,
when did we make light?"

The short esper registered the last figures. "We hit light-speed immediady at
breakdown. Not bad," she said approvingly to the backup team. "With these
readings Lan-Lu should be able to compute the next launch twice as accurately."

LanLu nodded at Rae's words, her sharp teeth gleaming in a amile until she
gtiffened. Rag, following her hungry gaze, looked a Kiondili. The younger Mu
was disentangling herself from the sensors, and the violence that colored her
thoughts flooded the room.

As her claws sprang out, Lan-Lu snapped the filters on her persona adapt to
full strength. Kiondili, switching the console off, noted with dm surprise that the
prelens amp was burned out. She mugt have focused her sensor's skills too
sharply. She took a step, staggered, then pulled herself up and stalked to the
door, brushing insolently by the predator.

"Careful, Mu," the alien warned with taut control.

Kiondili turned dowly. The tension in the room was pd pable. "Sorry."

Stilmen frowned after his assistant, and Coos, moving off with the other
researchers, retracted his ams and cluttered quietly.

"Give her afew days, Coos," Rae Arr said. "She is doing well, considering.”

The other assistants gathered their notes and made their way from the control
room. Coos, watching them go, blinked his ydlow eyes thoughtfully. "I'm not
esper," he said ina
soft chitter, "but even | could see what her Mu eyes were hiding."

Stilman gathered his flashbooks. "Hate, anger, and pain, Coos. That is what
you see and what | have to work with."

Ree gave him an odd look. "It is exactly that, Stilman, the hurt, which is driving
Kiondili Wae and forcing her to focus her power. A focus you have been using
as much as any of us."

Stilman looked skeptical.

Ree nodded a the holotank and caled up a series of graphs. "l have been
plotting each team's efficiency against the individua improvements in each of
these areas. Note that each time Wee is in simulation, the use of the sensor lens
increases by afactor of more than two. The rest of the team, after a dight delay,
is forced to keep up. It is your assistant, Stilman, not me who is driving the
backup team so hard."

Coos chittered, swinging his head from Stilman to Rae. "She's right, Stilman.
Right now, backup is leading the project, not Teams A and B."

Lan-Lu's wrigt and elbow claws snaked out of her arms as her eyes shuttered.”
And Kiondili Wae is leading the backup team."

Stilman examined the graphs with interest. "Hmm. Based on our output for the
last two days, if she continues to push the backup team to improve at the same
rate as they have been-"

"Stilman," Coos complained with a burst of chittering, "stop taking like a
flashtext. We're talking about a person, not a meson particle-and not a med,
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Lan-Lu," he added at the Ixids still-extended Claws.

Tior, escaping from the control room, let her breath out in relief as the voices
of the researchers were cut off behind the door. Poole, who had been watching
the team, was waiting for her at the free-boost chute. "Ayara's eyes," she said as
she caught up with him. "The atmosphere in there was rough enough to rock a
Tore ship."

"Il put a rock in your water bags if you don't stop burping like a Biluane,"
Poole returned.

"It's not my fault,” Tior complained. "I lose water any time Lan-Lu gets her ire
up. And with Argon and Kiwi in the same room, there's no way to avoid it." As
they reached the meeting room, Tior filed in behind Poole, who paused. She
followed his gaze to the left. Effi Ragan was just sitting down, and Tior belched
again in disgust. "Hot scientists get dl the breaks," she muttered to Poole. "If I'd
been in Dugan's spot, I'd have sentenced Effi to persondity erase and given
Argon a memory wipe. But," she mimicked, "their work is too vauable to the
project right now." She dlipped into a chair and nodded toward Kiondili, who was
ditting next to Stilman's empty seat. Stilman and the other researchers would be
following soon, and she glanced over her shoulder to see if they were at the hdl
yet. "Even | have trouble speaking to Argon now, and how Kiwi works with him
is beyond me Dugan must have lad down the lav for her to leave him
untouched." She frowned. "I wish we could do something for Kiwi. She looks
terrible”

Poole brushed his am fur down. "Enough has been done to her. We should
leave her done."

"You're hardly one to tak, Poole" Tior retorted angrily. "Your jokes haven't
helped a bit. Setting her Soft so far down that it practically melted into a puddie
a the last meeting? And digitizing that rainbow to appear over her head every
time she spoke? In your own way," she snapped, "you are just as insensitive as
Argon."

Poole stopped short so that Tior paused and looked back. His fur rippled
strangely. "I am not now," he said quietly, intensely, "never have been, and
never will be like Argon. As a student here, | may be conceited; as Poole, | may
be smug; and as a Dhirrnu, | may have a sense of humor that is not aways
appreciated, but | have never abused anyone the way Argon did Kiondili Wae."

Tior was startled. Poole being serious? She recovered her
composure with little grace, adding petulantly, "Waon was not easy on her,
ether."

Poole looked at her, his yellow eyes gleaming. "How could he have been easier
on her than he was? Perhaps you should use some of your brains for something
other than blowing bubbles, Tior." His lips quirked a her expression. "If it had
not been for the Ruvian, Kiwi would have been spaced without a suit more
quickly than Dugan could have caled for the chute guards. And don't think
Stilman could have helped to keep her on. Dugan knows that Stilman worked
without an assistant for months. He would just tell him to do so again. Use your
head, Tior. Effi made an accusation that could not be proved except by Test. And
Weaon is the only esper strong enough to test an E-7. Each line in that flashbook
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pointed to Kiondili having entered the materia, even to the way she color codes
her notes. Argon got her pegged, and then Effi pushed the button. And it would
have worked, too, if it had not been for Waon. If Argon had been esper himsaf,
he would have understood what it meant to have a high-level esper like Waon do
the testing. As it was, Argon had no concept that an esper test by someone of
Waon's level could destroy Kiwi's mind-or her own esper. Had he known, | am
sure he would smply have figured out some other way to help her crucify
hersdlf."

Tior opened her mouth to retort, but the meeting was caled to order, and she
had to subside.

"Attention," the Corson director said from the front. He expanded the holotank
above them, and the room quieted as sound and sight depressors were turned
on. "It's no secret that the Federation is pressing us for results," he said without
preamble. "What we are considering today is an advancement of the Lightwing
schedule to try to meet those deadlines. So far, there seem to be no
overwhelming obstacles to pulling the timetable in a cycle. Training on the
smulators is progressing faster than expected." He nodded a Rae "The
preliminary ship design is dmost completed. Before
we discuss this, however, several of us will present views on the progress of
individual and team projects. Dr. Stilman?"

Stilman, who had sat down only a minute before, got up, his chair's fields
collapsing behind him as he made his way forward. He always preferred to stand
when he talked. He hated having his imeage projected while he sat in his Soft.

He cleared his throat. "As you know," he began, "the Lightwings appeared to
lose energy when they reached hyperlight spacetime.” Touching his temple jacks
absently, he sent a string of images into the holotank. "l stress the word
appeared. If energy is being lost, we cannot find out where it is happening. You
can see the path of the ship here. Even our tracking stations tell us that the ship
does not lose energy during transmission. This means that the beam existsthe
ship is being transferred to hyperlight spacetime. So it must be corrupted-not,"
he added strongly, "dispersed." There was a murmur, and Stilman nodded.
"Once the beam is corrupted, the ship can recover only part of its mass. Without
the right mass gain, the energy held back to dow the ship will be too great. That
energy would be released at a single point at sublight speeds.” The room seemed
to rustle a his words. He nodded. "Yes, an explosion with the force of a amal
nova would go off right under the nose of the Light-wing."

He switched off the holotank. "Now, if Coos will show us the new ship design
for the Lightwing, | will be able to show more clearly how | think we can focus
and control the boost to hyperlight." He strode back to his seat.

Behind Kiondili, the Greggors subsonics surged carelessy while the next
spesker took over, and she lost track of the discussion. Why in dl the digger's
hells on the Rim did the Greggors aways have to St next to her? They knew their
dien sonics irritated H'Mu, and right now Kiondili was not just irritated but
annoyed enough to wrench the controls on her persona adapt so that the fied
filters were on maximum. And till, the hair on the back of her neck stood up while
the subsonics that shot through her filters sent fingers walking
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up and down her spine. She straggled to hold her temper. If the meeting had not
been so important, she would have walked out.

By the time the tak was over and she could escape the range of the Greggors
fidds, Kiondili was mentdly inflamed. Her strengthening blocks kept much of her
emotions from leaking out, but her frustration and festering fury were obvious.
She had to be careful, she told hersalf. There were others as sensitive as she.
Were she to lose contral, the other sensitives would be disturbed. And Dugan,
the outpost director, had mede it clear what he expected from her. It was an
esper's responsibility to control hersalf.

Esper responsibility, she spit in her mind, dropping into a boost chute. What
responsibility had anyone shown when she had been Tested? Had anyone
requested that Effi be Tested for the truth behind her accusation? Kiondili
dammed through the free-boost chute and amost shot out a the opening near
her room, stalking down the hdl and shouldering her way through the
gtill-shimmering door, gloating in the sparks that leapt from her ams in the
still-tingling fidd as the door tried to go from its evaporated state to its solid
form and encountered her body ill within it. Dropping across her bunk, she
stared at the random holomura on the wdl. It swept from planet to planet until it
showed a blue depth that only Terran seas could contain. Kiondili reached out
mentaly and flexed the murd's fields, holding the graph to Earth scenes. She
stared at it. Then she exploded in rage, grabbing her dolphin figurine and
damming it across the room.

"Damn you!" she screamed. Her voice choked, and she pounded on her bunk.
She could not escape her thoughts. Truth-yes, she could see the truth of herself
now. More clearly than aH'Mu should ever see. With Waon's Test, she saw the
shdll of hersalf without value, without strength, without a core. There was only
emptiness there. And she hated that emptinessthat weakness-even more than
she hated Argon and Effi. Was she hitter? Was she dark? Before her, the
holomural shifted as a school of fish dove deeply, dragging
the images into a blue-green depth. Where the carved dolphin lay against the
murd, the colors shifted into shadow to merge with the rich brown of the statue.
Dark-yes, like a shadow across her mind. And driven? Even more so. Driven by
anger and hate for the traders who had killed her parents. Driven by the fear that
she would one day redize that without her anger, she was even more alone than
when she had had her rage to sustain her. Kiondili stared a the dolphin. It lay
slent and unmoving, but its lines were clean, smooth, gleaming in the light.
Kiondili, seeing its grace, made a low, guttural anima sound before burying her
head in her arms.

Team A was scheduled for the firs manned launch ten days later. Kiondili,
finding out, could not even congratulate her counterpart on the team. In a foul
mood, she took to the free-boost chutes. It was off-shift, so the tubes were
nearly empty, and Kiondili dammed into the redirection pads carelesdy,
manipulating the boost fields to augment her speed. She worked her way around
the entire outpost before dowing and making her way to the upper triads. One of
the floa libraries was empty. Kiondili set the door to occupied as she entered,
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then set the spheroid grav control to encompass the whole room. With the
gravity a zero, she drifted, exhausted physicaly, drained mentaly. For the first
time in days she fdt tired and empty of hate.

She barely saw the stars that floated around her head as she bumped into the
window. Insulated as the glass was, afrigid draft ill swept away from the pane.
Above her, the gaaxy's rim was only a radiant swirl made up of pricks of light.
Close by, the tiny shapes of solar surfers and space walkers darted among those
steady stars.

“Mu." The soft voice dlid into her consciousness.

Kiondili stiffened. It was Lan-Lu's voice. She twisted her body around dowly
and waily to face the Ixia She said nothing, but the return of her resentment at
the intrusion was hard to miss, and Lan-Lu did not mistake it ford welcome.

The Ixiaforced her elbow clawsin until only their tips
peeked out from her fur. "We have to spesk, Mu," Lan-Lu stated.

"l don't see that there is anything to say that has not been said in smulation.”

"I did not come to harass you."

"Redlly? Then why follow meto afloat library in the middle of night cycle?'

LanrLu tensed while her wrigt claws flexed involuntarily in and out of ther
sheaths. "Because we must speak, Mu."

Clearly the Ixia would not leave until she had said what she had come to say.
Kiondili ground her teeth and motioned abruptly for Lan-Lu to begin.

The predator's teeth gleamed, and her tongue flicked their tips as if testing for
blood. "I have been working with dl three launch teams, Mu." She gestured at
Kiondili with one of her fingers, the knuckle daw jabbing out, as wel. "Backup
has been more noticeable than the others for the last two quarter cycles.”

Kiondili's eyes were hooded. "It's nothing I've been doing."

Lan-Lu's ditted yellow eyes regarded Kiondili until she shivered; then the
predator said, "You are pulling your team together better than the other sensors
who are leading the prime teams."

Kiondili stared at her, suddenly furious. What right did Lan-Lu have to search
her out here? What right did she have to tdl Kiondili that, once again, she was
being noticed? Was she going to tdl Kiondili to back off now, make the prime
teams look good? Whose setup was Kiondili waking into now-Em's? Or
Argon's? Or that of someone new? Ayaras eyes, but she just did not give a flash
anymore. The next Mu that tried to force a Test on her would be cinders as soon
as she could focus her fidlds. Subconsciously, Kiondili reached out across the
fidds and flexed the float library's sensors. She glared a me Ixia

The dien's neck ridges became taut, but her voice was cdm. "Your strengths
as a sensor on the team have not sub-
sided, Kiondili Wae," she observed.” They have grown since the Test."

“Make your point, Lan-Lu."

Lan-Lu said softly, "Y our hostility arouses me, Mu."

Kiondili's eyes narrowed. She pulled on the fidds generated by the float
library so that they pulsed, then condensed, stronger now and easily within
reach of her sensor ills- like a weapon.
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The Ixia struggled to keep her elbow claws from flexing as she sensed the
Mu's chalenge. Her ydlow, ditted eyes locked on Kiondili's own gray glare. She
breathed sharply, forcing her wrist claws to retract as her ebow claws had. "You
are dangerous to me, Mu."

Kiondili fought to gtifle her hostility. She shot a mentd probe a the dien.
"Thisisathreat?' she demanded coldly.

The Ixia clenched her fists until the skin whitened and the tips of her wrist
claws did out of their sheaths. "This isawarning, Mu."

Kiondili snorted.

"This is not comfortable for either of us, Kiondili Wae. There are many
species | must hold mysdf back from hunting. And lately you have made me
aware of them dl."

Kiondili opened her mouth, then closed it dowly. Warily, she withdrew her
ddiberately careless probes behind her blocks.

The Ixia shuddered in rdief. "Your strength is growing, Mu, and your anger
helps you focus on the project better than the others at this time."

Kiondili stared a her, repressing her ingtinctive retort. "Then why does Effi
discard my work as meaningless?' she demanded findly. "I passed her
flash-damned Test, and the backup team does better on the launch than the other
teams put together-the teams Effi hersdf trained. But she wont even
acknowledge that hdf the progress weve made so far is due to my team's effort.”

"SheisH'Mu. Your success only gives her greater reason
to hate you. Envy is a powerful motivator, Wae, and Effi is not jealous but
frightened."

"Of me?"

"Of her age."

Kiondili tightened her jaw.

"She cannot force the other teams to make the progress your team has made.
She does not have the strength to work as the sensor for one of the prime teams.
She sees that you have everything she does not. So she pushes the prime teams
to catch up, to reach beyond you, to beat you-as if this were a game or race. And
so you and your backup team go to Rae, Coos, even Waon and me for your
training."

"And you came here to complain,” Kiondili scoffed.

“From experience and from Effi's training, the other teams have more
knowledge of the physics, of the drive theory, of ship control. That experience,
applied, is what | need to complete my own research." Lan-Lu adjusted her
persona adapt to turn her personal grav sphere off. As the zero-grav fidd in the
float library picked her up, she floated toward the nearly invisible pane that held
back the stars. "It wastes my time to duplicate Effi's work with the prime teams."

"Then why don't you go back to working with the other teams to finish your
research?'

LanrLu looked a her. "I am a hunter, Mu. And the espers on the other teams
have less effective blocks than you. My research is crippled by their crudely
blatant emotions, and my instincts disturb my thoughts."

Kiondili said nothing. Lan-Lu mistook her silence for alack of comprehension.
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"The urge to hunt is heightened when the prey projects certain emotions,” the
Ixia explained tightly. "Frustration, which makes them careless; anger or hostility,
which challenges; and helplessness, which makes them such easy prey that my
claws come out each time Effi spurs them to fed they have lost contral or failed.
The tension on the prime teams is eating &t their nerves. And so it eats a mine."

"And I'm not stressed when I'm around Argon?"

"Your hostility behind blocks is less . . . provocative,” LatLu said, "than the
other espers tension lesked through their blocks. Ceddi, the sensor on Team A,
makes my teeth want to sharpen. And Arond, on Team B, sweats so that | desire
nothing more than to chew his spindly arms off and gnaw on his bones. Also,"
she added as an afterthought, "neither has the potential that you do."

Then why was Kiondili on backup and not prime?

LanLu answered asif Kiondili's thought had been spoken out loud. "Because
you lack the emotional maturity to be prime."

Kiondili stared. Emotiona maturity? Since when did that matter? Sd, who was
as emotiondly unstable as they came, was on learn B as controller. Kiondili was
a least as emotionally mature as he.

"Areyou sure?'

Kiondili opened her mouth to retort, stopping only when a movement by the
predator reminded her of what the dien could do. She set her jaw. If LanLu
wanted to play rough, fine. Kiondili had not honed her sensor skills for nothing.
She could manipulate the fields in this float library without haf thinking, tighten
the grav sphere around herself and leave the rest of the room in no-grav. She
would drop to the floor while Lan-Lu sprawled in the ar. And Kiondili could
manipulate those fields dl day. Then see what Lan-Lu thought of her lack of
experience in fied control.

Lan-Lu did not need to be esper to read Kiondili's intention. "I am not here to
fight, Mu. | am here to offer a compromise. It will help my research and ensure the
success of the program. And," she added, "gain you greater prestige a this
outpost.”

Kiondili had to laugh. "Prestige? All | want is to get out from under Dugan's
eyes and out of range of Argon and Effi. As for the success of the flights, as Effi
said, the prime teams are supposed to do that, anyway."

“Backup is the only team to reach recombination phase" Lan-Lu spit. "Your
fields hold together tighter; your blocks
stabilize the tension on your team. And | must be able to train at least one team
to go through recombination properly. Effi will not agree to put you on Pime A
or B, and | cannot work with the espers on the other teams amplifying each
person's stress.” The Ixias muscles rippled tautly under her golden skin as she
shoved off from the window toward the door.

"I will think on it,” Kiondili said finally.

Kiondili was startled a the expression on the Ixids face. When Lan-Lu next
spoke, the softness of her voice betrayed her intensity. "My people need this
drive, Mu." Her ditted lips were tight. "We Ixia would never have stooped to
working with H'Mu-or any other species of prey-had it not been for our need for
the Lightwing drive. We have little I¢ft to trade with the Federation for the lease
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of their ships. Without more development, without the ability to explore what we
have aready discovered, we will be condemned to sub-light status." She
touched her chest. "H'Mu, Ixia Robul- we will dl share the Lightwing drive if it
succeeds. My work must not be wasted. Nor your talent." She regarded Kiondili
with a challenging look in her eyes. "We will work in my lab. Surrounded by food
and comfort, | will be less likdy to snap a you."

Kiondili stared after the dien. She had not suspected the Ixia of offering to
help-or of having a sense of humor.

She told herself as she went to sleep that night that she did not need prestige.
That she did not care what Effi or the other researchers thought of her. Stilman
had never complained about her work; in fact, he had praised it. She had passed
their Test. She had taken the backup team farther than Effi could take the others.
She did not need Lan-Lu's help to prove hersdlf.

But the thought of the Ixids offer nagged. As she turned on the narrow bunk,
twisted back, and readjusted the Soft controls for the third time she admitted
that with Lan-Lu's training, she would be able to take the backup team to launch
status even before the prime teams made that god. She might not get to teke a
Lightwing out, but her team would be ready.

She lay for a moment in the dark, then startled herself by laughing bitterly.
Kiondili would take the backup team beyond the leve the others had reached,
yes. And then Em would use Kiondili's effort for Teams A and B-in effect, stea
it-just as the old woman had accused Kiondili of stealing Em's research. Except
that in this case Kiondili would give Effi the work fregly. The irony of it choked
her. She tightened her grip on hersdf rigidly, but her thoughts wound around
each other like snakes. Effi and Argon. Argon and Waon. Argon-she told hersalf
she could ded with the fury he raised-she could block her emotions and work
with that worm. She had no choice in that; Dugan would have spaced her had
she refused. And Effi she could tolerate. It was not the old woman's fault she
was s0 unbalanced; the others who had waked through that hypergate fifty
years earlier had suffered amilar problems. Yes, she could il work with Effi.

And that left Waon. Kiondili stared at the depthless blue of the holomura on
her wal and shivered. The cold crept into her skin and turned its silver-gray
warmth to ice. Waon. The Ruvian had ripped her blocks down as if they were
nothing. He had torn such truth from her that she could barely tolerate her
reflection in amirror. It was no longer hersdf she saw there; the face that stared
back at her was not her own. The gray eyes in the glass were only a thin shell. A
shell that hid the terror that others could now wak in and demand what Waon
had wrested from her mind. Each guilt and fear and insecurity beat a her
consciousness. She could not hide them anymore. There was no longer a depth
in her mind that she could not see: Waon's touch had reached her core, and she
saw-could not help but see-the ugliness of her person in every insult breathed
and every thought suppressed. And if she looked too closdly, the insecurities
that coated each guilt ruptured and burst up into her mind like geysers, blinding
her with their rush.

Y es, there was fear behind her blocks now. A fear that
Waon could step in again and tear her apart. She would not be able to stop him.
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One word, she knew, and he could force her to look a herself again. Hide, she
could not. Her own mind was her enemy. Her dreams relived each truth he had
pried avay. And now she knew and saw hersdf and hated hersaf for what she
had hidden throughout her life

She sat up suddenly, her back to the wdl of her bunk and her fists clenched
against her temples. The harshness of her breath clung to her memories. She did
not deep again that night.

CHAPTER 11

"Pass me those last figures again, Wae," Stilman said as he adjusted a critica
fidd point in the lab.

She adjusted her temple jacks and murmured the string of numbers as directed.
Beside her, the image in the holotank fleshed itself out, and Stilman nodded with
satisfaction.

He picked up his own headset. "All right, give me the next set.”

She listed the next string and then hesitated, Lan-Lu's offer on her mind. "How
much do you need mein the lab in the next cycle?'

"Give me the horizontals next. Why do you ask?' he returned absently.

"Lan-Lu thinks | need more help on fidd control in simulation.”

Stilman looked up. "We're on atight schedule, Wee. | need you here in the lab,
not off in some Ixias lab. Next set," he prompted.

She bit back her retort and repeated the numbers. She paused. "The launch is
important, too," she said, adding
bitterly, "Effi doesn't show me anything. If Lan-Lu is offering to give me the
training I'm not getting elsewhere, | want to take her up on it."

Stilman stopped fiddling with the beamer and stood up. "Wae, look around
you. Right here you are working on one of the most important components of the
entire Lightwing project. You are learning at a phenomend rate, must faster in
fact than | expected for your native intelligence levd. | redize that being on
backup is exciting to you, but Pime A and B have a much greater chance of
succeeding than you seem to be giving them. And as your adviser, | have to tdl
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you that | think you'll get more out of staying with your scheduled studies than
going off on a tangent with Lan-Lu."

"Prime A and B haven't even reached recombination yet," she said in a low
voice. "l have. My team has. If we don't continue collecting information like we
have been, what kind of chance does that give the primes in read space?’

"Simulation isn't everything, Wae."

"But it's dl we have to judge by," she retorted. "Lan-Lu can't work with the
other teams as well because their blocks lesk more than mine. She's offering the
help. She just wants to make sure the Lightwings work."

Heraised his eyebrows.

Kiondili met his gaze stubbornly.

He bent back over the beamer. "I believe your confidence is misplaced, Wae. If
we get this prototype to transfer mass consistently, Lightwing IV will be on the
beam and hyperlight before your backup team gets a chance to think of stepping
out in one of those little tin cans.”

Kiondili controlled the burst of emotion that swept through her until she fdt
cadm enough to speak. "Do you have any objection to my working with Lan-Lu
after lab hours?”

Stilmen looked up again. "I need you here full-time, Wae. And as we come
down to the deadline, you're going to find yoursdlf living in the lab. There will be
hardly time for you to eat and deep, let done work extra hours with Lan-Lu."

Kiondili stood her ground. "The design computations
could be set up as easily by another assistant as by me | want the beamer to
work as much as you do, Dr. Stilman. All I'm asking is that you schedule the lab
hours so that | can have some time for my own studies. After dl," she said
sarcagtically, "that's part of your responsibility, too." As soon as the words were
out, she regretted them.

"Are you telling me how to do my job?" the scientist asked coldly.

She licked her lips.” | 'mtelling you that | want to take the opportunity Lan-Lu
is offering me."

He glared at her. "Perhaps you want to be her assistant, hot mine."

Kiondili forced hersdlf to laugh, but it came out a short, sharp sound. "We
both know that | would rather be dispersed by you than be an assistant to an
dien who would rather have mefor supper than teach me"

Stilmen jerked his hand through his hair angrily. "And I'm not teaching your
impatient Mu mind enough.”

Kiondili pulled her blocks tight. "I have learned more from you than | ever
thought possible," she said at lat. "I- | just want..."

"You want the glory that goes with the launch," he finished for her.

"What if Lan-Lu loans you the Lemer she works with so that | spend time with
her? It could set up the design calculations easily while | get in afew hours in her
lab. The computer could run them until | got back from Lan-Lu's. Then | could
test the results with the new prototype.”

He snorted. "Lan-Lu never gives up her Lemer. It took her two decades to get
one on order and another decade for it to get here. She doesn't let it go, and she
doesn't loan it out. She doesn't even let it leave the lab."
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"Well, what if she did?' Kiondili persisted. "You would have the designs that
much fester, and | would have time to work on my sensor skills, as well.”

“Lemers can't image into a holotank," Stilman said flatly, but Kiondili could tel
he was intrigued. A Lemer would
guarantee that Stilman's designs would be done on schedule; Lemers had an
incredible capacity for multitasking. They had little ability for physical tasks,
though. The diens weighed tons. They could not move quickly, and they had no
adaptable limbs. But they could think better than most species in the galaxy-and
they got aong wel with the Ixia to whom eating a Lemer would be like biting into
ahunk of rock

"It doesn't need a holotank. It can use the flashscreens to set up the base
designs for me to build the beamer," Kiondili said persuasively. "Then | could
work on the designs in the holotanks to put each version of the prototype
together."

"Hmmph," Stilman snorted.

But he had not actually said no. Kiondili nodded, satisfied (hat he would think
about it, and read off the next set of measurements as if the matter were settled.

The next night cycle found Kiondili and Stilman in Lan-Lus lab, the
white-haired scientist standing with his ams crossed and the Ixia pacing irritably
before a bank of computer terminds.

"The Lemer is not part of the dedl, Stilman," Lan-Lu snapped. "I need it for my
work. You do not."

"You want Wae to take extra training, and | need her in the lab. If she cannot
find someone to do her work while she is wasting time with you, the ded is off
and she stays with me."

"No," the dien said sharply, flexing her wrist claws so that they dug into the
soft plastic of the lab table. "She must learn the recombination phase. She is the
only one who is ready for it, and the launch depends on it."

"Well, | depend on her," the human retorted. "She's the only one who fully
understands my designs now. | have four more prototypes to complete, and
without them there won't be a beamer to drive the next launch hyper-light. Of
course-" Stilman paused. "-the Lemer could set up the basic designs in a fifth the
time it takes Wae to do them . . ."

Lan-Lu glared a him. "The Lemer is needed here.”

"Ah, wel. | tried." Stilman gestured abruptly for Kiondili to follow him out. "I'l
need the breakdown of the mass transference ratios by tomorrow-"

"Just a minute, H'Mu," the Ixia hissed. She was angry, and the claws on her
toes dug into the floor as she rocked from one foot to the other. "You can use
the Lemer for one hour each day cycle," she sad findly.

Stilman shook his head. "Wae is spending three hours each night cycle with
you. The Lemer will spend exactly the same time on my prototypes.”

"The Lemer can finish the design sets in hdf that time. One and a haf hours.
Including transport time."

"Two hours. Excluding transport time."

LantLu hissed. "One and a hdf hours," she spit, "excluding transport time, to
be done on a cumuléative basis every three days."
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"Agreed. Il expect the firs work to be done two day cycles from today."
Stilman winked a Kiondili as he left. "Get to work, Wae."

As Stilman left, Lan-Lu muttered something unintdlligible. Kiondili, left by the
holotank, pulled her temple jacks out of her jumper pocket and held them
awkwardly, waiting for Lan-Lu to tdl her what to do. The Ixia looked a her
through ditted eyes, then turned abruptly and switched the lab's loca E-damp on
high. The resulting depression of the atmosphere fdt to Kiondili as if she were
seeing and hearing the dien through awal of cotton.

"Sit," the Ixia ordered as she motioned for Kiondili to put her temple jacks
away. She handed the Mu a larger pair instead. “Put these on and tune them to
your comfort."

Kiondili nodded and adjusted the jacks, but the background fog remained. She
frowned. "My jacks would cut through this."

"That isn't static," the Ixia said coldly. "l adjusted those for the purpose of
training sensors. Most sensors are esper, and HMu can hide too wel behind
their E-ratings. The
E-damp will let me see how wel you understand how to apply the principles of
recombination. Once | am sure that you are not working on instinct, we will
gradually shut off the E-damp and dlow you to work unhindered under a pre-lens
amplifier."

“I don't need an amplifier. | haven't used one for a quarter cycle.”

"l am aware of that. But that is why we will do it this way. You are pushing
your biofields too hard. You burned out the prelens amp in smulation, but that
amp is wesker than the one on ared Lightwing. | want you to know what a
properly set amplifier can do for you. Laer, you can choose to have one
implanted in your brain to give you greater control over the Lightwing fields."

"Implantation was not part of the team option package," Kiondili said warily.
To have something as powerful as an amplifier available to ,her dl the time . . .
She was not sure she could be trusted with such power: There was ill Argon.

Lan-Lu understood. "That is why it would be tuned only to the lens built into
the ship's engines." The Ixia adjusted the settings in the simulator. "This first
problem will be trivial so you can get used to being E-blind. You will be in a full
damp in a minute."

Kiondili's blocks tightened. Esper-blind? As the damp increased, she fdt
suddenly lost, her blocks vague and only semisolid. Then she saw the look on
Lan-Lu's face. She closed her mind to her fear. Lan-Lu could smdl fear, she
reminded hersdlf harshly. She flicked the switch on the temple jacks. A silence
invaded her mind. Motion seemed to disappear. Sound? No, the world was mute.
She opened her mouth to cry out, but the movement itsdf was shortened and
dulled by the absence of esper depth. She took a breath and could no longer
taste the other creatures that had breathed that ar in before.

"Lan-Lu?' she asked with a shake in her voice. It was curioudly dull and fiat.

"Y ou have never been in a hundred percent damp before,
have you, Mu?' Lan-Lu smiled, her eyeteeth gleaming, and Kiondili had a
sudden redization that with her esper cut off, she would not be able to sense
when the Ixia was hungry. Was this how Stilman lived? How Argon and Coos
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sensed their worlds? Ayaras eyes, but this-this was-

"Get used to it," the dien said madicioudy. "We have only a hdf cycle Ieft to
work before your backup team will be cdled to launch.”

At the end of two hours Lan-Lu was pacing the Iab. "No, no-you cannot focus
the beam after it comes out of the prelensamp,” she repeated for the third time
"You just have to do it again when the lens kicks on."

"I know that," Kiondili said tersely.

"Then concentrate,” the Ixia snapped back.

But drenched in swesat, the Mu was so tired that she could no longer keep
from tightening her muscles each time she reached out through the smulator to
the beam. With the E-damp 4ill clogging her senses, she tried again to grasp the
unfocused beam, foiled, and dispersed the beam before it reached the lens.

Lan-Lu's dbow claws snapped out against the cabinet. "It is enough," she
said abruptly. She shivered as wisps of the scent of Kiondili's sweet perspiration
flowed into her nostrils. "Tomorrow," the dien managed. "Same time."

Kiondili, staring miserably at the efficiency graphs, did not trust herself to
speak. She shut the smulator down, took Lan-Lu's temple jacks off in rdief, and
gasped as the E-damp dissipated and her esper sense flooded back in. The Ixia
dill stood where she was, trembling, her wrist and finger claws extending and
retracting uncontrollably. Kiondili dropped the temple jacks in the Soft and fled
the lab.

Outside, she sagged against the wdl of the hadlway. Wiping the moisture off
the side of her face, she stared a her shaking hand. When she reached her
quarters, it was on wesk legs, her blocks tight around her blank thoughts. She
did not look a her messages, only curled up on the bunk, twitched twice, and fdl
asleep.

It was dark when she woke. Around her, the room was silent except for her
breathing and the familiar subtle hum of the outpost fields. It fdt so right to
sense the fields again. . . The thought of the E-damp quickened her breath, and
she turned the lights on abruptly. She had used, had been in, partid damps, but
this had been her first experience with a full damp. Never had she fdt so
suffocated, so dulled. And not since Waon's probe had she fet so alone with
herself. Those two hours with the Ixiaa She had sensed nothing of Lan-Lu or of
anyone ese a the outpost. The emotional blanket of hundreds of minds that had
always been with her had disappeared with the damp. All she had fdt was
herself- her own rage and hate, her own desire to hurt Effi and Argon as they had
hurt and humiliated her. Kiondili dragged hersdf up and stared into the mirror
across the room, her silver-gray face a caricature in three dimensions. Even her
expression was hard, like revenge cast in stedl. Her straight, black hair mede the
tightness of her mouth seem more drawn, and her cheeks were only harsh
shadows that showed the tension of her pain. Her eyes-only her eyes were dive
in that gray, shadowed face.

A mask. That was what she saw when she looked in the mirror. There was no
dimension to the surface of that face. Was this what she had become? A shell of
revenge? Had Waon wrenched every other emotion from her mind, stripped her
memories of even the good things in her life? She reached her fingers toward the
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mirror, stopping halfway as they began to shake.

This launch-what was it worth? Could she face hersdf again in Lan-Lu's
E-damp? And what would she gain if she did? A chance to go light? Not unless
both Team A and Team B faled. And she would not, could not wish that on
them. So why was this training so important to her? Was it because of the Truth
Testing, the probes that had reached beyond her blocks so easily? Was it that
memory which drove her now? She stared a her eyes, searching for a sign that it
was more than that, that it was hope for a dream, not fear of the past
that had pulled her to the predator's lab. She found no answer in the taut
expression on her silver-gray skin. But she knew that the answer did not matter:
She would go back to Lan-Lu, anyway.

The next nine days were a blur-classes and lab work and sessions with
Lan-Lu. Kiondili spoke to amost no one. Only Tior met her for meds. Tior, as
controller of the backup team, had been working as late in the smulator lab as
Kiondili had with Lan-Lu. They went together to wetch the first launch of a
manned Lightwing.

As she sat in the observation lounge, Kiondili's stomach twisted up as she
watched Team A's main controller down in the launch room. The central holotank
was replaying the images of the team's shuttle as it sped out to the Lightwing. As
the three-man team transferred to the ship, Kiondili gritted her teeth. This was the
god that had sustained her throughout the ingtitute and its threat of the job
pool; this was the god that had given her back her sanity after Waon's test.
This-the first manned Lightwing-was her dream. The holotank switched over to
red time. The Lightwing was go for launch. "Thirty seconds,” she whispered to
hersdlf.

Tior's attention was riveted to the holotank, but hearing Kiondili's voice, she
stirred. Unwilling to miss her counterpart's actions, she did not look up as she
asked, "This is the firg launch that uses your new beamer?"

"We put in the new oscillation damps just last night."

Tior nodded absently. "Fifteen seconds."

In the holotank a tiny white-blue flame signaled the launch, and a blue-purple
flare marked the first-stage boost. Beow the two H'Mu the control room was
orderly, the holotanks merging and splitting as one tracking station and then
another picked up the ship. Status reports bounced from flash-screen to
flashscreen and fleshed out the holotank images as they watched.

"Ydlow light across Field Four at the sensor lens," one of the controllers said,
breaking into the steady stream of reports.

"They are not ready for this," Coos cluttered suddenly.

Rae barely glanced a him. "The decision was made, Coos. The launch isa go."
She turned to the controller and motioned a him to split his holotank. As he did
S0, the stats began to flow into the tank, creating a brilliant display of lines and
curves. "Acceleration constant,” he reported. "We have point five light."

But next to him, the main controller's voice cut suddenly and sharply across
the noise. "Energy flux is shifting out of phase." He glanced a his flashscreen
and merged his holotank with that of the controller next to him. The curves
blurred. As the phase shift grew, each line split into two, one marking the original
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path and one marking the error.

"Red light on the flux," he warned. "Red light."

"Flux out of control on primaries.”

"Tdl the pilot to cut the secondaries back in" Rae ordered. Behind her,
Lan-Lu paced first one side of the lab, then the other.

Coos squatted in the middle of the room, limbs and face withdrawn into
his body so that his head jacks seemed to sprout from featureless fur. Only
his muttering was audible. "If the fourth flux is controlled by- ow!" the Robul
chittered frantically, surging up from the floor as Lan-Lu trod on him. "My
leg slots. It isn't enough to have to watch this farce of a launch with a tesm
that is only half-trained-"

The Ixiawhirled, but Stilman was aready there, easing the predator away from
the scuttling furbdl. "Back off, Lan-Lu," he snapped. "Supervise the
secondaries."

LanLu snarled a him, one of her elbow claws raking across his am and
snagging his tunic.

Stilman ignored it. "The secondaries, Lan-Lu."

The main controller ignored them both. “Primaries under stress ..."

The Ixia stalked over to one of the other controllers seats and stared with
narrowed eyes a the man's flash-screen.

"Secondaries starting backup procedures now," the H'Mu reported nervously.

"Get that predator something to drink,” Coos ordered one of the standby
assistants testily. "She's enough to disrupt the launch by herself.”

"Zingar's ballg" Silman snapped, "Will you watch the launch and leave
Lan-Lu adone!"

"Secondaries taking up stress.” The controller cut across their voices again.
"Repeat, secondaries taking up stress. The beamer is starting the transfer of the
blast beam to the lens."

Ree tapped her fingers irritably on her headset, listening to the rush of
numbers and watching the holotanks a the same time.

"Hold that transfer. We've got ared light on the secondaries now," one of the
other controllers cut back in remorselesdy. "We're losing the secondaries.”

"Red light?" Effi snapped. "Check the mass transference system for a lesk."

"It's not transference. Look at the decomposition beamer."”

"Secondaries beginning to fracture the blast beam ..."

"The lens is not activated. Repest, the sensor lens does nat sense enough
power to activate."

"Control, this is the Lightwing. What the hdll is going on?"

"Control to Lightwing. Drives are fracturing. Repeet, the primary and
secondary fields are faling apart.”

"Secondary stress a ten to the fourth," a controller repeated.

"Primary drives holding at redline," a second assistant added.

"Contral, thisis Lightwing. Do we have ago or not?"

"We have ago," Effi snarled into the com. "Boost it out."

"Secondary stress at ten to the twelfth. Primaries efficiency dropping below
eighty percent."
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"Control, were losing mass as we gain it. Repeat, mass transference fieds are
going down. My sensor lens isn't drawing enough power to pull a shuttle
through, let alone this ship. We can't boost-"

The controller's voice cut over the com. "Weve lost the secondaries.
Secondaries going down."

"Control, this is Lightwing. We have no drive fields. Repeat-no hyperlight
drives."

"Hux shifting. Stabilizers off center,”" the controller announced.

"Control, requesting permission to abort."

"This is Control," Effi snarled. "Dammit, focus that beam, Ceddi." The woman
stabbed her wrinkled fingers at the holotank. "What's blast status?"

"Blast on ydlow aert. Loss of control imminent.”

"Requesting permission to abort" the Lightwing captain repeated.
"Acknowledge, Control."

"Acceleration jumping. Loss of control eighty percent."

"Course veering..."

"Control, acknowledge," came the disembodied voice from the Lightwing.

"Hold amoment-" Effi started to say.

"Contral," the disembodied voice came urgently over the com. "We've got less
than two minutes to abort safely. Stop hanging on, Effi; were taking lives here.
There are other Lightwings."

"Main blasters going to red light," the controller said.

"Acceleration system on red dert. Loss of control ninety-two percent.”

"Control, acknowledge abort status. Acknowledge abort-"

"Navigation systems core-dumped.”

"Oh, damn it al to hell," Effi snarled. "Abort the launch." She sank
down trembling against the console.” So close. . ." she whispered, staring at the
screen. Three amdl blips burst away from the Lightwing twelve seconds later, a
puff of burning matter marked the end of Lightwing IV, and the control room was
silent. Only the continually reported status of the fleeing crew was visible on the
screen as the controllers murmured their numbers and tallied their stats.

CHAPTER 12
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"So, what went wrong?' Dugan demanded flatly, surveying the assembled
group before him. "Rescan shows that the problem was not crew fault." His
orange-yellow eyes looked angry, but Kiondili knew there was no emotion there.
Dugan's eyes tracked motion, not color or changes in light, so there was no
reason for her to fed so uncomfortable when his empty gaze did over her and
went on. "Let's have individual status first."

Dugan listened impassively through the long list of researchers until one of
the ship designers, the Moa, spoke.

"Elim Qu-lbis sings status Status design

preliminary.

Preliminary design incomplete, incomplete gives birth
birthing weakness, birthing weakness, loss of mass
complete.”

The Mod subsided amost before she finished, cowering back into her seat.
Her discomfort a spesking in front of so many people added an amost
discordant tone to the doubling and tripling tones. Kiondili, entranced by the
effect, redized suddenly that the Moal's tension was a reflection of its mood, not
of its message. She shook herself to meke sense of the song's array before she
lost the gist of those notes. But Dugan motioned for the dien to continue.
"Explain further, Elim," he ordered.

"Elim Qu-lbis sings weakness
weaknesstearsfields
fields flux handless
handless gives birth
Beamer pullsonfields  birth weakness
fieldsyield to yearning space
Elim Qu-Ibis sings yearning space
weakness
Elim Qu-lbis sings massfieldslost in place
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corruption
Elim Qu-Ibis sings energy dispersed
yearning space
mass | ost to yearning space.”

The medley of tones reverberated. Kiondili tried to make sense of it, but she
had aready lost the thread of tone. "Did you catch what she said?' she muttered
to Coos.

The Robul chittered irritably. "Of course. She is much easier to understand
than you. Qu-lbis said that when building the prdiminary design, time
constraints did not dlow them to fully develop the stress connectors for the
primary fields. When the acceleration reached a certain stage, the mass-to-energy
conversion was uncontrolled. This caused a fluctuation that tore the primary
transmission fieds apart. When the beamer kicked in too early, mass was
volatilized before being focused through the sensor lens. With the resulting
energy dispersed in space, the crew was forced to abort before the fud topes
exploded.”

Kiondili stared. "I didn't catch even a quarter of that."

Coos snaked his head out and glanced at her. "Listen to the fourth and fifth
harmonies and ignore the double stops under the message. Him Qu-lbis aways
gets verbose when she's asked to speak.”

Kiondili raised her eyebrows.

"So whét is the problem, design or miscalculation?' Dugan was asking.

"If the beamer had not kicked in too early, we could have saved the
Lightwing," Effi sniped with a sideways look toward Kiondili.

"If the beamer had not kicked in at dl, we would have lost the crew,” one of
the other ship designers cut in. His voice was as fla as the Mod's was musica
but carried just as wel. "Besides, the beamer was recalibrated just last night.”

"Yes," Effi agreed, pointing vicioudy a Kiondili, "by her."

Kiondili opened her mouth but shut it without speaking.

Stilman stood abruptly, silencing the crowd with a sharp tapping on his
flashbook.” Kiondili reset the beamer last night as | directed,” he said testily,
straightening his violently colored tunic. "Yes, we put in the new damps, and |
supervised the testing mysdf. | also certified the beamer one hundred percent.
Unless you have some doubts as to my competence, too, Effi, we can continue
without the harassment."

"Effi will keep her mouth shut unless it spews forth something constructive,”
Dugan cut in equaly coldly. "If the beamer is not the problem, that leaves the
fidds and the design itsalf. Rag, | would like you to work with the design team on
this. Him, Kiet," he said, nodding to the two designers, "how soon can you
modify the three Lightwings we have left to work around the variance for now?"

"Elim Qu-Ibis sings stress stress to strength
strength for handless flux

Elim Qu-lbissingsspace  flux acycle

Elim Qu-lbissingslight  fluxacycle" |
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The other designer nodded ponderously. "l guess that is about right. Hdf a
cycle, give or take afew days. We will have to cannibalize Lightwing VIl to refit
V and VI-we only have a few flux adapters in stock. Also, Il want to run a few
tests. | caught some other readings that may have predicted more trouble if we
had gone farther to light."

Dugan tapped his fingers on the console, and a modified schedule appeared
on the room screen. "Then this is the current schedule we will work within.
Design by Cycle 152; next launch scheduled for Cycle 154 after test. Any
guestions? Yes?'

A four-legged dien chittered to his mate, then addressed the room through his
trandator. "If this launch is aso unsuccessful, which according to my
calculations is a seventy-six percent probability, what is the date by which we
must achieve FTL to keep our funding?'

Dugan tapped his fingers irritably on the podium. "Racing light is a sure way
to make mistakes."

"But also away to keep our god in sight," Coos murmured, projecting his face
halfway toward the front of the room as Dugan hesitated.

Dugan let his eyes meet those of each lifeform in the room. "The drop-dead
date," he said deliberately, "is the first day of Cycle 16.1."

"But," Tior protested audibly, "that's only three days after our next shot at
light."

Dugan swung his glance toward the Mu. "That is correct. We have a total of
twenty-seven days to make light." He paused. "And if we do not reach our god,
the outpost will be returned to the Federation and assigned for other research.”

Twenty-seven days, Kiondili thought as she threaded her way out of the
meeting room. Twenty-seven days was barely
time to redesign the Lightwings, let done leave leeway for a second or third
launch if Team B's launch failed. And if the third Lightwing was torn apart to
make the other ships work, there would be only two chances to reach light. Two
chances that the backup team would not be part of if Team A recovered in time to
launch again.

And Kiondili had not missed the fact that the designers had glossed over
some of their answers. The compute power aone that was required for such a
redesign would cripple hdf the computers in the outpost. All other research
would be brought to its knees while the Lightwings were revamped. Brooding,
she made her way to the Hub, then changed her mind a the door and went
instead to Lan-Lu's lab. She entered hesitantly when the access lock opened.

The Ixia, having just returned to her lab, looked over her shoulder from the
flashscreen she had turned on, her knuckle claws half-extended. "What is it,
Mu?"'

Kiondili hesitated. "I just wanted to talk, Lan-Lu."

The predator turned back to her flashscreens. "We can tak during our work
session."

Kiondili steeled hersdf. "I saw the boost go down. I'm sorry."

Lan-Lu swung around dowly. "Why? Failure is not a unique experience. This
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emotion you cdl apology seems to have no other function than that of sharing
blame. If you must fed blame, keep it to yourself."

"Ayaras eyes, Lan-Lu," Kiondili burst out, "don't you care about it & al?'

The Ixia let her ditted ydlow eyes bore into Kiondili's. "I have no feding for
HMu on board the Lightwing except that of hunger. | have no feding for
Lightwing 1V because the launch was premature Lan-Lu took a step toward
Kiondili, who took an involuntary step back. "My work is on schedule in spite of
these ridiculoudly hurried launches." The Ixialet her wrigt claws flex. "I am not in
the mood for taking, Mu."

Kiondili cleared her throat. "I saw the trouble the other fidd sensor had
holding on to the ship. | know the beamer
came on early, but her control dipped long before the beamer kicked in."

"So, you have eyes and know how to use them. Why did you not bring that
up at the meseting?'

"Ceeldi deserves no blame. She was not up to the boost, and neither was the
Lightwing. Besides, we found out enough about the design to know we have to
redo part of it, anyway."

Lan-Lu merely looked at her, and she shivered.

"I saw enough to know that-" Kiondili steeled hersdf to continue under
Lan-Lu's bored gaze. The Ixia was not making this easy on her.

"Why should | make it easy for you?' The dien had picked up her thought
eadily. "l caled up your records. You turned down the training that was offered
to you fredy a the academy. You could have had more training than most
sensors ever dream of, but you preferred to walow in sentimental pity. You have
wasted my time by forcing me to teach you elementary skills that any true sensor
would have had by the time they were sixteen years old. The only advantage to
your ignorance is that it alows me to mold your skills to the application in front
of us."

"l need more help than that, Lan-Lu," Kiondili said inalow voice. "Ceeldi had
the sensor training | did not take, and she dill could not control the fields when
it came to the stresses of boost."

"So you see your inadequacies. What do you expect me to do about them?'

Kiondili took a step forward but stopped as the Ixids ebow claws began to
unsheathe. "I need more training than this. | need you to teach me more so that |
can handle the stresses."

"You are aH'Mu and esper enough to provoke me without thinking. If | taught
you what you ask, | would kill you."

"But Lan-Lu, you know the techniques."

"l an hungry, Mu," the Ixia said in that soft, subtle voice. "The techniques
you speak of must be taught through a merging. If an Ixia merged with a H'Mu
..." The words
trailed off, but Kiondili's imagination filled in the picture. To merge with Lan-Lu. .
. The ingtinctive hdf of the Ixia would not know that Kiondili was not prey; the
other haf would not care. In the midst of the merging, Lan-Lu would kill Kiondili
and feed on her body.

"Then who can | learn from?" she demanded.
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"Waon. The Ruvian is the only esper strong enough who aso knows fied
manipulation beyond your level."

A tremor ran through Kiondili's frane. "No," she said flatly. "No, | won't do it
with him."

"That is your choice. The work period is scheduled for tomorrow, Mu. | have
much to do before then."

Kiondili clenched her fists, then spun on her hed and left, not bothering to
hide her anger a Lan-Lu's suggestion. Waon-how could the Ixiaeven say such a
thing? The Ruvian had Tested her, ripped out the cells of her mind and burned
away every defense she had. He had forced her to look a hersalf, to hate hersdlf.
Lan-Lu could not expect her to go crawling to that Ruvian and beg him to merge
with her to teach her. Kiondili spit a the wadls and threw hersdf into the
free-boost chute with a vengeance. To work with Waon now ... . No. She dill had
some pride left. She would rather spend a week learning on her own than ask for
an hour of histime

In the next few days the schedule tightened around the researchers like a
noose. Kiondili, after snarling a& Rae one day, requisitioned supply for a personal
E-damp. She could no longer stand the dullness that accompanied the other, and
if she could get one tuned to her own persona adjust, it would be less obtrusive.
Asif any E-damp could go unnoticed, she thought resentfully. But she was not
the only one irritated. One of the Greggors subsonics provoked another dien so
much that the dien tore a flashtable gpart. Not even the astrogators-both of a
race that thought it distasteful to show emotions outside family tieswere
immune. Dugan, pulled aside by Siln, the xenopsychologist, had to
agree that the tension was beginning to affect everyone's work.

"Yes,” he repested at the next mesting, "dl schedules will be dipped out one
day cycle. Anyone who wants to solar surf can sign up through Central Contral.
They will arrange for shuttles to take you out to the surf arena” He smiled
humorlesdy. "We need a break before Siin has us dl in for therapy.”

Kiondili ignored the excited murmur. She had too much to do to go surfing.
But as she left the meeting, she changed her mind and took a boost chute down
to supply instead. It had been a full year since she had put on a pair of solar
wings. Now that her biofields were stronger, she would have to have her solar
suit refitted.

"Aren't you ready yet?' she viscommed Tior irritably when she returned with
her new gear. "The flux will drop if you don't hurry, and | want to fed it in my hair
while it's ill strong.”

Tior belched, remembering that to Kiondili's ultrasensitive structure, a solar
wind would stimulate the Mu's fallicles everywhere, just as ared planetary wind
would ruffle anormd citizen's hair. "I'm getting there," she returned. "I've got to
get this sendtizer adjusted before | go. | think a Greggor used it last.”

"Greggors are the last to use everything," Kiondili retorted nastily.

"Stilman going?"

"Says he's too old." Kiondili ticked off the various excuses from FTL team
members on her fingers. "Jordan says his arthritis gets worse if he surfs; Waon is
too close to some sort of Change to get into a strong field without specia
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shielding. Ruvians go through a metamorphosis every couple decades-it's
violent," she added as she saw Tior's consternation. "I looked up arecord of it in
the library. Changes their entire fidd structure. They have to hide out in a
completely shielded area to go through it without warping into

something unpredictable. Anyway," she concluded impatiently, "Waon isn't
going, and neither is Reg, although Ree never cared about surfing, anyway.
Lan-Lu is too unstable with dl of us fleeting to and fro to be out unguarded
among us. If you're going to take dl day cycle, Il meet you in the pod or else Il
see you after. | want to get going now, while the flux is up.”

"l 'm going to be at least another half hour.”

But Kiondili had aready cut out. She made it to the first pod before it filled up
and squeezed in beside the shapeless blob of Coos's suit. Ignoring his cluttering,
she sat back and waited for the pod to launch, bracing herself for the inevitable
corkscrewing motion so typical of the smaler ships going out of the crowded
Corson docks.

The holotank in the front of the pod showed the current map of the solar wind,
and Kiondili studied it carefully. "Looks good across the sixty-fourth quadrant,”
she murmured to Coos.

Coos chittered a protest. "That's where the most powerful surging is going
on." He clacked his teeth together. "I'll probably take the forty-first quadrant
mysdlf."

"The forty-first looks smooth,” she agreed, "but | like it as strong as it gets."

“If 1 had your control, I'd fed the same way," Coos retorted. "Just
remember-it's an eighty-credit fine if you can't meke it back to a pickup point on
your own."

But Kiondili's seat had aready dropped into its gection wel. The locks clicked
shut, air was sucked back into the pod, and the temporary blast stasis held her
safely through the few seconds of crushing boost that thrust her out into the
glorious wind.

She let the gection path take her out to where the solar wind's flux was
strongest, and her scalp was tingling so much that she fet like laughing with the
sheer joy of it. She stretched out her ams, letting her surf wings expand and
energize with the particles spewed off by the sun. It took only a moment to adjust
the wings to nearly maximum power.

Then she tucked and twisted until she was riding headfirst into the stream.

Darting and swooping, the silver flashes of surfers dodged in and out of the
meteoric debris that cluttered space. Kiondili felt the particle wind die back-the
tingling of the nape of her neck decreased-and adjusted the gravity attraction
field to high. The trick was to balance the gravity wels of the individua asteroids
while getting the most out of the wind. Ficking up speed, she shot between a
dower surfer and two tumbling asteroids, defying them to close with her.

Her entire body was a sensor, and she reveled in the fed of the wind. She sank
into the pleasure of raw solar power, surging with it, then cutting away from the
stream as another solar flare died back. She laughed. She danced. She screamed
her latent fury to the stars as the fields surged around her. She hung on the
critica edge of a gravity wel where her surf wings strained against the pull and
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the power gauge clung stubbornly to redline until she arched away.

Findly she dowed. Gently at first, then more quickly, she dropped her speed
and came to rest on an asteroid. Her wings collapsed automatically, and, shaking
from exhaustion, she folded them back into her suit seams before tuning to the
pod's pickup frequency. It was with surprise that she read the detect. The pod
was on the other side of the solar system collecting the last surfers from the
beginners runs. She had been out amost x hours.

She leaned back on the rock. She could fed its sharp edges grit against her
suit and could amost sense the frigid cold of space through its solidity. Beyond
the asteroids, the flares of ships going in and out of the outpost caught her eye,
and she idly watched them as she waited for the pod. It would teke a least
twenty minutes to reach her. The solar wind ill tempted her, but she was too
tired to give in and go out again. She fdt good, she acknowledged. Probably for
the firgt time since the Test.

She stared out across space at the too-bright image of the sun. Lan-Lu was
right. Here, away from the outpost, away
from Effi and the pressure of the launch teams, she could admit that the Ixia had
seen through her as clearly as Waon had with his Test. If Kiondili wanted to
know how to beat Effi a the human's own game, she needed more training.
Training she had turned down at the academy because it would have been
bought with her parents blood, bought with the debt settlement of the Trade
Guild. Training that Lan-Lu could not give her because the Ixia was a hunter.
Training that only Waon, who had ripped her mind apart on Argon's say-so,
could provide. She ground her teeth. She could not help it. By the time the pod
picked her up, the tension had aready crept back into her shoulders.

By the next morning the stats for each team were posted, and Kiondili saw that
the teams were on schedule. But Kiondili, even after aday of solar surfing, found
herself curiously depressed. Between Stilman's work, the backup training, and
Lan-Lu's lectures, she was exhausted. She dragged herself to her quarters each
evening. She dragged herself back to the labs every morning.

"Ayaras eyes," Tior exclamed one day. "I'm going to need a cycle off just to
deep after this."

Kiondili rubbed her neck with one hand. "I wish we had more shielding to
work behind. These fields are driving me up the wall."

Tior nodded.” My persona adapt has been picking up static dl day. If this
keeps up, I'm going down to storage and have them swap out my damp for a
stronger one."

"l never thought I'd say this, especialy now that | hate them after working
with Lan-Lu," Kiondili muttered, "but I'm inclined to agree with you. I'm so
sengitive to fields now that even the one I'm wearing is hardly strong enough
anymore."

"A damp would be nice," Tior said, "but a Divison beer would be heaven. My
treat a the Hub?"'

Kiondili hesitated, then nodded and threw her flashbooks down the nearest
mailtube. "I'll race you."

Tior laughed. "Y ou've got to be kidding. Challenge the Jovani institute's chute
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race champion?"

Kiondili did not bother to answer, but she howled when Tior passed her in the
boost tubes. The other Mu had emptied her water bags and used her persona
adjust to flex the chute fields, just as Kiondili did instinctively. Tior beat Kiwi to
the Hub with seconds to spare. Kiondili did not mind; Tior paid for her win by
buying the brew.

The next day Kiondili awoke feding irritable. She snapped at Stilman, then at
Tior on the viscom. By the end of the day she had gotten nothing done, and
there were only two weeks left before the next launch. On top of that, she was
due in Lan-Lu's lab in another hour. Glowering, she made her way to the Hub
cafeteria. With the fidd fluctuations in the outpost systems prodding and
teasing her temper, the continuous sublimina harassment made her snap a
everyone. She joined Poole and the other assistants a a table, but she had to
bite back a snarl as the Dhirrnu bumped against her and subtly adjusted her
persona adapt so that the voices she heard were in nothing but low frequencies.
Just wait, she thought at him, turning the frequency adjustment back up. He had
yet to regain full ti'kai on her for the stunt a the docks. And she had more in
mind for him yet.

"So it was decided, Jordan?' Argon asked, ignoring Kiondili as she sat beside
Poole. "Team B takes the next launch?"

"Looks that way." Jordan nodded. "Team A won't recover for some time
Ceddi's confidence is shot, and the psych hasn't got her out of her depression
yet."

Tior glanced a him. "That means, if this launch is successful, we might get to
be the first passengers on a hyper-light ship of our own making."

Jordan nodded. "What do you think your chances are of being in on the
Lightwings, Kiwi?'

The fidd in their dispenser surged as it generated Argon's drink, which was as
drably colored as his clothes, and Kiondili bit back another snarl. "About nil,"
she said shortly. "Do
you redly think Dugan's going to dlow a bunch of half-educated assistants to
play with an experimental ship like that, especially when he's got Effi's prime
teams on ready status?"

"With or without your half-educated sdf, weve got as much chance as
anyone," Argon retorted.

“In your dreams" Kiondili turned away and punched the dispenser for
another drink.

"Well, don't bother waking up from your dream," Tior said sharply. "You'd
probably kill yourself with the shock of redlizing there's ared world out here."

Jordan agreed, nodding a Kiondili's look. "If you put as much effort into the
Lightwing as you do into being permanently ticked off, wed have made light
already."

But Kiondili did not respond. She sat amost frozen, dternatdly stiffening and
shivering.

"Stop fidgeting and flexing those fields" Argon snapped. "Jordan is only
telling you the truth. If Poole had pointed it out, we might have & least had a
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laugh at your expense, as wdl, but it's il true.”
But Kiondili's jaw was tight, and her hands clenched. "It's not about the truth,”
she returned through clenched teeth. "If they'd control these friggin' field surges

Poole rippled his fur down to his bely. "I wouldn't-" He broke off and stared
toward a table behind Kiondili.

But Kiondili was no longer paying attention. A surge in the free-boost fidds
below the Hub had just hit her.

"Trouble," Jordan said urgently, even as Kiondili felt a more powerful surge.

Poole caught the paralyzed look on her face and hdf rose, his fur rippling
across his chest. "What is wrong?"

“Never mind Kiwi," Argon snapped.” Check out Waon."

Tior twisted, her eyes widening a the Ruvian's shimmering form. Her chin
bags tightened, and she lost water, but she ignored the fluids that dripped down
her neck. "Get the medic in here fast," she said.

Poole wrinkled his lips back from his teeth. "Hit the E-damp!"

Argon hit the emergency damp with his fist, and others who recognized the
trouble did the same at their tables. "Get under the locd shield while you've got a
chance. Let the chute guards take care of Weon-if they can.”

"But look at him." Jordan hdf rose, and Argon grabbed his am and pulled him
down, closer to the center of the E-damp's fidd.

"He's melting," Tior whispered.

Kiondili was released from her thrdl as the second surge lessened and the
locd damp at the table cut in. She started to turn but was interrupted by a
high-pitched frequency that pierced her temples from under the sonar depressor.
Clutching her ears, she writhed with the sudden surge of power. It was Waon,
she redized suddenly, recognizing the power of that scream with an intensity
that startled her. So close to his Change, he had been pushed too far by the
increased fidd fluctuations.

There was not enough shielding in the Hub to keep the fluctuations from
tearing at the Ruvian's body mass; the surging of the fields must have set him
off. Had they not warned him? The Ruvian was melting. His field-generated mass
was oozing and pulsing as he tried to reform into-something. But there was no
shielding to protect him from the outpost systems, no buffer to keep his shape
separate from the fidds snapping and shifting in the Hub. In the agony of the
Change, he lashed out, blasting apart everything he touched. E-damps, persona
adapts-everything fried in the power surge. Even under the depressors, Kiondili
could sense thousands of inaudible screams. Aliens and H'Mu collapsed right
and left. Those dill standing were dready in shock. The tiny E-damp in each
Citizen's persona adapt was useless in the strength of Waon's blast. Not even the
table damps were strong enough to stand, and two of them went down, leaving
the people huddled under them to faint or retreat into a coma. Kiondili punched
franticaly at the medcom button; she could dmost see lances of power stab the
people around him. Why had the esper net not kicked on? In the blast of Waon's
Change,
the net should have automaticaly killed dl esper transmissions in the entire area.
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Across the room, the Ruvian writhed. His fields projected through the floor to
the free-boost chutes below. Then they flexed above him to disrupt the lighting
and circuitry in the Hub. Behind her, a shock and a burst of blankness cut
through her mind, and Kiondili knew suddenly that a Mu had just died. As the
horror hit her, another burst of blankness snapped across her, and her fury
surged. Did Waon not fed what he was doing to these people? Or did he just not
care? Her rage exploded, and Waon's filds encompassed her, pulling on her
nerves, and she redized with a shock that the esper net was not on because
Waon's own out-of-sync fields had jammed it.

"Waon!" she screamed. "Stop it!"

She leapt in dow moation, buffeted by the fields he had generated. Cdls along
her skin and then deep into her body ruptured where the Ruvian's fields pulled
her apart. Had she been wearing her temple jacks, they would have mdted onto
her head. No, she would have to use her sensor skillsin a more physical way. She
would have to generate her own paths, her own lens for the focus of the fields.

She forced her way forward, beating her own space into his fidd. There was no
light in this flux. There was no sound except for aroaring that was not in her ears
but her mind. And then a rage surged into her own and fed her, and she dimly
recognized Argon behind her, his presence joining hers and their conflict
strengthening her focus. She forced hersdf forward another meter, her feet
dipping on a body she could not see. "Waon, control yourself-"

The Mu writhed, oozing up against a table and shattering it with his touch."
Ahh. . " She did not hear her own gasp as the shards of plastics flew like
shrapnel, cutting her unprotected face. "Waon, damn you, control your fields!"

His darkness ate her. She drank in her own hate to advance, the emotions
bolstering her momentum. She screamed as he did aong the floor, burning out
the circuitry in the
Hub and shocking her field-sensitive nerves as he went. Under him, through the
door, she could sense the free-boost chute out of control, hurling bodies
through like comets. His face turned to her. It was only a maw-

She retched, fighting forward another foot. An acrid smdl cut through the din
and cleared her head for an instant. "Control the fields," she heard hersdlf say.
Weas it her? Or another voice-that of Tior, who stepped in behind Argon and
steadied them both. And then Pool€e's strange mixture of thoughts and memories
meshed with Tior's and seemed to cement them dl together. Behind them, using
them as anchors, she huilt that corner of safety like a silent wedge. But in front of
her Waon lifted up like a snake, boneless and wispy in the core of his fields. He
reached for her team . ..

"Damn you ..." Reaching, cursing, sobbing, she grabbed a one of
the wild fluctuations and soothed it. She grabbed another fidd and pulled it in
close, forcing the Ruvian to relinquish control. Behind her-

Behind her a sudden hunger fed strength to the four, and Kiondili surged
forward. Lan-Lu . . . Her wrath rose again, stronger and brighter than the flames
that licked at the Hub. "Il beat you, you tath-eating aien!" Kiondili screamed
silently. “I "11 jam you back into yourself so tight, you won't get out for a century
light..."


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thel

She warped her control to darken the wedge of blankness that grew behind her
like a support as wel as a drain. Lan-Lu was like a cat, dinking through Waon's
fields to get ever closer, guiding Tior, Argon, and Poole. And in front of that
hunt Kiondili built awal of her own through which Waon could not strike. A
distort-she forced the thought out. Protect . . . She did not look-she could
not-but in that wedge she had formed, some of the creatures were tirring: Jordan
and adozen other H'Mu . . . One of the diens was dragging some of the bodies
away. But before her . ..

She cried out as Waon's wild energy sucked a her like quicksand. It was dl
she could do to strike out a him, throwing hersdlf at his fields till his surge fell
back and then back
again. "You life leech," she snarled. She caught his outbreak sharply and turned
him back into himsdlf, pounding at the flux and forcing him to retract his fidds as
his energy gates closed. Her hate was ill too new. He solidified for an instant
but burst out into a metamorphic mass again until she squashed his power, dimly
sensing that the E-damps had come on in the far corners of the Hub. Lightning
crackled around her in a continuously lessening sphere as she cursed and
shrieked in her own insanity. A lust for the hunt fed her, led her on. Lan-Lu . . .
She was dmost within the Ruvian's fidds. His fidd extended-She screamed.
Within her anger was ill afear, and this close to Waon it crippled her suddenly.
Lan-Lu was flung away; Argon and Tior cut off abruptly. Poole's presence
disappeared. Kiondili screamed again. But it was too late for her and for Waon.
Their fields merged, the younger esper fighting for control, and the two raging
minds struck with a clash of energy that tore a them both. Waon shrieked in
pleasure. He-it-reached for her. She dapped him down with a bolt that should
have killed, but their energies coalesced into a bal of force that fused each cdl,
each thought: Change. .. She was blinded. She split out from him, hurling another
blast. She wanted to hurt him, to destroy him as he had tortured her. She flexed
his fields, smashing him back, cutting him off from the boost chutes below, from
the circuitry above. There was death behind her, and Waon was the cause. He
struggled against her, but she could crush him now.

There was a maniacd strength behind her blows. She battered him, beat him
back until they were dmost touching. Then she was on her knees, staring blindly
at the pulsing darkness that was Waon. Hurt him- The thought was behind her. It
was in agony that Waon now cringed and flexed. But the merging was on her.
From behind, the aggression that was Argon and the steadiness of Tior flowed
back into her. And in the midst of her strength she suddenly saw the truth that
Waon had forced her to see before. Through his eyes,
she remembered. He surged, and she forced him down. But the visions of herself
remained. Hurt him? Hit him back? What she was in his eyes was only what she
saw in her own. Hersdlf. Her truth. Her heart. She hesitated, and Waon broke
away, but she dammed him back, and then, with Argon's anger fueling her to
revenge, she turned away and then ssimply held him.

CHAPTER 13
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Kiondili was on her knees, blood trickling from her face, her joints, her pores.
She could fed the burning in her body and sense the pain dimly through the haze
that clouded her mind. Grimly, she hung on. To what, she did not know.

An eternity passed before the E-net came on around them. It hovered outside
the sphere of her control, cocooning her and Waon and separating them from the
rest of the outpost. And then someone was touching her am, urging her to let
go, to release control. No. She shook her head. They did not understand. He
would kill them dl . . .

The touch was insistent. Demanding. Let go. Let them take over. She tried to
shake her head, but her neck cramped up and her body refused to respond.
Waon hummed before her. He pulsed once and solidified, briefly, then more
permanently as she sensed-felt-his Change. She could not yet see. Were her eyes
closed? No, it was only blood that glued them shut. She raised her hands, forcing
her eyes open even
though it fdt as if she were ripping out her eyelashes. The Hub was amost
cleared. No bodies lay scattered under the wreckage. The shards of plastics and
meta had been cleaned away. How much time had passed? Around the two of
them, Waon and herself, a team of chute guards stood like black statues in their
neutral suits. They were safe from Waon; the suits cut the wearers off from dl
esper bands and almogt dl electromagnetic and particle fields, as wel. Only the
medic and her assistants did not wear the suits. The medic was beside her, not
touching either of them. An dien was beside the medic, and there were three
other med-assistants she did not know.

"Let go now, Kiondili," the medic urged, her pale dien skin tinged white as her
hairs stood on end. "You can rdax. Weve got a neutral zone on around us. Hell
be controlled. Let usin."

Let them in? She shook her head. She wondered at what the medic had said
until her eyes began to focus and she redlized that they could not yet touch her.
The fidld she held hersalf in was keeping them away. With their neutral suits on,
the chute guards could not come near her without disrupting her fields, and she
could not release the fields without releasing Waon. Chute guards-if they
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shocked her, she could lose control and kill hersdf with her own fidd
fluctuations. It was another eternity to redize this. Then, dowly dimming her
fidds, she pulled her energies back into hersdf. As she withdrew, she sensed the
neutral zone closing down over her and Waon. Then there was the cold touch of
blindness when it passed through her and enclosed Waon in its sphere of safety:
ahatchling in an egg of energy.

> "Come down, Kiondili," the medic urged gently. "Let me get this into you.
Youre dill generating enough energy to polarize the metals in these fluids, and |
can't treat you like this."

Kiondili gavein the best way she knew how. She fainted.

When she woke again, it was to see the familiar holo on
the ceiling of her own quarters. She rolled over gingerly, threw up in the tub
someone had conveniently attached to her bunk, and passed out again.

The second time she came to, a robo med-assistant was beside her,
watching her with its unblinking eyes. She hated it for staring a her while she
dill had the vile taste of nausea in her mouth. She did not need it. The only thing
wrong with her was that she was ill alittle queasy from the force of energy she
had controlled that afternoon.

"Lie ill," the medast ordered in its carefully programmed human voice. "The
readings will take another thirty seconds.”

Kiondili ignored it and sat up. "I'm fine. You can report to the medic that
everything is on the green."

The robo extended its am and projected a needle from within its hollow pam.
"You are to remain & rest for two more days until regeneration is complete. This
will rdax you so that you can rest. Please lie back so that you do not hurt
yourself when you reax."

"Rdax, my foot," Kiondili snorted. "Get that thing away from me." She did
not even try to reach out, but the robo froze, its appendage parayzed as
Kiondili unconsciously killed its fields. She waited for it to withdraw its am. And
waited. She frowned. "This is not the time to play tricks on me Poole" she
muttered, but the robo gave no answering hum. Finaly, becoming frightened,
Kiondili tapped the robo and fdt for its energy pack.

"l couldn't have-l don't have the power to turn arobo off," she whispered. She
stared at it, but the fields were dead asiif the robo had never been turned on.

She shuddered and fumbled for the robo's on switch as a thought hit her.
"Waon," she said, her voice rising in panic as she sent the energies surging
through the medast's circuits before her fingers actualy touched it. She had
turned it on without touching it.

"Waon?' Her voice was almost a scream. "What have
you done to me?' The robo medast's needle descended as she cried out. She did
not try to stop it from going in. The last thing she remembered was the cold metd
of the medast reflecting the holo into her numb eyes.

CHAPTER 14
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Kiondili stared a the medic. "What do you mean, | was 'changed'?"

"Cdm yourself, Mu. You are ill basicdly the same" The medic's trandated
voice was soft but not soothing.

"How can you say that?' Kiondili demanded angrily. "Every system | touch
fries. Every fidd | interact with flexes with my biofields. Ayaras eyes, but | might
as wdl turn my own persona adapt back in to supply for dl the good it does
me."

The medic touched Kiondili on the am, and she siffened. "Some of your
natural sensitivities are greater than they were" the medic said. "But yes, you
have been changed."

"How changed? How sensitive?"

"l do not have much information to give you yet, Kiondili Wae." The medic
shrugged with the thick side of her body, leaving the translucent side unmoved.
She tapped the flash-book on the desk before her and explained, "This has yet to
be completely analyzed. It will take some time before | can give you an accurate
answer about the differences you fed."

"Then when will | change back?' Kiondili ignored the medic's discomfort.
"Am | going to be getting hit with every fidd fluctuation a picosecond long? Oh,
and can | 4ill breed with my own kind, or will | be doing a little fusion every
other month with Waon?"

"It is naturd to fed some anger, Kiondili Wae. But you are not as changed as
you think. Although it is rare for arace rating to shift, yours has not changed as
much as your natural power has grown." She nodded a Kiondili's look. "Your
power has increased with the redization of Waon's skills."

But it was other words that had caught Kiondili's attention. She clenched her
hands. "So my race rating has changed?"

The medic gave a ddicate shrug and gestured with her three-fingered hand.
"From the base human stock, you were xeno-2. Now? You could be on the
borderline between xeno-2 and xeno-3, or you could have shifted completely into
the xeno-3 category. | will know for certain once | examine the data. That change
istrivid. There are other changes you will fed more than that of a race rating."
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Kiondili fdt her dow anger grow. "Other changes? Like what? Am | going to
start eating proton shakes instead of protein shakes?'

"You must look at this objectively, Kiondili Wae."

"Correct me if I'm wrong, but you're saying that I'm not even done changing
yet." Kiondili's voice had become dangerously soft. "You trust me too much to
be telling me this when you're not wearing a neutra suit like the chute guards.
Look & me-" Her voice broke. "I don't even have to touch something to blow it
out." She thrust her hand at the medic's scanner, and its screen flared briefly and
died.

"You do not have to fear this change," the medic said softly. "With your
natural aptitude for fidd manipulation, this should-"

"It should be cut out of me" She looked at the medic with horror deep in her
eyes. "l can't even touch a fidd now without disrupting it so badly that it can't
be repaired. Look-" She thrust out her forearm. "I couldn't even wak
through the force fidds around the shower this morning; | singed mysdf just
getting out to dry mysdf off."

The medic shrugged. "Thisis now a part of you."

"That's great. In the meantime," she raged, "every time | turn around, I'm
interfering with some system fidd and screwing up a boost chute or persona
adapt. This morning | blew up my node by turning it on. What am | supposed to
do now? Become a hermit? Hang out in a forgotten float library fill | finish
becoming whatever Waon had in mind?"

The medic met her gaze squarely. "Who you blame for this is not my concern.
It is true that until you learn to control yourself, you will be dangerous to
yourself and those around you. However, my concern is not for your leve of
control. My concern is for the way you treat your body, psyche, and mind. If you
cannot accept yourself the way you are, | will be forced to recommend chemica
treatment to pacify you until you can meke a sane decision about yoursdlf."

"Chemicd treatment? Why not add a personality rebuild on top of that? You
might as wdl tuck some hormone treatments in to help dong whatever fresk
changes I'll be going through. You disappoint me"

The medic blanched. *

Kiondili gripped her fists until her knuckles whitened. "I'm sorry,” she said
tightly. She rose stiffly. "I will come back later.”

"Your fedings are understandable, Kiondili Wae," the medic repeated softly,
stopping her a the door. "But if you looked at yourself in a different light, you
would see that there is also a positive side to this change.”

Kiondili did not answer. Bardly waiting till the door shimmered clearly open
before her, she walked iffly out into the corridor and away from the medic's
words.

Damn Waon. They would not have fused if he had not Tested her a month
before. Everything came back to that. If he had not Tested her, she would not
have known his fidd patterns. If she had not known his patterns, she could not
have manipulated them. And if she had not manipulated the
fidds, he would not have tried to fuse with her during his Change. And now she
was not even a norma Mu anymore. An unengineered change? What the hel


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebeatl esforever.com/processtext/

chance did she have of being on a launch team now? She was somewhere on the
borderline between xeno-2 and xeno-3. Where was that? What was that?

She did not dare use the free-boost chutes to get back to her quarters. Instead
she walked around the outpost, and even that was not enough to keep her out of
trouble. Passing a rec room, she reacted uncontrollably to the surges of power
that emanated from it. She could not help sgquashing the field that threatened to
rupture the bones in her ears. It was not until she heard shouts of dismay that
she redlized that she had destroyed the grav fidd around a free-jump game.

Damn Waon to a black hole, she spit. She could not turn around without
disrupting one field or another. And Lan-Lu had not helped her feelings any. "If
you had not lost your concentration at the criticd moment,” the Ixia had snarled
a her, "you would have saved yourself the trouble of Changing with Waon."
Trust Lan-Lu to make Kiondili fed better. She stalked to her quarters, damming
through the shimmering door and wiping out her messages angrily without
reading them. She kicked a the smdl bookcase she had bought two weeks
ealier-a futile attempt to meke her quarters warmer-and, gathering her
flashbooks, trudged to afloat library.

This change-this was not the same as the Test she had survived. Waon's Test
had proved her innocent of Effi's charges; the power of the Ruvian that had
shafted through her mind had cleared her thoughts and forced her to see the
truth of hersdf. This-this was not a clearing of images but a change of them. It
was a shift &kin to Waon's own metamorphosis.

Kiondili shivered. Waon. It had taken the Ruvian a full day to become solid
again. Even his colors were different: His gray skin tones were now stresked
bronze, with lighter gold around his energy gates where the nerves centered
close
to his skin. Although he looked as humanoid as before, the medic told her that
his internal organs were changed. Even his-its-sexudity was male/T'seffemae
instead of mae/maemae Ruvians had three sexud centers, the medic told her.
When they went through a Change, it affected the orientation of their sexua
centers, as wdll.

Lan-Lu's thoughts nagged a her: You could have saved yoursdf the trouble of
CrangngwithWWem . ...

Kiondili flung hersdlf into the float library and bounced around for seconds
before she figured out how to stabilize the fields for her mass. It was a smdl
triumph. The flash-books hung in a nestly rotating stack, clinging to each other
by their wesk magnetics. She stared at them, unseeing. What if Lan-Lu was right?
The Ixia had noticed the strength Kiondili had gained by working with the
backup team after the Truth Test. If Lan-Lu was correct, then if Kiondili had not
panicked, Waon would not have been able to fuse with her whether he wanted to
or not.

Ten minutes later she had not read a single line in the flashbook she had
powered up. She flung the book away in frustration. There had been a deeper
message in Lan-Lu's words, one that did not ded with Waon but with Kiondili:
What if Kiondili panicked during a launch?
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She rolled over and stared &t the ceiling projection as it rotated by. She would
not panic. She could not. The psych, Sin, would know even before Kiondili if
she was going to put the team at risk.

Or kill them.

It was that thought which held her. She watched unseeing as the flashbooks
sought each other again, their week magnetic attraction for each other
augmented by the float library's fields.

It was a sobered Mu who made her way back to her quarters again. She barely
registered the messages gathered again on her com, once more wiping them clear
without reading them. She turned up the new E-damp in her quarters and settled
on the overstuffed chair with which she had replaced
her Soft-and then the tubemail bin toned. Staring at the mail bin, she sat without
moving. Findly she got up and removed the box from the dot in the wall.

It was from the medic. Kiondili snorted. The dien could have saved time and
given it to Kiondili when she had seen her earlier. But, unwrapping the miniature
field damp, Kiondili wondered. A damp that smal would have taken time to build.
Or had the medic adapted it from something Waon had used a the outpost? She
sat down in front of her new node-the old termind had been removed, and the
burn mark on the wal where she had accidentally blasted it that morning had
been cleared-and turned the damp over in her hands. As if something this smdl
would help. Even the new, extras-heavy E-damp on her room, which made dl her
senses fed encased in cotton, gave her only a smal measure of rdief. Abruptly,
before she could change her mind, she jammed the plug of the tiny damp into her
persona adapt.

She frowned. The damp's projection was narrow. Curious, she turned off the
heavy E-damp she had on in the room and reached toward her termina. The
system was as undisturbed by her presence asif she had not changed at dl. Not
quite believing, she moved around the wadls, touching and running her hands
over the areas behind which she knew the circuitry ran. Again, nothing.

She breathed a heavy sigh. Safe, was her first thought.

Fury, her second. It was not enough that she had lost her race rating, but she
would have to wear a complete fidld damp on top of her persona adapt? Even if
she could fed other fields through this damp, it dill fdt like a thin cocoon
wrapped tightly around her, dulling her senses and muting her nerves. The rage
built until she flung hersdlf a the wals.

"Damn you," she screamed, pounding on the wall. She kicked the termina
stand and sobbed when the jar shivered up through her ankles. Findly she
sagged to the floor, the rage leaving her as suddenly as it had come. Empty, ex-
hausted, she huddled against her bed, ignoring the warning on the door that
someone wanted her again.

She was tightly under control when she punched the com with Tior's ID.
"Tior?" she said shortly as the other assistant came online. "It's Kiwi. | need
some company.”

She could amost see Tior frowning, but the other woman did not hesitate.
"They're 4ill repairing the Hub," Tior said dowly, "but we can try one of the new
solo rooms they put up last cycle”
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"l do not want to be a the Hub, anyway," Kiondili returned tersely,

"Then let's try Solo Sx. They programmed it with a new holo show last quarter
cycle, and we can dill get the regular dreamer channels, too. Il meet you there in
afew-" Tior paused as she redized that Kiondili could not use the free-boost
chutes. "How long will it take you?"

"As much time as it takes you. I've got a fidd damp on, so I'm certified for the
chutes. See you in four." She turned off the com and clenched her ams around
hersdlf, her gray eyes closed tightly.

CHAPTER 15

In two days, Kiondili had become used to the muffled feding of the tiny
E-damp. She did not like it, but she wore it. She did not redize how hitter she
sounded about the dulling of her senses until Tior, on the way to the Hub with
her, snorted in exasperation.

"Stop complaining, Kiwi," Tior said sharply. "All you've done for the last four
days is groan about how you can't sense the fields anymore. That's a laugh. You
can sense just as much as you ever did. | know you. I'm staring a you, and | can
tel you right now that your probe is even stronger than it was before. If it
doesn't fed as sharp to you, it's probably because you are twice as sensitive as
you were before, and the difference is noticegble. The only difference | care
about, though," she said angrily, "is that you were a lot more fun to be around
when you weren't so goddamn sanctimonious about your martyred mutancy.”

Kiondili stopped in the halway and stared a the other woman. How dare Tior .
.. The nerve of that blue-skinned, water-bagged . ..

Tior glared back at her with equal vehemence. "I heard that."

Kiondili flushed.

Tior gave her a sideways look and blew bubbles across her water bags. "And
if I can read you this strongly, just think what you've been sending to Argon.”

"Heisn't esper.”

"No one needs to be esper to pick up what you've been broadcasting.”

Kiondili was silent.
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"Even Poole can read you now, and he's a Dhirrnu." Tior's voice took on a dry
tone, and Kiondili glanced & her.

“What did Poole do to you now?'

"You know how | deep like the dead?" Tior glanced a the door to the Hub.
"Yesterday he took a dreamscan from me and broadcast it this morning on one of
the regular dreamer channels."

“That doesn't sound bad. Thereisn't much ti'kai inthat."

“1t was amating dream with aBiluaneinit."

"A Biluane? You mean the ones with the kinky fingers?' Kiondili surprised
herself by laughing.

Tior was not smiling. "Just once I'd like to get him back publicly.”

Kiondili fingered her E-damp as they stepped through the doorway and made
their way to Stilman's table. "Maybe you can."

At the table, Coos extended an am to wave a greeting at the two. " ... and the
engine master is holding the stakes," he continued without a pause, "so we can
wager in far security."

"Who are you betting on, Dr. Stilman?' Tior asked as she sat down.

Stilman raised an eyebrow. "In anayzing the situation and, limited at this point
to the two choices of Prime B and backup, | have put my credits on backup."

"Just as | said." Rae was pleased. The short esper
nodded at Kiondili. "Sensor and navigation skills are better on backup than on
Pime B."

"It was not the sKills of the individuals that guided my decision,” Silman
contradicted her. "Rather, it was the ill of the team as awhole."

Coos frowned. "You old mold brain, why don't you just say that Prime B isn't
as good ateam as backup?”

Stilman looked surprised. " That is exactly what | did say."

"And on what do you base your wildly unsubstantiated statements?' Effi
Ragan challenged, catching the end of the conversation as she sat down by
Coos, opposite Kiondili.

But it was Sin, the xenopsychologist, who answered first. Clicking her long,
silicon fingers together, Sin said, "Prime B has not progressed as far as backup.”
Kiondili glanced a Sin from across the table. Her days with the psych had not
been pleasant, and the alien's voice wakened memories she would rather forget.
Sin did not acknowledge Kiondili as she added, "Circumstances have pulled the
backup team together so that they function as a unit and not as individua
entities."

Rae Arr, next to Siln, glanced at the xenopsych.

Sin nodded. "The greatest impact came from Waon's Change, in which backup
provided the support for Kiondili's control, a situation identica to the projected
Lightwing launch." She indicated Kiondili and Tior. "Controlling the Ruvian's
Change would not have been possible without such ateam aready formed, but-"
She shrugged, "-that is of little interest to you." She met Effi's eyes with her own
unblinking blue ones. "On the other hand, Pime B is in effect a fragmented team
with uncertain leadership, occasional cooperation, and little trust." Kiondili
shivered. She had too recently sat through just such a brutally honest evauation
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of her own sdf. Sin, continuing, added, "There is friction between team members,
Effi. The instruction they receive from you is laced with pressures under which
two of the team members have withdrawn."

Effi stared at her. "The team is complete and working
well; none of them have withdrawn. The next blast is scheduled only a day cycle
away, and their success is dmost guaranteed."”

"Guaranteed by what, Effi?" Coos chittered irritably. "Your will to succeed? |
don't think that will push them to light and back. | find mysdf agreeing with
Stilman. My credits are riding with backup."

Stilman nodded a Coos, and when the Robul's eyes met Kiondili's briefly, he
winked in a surprisingly human expression. Caught off guard, Kiondili averted
her eyes but found hersdf looking straight into the filmy blue gaze of the
xeno-psychologist.

"Which reminds me" Stilman said quietly to his assistant, "Kiet, down in
engines, wanted to borrow you to help adjust one of the drives."

Stilman lending her out so close to a launch? What-or who-had convinced him
to do that? "I might be back on the launch teams, but I'm not back on the sensor
rolls for any other work," she said flatly.

"You were okayed through Centra Control two hours ago,” he returned,
searching his pockets to pull a credit chit out from under his tunic. "You can
drop this off while you're a it."

She took the chit dowly. Stilman's silent projection of the xenopsychologist
was s0 audible that she could not ignore it. It had not been Kiet, she suddenly
knew, but Sin who had suggested Kiondili's help down in engines. Kiondili
avoided the psych's eyes but fdt Sin reading her even as she stood up. Tior,
glancing silently from Kiondili to the psych, blew soft bubbles in her water bags.

Kiondili tucked the credit chit into one of her jumper's pockets, turned to leave,
then changed her mind and sat down again suddenly. She flashed a thought at
Tior, and the other woman followed her sudden gaze across the room.

"Kiet wanted you down in engineering soon, Wae," Stilman reminded her.

"Inaminute, if you don't mind," she said softly. Poole
had just joined two of the other assistants at a table in the Hub, and an idea had
just come into her head as she watched him punch his lunch order into the
dispenser.

Stilman followed her gaze, rubbing one finger adong his hawklike nose.
"Having some fun, are you?'

"Just working in a little ti'kai for a friend," she said in a low voice. Tior, her
eyes suddenly gleaming, hid her grin. Kiondili glanced across the room. Poole
was having the green mash again, and she knew there was plenty of iron in that.
It would be easy to polarize and explode.

Both Coos and Rae Arr had followed her attention across the room, and the
others, curious as wdl, followed suit. Only Rae caught the subtle movement of
Kiondili's hand as the younger Mu turned down her fiedld damp. But everyone
heard the startled yelp of the Dhirrnu. His med had suddenly rearranged itsdf on
his plate and then exploded. His table broke up; the others scrambled as Tior
bowed to Poole. Kiondili grinned to hersdf, though the expression did not quite
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touch her eyes. She wanted to keep her amusement under blocks. It would not do
for Poole to know who had set him up for this one, especidly since it was
supposed to be Tior's ti'kai.

Stilman choked as he held in his chuckle. But Effi Ragan pointed a long, bony
finger & Kiondili. "You're a troublemaker, Wae. If you ever try anything like that
on backup-"

"Effi, stuff it up your nostril and pad some of those swollen brain cdls from
rupturing,” Coos retorted before Kiondili had a chance to spesk.

The old woman stared at him, sputtering.

"Coos is right, Effi," Stilman added. "The gadaxy doesn't spin on your whims.
So for once, leave Wae aone."

Sin's unblinking eyes followed Effi, then Kiondili, and Kiondili found herself
unable to meet that gaze.

"Don't lose my credits, Wae," Stilman admonished her as she rose again to
leave. "Kiet is holding the stakes for the blast, and | don't want to disappoint
anyone."

She did not answer, but her shoulders twitched beneath Sin's gaze as she left
the Hub. Until she trotted to the nearest
free-boost chute and dove in, she fdt asif the psych's eyes were still reading her
mind. Unnerved, she hit an acceleration pad too fast and barely missed an dien
that spit an oath at her for having to change its landing tragjectory.

That look in Siln's eyes. . . Kiondili was suddenly curious about the extent of
her control. If she turned down her fiddd damp, could she handle more flux in the
boost tubes? She could control fields over a distance. What if she applied
herself to a limited portion of the chute fields? Granted, the boost-chute fields
were more powerful, but it should only take a touch on afew fields here and . . .
there.

She grinned fiercely, then oomphed as she hit a redirection pad harder than
she had intended. Her speed was increasing. She used the damp as a brake, then
sent another surge to the chute fields to pick up speed again. As long as she
tampered only with the free boost immediately around her launching and
redirection, none of the others in the chutes were affected. She found that out as
she shot past two HMu clinging to the emergency handles. She had sensed
them long before she saw them, but the two Mu had not seen her coming until
she was amost on them. Glesfully she sped up again.

She bounced off aredirection pad so hard that she aimost scraped the edge of
the chute. Taking more care, she hit the next one right on center and the one after
that even faster. She was getting the hang of it. Apply a little damp at the right
time, and she could pick up a couple hundred clicks in speed. She was dmost
disappointed to dow down when she reached engines, but then, there was
always the way back.

She vaulted out of the chute and took two steps before the scene in front of
her stopped her in her tracks.

"Kiondili Wae, BZ60449." The cold voice startled her, and she jumped guiltily
and smoothed her hair in self-consciousness. The three chute guards were as
unemotional as Siin, and their neutral suits made them look like robots, not men.
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"Kiondili Wae, BZ60449," the center guard repeated.

"I acknowledge you." She forced the formal words out
with difficulty. It was not fear, she told hersdlf, trying to control the sudden jump
in her heat and the catch in her breathing. Chute guards-they were for
emergencies. What had she done?

The center guard spoke again. "The chute speed limit for Mu of your type is
two hundred fifty clicks. You were boosting at four hundred and seventeen clicks
at top speed.”

The chute guard looked as cold as he sounded, Kiondili thought, and then she
stared at him. Four hundred clicks?

"You have demonstrated your ahility to go beyond the speed limit; however,
your reflexes are not fast enough to compensate for your velocity. Do you
understand?"

She nodded, speechless. They were giving her a speeding ticket? A speeding
ticket in a free-boost chute?

"Control will monitor your chute manipulation from now on,” the guard
continued coldly. "You will restrict your velocity to two hundred fifty clicks. If
you go beyond that, your chute access will be terminated.”

She stared a them. They were serious. She did not breathe till they left,
stepping lightly into the chute she had just vacated and disappearing aong the
empty tubes. She let her breath out. She had not redized how closdly the chutes
were monitored.

Or wasit Kiondili who was being watched?

She shrugged, but the suspicion remained to nag softly. Centra Control could
have used the chute com to cdl and stop her, but they had not. Why? Was she
listed in Control as unpredictable? And the chute guards had had neutral suits
on, too, she remembered. She stopped. It did not matter that the neutral suits had
not been activated. No, it was a message that Control wanted her to read. And
the message was clear: Kiondili Wae was now an unknown quantity, not to be
trusted.

She dapped her damp back on full and stalked down the hal of the engines
triad. By the time she reached engines, she was grinding her teeth a the snail's
pace of waking, but she could not risk a free jump in the grav corridors. It just
was not done. Free-boosting in a grav fidd, she told hersdlf bitterly, remembering
the chute guards.

The door to Kiet's lab shimmered open at her touch, and she stepped through
into a cold atmosphere where her breath steamed in the air. Shivering, she turned
up the heat on her persona adjust, but the cold had already reached her bones.
She glanced &t the three dender hulls cradled in the prototype engine area. Three
Lightwings. Two chances to meke light-speed. She studied the last ship in the
cradles, noting the open engine area where pat of the drives had been
cannibalized to refit the other two.

"Is Kiet here?' she asked the assistant crouched under the blast tubes of the
firgt Lightwing.

"In a moment,”" it answered without looking. "He is setting the polyxeforum
concentration. Adjust yourself to comfort over there The bulbous cresture
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squatted, unconcerned whether she complied.

Sit, Kiondili trandlated. Looking around, she found a Soft and collapsed into it,
watching as the assistant floated severa tools up adong a bidirectiona grav
beam. "He requested some help adjusting one of the drive fields" she caled
over. "I'm Kiondili Wae-"

"l know who you are" the assistant cut in. "Your E-presence precedes you.
You were requested because you have been working with simulation and control.
Your experience in knowing what is required for blast will be useful in adjusting
the required sensitivities into the drive."

Kiondili raised her eyebrow & the assistant, but the Soft was on its lowest
setting and fdt like a pool of water, rdaxing her with its flowing support. Now
that the fright from the chute guards was over, she did not fed like conversation.

"Wae?" Kiet's heavy voice startled her.

She opened her eyes. She had falen asleep in the Soft. "I beg your pardon,"
she said quickly, struggling out of the Soft. Where was that control to firm?

The burly man reached down and touched the control, giving her a sudden
platform to dimb off instead of the
marshmallow that had soothed her to deep. "No offense, Wae." He was glancing
around the Soft as if puzzled. "Did your sensors get lost in the Soft? They
should have been spit out by now."

“I don't use sensors anymore," she said shortly. “I use a damp." The sensors
that augmented others' skills would have burned out within an hour if she had
pushed her power through their smdl amplifiers.

“Hope that won't be a problem.”

"It hasn't been so far," she said. "But it may take me a little longer to adjust
the drive fidd."

But Kiet was shaking his head. "I don't want you touching the fields, Wee. |
just want you to tdl me where it's most comfortable for you to control. | set
Lightwing TV for Prime A before that launch, and now I've got to set Lightwing
V for Prime B. The pilot for Prime B is due here in two hours. What | need from
you is to verify the setting before | get him up here. He's sensitive enough that |
could fry him without knowing it. How's your reading level?"

"I've been tested to R-9."

"That's clear enough for me You should have no trouble picking me up. Climb
up there to control and let me know when you get set.”

She obediently climbed up on the danted craft. The control cabin was smdl,
barely big enough for three Mu, a duplicate of the smulation cabin. Glancing
around, Kiondili nodded to hersdlf, then reached out for Kiet's thoughts.

... drop down two points, but that's going to set the flux too high. ..

I'mset, she projected.

His thoughts halted fractionaly as he received her message, then continued. .
.. bring the bore up to eight and the flux down to five. That'll keep the
collapser at a steady two ...

Too high, she interrupted. At two, the fields are jumping too much to control.

Hnm, I'll have to add a damp on FG3, then bring the collapser into the
circuit when surging goes to zero.
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Kiet's thoughts splintered as he shifted his body to reach the bore, and his
alpha line was inundated with stray thoughts and impressions of physical and
menta adjustments. By the time Kiondili had worked within his thoughts for an
hour and a haf, she was exhausted. She was more than relieved when the pilot
for Pime B showed up early. Perceiving her weariness, Kiet said he had adjusted
the system enough for the other esper to take over from there.

"Thanks for setting up for me," the other pilot said with genuine appreciation
as she crawled out of the Lightwing. "With launch going on tomorrow, | could
not afford to get distracted by the setup procedure in the middle of smulation.”

"Glad to help."

The pilot gave her a sharp look. "It isn't easy working with Effi, Kiwi."

Kiondili flushed dowly. She had not redized that he was a high-level reader.
He must have picked up her envy without her redizing it. "I'm sorry, Arond. | do
want Lightwing V to be a success."

"l know that. If | was on backup, I'd fedl the same way."

She glanced at him, biting back her thoughts. "There's till some surging over
the bore," she said, "but it's damped pretty wel. The collapser's set just about
right, and the disintegrator ill needs work."

"Thanks."

She gave him a hand up onto the wing of the craft. He was tired, she redlized;
his hands shook as he pulled himsdf up. She said nothing, but she wondered if
she should mention it to the psych before Prime B went to blast status.

"He might be one of the ones Siln says is withdrawing emotionaly from Prime
B," she said later over dinner with the backup team. Jordan, the systems link for
Team B, was eating with them, giving Kiondili a buffer between hersalf and
Argon.

Tior gave Jordan asharp look at Kiondili's words.

Jordan frowned. "If our sensor can't take the pressure of smulation, how is he
going to do in the red thing? It is our lives, not just his, if he cannot handle it."

Kiondili looked up. "Siln would not okay him for launch if she did not think he
could make it."

"How do you know, Wae?' Argon said snidely. "Did you read Siln's mind,
too?"'

“Burn dust, Argon." Kiondili swallowed her urge to shock him through his
persona adapt. "Everyone knows you can't read Siln's mind unless she projects
on a standard wavelength; her brain is too different to make sense. | did not ask
her to give her thoughts, and she did not offer.”

“I'm surprised she said even that much about it," Jordan said dowly, tucking
one of his triple-jointed legs hdfway under him. "Siln isn't known for talking. She
ether thought it was important enough to tdl someone, or she was testing your
reactions.”

Tior swallowed some weter into one of her bags. "I think she was influencing
the bets for the blast."

"Hah," Argon said. "Siln doesn't bet."

“Want to put credit on that?'

"What do you want to lose?"
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“One gourmet meal with suitable beverage of my choice.”

"Or ming, if | win." Argon pointed at the flashscreen in the middle of the table.
"You're on for the wager, but you have to prove it."

Tior blew bubbles so that water flecked her lips. "This will be easy. Kiet's
holding the stakes, and he is a methodical person. He probably has the records
on his system instead of in his head." She pulled her temple jacks from her
pocket and pressed them against the sides of her head, sighting in some
commands on the flashscreen. "l just cdl up Kiet's files . . ."

Jordan sat up. "Where did you get that kind of access, Tior?"

She shrugged guiltily, her water bags bouncing up tightly
against her chin. "I borrowed one of Poole's programs." She punched in another
sequence. "With a little adjustment,” she said, "I found | could access a lot of
things | couldn't get to before.”

Kiondili frowned. "Be careful, Tior. | don't want Contral tracing that back to us
and especidly back to me"

"This is foolproof. See? Here's his betting records aready. | just copy from a
backup instead of the monitored files, and were out. Hardly enough time to dap
atrace through the scramble | put on the line. And here is Sin's bet right here. . ."
Her voice trailed off. "There must be some kind of mistake."

Argon studied the numbers, which were reflected right side up toward him, as
they were toward the others. "I see no mistake. Where are the odds for backup?"

Tior shook her head, Hill staring a the numbers on the screen. "The odds are
correct, that's not what | meant. Look here-" She sequenced the numbers. "Sin
bet over five hundred credits on backup."

Kiondili saw her disbelief reflected on Jordan's face. "Five hundred credits is a
lot to bet on a team that hasn't even gotten approval to smulate in a red
Lightwing." Jordan shook his head.

"Especialy when the odds against backup are three to one," Kiondili added.

Argon's look of surprise was giving way to smugness. “Well, Sin seems to
think that well be the firgt to go light."

But Kiondili caught the worry in Jordan's tone. "Jordan?' she said, touching
his am.

"It's getting late," he muttered. "Il see you tomorrow in the labs."

Argon snorted, looking after Jordan. "For a system's link, he hasn't got much
nerve."

"Shut up, Argon." Tior did not even bother to project emotion as she cut him
off. "He's been spending hours every week with the xenopsych, being trained for
the stress of the launch-something well have to do when it's our turn. If,
after dl that, Sln does not think his team has a chance, how do you expect him to
react? And how is the rest of his team going to resct to the news?'

"Jordan wouldn't tell the others," Argon stated derisively.

"He does not have to." Kiondili watched Jordan move through the Hub doors.
"Their pilot's E-leve is higher than Rae. If he senses anything wrong, you can
bet hell figure out whet it is."

"Zinger's balls" Tior scowled. "That's dl we need. If BEm finds out that
Jordan's upset because of a stupid bet, were dl in the blast tubes next launch."
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"Hell probably deep it off,” Argon said. "The launch is scheduled firgt thing
tomorrow. He won't have time to talk to anyone else.”

Kiondili was not so sure. But Jordan would not have been chosen for a prime
team if he could not handle it.

The next day there was dready tension in the control room when Tior and
Kiondili arrived. Kiondili avoided looking at Lan-Lu and Rae as she took her seat
in the observation lounge. The knowledge that Sin, the psyche, had bet so much
on the backup team frightened her, and she fdt as if the information were written
like a holo in her eyes.

"Y ou have been avoiding me, Kiondili Wae."

She froze, then wrenched at her E-damp to suppress the surge of fear that
threatened to break her persona adapt. It was Waon who had sat down beside
her, and the H'Mu's voice was a soft curse in her ears. Look a him, she told
herself. Face him.

The body he sustained with his fields gill seemed as raw to her as before, and
she clamped her mouth shut to keep from whimpering as he reached out his hand
to touch her. His hand stopped a finger's width away from her am. "You have no
need to fear me, Mu,” he said sharply.

She ddliberately turned away from him and stared a the control room. With
technicians scurrying to make last-minute connections, talking, yelling over each
other, and gesturing across the room, Kiondili could ignore Waon easily. But the
Ruvian was persistent. And he did what Kiondili could never have expected. He
projected a sharp thought and turned off her field damp.

“You-you-" she sputtered, floundering in the fields that flooded her senses.
"You cut my damp!"

"You will not ignore me, Kiondili Wae. You will listen to what | have to say."
His voice took on a deep tinge as his fields swirled and pulsed with his words.
"Fedl this," he commanded. "Y ou have sensor sills. Fed me" He reached out to
immerse her in his fedlings.

"No," she spit angrily, but no sound came out. She could dmogt taste him,
drowning in the fluctuations that drove him and clawed her like a digger at a hill.
Without the damp, she could not help but sense everything. Waon. The control
room. The Greggor by the view screen. Argon, disdainful. Poole, unreadable.
Tior, mesmerized in launch preparations. Xia, curiousy indifferent. Sin, an
emotiona blank that watched and waited for-what?

"Do you il turn away from me?' The Ruvian's voice was like a rough-edged
saw. "l gave you a gift, Wae-the gift of a merging-and it was not one | meant to
give. Use your ills to sense this. You are strong enough now to know whet |
mean." He checked her involuntary movement. "You began a process that you
have not yet finished," he said softly. "You owe me its completion.”

"Owe you?' Kiondili was outraged. "You twice-removed Mu-you Tested mel
You stripped mysdlf from me You- you mutated me beyond my own race rating.
You turned meinto a freak."

“Isthat what | have done?'

His voice was a cold shock. Was that what she had done to herself? the
thought had projected. Kiondili stared at him.
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“I may be far removed from your kind of Mu"-Kiondili was not sure if that was
an insult-"but | am Hill of human blood. My feelings are not less worthy than
yours. You blame me yes. But you took from me also. And that theft | cannot
recover."

Waon's voice cut off instantly, and Kiondili found her fiedd damp was back on.
She sat, snaking, until she redlized that her forehead was wet, and she wiped
sweat from her brow. Waon? He was leaving. She fdt nothing now. Just a cold
blackness that receded with him, leaving her to stare blankly at the control room
below.

From behind her the xenopsychologist stirred, tapping her long plastic fingers
together. Kiondili jumped. Even after several days of examinations by the psych,
Kiondili was ill not used to the sound of those fingers. She shuddered,
wondering if Sin was watching the launch to see how Team B would do. As she
looked over her shoulder to meke sure Waon was gone, it was Siin's unblinking
gaze that she met.

"You are crud, Kiondili Wee."

"It is none of your business, Siln."

"It is the reason | an here." The psych regarded Kiondili for a moment, then
manipulated her own persona adapt until its damp strengthened and isolated
their conversation from the rest of the observation room.

Kiondili was startled. She had not redized that Sin was authorized to use a
broad damp in her persona adapt. "Who are you to judge me?' she said sharply
as the damp enveloped them both. "What do you know of ny feelings? You
dissect me and turn me out for everyone else to see, then tdl mel am cruel ?'

"For such a strong esper,” SIn said, unperturbed, "you ae singularly
insensitive to others.”

"I'm sensitive enough to fed every pulse of your second heart, SIn."

"You can fed physical things, yes, but you have no concept of emotions.”

"That's good, coming from you, SiIn" she returned sarcagticaly. "You
wouldn't know happy or sad if they bit you."

"That | do not subject mysdf to the emotions of other species does not mean
that | do not understand them. You, however, have no comprehension of the
basic emotions that drive Waon or any other creature. You rely completely on
your fidd perceptions-do not interrupt me, Mu-on your sensor skills to read the
world around you. You rey on your esper skills to determine how each person
feds and reacts to their world, skills which Waon has strengthened in you. You
ignore the value of emotions in others. You resent becoming pat of the
interactions of others. There is very little in you, Kiondili Wae, that ties you to
any of us."

"Thank you for that encouraging bit of psychoanalysis, Sin. And as you so
aptly put it, thank Waon for the need for that diagnosis as wel as for my new
mutancy."

The psych tapped a silicon finger on Kiondili's am. "This is not new," she
said bluntly. "This has been developing in you since the death of your parents.”

Silence choked Kiondili, and her voice, when she findly answered, was tight.
"You have no cdl to bring that up here."
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"Each citizen here is my responsibility. You are no more or less than others.
This includes the Ruvian. You can give back to him some of what that merging
stole from him. "She paused. "If you wish."

Kiondili flushed, suddenly finding her hands fascinating. "If he wants his
fidds soothed," she muttered, "why can't he use a variable damp?'

But Sin surprised her. "Waon has gone through three Changes since he's
been a Corson. As with the other two Ruvians here, Waon's rooms ae
equipped with complete neutral fidlds and damps. The fiedd generators are
programmed to respond to his needs. What happened this time was an accident.
The Change for Waon was imminent.” Sin paused. "And uncontrolled. His
current need is also uncontrolled, and he must have a human response, not a
mechanica one, to help him." She met Kiondili's eyes. "Waon was an accident.
You were an accident."

"Oh, that makes me feel even better," Kiondili retorted. "First I'm a Tog knows
what kind of aMu, then I'm totally. devoid of emotions, and now I'm an accident.
My ego's in fine shape now."

"Don't expect the gdaxy to kiss your skinned knees, Mu." The psych stared at
her till Kiondili dropped her eyes. "You have now fredy what you once asked of
Lan-Lu and were willing to pay for." Sin's voice was cold. "Reconsider your
debt." She snapped the persona adjust off, and Kiondili was suddenly aware
again of the crowded observation room.

"Stop seething, Kiwi," Tior whispered. "You're going to disturb the Greggor,
which is going to disturb the rest of us."

Kiondili dumped in her seat. She could not believe Sin. The nerve of that
plasticized psych, tdling Kiondili she should pay for what Waon had done. Effi
had not had to pay for her accusation except with a paltry fine. Argon had not
had to pay except by losing his normd trade privileges. Waon had not had to
pay for turning her into a new line of mutant. A plug in their boost tubes, she
wished vidlently. A plague in their hydrogardens. It was not until an audible sigh
rose from the room around her that she was findly startled into paying attention.

"Launch at last. Look a that boost!" Poole was leaning eagerly over Kiondili's
shoulder.

In the control room Stilman was scribbling notes as fast as he could." "They 're
a point 9x aready. Point eight. | think they'll make it."

“Jordan should be warming up the disintegrator by now." Lan-Lu flexed her
wrigt claws.

"It should kick in any second,” Coos chittered from beside her. "Point nine . .

In spite of hersdf, Kiondili leaned forward and bit her lip. Point nine five, point
nine sx-the disintegrator kicked in. Holoimages shimmered, dissolving into
energy patterns that had a curious overtone of the pilot's thoughts in them.

"Bring up Tracking Station Number Two."

“What's stress status?"

"On the beam. We're right on the beam.” The controllers
voices jumbled with Effi's orders while Coos chittered happily to the side.

"Look at that-perfect decomposition-" "Point nine nine light-" "They're going
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to make it-" The voices blurred into a cheer as the slver craft became two beams
that spiraled into tachyon spacetime.

"Tracking-we're dill tracking ..." "Acceleration constant-" "We have
decomposition. Repeat, we have complete decomposition. We have light!
Zinger's balls-we've got trouble with the mass displacement."”

The control room seethed suddenly, and the controllers' voices cut in over
everyone. "What's beam efficiency?' "Transmission integrity fouling-" "Get that
beam efficiency on the screen now-"

Effi threw one of the controllers from his seat and punched & the controls,
biting out orders like a drill sergeant. "Get the emergency tracking stations
online! Cross-check the transmission status from each station-where's that beam
efficiency?'

Lan-Lu snarled as one of her claws hooked Coos's fur and spun the Robul
around. She correlated calculations with her flashscreen as fast as Coos chittered
them a her, matching her hunter's speed with that of a striking snake. His temple
jacks glowed, and his four spindly arms rattled the keys in front of him while the
images in his holotank twisted.

"Beam integrity fouled fifteen percent." "Tracking Stations Three and Four
online" "Get the flux status up,” someone snapped, while ancther controller
reported in. "Primary beam fdling apart. Beam integrity fouled thirty-two
percent."

Stilman snapped a Lan-Lu, ignoring the predator's fangs as she whirled on
him and hissed back.

"-integrity fouled forty-one percent-"

"Beam disruption imminent-"

"Tracking-still tracking-"

"Gravity pull a 02X-B17," the controllers remorsdessy intoned.
"Transmission disrupted.”

"Transmission efficiency at ten point four percent. Sx point oh percent. Two
point nine percent. Transmission efficiency gone. Repeat, beam disintegration
complete.”

"Tracking stations are going down. Weve lost the launch. Repeat, the
Lightwing is lost."

CHAPTER 16
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Effi's hands fdl to her sides. Up in the observation room there were no sounds
but for the heavy breathing of the Greggor and the dow, considering clicks of
Siln's hardened fingers. Dugan, the Corson director, left without a word, three
others from the observation room going with him. Down in Control, only the
cluttering of Coos to Lan-Lu and the muted status reports of the controllers
broke the heavy stillness.

"No," Effi whispered, staring a the blank screen. "Not now. Not this launch.”

One of the controllers, his face pde and strained, cleared his throat.
"Efficiency readings are coming in now." He turned and tapped a key on Effi's
control board to link her flashscreen to his. "They're on System Two."

Effi stared a the lists of figures that scrolled past her haunted eyes, and
Kiondili wondered how she had never noticed that the wrinkles on the old
woman's face were dried and crinkly like plastic cracking under a heat lamp.

"Stupid," Effi whispered. "It was a stupid mistake."

Stilman, staring at the holotank, put his hand on Effi's
shoulder, but she shrugged it off. "Look at this" she snapped. “He had both
beams online before launch-he had total control over the primary before the
secondary beam formed. My God, but he would have made it except that he
unbalanced the secondary beam. He lost too much mass too fast ... "

Stilman stared a her. "For God's sake, Effi, we lost the tesm. | don't give a
flying fancy about the launch. Arond, Jordan, Evissa-they're gone. They're dl
dead."

She looked a him. Her eyes were narrowed, but she did not hear him. "Too
much mass too fast..."

Above, in the observation room, even Tior's blue skin was pde. "l don't
understand," she whispered to Kiondili. "Arond's control is excellent. The launch
was perfect up till then. How could he suddenly lose focus of the secondary
beams?'

Kiondili's face was tight. She had fdt nothing when they had gone down, and
Siin's voice haunted her. She stared at the holotank. That could have been her
team. That could have been her...
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“We don't balance the mass of the secondary like we handle the primary
during transmission,” she said findly. "Mass loss is a function of the primary
beams. If the primaries are focused and balanced properly, everything is fine. If
the primaries are even a hit out of focus ..."

"Kiwi, if Prime B's pilot could not handle the beams-"

Kiondili cut her off. "Arond knew more about the drive mechanics than | did,
but | dways had better control."

In the room below, Effi stood up and clutched at the control chair. "It was a
stupid mistake," she repeated. "It shouldn't have happened. | trained him to
concentrate. | trained him-"

"Effi," Stilman cut in, mistaking her outburst. "You are not to blane. This is dl
experimental. Any number of things could have happened, and,” he said heavily,
avoiding a glance up at the observation room where Kiondili sat, "they knew the
risks."

"You don't understand," Effi snarled, rounding on Stilman. "We have no more
time-"

"What has time got to do with it?" Stilman snapped. "A team is down.
Dispersed. Dead." Rae, watching Effi closely, murmured to Stilman, and he took a
breath. "The research will continue, Effi. We have another team for launch, and
we dill have another ship. We can make the Federation deadline. If this dispersal
was amistake, it can be fixed." He tried to take the old woman's am and get her
to st down again, but Effi shook him off.

"Idiot," she snapped. "I know what went wrong, and | know how to fix it." She
whirled and stalked out of the room.

"That old witch never lets up, does she?' Tior muttered, angry in spite of
hersdf.

Kiondili shrugged. "Forget it, Tior. She's a bitter old woman looking for
someone to blame her life on."

"Kind of likeyou."

Kiondili froze.

Tior flushed. "I'm sorry. I-I must be reacting to the blast.”

"Let's go to the Hub," Kiondili said diffly. "They've got hdf of it repaired
enough to get something to drink."

Xig the other H'Mu on their backup team, passed them, paused beside Poole,
and looked back at the control room. "That beamer sure looked good for a while,
didn't it?' she said quietly.

Poole nodded dowly, and even Argon was subdued for once. "Sharp as that
Ixids claws, "he muttered. "It's alousy ded to lose it in hyperlight space.”

Xia met Kiondili's eyes squarely. "What do you think our chances are now,
Wae?'

Kiondili looked &t the other woman. Too much mass lost too fast-Effi's words
echoed in her head. The focus, the shift and flux of the drive fields. . . Arond,
Evissa, Jordan- they were gone, and Kiondili felt nothing. She was as blank as
when her parents died. The focus, she thought absently.

The beamer was not the key, or Stilman would have a different expression on his
face even now. No, it must be in the control of the sensor lens. ..
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... chances, Wae?" Xiarepeated.

"Arond miscalculated,” Kiondili said abruptly, flatly. "He left an opening in
the primary beam, and when it focused in the sensor lens, the mass unbalanced
and dispersed.”

"We know that, Mu," Argon said impatiently. "Xia was asking about your
control versus Arond's. Or are you planning on sending us dl out in a blast like
Arond did Pime B?"

"Put aplug in your boost chute, gas breath," she retorted. "If you don't trust
me back out now before | decide to forget your recombination when we reach
sublight-"

"Kiondili," Tior cut in urgently, pointing at the observation window. "Shut up,
dl three of you. Look at the control screens."”

Kiondili followed her finger, then stared. "The launch lights are on."

Poole leaned forward, his yelow eyes gleaming. Beside him, Argon's eyes
narrowed. "As if we were supposed to be on the blast and someone forgot to
mention it to us."

Xids eyeswere sharp. "Look at the boost rating.”

In the room below, one of the controllers had caled Lan-Lu's attention to the
flashscreens. "We've got a Lightwing on launch,” he warned. "Lightwing M is
on launch."

"What the hdl?' Stilman snapped, spinning around as Lan-Lu, startled,
snagged his tunic on her dbow daw before retracting it. She flung her flashbook
down and grabbed her temple jacks.

"No," Kiondili whispered. "That's our ship. That's our launch!"

“Lightwing M is primed and ready to go. We have launch in two minutes.”
The controller punched in the com. "Lightwing VI, this is Control. Who's in
command there?"

The com remained silent. Stilman grabbed the controls.

"Lightwing, this is Contral. Who the hdll is messing with the launch?'

Kiondili stood up. “That's our launch," she said urgently. ' "That's our last
chance at light."

"Control, this is Lightwing VI." There was a shocked pause as they
recognized Effi's voice on the com. "l am primed and ready for launch. Do | have
ago?'

"No," Kiondili said louder, desperately. She did not notice the hands on her
shoulders where Sin dug her long fingers in and forced her back down. “You
cannot stop it now, H'Mu," Siln said. Kiondili did not even have time to register
the fact that the xenopsychologist was unaffected by the buffers in Kiondili's
persona adapt as Sin snapped Kiondili's E-damp on a stronger setting and
withdrew to the seat behind her.

In Control, Coos and Rae were arguing fiercely while Stilman punched the
com.

"Effi, what the hdl ae you doing? Cut those drives down now," he
commanded. "Get out of that ship and off the launch pad before you get yoursalf
killed."

"Control, thisis Lightwing V1. Do you have launch status yet?"


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebeatl esforever.com/processtext/

"Yes, we have launch status," Stilman raged, "and the status is no go. | repest,
the status is no go. Who the hel isin there with you, Effi? Whoever it is is going
to be spaced with you if you don't shut down the systems now."

"Sixty seconds and counting," the controller murmured under Stilman's elbow.

Coos chittered irritably as he called up the ship's status. "Stilman,” he urged,
"she's not giving up on this one. She is going to take it out. Primary drives are
engaged, and secondaries are boosting up now."

LanLu exdamed in disgust, "Get the master controls kicked in fast. She killed
the override before she Ieft the control room. If you want to stop her, it's got to
be in the next twenty seconds.”

"Effi," Stilman shouted, "if your brains haven't dried out
too much to think, you'll shut down those drives right now. Weve got a backup
team to take that ship out. We don't want an old woman who's lost her senses.”

“I'm not haf as old as you, fungus brain," Effi snapped back.

"You're jeopardizing the whole damned project,” Stilman raged. “Get out of
that ship."

"Stilman," the com crackled, "you dien lover, eat your heart out. Control, dl
systems are on the green. Launch isa go. Repest, launch isa go.”

The com cut out, leaving Stilman speechless.

"She's enjoying this." Coos chittered faintly. "Very clever, our Effi Ragan. It
takes time to override the manua controls since they're supposed to be the last
level of safety. She did not engage the drives until dl other systems were on go
status. She made sure she had enough time to take off after we noticed.”

"She has enough time to fry what's Ieft of her brains in that piece of junk she's
flying. Does she know what this will do to the project? If that Lightwing goes
down, were finished. There isn't a single Shield ship within range we could cal
up to stop her, and we haven't got a tractor beam on the outpost that could hold
a Lightwing againsgt a launch." Stilman flung the com back at the controller and
strode to the other data bank. In the holotank, the Lightwing flared, launched,
and accelerated away.

"We have launch," the controller intoned. "Repeat, the Lightwing is
launched.”

"Oh, shut up," Stilman snapped. "We can see that."

The controller ignored him. "Blast status on go. All systems green.
Acceleration constant."

"You don't redly think she can do it," Tior whispered from beside Kiondili,
staring at the screens below.

"She will be able to manage the initid controls," Xia said quietly, "but she
won't be able to make the jump. She's only one person; the Lightwing was built
for three. Shéll have to
junk one, maybe two stations and rely completely on the master board.”

"Impossible,”" Kiondili said flatly.

Argon snorted. "How do you know, Mu? Maybe you can't do it, but that's no
reason to assume Effi can't. After dl, she's the one who designed the boost
controls."

Tior protested. "How is she going to kick in the disintegrator and control the


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebeatl esforever.com/processtext/

mass |oss through the lens & the same time?"

Kiondili became Hill. "Who set the coordinates for her?' she asked dowly.
"Team B's Lightwing was the last ship programmed for a launch. Lightwing VI
wasn't even primed, let done registered in the tracking stations for transmission.
She did not have time to program the new test route into that ship from Control
before she left. She mugt have set her coordinates by hand, from inside the
Lightwing."

Poole began to wheeze until Tior hit him angrily. "Don't you get it?' he
gasped, ripples surging down his stomach fur. "The coordinates. She had a
breakdown going through awarp gate eighty years ago-she can never travel FTL
again. At her age, she's too old to last through another sublight voyage. Effi's on
aone-way trip home. The only coordinates she knows well enough-that anyone
except a navigator knows wdl enough-to set a the last minute are those of
Earth."

"Shut up," Kiondili snarled. "Shell never make it to lightspeed, let done get
halfway to Earth. The ship hasn't enough mass to lose."

In the room below, the tension grew. "We have point sx light," the controller
chanted. "Point seven light. Point seven five light. All system are green; blast
status is dill ago.”

"Get those tracking stations back online," Lan-Lu hissed.

"I'm getting no response from Number Three, but One and Two are up and
tracking."

"Keep trying," Rae snapped. "Coos, what's the accel eration factor?”

"Acceleration slowing fractionally; however, she's got
enough momentum built up. She should reach lightspeed in two minutes." Coos
chittered excitedly. "Twelve seconds past transmission, her velocity should be
one light-year per minute."

"What about target?'

"Her coordinates are for Earth," Stilman said soberly. "That trgjectory could
not take her anywhere else.”

"She cannot meke it." Lan-Lu flexed her wrigt claws in and out, ignoring the
controller, who shuddered. "She will lose too much mass during the crossover."

Stilman growled, sending another set of data to his flash-screen dmost
savagely. "She needs more than one brain to control the ship from here on out.
She's got to change her coordinates to something easier. A path with fewer
gravitational masses to get around.”

Coos chittered quietly. " She would never do that."

Up in observation, Sin tapped her fingers together. "The ease of the launch
does not matter to her,"” Sin said camly a the question in Poole's eyes. "You
see," the psych added softly, "Effi Ragan is an old woman of human type. Right
now she is somewhere between age and the stars.”

Kiondili stared at her.

"Between age and the stars,” Poole repeated in alow voice. "Yes."

"We have point nine light," one of the controllers reported. "Point nine five
light. All systems on green."


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebeatl esforever.com/processtext/

"The disintegrator is kicking in," Tior said softly. "She should be starting the
energy incline now."

"She'slate," Argon breathed.

Behind them, the director of the outpost entered the observation room silently,
other diens and H'Mu entering behind him as they heard the news. Dugan took
in the assistants a a glance but said nothing. He smply stood and watched, his
ams crossed and his yellow-orange eyes not wavering from the control room
screens.

"Point nine six light. Point nine seven light." "Emer-
gency tracking cutting in for Station One." "Point nine eight light." "All stations
now tracking."

"What if she makesit?" Tior whispered.

"She won't," Kiondili whispered back. "She can't." Inside, she found herself
wishing the old woman would prove her wrong, but she could not see how even
Effi's knowledge of the systems on the ship could make up for the lack of the
navigator and the linkman.

"She's on the beam," Xia breathed. She hit the chair am with a fist. Kiondili
stared at her. Xia had never shown such emotion before. " She's on the beam.”

"Acceleration constant." "All stations tracking." "All systems on green."

"She's late with decomposition,” Rae snapped as she twisted in her seat and
punched anew set of data up. “Coos, check the trgjectories of the beams going
through the lens."

"Come on, Effi, bring her up,” Stilman muttered.

"Point nine nine light."

"Disintegration begun. Primary beam transmission kicking in on the mark."
"Check that mass transference.” "Get tracking up on the screen.” "Beam integrity
intact. Repeat, primary beam intact. “ Secondary beam transmission kicking in on
the mark-holy molshet!"

The flashscreens flared and died. The tiny black area in each holotank
expanded as the ship dispersed and the tracking stations lost the transmission.

"Secondary overload," the controller intoned. "Transmission rupture and
meass dispersal. We have lost the Light-wing."

There was a moment of complete silence. Then Lan-Lu flexed her wrist claws
and said tonelessly, "Tracking station reports, please."

"Tracking Station One reports complete dispersal. Station Two reports
complete dispersal. Station Three reports-"

"Damn you, shut up!" Stilman cut in savagely. "Is that dl you can do right
now, Lan-Lu? We've logt the Lightwing. We've lost Effi. That's four dead. Four!
And the last Light-
wing went with them. We don't need any more status reports. The project's
finished."

Lan-Lu hissed. "I can gill save much of my research, Stilman.”

Coos chittered quietly. "There won't be any more research a Corson, Lan-Lu.
Our funding dispersed with that ship." He projected his head and twisted around
to face the observation screen.

Dugan seemed to meet the Robul's eyes through the window before turning
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and leaving once more without a word.

Xia, her face wiped once again of dl expression, sad, "Damn."

The emotionless curse stuck in Kiondili's throat and choked her as if she had
swallowed afid.

"Damn her to dl the hells of dl the spacetimes of this and every universe!”
Tior blindly stacked her flashbooks and gathered them up.

Before Kiondili, someone murmured, "What a waste. Such a stupid, stupid
waste."

"Well," Argon said, wiping his brow and breaking the uneasy quiet of the
observation room. "What are your plans now, Wae?"'

Kiondili looked up blankly. "Plans?"

"Are you heading for the job pool or have you got something better lined up
when Corson goes down? Personadly, I've aways kept my contacts open,” he
added, waving at the control room below. "Il probably land another job within
the cycle."

"Shut up, Argon,” Kiondili said quietly. Since she said it without anger, he

did.
CHAPTER 17

Kiondili was in her quarters when the meeting notice came It took a few
minutes to register; she had been staring a nothing, her mind blank except for
the litany that the voice in the observation room had left with her. "Such a waste
..." The words echoed back on themselves, repeating the blankness that Effi's
death had suddenly made in her mind.

She had dready transferred her flashbooks into data cubes, the smdl pile
representing the sum of her work a the outpost. Her bookcase and overstuffed
chair were marked for supply. Her one precious leather-bound book and wooden
dolphin were carefully packed into a samdl parcel with her other things. She did
not bother to smooth down her hair as she trudged to the free-boost chute. There
was nothing left for her a Corson.

She had no future. Thanks to Effi, she snarled silently, none of them did. Only
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Kiondili was worse off than the others: She was 4ill on probation. The
recommendations she might be able to get from Stilman and Rae would count for
little as soon as anyone checked her probation record.

With a black mak like that on her work history-along with the tangles of her
parents' bankruptcy-the best she could hope for was a sixth-class job out of the
nearest pool. Menid work, fit more for drones than for HMu. She spit after the
dien that cut in front of her a a redirectional pad. Her job as an assistant was
over: Stilman had said nothing to her about going with him to his next posting.
Not even Lan-Lu had offered to help her find another job. She might as wdl
space hersdlf if she did not want to end up picking vegetables under a Tursceon
sky.

Xiadid not bother to acknowledge Kiondili when she dumped into a chair in
the meeting room. Only Argon raised a cynicad eyebrow, but Kiondili ignored
him. In the front, Dugan did not wait for the room to quiet.

“The Lightwing project has been canceled," he said without preamble. "All
research credits forthcoming for Light-wing and any associated projects will be
stopped as of three days from today. This will give most of you time to set your
notes in order and prepare for leaving the outpost. If you need help setting your
credit records straight, the outpost auditors are standing by on a first-come,
first-served basis."

He paused.

"You mugt vacate your quarters in three days. After that, the maintenance
drones will be remoddling for new projects. If you have doubts as to whether
your project is canceled with the Lightwing project, tap into System Forty-two.
The ligting of valid projects and cancellations is current as of today." Dugan
looked dowly around the room. "Any questions?"'

There was amoment of silence, then Kiondili was startled to hear Siln's voice
break the depression. "Does this mean the Lightwing project is canceled as of
today? Or that the project is canceled as of three days from today?'

Dugan shot the xenopsychologist a sharp look. "Lightwing is canceled, Sin.
There are no more ships. There is no more project.”

"As of when?' she persisted quietly.

Dugan tapped his flashwriter irritably. "The project is canceled in three days;
however, it's best if those of you involved concentrate on clearing out your labs
and packing to leave the outpost. You can do no more research without funding,
and if you are not gone in three days, you will be kicked out whether you have
collected your notes or not."

“Three days," Sin repeated. "What exactly are the terms of the Federation's
funding, Dugan?"'

"Siln, | see no purpose-"

The psych made a curt gesture. "It is a vaid question, Dugan. Please answer:
The terms of the funding?'

Dugan glared at her. Siln just waited.

"The terms" he said dowly and clearly, "are that a new method of traveling
FTL is developed and validated by Federation authorities. That the new method
is appropriate for H'Mu and other class MX1B3 species.”
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"Dugan,” Coos chittered over the angry murmur that rose, "as | recdl, the
contract also said that while we showed continued and steady progress toward
that god, the lease of Corson for our research was extended as long as our
funding alowed. It was only if we stopped showing progress that they could
reclaim Corson. No one can fault our progress to date."

Dugan was silent for a moment, then he sighed heavily. "I cannot fault our
progress, and neither have the Federation observers. However, there are no
Lightwings left, and there is no funding to provide another such prototype. Our
resources are exhausted, and the god is not reached. The Federation does not
support inefficient research.”

"But resources are not exhausted yet-" "l ill have a hundred thousand
credits" "I've ordered my hypercyclotron-how can | cancel now?' "What about
Lightwing VIII"

The room dilled as the lat voice cut through the damor of other voices.
"What about Lightwing VII?" one of the engineers repeated, his booming voice
now echoing in the chamber. "It was the third and last ship down in the cradles.
Itis dill there™

"Lightwing VIl was stripped to provide mass stabilizers for V and VI," Dugan
said flatly. "There are no resources to rebuild VII. It would be impossible to refit
that ship for an FTL blast. The project is canceled,” he said firmly over the angry
voices of the researchers. "The meeting is adjourned."

"Hey, Kiwi," Tior cdled as Kiondili straggled after the others. "Wait a minute.
What are you doing tonight?"

"Packing," she said sourly. "What else?"

"We're going to have a last get-together in the Hub. Why don't you meet us
a hdf past third quarter.”

Kiondili hesitated.

"Come on. Argon's bresking out his private collection of Bist juice-he even
said you could have some-and Pool€e's bringing Dominion wine. We might get to
try some of those bip buttons if Xia can swing it."

"I don't redlly fed likeit, Tior."

Tior stared a her. "None of us redly feds like it, either,” she snapped finaly,
"but it's better than sitting alone in our quarters. Join us-it won't hurt you to
socialize one more time before blasting out to the nearest job pool.”

Kiondili stood for a moment, watching as Tior stalked from the room. She
might as wdl hang out with the others. She had nothing else to do but help
Stilman pack up the lab.

She started down the hall. She ignored the free-boost chute-making time was
no longer important to Kiondili Wae. Not now that she had the rest of her life to
work in the fields of some ag planet and contemplate its more bitter aspects.

"Damn that arrogant bitch," she said tightly, leaning suddenly against a wal
and pressing her hand to her eyes. "Damn Effi Ragan to a thousand hells" She
finaly forced her way down the hdl to Stilman's lab, her vision blurred.

Home The word should have a specia meaning, she thought as she clenched
her fingers around a flashbook. She had not had a home since her parents died
and she watched their ship sold a a guild auction. The closest thing she had
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had to a home since then was Stilman's lab. Now even that would be gone in
another two days. She dammed the stack of flashbooks down on the counter and
jerked the top one off the stack. Even if she hurried, it was going to take her a
quarter cycle to finish dl these notes. She would not be done before Stilman |eft.
If Silman had any brains outside his precious beamer, she cursed, he would have
had some of them transferred along time ago.

"Wae," Stilman yelled, as if her unwary thoughts had cdled him. The sound
was muffled as if he had his head in a bag. Kiondili, making her way dowly
through the precariously piled flashbooks, found that it was true. "Wae," he
yelled again.

"I'mright here," she said sharply.

"Oh." He pulled his head out of the huge sack and looked bewildered for a
moment. "Wae, hmm, what was I-dammit, these belong to Rae Arr, too. Here, take
those flashbooks to LanLu, that cube to Coos, and these things to Rae" He
straightened his violently orange tunic and yanked irritably at his white-striped
trousers. "And make sure you don't deliver Rag's stuff to anyone but her. And
don't leave them in her lab, either-she won' redize they are there, and they won't
get packed."

She took the objects without answering. She had been stupid to hope he might
want to keep her on as his assistant. He was not one to think of anyone else but
himsdlf or his own research, and he often forgot the first because of the second.
She clenched her jaws for a moment.

Coos was in his lab, athough it took a moment for Kiondili to find him. The
Robul had curled up between two lab tables to think, and Kiondili amost tripped
on him as she walked dowly through the lab. He did not acknowledge her except
to project one of his arms and hold out his hand, so she dropped the data cube in
his grip and |€ft.

Ree Arr was harder to find. By the time Kiondili got to Rags office, it was
second bdl, and the scientist had aready taken off to the Hub for lunch. Kiondili
repocketed the items
she was to ddliver and made her way back to the free-boost chutes. It would teke
her another twenty minutes to find Rag, and she 4till had over 130 flashbooks to
transfer to cubes. And, she sighed, Stilman would probably take up the whole
afternoon having her run errands. He was as disturbed as everyone else, she
knew, because he had bothered to match his socks and pants for the firg time
since she had met him.

Only two of the assistants were in the Hub when she got there, but she
ignored their halfhearted wave.

"Just my luck," she muttered, finaly spotting Rae Arr, the esper. The short
researcher looked even amdler sitting next to one of the large Mu from engines.
Kiondili sighed. It took several minutes to sgueeze through the throng-too many
aliens and H'Mu were saying good-bye to each other. As Kiondili would have to
do, too. She did not want to think about it. "Rae?' she asked as she findly
reached the researcher's table.

"She's flashing in her last formula before the outpost erases dl her notes,” one
of the others explained, gesturing for Kiondili to st. "Give her a few minutes and
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shell be with you."

Kiondili sat reluctantly.

"At least she's dill working," another men said sourly. "l can't even have a
minute on the computers since were shutting down. Everything is back up this
and save that. If I'd thought I'd have to do maintenance at this stage of my life, I'd
have gone into designing drones."

“There's better creditsin it," Poole agreed.

Kiondili ordered a protein drink from the dispenser in place of lunch. She
would be lucky to have dinner that day, and she did not have time for afull med.

"Where's Stilman headed?' Poole asked her quietly.

She shrugged. "I don't know. Probably back to Ogen, from the amount of stuff
he's packaged up."

Sin regarded her with a dight frown, but Kiondili ignored the psych.

"He's not leaving till the last day, then?' one of the other researchers asked.

"Not that | know of. It1l take me a least that long to clear out his lab, anyway."

The researcher sucked up his drink, then tossed his glass down the table
chute. "You're not booking out till the last day, then. Most of us aren't going till
then, but | wasn't sure about Stilman. He forgets to tdl us alot of things."

“He just plain forgets a lot of things," Kiondili corrected sourly. She did not
bother to correct that dip about her going with Stilman.

"Which reminds me" The researcher turned and poked the engine master in
the shoulder. "Are you going to return those stakes you've been holding?'

The man looked puzzled, then his face cleared. "Oh, yeah. Pass me that temple
jack, will you." The engine master caled up the lig of bets. "Forgot completely
about those. Someone would have reminded me sooner or later.”

Lan-Lu's fangs were sharp against her ditted lips. "Better sooner than later in
this case."

Pooie leaned over to tap his code in and wipe his bet from the tab.

The xenopsychologist tapped her fingers on the engine master's am, stopping
the man before he set her code. "Let my bet ride, Kiet."

The man looked up in surprise. "There's nothing for you to bet on, Siin. | can't
hold stakes for a nonexistent blast."

"Let it ride" Sin repeated. "There are two and a hdf days left before
Lightwing is canceled. Many things can happen between now and then.”

Kiondili frowned, but it was Poole who said curioudly, "l do not see your
point, Sin. We have no ship, no crew, no computers.”

LanrLu ran her tongue across her teeth. Her ditted eyes stared a Sin for a
long moment. "None of the backup team has left yet," she said softly. "Is that
it?* Sm did not answer, and Lan-Lu let her gaze move across the assistants.
"And Poole, you could get around Centrd Control's priority queue for a launch if
you wanted to code in a bypass, something which you often brag you can do."

Poole raised his shaggy eyebrow. "I have no reason to do it. There is no ship
to take the backup team out-even if the computers were there to set up the
launch."

"Thereis till Lightwing VII," Siln said quietly.

"Dammit, Siln," another researcher said, too sharply, "it does not do any of us
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any good to fantasize about something that will never happen. And it makes you
just plain irritating to boot.”

The engine master nodded. "He's right, Siin. There's no way we could rebuild a
set of stabilizers for VII. We could not even get replacement parts for a quarter
cycle"

The sudden, clear tones of the Mod's voice startled Kiondili. Looking left, she
redized that Elim, the Moal, had been cowering by the engine master the whole
time she had been drinking her protein shake.

"Elim Qu Ibissingsflux," the Moal sang in dua tones. "Elim Qu Ibis sings
cyclic stress
launch to focus launch success Elim Qu I bis sings mass again."”

The table was silent. Rae stopped flashing notes into her book and stared a
the Moa with renewed respect. The engine magter, sitting next to the dien,
frowned. "That's true enough, Elim," he said findly, "but | don't know about the
flux stabilizers being easily replaced with transitory beamers.”

"You want to repeat that in Badc, Kiet?' one of the other researchers
prompted. "I didn't quite catch everything Elim sang.”

"We stripped Lightwing VIl to outfit V and M for launch,” he said dowly.
"But we had aready adjusted the engines to compensate for the problems we
had had with V. The only
thing wrong with VI is that there are no mass stabilizers for the disintegrator or
stress equalizers for the beam transmission."

Kiondili could not help snorting. "The only thing wrong? That's like saying
the only thing wrong with the ship is that it can't go FTL."

"Yes" he agreed dowly, a note of excitement creeping into his voice. "But
Him just pointed out that both the mass stabilizers and the stress equalizers
could be reprogrammed through the main control banks."

Rae frowned and flicked on the design pad for the table. "You are saying that
here and here"-she outlined the fields"we would need another set of
decomposition buffers."

The tal man scratched his chin. "Yes, but it would take days to build a set of
beams giiff enough to hold through the light barrier.”

Poole Slumped back in his seat, and Kiondili found that she had been holding
her breath.

""We don't have days," Lan-Lu said softly. Her wrist claws tapped the design
dowly.

Rae sighed and switched the table off.

"You might as wel take your stakes, SiIn" Kiet said. "It's a Tailing's pipe
dream to get that ship off the docks."

Sin got up. "Let my bet ride. Backup has done things other teams have not.
As| said before, many things can happen in three days."

"Three days?' The engine master scowled. "There's no way we could
redesign the beamers in that time."

"Unless we worked together," Rae suggested softly.
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The engine man met Lan-Lu's eyes and shuddered. "Maybe." He hesitated,
glancing at the predator again. "Maybe I'll just drop on down and tinker with the
engines before | ship out,” he said dowly. He did not look a Kiondili. "I guess |
can hold on to your stakes for a couple days, SiIn."

Lan-Lu smiled at the man'swary expression. "'l will go
with you, Kiet," the Ixia said. "Sometimes two can see what one cannot." She
paused, then leaned over to Kiet and tapped a code into his flashbook. "You
might as well put my bet back on the books."

"And ming" Ree said. "l may drop by in engines later. | have some notes you
might be able to use.”

Kiondili stood up quickly. "Rae" she said hurriedly as she thrust the
flashcube and other deliveries at the short Mu, "these are from Stilman." She
edged out from between the others. "Excuse me please. I've got some . . .
packing to do." She hurried from the Hub, her quick strides becoming a run as
the crowds thinned near the doors.

Scant minutes later she was pounding on Tior's door lock. "Tior, let me in-"
She amog fdl into Tior's ams when the door shimmered open. She did not
apologize.

"Unless Lan-Lu's after you," the other Mu snapped, "there's no reason to pop
my water bubbles.”

"Listen." Kiondili drew the woman across the room. "Is your com offline?
What's security here?"

Tior frowned and punched a button. "The corn's offline now, but the control
link stays on."

Kiondili shook her head. "Let's go to Argon's." She dragged the other woman
out and down the hdll.

"Since when have you wanted to pay a house cdl to that bunch of Bolduin's
balls?'

“Since we need him for a launch." Kiondili ignored Tior's demand for an
explanation. "Later. When we see Argon.”

"What the hdl do you want, Mu?' Argon answered his com as he saw who
had buzzed.

"Let usin, gas brain," she retorted. "We've got news."

The door shimmered open, and Kiondili dragged Tior through before the door
completely cleared.

Tior gave a startled yelp as the currents hit her water bags. "Ayaras eyes,
Kiwi," she snapped. "You could give meawarning."

Argon did not invite them to sit, but, a Kiondili's expression, he regarded her
thoughtfully.

Kiondili gestured to his desk. "The comlink?'

He snapped it off. She motioned toward the control link that ill blinked
quietly by his termind. If anyone would have a link bypass, it would be Argon,
Kiondili bet, and she was right. He hesitated, then coded in a quick succession of
numbers. "All right, were protected. There's no access here without me knowing.
What's this about, Mu?'

"The launch is on," Kiondili said flatly. "We're teking Lightwing VIl out as
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soon as"

"Lightwing Ml is in no shape to launch, let done blast FTL," he retorted,
cutting her off. "What has she been drinking, Tior?"

Tior was regarding Kiondili with a pitying look. Kiondili suppressed the desire
to dap them both. "I've not been drinking, and what | say is true. If you don't
believe me, check the engine master's betting stakes. He's il holding them for
haf the project team."

"He probably forgot to give them back,” Argon said disparagingly.

"No, | was there & lunch when he offered. Hdf the bets are Hill riding on
blast, and Kiet and Lan-Lu are working on the Lightwing right now."

"l think she breathed too much space last timed she went solar surfing," Tior
said tersely to Argon. “The engine master would space himsdf before he worked
in an enclosed space with Lan-Lu."

"It's the stress," he agreed. "Maybe we should cdl the medic before she gets
worse."

“Plug it with a bucket of topes. Listen: Elim Qu-Ibis came up with a new way to
gabilize the transmission beam. It will be jury-rigged,” she admitted, "but it's
better man nothing, and it will let us take the Lightwing out on schedule.”

"We don't have a schedule," Argon reminded her.

"We do now. If they can get the circuits redesigned and Lan-Lu can build
some transitory beamers, Rae will put the computers back online for a launch.
And Poole will build a bypass through Centrd Contral."

Argon stared at her for amoment.

"If, if, if," Tior cut in. "There's no certainty in any of that, Kiwi." She gestured
a the stack of data cubes sitting on Argon's desk. "The whole outpost is
packing to leave, and you want us to help you steal an experimental ship and
pilot it away. I'm sorry, Kiwi, but even if | wanted to be part of this, | just don't
see it as being possible-not in the two days we have left."

"Two and a hdf days," Kiondili corrected. "In two and a hdf days Il either
be shipped out for a sixth-class job on a backwater planet or spaced for stealing
a ship worth over a hundred thousand credits. There's not much difference in
the sentencing." She looked to Argon, but he said nothing, tipping his head
back to think. Kiondili leaned over and turned the comlink back on. "I'm going to
cdl Xia" she said.

"Kiwi, don't get her hopes up.”

"Do you think she would rather not know? What if it is possible?"

Tior fell slent.

"Wae might be right," Argon said suddenly. "If she is and if the ship is
refitted in two days, we could set the launch off ourselves.”

"By ourselves?' Tior looked shocked. "Without Control?'

"You and Poole have been running simulation Control for a cycle now. Why
not go in red time?"

“But we can't do it without Lan-Lu and Stilman and Rag," Tior protested.

"Do you redly think they're going to jeopardize their futures to help us stedl
a Federation ship?' Kiondili snorted. "Rae and Lan-Lu are building the ship for
us. It1l be up to us to take it out."
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"What about coordinates? And how will we get access to the ship if it's
locked up in engines?'

Argon waved his hand. "You read into Kiet's accounts a quarter cycle ago.
Hell have alisting for short hops. Hel, he probably has the coordinates for half
this quadrant. Xia
and | can build a cross-circuit bypass to get us into the ship if the access is cut
off. I've done it lots of times to get into Contr-uh, to ddiver things to different
places," he amended carefully.

Kiondili said nothing.

"How can you be sure Coos will go dong with this?' Tior objected, pointing
a Argon's pack. "I heard he was shipping out tomorrow."

"Cdl him," Kiondili told Argon. "And cal Xia, too."

"I know what to do, Mu," Argon snapped a her. He turned to the other
woman. "But Tior, "he warned, "whether Coos or Xia or even you are with us or
not, if what Kiondili says is true, I'm on for the launch.”

Tior was silent again and findly raised her head. "If you're on for the launch,"
she said quietly, "you need someone to keep Centrd Control out of your hair till
you hit light."

Kiondili began to grin. "Light." She looked from Argon to Tior. “WEe're going

light.”
CHAPTER 18

"Isit on?" Xia asked as Kiondili dipped through the door.

Kiondili nodded and dropped the flashbook on Xias desk. "Your boss I€ft this
out for us."

"Coordinates?"

"Control instructions. I've aready copied them. Give them to Tior when you're
done. Navigation will be different, and the monitors that feed directly through
Centra Control will be disabled, but this should give you enough information to
compensate." She turned to leave.

"Argon is with Poole. He said for you to meet them when you were ready.”
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Kiondili did not reply. She was dready down the hal and diving into the
free-boost chute. Reaching beyond her E-damp and speeding up to just under
290 clicks, she wondered briefly, If a launch of Lightwing VIl had never been
brought up, would she have cared whether the chute guards caught her
speeding? She passed a pair of side tunnels and caught a glimpse of dark har as
another H'Mu made his way
through the chutes. If it was not for a Lightwing launch, would she take a chance
and change a few settings on Argon's persona adapt? He had been amost
tolerable lately; maybe he was beginning to forget about his grudge against her.
She hit the next pad off center, dicing awkwardly along the wal field until she
regained her line. Argon. If she did not have to work with him . ..

Just as she did not have to work with Effi Ragan anymore.

She dove silently, frozen in a straight line as she speared through the center of
the chute. Effi was dead. The pale lines of the boost tube flashed by like light on
alaunch as she skimmed awal and shifted into the next chute without hitting the
redirection pad. She noted the color shift absently. What mede her think this
launch would be successful where the others were not? The other teams had had
more advanced studies, more training. And they were now dead or ill in
recovery. A strange reaction twisted in Kiondili's gut, and she recognized it as
fear. What if she did not set the beams correctly? What if the refitted stabilizers
did not work? Her team was just the backup. Even Argon admitted that they
could use more time on the simulator-as if she would st in another simulation
session with that Mu if she did not have to. She would not have to if she were
dead, the thought came unbidden. Prime Team A ... fragmented. Prime Team B .
.. dead. Effi Ragan . . . dead. Stop it, she told herself harshly. She straightened
out her line along the chute and steadied her breathing.

At least, she told hersdf with a twisted smile, if they were caught launching
the Lightwing, they would dl be spaced without suits before anyone asked
why-Argon included." She tumbled lightly along the wadl, hitting the redirection
pad on her thigh and bresking off into a new tube. If she could not go with
Stilman or get another job a the outpost, she would rather disperse with a blast
in hyperlight space, anyway.

Space-she would be challenging spacetime itsdf in four hours.

She stopped at the door to Pool€'s lab and tapped the ac-
cess lock, but before she could step through, Siln's lanky frame stretched out of
the shimmering surface and startled her.

"Mu," Siln said quietly, stepping into the hall.

"Siln," she acknowledged, waiting for the psych to move aside. But the
xenopsychologist remained in front of the door, barring her way. "What do you
want, Siln?'

Sin tapped her long fingers together and regarded her thoughtfully. "You
have left two things undone, Kiondili Wae."

"What are you talking about?"

"Two things, which must be done before you launch."

Kiondili looked over her shoulder guiltily. "Ayards eyes, Sin, the corridor
comlinks are on."
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"Two things, Mu," the psychologist repeated. "Spesk with Stilman before you
go, and see Waon."

Kiondili pursed her lips. "l see Silman every hour," she said, adding flatly,
"and | have nothing to say to Waon."

“Y ou owe both of them that much."

Kiondili stared after the psych as Sin waked away in her strange, gracefully
diff gait.

"Hurry up, Wae," Poole said, poking his head out the door and noticing her.
"Check out the coordinates. We set them for Northase. We should have enough
fud for that, plus a little extra. Tior's going to program them into the computer if
they look dl right to you."

"Yeah, sure." She paused and stared after the psychologist before Poole drew
her insde. Why the hell did she have to speak to Stilman? All he had done for
the last two days was ydl for this and that. He had not even bothered to ask her
what she was going to do &fter he left. Why did he not want her to go with him?
It was bad enough Sin wanted her to go through some sort of teary good-bye
with her boss, but then she had to make up with Waon, the fusion plant?

She glared after the psych. "Damn it," she said finaly. “Tior, how late can you
set the coordinates?”

Tior frowned. "Just before launch, | guess, but that is pushing it, Kiwi. I'm not
sure how long it will take me under
the blind were running." Her skin was tight, and Kiondili wondered if Tior had
the fear of the launch in her guts that Kiondili had. "We 4ill have to indtall Rag's
circuits," the blue-skinned Mu added, "and the beamer-which you haven't gotten
out of Stilman yet."

Kiondili nodded impatiently. "I'll be back as soon as| can."

"Wait aminute. Where are you going?"

"l have to get the beamer and tdk to-someone.” She added sourly, "Since I'm
burning dl my bridges, it would be nice to know which side of the river Il end up
on when the smoke clears."

"Kiondili-" Tior turned to Poole in exasperation as Kiondili turned and ran
down the corridor. "What the hdll is she taking about?"

He shrugged. "If she gets back in time with those parts, | don't care how she
thinks or what she talks about."

Kiondili jogged toward the nearest free-boost chute. She did not have much
time

At Rag's lab, the short esper did not look up from her packing crate when
Kiondili entered. Rae was examining the box with a frown but waved a slent
greeting.

Kiondili glanced a the crate. "We're ready to put the boards in, Rae."

"One moment, Mu," Rae muttered. She scowled and thrust the packing ligt in
her pocket, then strode to a shielded box on the counter. "There are eight boards
in here," she said, handing them to Kiondili. "Six for the control patterns, two for
the decomposition. Don't get them mixed up."

Kiondili nodded.

"Are you going straight to engines, or do | need to wrap these first?"
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"l have to get the beamer from Stilman before | go on down.”

Ree studied her, and Kiondili felt the feather touch of the researcher's probe. "I
am surprised that he is letting you take
his beamer out of the lab. | would have expected Stilman to insist on ingtdling it
in the ship himsdf."

Kiondili flushed dowly. "He doesn't know that I'm taking it, so he does not
know it has to be installed.”

"Stilman is scheduled for outbound passage a noon today, Kiondili Wee.
What is he going to think when he shows up & the loading dock and you are not
there? Or when he redlizes you have the beamer that cost him the last twenty
years of his life?"

“What do you mean, when I'm not there?" Kiondili could not hide her sudden
projection of resentfulness, and Rae's eyebrows rose. Kiondili muttered,
"Stilman's only use for me in the last two days has been to make sure dl his
precious flashbooks and data cubes were packed. He's not going to miss me a
the docks."

"So you're not going with him," Ree returned bluntly. Her probe sharpened,
and Kiondili tiffened. "Who gave you a better offer?’

"Nobody offered me anything. When Stilman leaves, I'm out of a job and a
future."

"Did Stilman fire you?"'

Kiondili opened her mouth to reply, then paused. "No," she said dowly.

"You were not hired by the Corson outpost, Mu," the scientist said sharply.
"You were hired by Stilman. This Federation research post, in the person of
Director Dugan, merely approved the hire."

"But if Stilman-if you all lost your funding-"

"Unless Stilman fired you, for which he would have to give you a termination
review in front of the board, you ill have a job, Mu. Your contract could not
have expired. You have been here only five cycles." The derision in Rag's words
was pae compared to that of the woman's esper voice.

Kiondili felt suddenly small and insignificant.

"Where Stilman works should not make any difference to you, Kiondili Wae.
You were hired to do ajob for him, not for Corson. | suggest you speak with him.
He may be able
to get a later berthing on one of the other traders out of here" The scientist
turned back to her lab work.

Kiondili stared a Rag's back. Stilman was taking her with him? She did not
have to go into the job pool? Why the hell had he not told her? Why had she
not picked that out of her contract? Ayaras eyes, she redized suddenly, but she
had only a hdf hour to catch him. Stilman had been planning on boarding early
in case he was bumped from the flight by others crowding off Corson, an idea
she had encouraged so that he would be out of the way in time for her to launch
the Lightwing with the others.

"Thanks," she said slowly. "Thanks, Rae."

The woman did not turn around, but a flash of empathy surprised Kiondili, and
she backed out of the lab, clutching the box of circuits in her hand. She tucked
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the box into her jumper thoughtfully before diding into the free-boost chute.
Hanging on to the acceleration pad before boosting down the chute, she redlized
that she had a choice of her future. Down in engines the Lightwing was waiting,
slent in its cradle and dead without her. But up in the labs she ill had a job-a
future and alife out of the pool. She shoved off the pad dowly, changed her
mind a a branch tube, then changed her mind again, speeding faster with new
decisiveness.

Waon's quarters were in a cold, dim part of the complex. By the look of the
corridor 1Ds, the entire triad was reserved for the dien, and she hesitated before
approaching the central door. There was a curious numbness around the halls
that signaled strong fidld damps. Kiondili hesitated, then tapped the com before
she could change her mind again. But she amost turned and ran when the door
shimmered open and she heard Waon's cold voice say "Come."

She stepped through, then stopped. One entire wal of the Ruvian's quarters
was open to space, the clear crystal of the window barely marred by dust. She
caught her breath. Billions of stars streaked across the sky in the galaxy's outer
am, and one of the nebulas was as dear to Kiondili's eye as if a patch of lint
were stuck to the window. She barely noticed
the thick carpet of living grass that climbed up the other wadls and grew into a
series of vines. With the wadl's shadowy colors and the flat black of space, the
room looked as cool as night on Northase. Against the window Waon stood,
un-moving, staring a the stars. Kiondili paused awkwardly as she redized he
was holding a holo in his hands.

"Waon-" She cleared her throat. "Waon, Sin told me that I've caused some
problems in your Change."

The Ruvian said nothing for a moment. When he turned, she took an
involuntary step back.

"l don't pretend to understand what you are or-" She swallowed. "what you
need from me, but | want to set things right between us."

"You come to assuage your guilt?' The nerve centers close to the Ruvian's
skin glowed with a golden pulse.

She dtiffened. "I am not apologizing for my feelings.”

He met her gaze, then nodded curtly.

She suddenly redlized that he had read her. Instinctively she hardened her
blocks, then forced them to rdax. As she met Waon's depthless eyes again, she
thought she saw his appreciation of the effort. "What happened to you?' she
asked quietly. "What did | do to you?"

Waon glanced instead a the holo in his hands. "Inryia has Changed by now,"
he said dowly. "But she is femae/Ski/mae now, and I-* He looked directly a
Kiondili. "l an male/T'se/femde.”

Kiondili shook her head in puzzlement.

"l was not scheduled for this type of Change for another hundred and twelve
years," he said shortly. Sensing her consternation, the Ruvian passed his hand
over his eyes. The dm fields he generated hugged his body, and as his hand
crossed his cheeks, it looked as if a wap wee crawling across his
bronze-streaked skin.
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"l was not made as you know it, Kiondili Wae." His voice was subtle in the
field-damped room, and the cottoned deafness that filled Kiondili's ears did not
hide his words. "I was maemae/mae, waiting to Change to male/T'se/mae.” He
paused. "You have only two sexes, Kiondili Wae, and you do not understand
others, so | will try to explain. Like you, we Ruvians are human-Mu, but we have
three sexua centers in our bodies. Each center can have one of four sexud
orientations. We go through metamorphosis severa times in our lives until we
reach a sexuality compatible with our mate's sexuaity. We mate young, Kiondili
Wae, and we mate for life, and Inryia and | have aready waited two hundred and
forty-three years to merge.”

"I-changed you to something incompatible?' she said uncertainly.

"Being human, you did not understand the sexuality | needed to shift into.
You Changed me to mae/T'seffemae." He paused, his gaze burning blacker. "It
will be another one hundred ninety years before Inryia and | are compatible
again."

She stared at him. "I'm sorry," she said in alow voice.

"You did not just Change me to something you understood, Kiondili Wae," he
said flatly, his hidden anger flaring in golden pulses across his streaked skin.
"You left the Change unfinished so that now | must be in a constant state of flux
until the next cycle begins. And | cannot ask another Ruvian to adjust me out of
such aflux. It would force the other into the same state.”

"Gods, Waon, I'm sorry-truly, | anvit's just that you were out of control."

He raised an eyebrow. "As this," he gestured down at his body, "I will be out
of control for the next fifty-four years."

"Can you-can't you precipitate a Change?"

"It would throw the cycles off permanently. Inryia and | would never merge.
We would never be able to live together or make our child." He sensed Kiondili's
confusion. "Think what would happen if two of me were in one room together,
Weae. The fields would be uncontrollable even with heavier damps than are on
here now."

Kiondili hunched her shoulders. "I'm sorry, Waon. |-
would like to help." She looked & Waon, then, with her hands clenched at her
sides, deliberately lowered her blocks.

The Ruvian stared at her for several minutes.

Read me, she forced the thought out.

Thereisno need.

She nodded abruptly, withdrawing hersaf behind her blocks in shaky relief.

Waon watched her. "You have not been hurt by your Change, Kiondili Wae,
except in your own thoughts. Had you asked to merge with me as LanLu
encouraged you to, it would have been the same as what happened in the Hub."

She stared at him in surprise.

"Yes, the guild trains its espers the same way. But few espers merge with
Ruvians. The experience is not always . . . pleasant."

Redlizing the question she had projected, Kiondili flushed, but the memory of
the guild did not taste as hitter as it once had. "May | help?'

He hesitated, then nodded.
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"What do you want me to do?" she asked quietly.

An hour later Kiondili walked out of Waon's quarters fedling dightly stunned.
Working with Waon had forced her to stretch inside her own mind. She reached
again with her fidd sense and let the strength of the damps ripple across her
ams. The truth no longer burned. Now a vastness seemed to fill the corners of
her mind, asif adjusting Waon's fields had expanded her own senses. She trailed
afinger dong the wdl, men turned suddenly and, with a sob, dipped down until
she was gitting on the floor. It was not until her chronometer beeped that she
raised her head and stared at it blankly.

Third bell. She leapt to her feet. It was less than two hours before launch! The
circuits and the beamer had been due in engines fifteen minutes before. And if
Stilman was gone from the lab before she got there, the time lock would already
be set and she would not be able to get in to get the beamer.

And worse, there would be no way for her to ask Stilman if he was redly going to
take her with him.

She ran down the corridor and dove into the free-boost chute with careless
haste, hitting the redirection pads hard even for her. It took less than a minute to
traverse the outpost to Stilman's triad, and she emerged from the chute just as
another Mu was diving in.

"Watch it."

"Sorry."

Stilman's lab was around the corner. If he was not there, it would be her own
fault. She was the one who had hinted that he would be bumped from his flight if
he did not show up early. She loped down the corridor, not noticing this time the
way the indirect lights played across the wadls like afaint, ever-moving murd.

A future . . . She could stay with Stilman and work on hyperlight drives for the
rest of her life She did not have to chance the Lightwing. It was jury-rigged at
best, and if it did not work, she would not be able to do anything about it but die
in the dispersal. Her lips tightened, and she forced hersdlf to rdax.

But it was a chance to make it work.

Around the corner, a maintenance drone was dready at the lab door, and
Kiondili brought hersdf up short. Her choice might already have been made for
her. She swallowed.

But she pushed past the drone and triggered the door, barely waiting the
scant second for it to shimmer clearly open.

"Where the hell have you been, Wae?" Stilman snapped irritably. "I can't find
some of the equipment anywhere. Did you pack the adjusters for the beamers
and beam recorders?'

"Are you-am | going with you to Omisis?' she demanded.

Stilman yanked at his tunic asit caught on a box. "Of course. | can't very wdl
send you ahead with the equipment to Foxglove while | settle the terms of my
new proposal. You
know nothing about setting up alab. Which gets back to the subject. Where are
the adjusters for the beamer? | can't figure out which boxes you packed them in
and whether they're dready on board.”

"That's probably because | didn't pack them yet," she returned. She could not
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hide her grin.

"Dammit, Wae, sometimes | wonder why | hired you. | can't afford to lose
those components; the cost of the parts done was hdf the last grant. Get that
stuff packed now and get it down to the docks."

"It's going to take me awhile to pack everything that's left," she said dowly.

Stilman gave her a sharp look. "Explain, Wae, and be quick. Our ship leaves in
two hours."

"There's three more ships leaving at third quarter tonight that stop at Omiss.
Why don't we take one of those instead? | must have made a mistake earlier. All
of the later ships ill have open berths."

Stilman regarded her curioudly. "If there's one thing I've noticed about you,
Wae," he said dowly, "it's that you don't meke that kind of mistake." He nodded
to himsdlf. "All right, get that beamer out and let me see it."

She opened a cupboard and pulled out the carefully padded box. "It's ill
assembled,” she muttered, handing the box out to Stilman. At his sharp look, she
added, "l guess | thought there was time to take it apart and pack it later.”

"There's time, but not for that," Stilman ran his hand through his white hair.
"Let's get going."

"But I-" She closed her mouth. "To the docks?' she asked findly.

"To engines." He grinned in turn a her surprise. "I can't have you ingtdling
this thing a the wrong angle."

Kiondili stared. "Y ou know about the launch?"

He snorted. "Why dse would you want to hide the beamer and adjusters in a
cupboard under a sink-intact? And you would not have suggested a later flight
unless there was something left undone, which you assured me this morning
was not the case. Which means that there would be no reason for you to carry a
package of Lightwing chips in your pocket unless you were planning on stealing
avery experimentd ship for alaunch.”

Kiondili looked down at the tdltae circuits in her hand and flushed. "This
seems to be my day to be caught out in everything," she muttered.

"The best laid plans of mice and Mu ..." Stilman said. "Never mind," he said at
her blank look. "If you're planning on a launch, how did you work around the
missing fidd fluctuation controllers?'

"Lan-Lu came up with an equation for a dispersion that will hold through the
light-barrier singularity. It's like an instant of complete decomposition, then were
through, and we recombine in hyperlight.”

"Hmm. Sounds interesting. Who's on control? Backup?"

She nodded. "WEell lock out access and run the launch through the Lightwing
control room. With the new controls, it would be afirg time for anyone, so were
as qudified as anyone else. Besides," she said wryly, "no one else volun
teered."

The older man carefully set the beamer back in its packing materid and closed
the stuffing around it. "Well, then," he said, tacking the box top back down,
"wed better get going."

"You'restill coming?"

“If you redlly pull this off, Wae, | wouldn't missit for the origind world."
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They hurried to the free-boost chute and dove in, Kiondili finding it hard to
hold hersalf back to Stilman's speed while they dowly floated through the tubes
that laced the outpost's triads. Scant minutes later they emerged on the engines
deck. There was no one in sight, and Kiondili looked around, worried.

"l was supposed to meet them here twenty-five minutes ago,” she explained in
alow voice.

Stilman glanced up and down the hdl. "Was their access shut off?"

"We dl ill have access to the hdls, just not the rooms themselves."

"If they had a bypass, they're probably already inside.”

She shook her head. “They can't get in without this." She held up a tiny piece
of plastic and stedl that looked like a dispenser card. "They need it to bridge the
bypass code in the door circuitry."

Stilman raised one of his heavy eyebrows till it looked as if his whole face
were tilting and would dide off his head.

"Wae," avoice snapped, stifled but clearly angry.

Kiondili jumped, but Stilman just glanced over his shoulder as Xiadid out of a
maintenance drone cubby.

“Where the hdl have you been?' she demanded, her eyes tight. So, thought
Kiondili, the tension was getting to Xia, too. Xia looked her up and down. “Do
you know what we've been through waiting for you?'

Argon eased out of the cubby &fter Xia "Is he-" He nodded toward Stilman.
"-in or out?'

"He's in," Kiondili answered, surprising hersdlf with the note of pride in her
voice. "He's going to adjust the beamer for us."

Xia gave her a sharp look. "I thought you said you could do that."

Poole uncurled and dropped to the floor without a sound, following Argon
and Xiato the door of the engines room. "What she can do and what she should
do are two different things." He pulled a circuit board, sensors, and set of temple
jacks from his marsupia pouch. "Nice to see you again, Dr. Stilman."

Stilman raised his other eyebrow. "Nice to join the party, even if | was invited
a the last minute."

"Give me that bridge, Kiwi," Poole directed, knedling by the door's pand.
"Argon, take these sensors and find the circuit that unlocks access. Xia, watch
the corridor map for company; we need five minutes.”

Argon gave Kiondili a dark look. "I kept expecting to see a sgquad of chute
guards every minute we waited, Wae. Ever since Effi walked in and took off with
the last Lightwing, Centra changed the access codes on dl the doors to the
engine rooms. Only the engine masters and their design crews have access now.
You even have to apply through Centrd to go in without one of the crew as an
escort. It's like an obsession."

Stilman peered over Pool€'s shoulder. "It's not an obsession if it's necessary."
He harrumphed, then handed the beamer to Kiondili. "You've got the access
circuit crossed with the timing mechanism, Poole. It's the second set of data
cubes farther in that you want."

Poole glanced over his shoulder, his fur rippling as he met Stilman's gaze.
"Excuse the impertinence, Dr. Stilman, but how would you know?'
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Stilman chuckled. "My firgt posting was & an instalation so poor, we only
had one maintenance drone. We had to service our own equipment if we wanted
it to work."

Xia hissed. "Someone's coming. The free-boost chute just flashed.”

Kiondili exchanged a long look with Argon, but Poole did not look up. "I need
another minute," he said over his shoulder. "Stdl them."

“It's Lan-Lu," Kiondili said in relief as the Ixids body dove lightly out of the
free-boost chute and landed in the corridor. Lan-Lu strode toward them, her wrist
claws half-extended and her muscles rippling across her ams.

"Close that pand access quickly or get that door open now," the predator
snapped. "You tripped an access warning. Control's sending the chute guards to
investigate."

"l need another minute," Poole said camly. "Dr. Stilman, hold the bridge for
three seconds while | set this trigger into the circuit. There, got it. All right, it
should open- now."

The door shimmered from solid into the semishape of a large mouth before
dissipating into its invisible gas as it
opened, and Kiondili recognized Argon's irregular teeth as she dodged through.
Argon, on her hedls, grimaced a Poole's joke but grabbed the two bags the
Dhirrnu tossed a him.

"The guards," Xia said urgently. She took two steps down the hdl. "Il all
them."

"No." Lan-Lu caught her arm. "Y ou're the pilot."

"There's no time. The bypass is shutting down," Stilman said sharply, shoving
the nearest assistant through the still-open door. But it was Poole, not Xia he
grabbed. As he released the Dhirrnu's furry am in sudden dismay, he could
recover only enough to think clearly of the precise instdlment angle of the
transmission beamer. He caught Kiondili's startled look as the bypass cut out
and the door fused shut, cutting him off from the precious beamer ill clutched
in her aams.

Xia, flinging herself a the door, stopped short and stared at the fused and
ruined area

Stilman glanced down the corridor. ' "The guards,” he said urgently.

"We need an accident,” Lan-Lu hissed. "Trust me" she said softly to Xia

CHAPTER 19
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Kiondili, holding the beamer as if it would bite her, stared a the ruined door.
Stilman's last thought echoed in her head among the images and instructions for
ingalling it. He had wondered if she had picked up his instructions. He would be
irritated if she dispersed hersdf like his other assistant. She laughed, but the
sound was amost hysterical, and she cut hersalf off abruptly.

"Well," Argon said flatly. "Now what?'

Yes, now what? Kiondili realized. Xiawas their pilot, and she was on the other
side of that ruined door. They could not bypass another entrance to the engine
room, and if fee guards were aready on their way, Xia would be in their custody
before Poole and Argon could cook up another way to get her in.

Poole wheezed, and the other two turned to stare a him. "Ayaras eyes,
Poole" Kiondili said. "What are you laughing about?"

The Dhirrnu broke into a new set of fur ripples. "Stilman," he wheezed. "Much
ti'kai to him again, Kiondili Wae."

"Poole," shereturned dowly, "thisisn't ajoke."

Argon snorted. “It will be if he doesn't stop wheezing and help us figure out
what to do now. Otherwise, Centra will lock us out of the ship before we can get
the access open. Cut it out, Poole."

"Xiais the pilot." The Dhirrnu gasped as another ripple loosed itsdlf down his
stomach fur. "Stilman pushed mein here with you. | am no pilot."

He began wheezing again, and Kiondili turned away, setting the beamer down
carefully on the cold floor and sguatting beside it. "Yes, sure, Poole. Lots of
ti'kai to him."

Argon spit, his spittle forming a perfect sphere in the low-grav room before
the fluid hit the meta-plas of the hardening door. "So now what?"

Pool e shrugged. "We launch."

Kiondili stared at Poole's cdm assurance. "Launch? Just like that? We launch?
We're missing our pilot, or didn't you redize that?"

The Dhirrnu just grinned, his sharp teeth hanging over the edge of his lower
lip. "You have training to be a pilot, Kiondili Wae; the record of your history
with the traders is clear." He acknowledged her expression with a shrug. "And |
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have learned a great deal by watching Xia and the other pilots on the smulator. |
have even run some simulations mysdlf. Look around. We have access. We have
tools and equipment. We have the control sequences. Why not put the beamer
in the Lightwing and see if it will fire up."

"And when the chute guards figure out we got through?' Argon retorted.

"We launch," Poole returned.

"A Dhirrnu pilot, one sensor, and one linker. . ." Kiondili muttered.

Argon looked around and shivered. "At least it will be warmer in the Lightwing
than here on the dock. We might as well get to work."

Up in the lab triad, Tior dipped into the Lightwing control room. She was late.
She had waited for Poole as long as she could, but neither he nor any of the
other assistants had shown. She could only hope they were in the ship dready.
As it was, there was only hdf an hour left to load the dummy program and get
the tracking stations online. She crossed to her console, then turned and traced
her steps back to the door. Popping the door panel, she reached down, pulled a
cable from one of the unused machines, and gave it a wrench. Then she jammed
it into the pand and watched dispassionately while the shimmering door dowly
coalesced into a blank shade of solidity.

Kiondili peered into the recess that held the drive's control cubes. "Argon,
hand mealight."

"Just don't change the wrong cube," Argon warned from below. "I have no
desire to be shot dl over hyperspace because you cannot read the labels."

"l do not see what you are worrying about,” she retorted, her voice muffled
from inside the recess. "We have only hdf a pilot to get us near the light barrier
in the first place. The chances of your getting dispersed are about nil."

"Don't remind me" he returned sourly. "I'm trying to think of this as an
exercise in maintenance, which is probably what my new career will be when the
chute guards come back and bresk in to get us."

She did not answer. "Take the old ones," she said, holding them out blindly
behind her. "Give me the new ones."

"Yes, mighty Wae," Argon intoned sarcastically. "Here. Don't drop them.”

She bit back her comment, wondering what Poole was doing in the control
cabin. He had said he was programming their coordinates, but he should have
been done by now. "What time is it?' she caled over her shoulder. She shifted,
touched the frozen wal of the cubby, and shuddered visibly.

"Fifteen minutesto blast."

She backed out of the circuit recess and turned off the
pencil free-grav beam she had used to set the cubes into the slots. "We are
ready, then." She shivered again, pulling her jumper close. "I hope Poole found
some of those thermd jumpers.” She popped the recess cover back on, jamming
her hands back in her pockets to warm them as soon as she was done. "We don't
have time to test the settings. | hope Ree is as good as adways, or we redly will
be dispersed on the boost."

"If we boost."

She followed him silently up the ladder and climbed through the narrow cabin
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port. "Did you forget something?' she said irritably as the man remained
standing. "Like moving out of the way?'

He moved so she could get by him. "Where's Poole?"

Kiondili shrugged. "Give him a yell. Were supposed to be on transmission to
Control in five minutes. We should at least let them know were here.”

"Even if we don't launch." Argon stuck his head out the port. "Poole, hurry
up.”
Kiondili jumped as Poole emerged from atiny closet behind the control chairs.
"l was reading the pilot's manual,” he explained.

Argon snorted. "In the closet?"

"l was looking for thermd jumpers. Even for meit is cold in here. | read as |
looked."

"And?" Kiondili could have bitten her tongue as Poole grinned toothily a her.

"My great-to-the-seventh grandmother was a test pilot for the Federation
during the third Quadrant War," he said, his yedlow eyes unblinking. "As |
thought more on the idea of using the pilot's controls here, | found that those
memories were passed down more clearly than | thought. It is fortunate. | did not
have to read the manua from front to back."

Argon snorted, then asked, curious in spite of himsdf, “How much did you
have to read?'

"One thousand five hundred and six pages."

Argon laughed, then faltered. "Y ou can't be serious."

The Dhirrnu did not answer. His fur was dready rippling across his chest,
doubling him over.

"Of course they'll go through with it,” Stilman said irritably. "I would not have
gone to the trouble of setting the beamer for that piece of tin if they were going
to pfitz out at the last minute.”

Waon nodded silently, and Rae leaned back in her observation chair, rubbing
the back of one hand as she tried to knead the tension from her fingers. "It will
be good enough for a smple transmission from here to Northase," she
murmured.

LanLu swung around sharply, her left dbow daw flexing. "Northase? The
coordinates were for Emrisen. Space curves less over that path, and the
Lightwing has enough fud for only ajump of sixty light-years."

Behind them the Moal stirred, and they fell silent.

“Elim Qu-lbis sings topes
Elim Qu-lbissings light boost to point

blast beyond Elim Qu-Ibissings
beam on, beam off."

“What do you mean, they don't have enough fud?' Coos chittered. He
projected two of his ams until they lined up with his head. "Since when did the
fud bins go down in size?'
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The Mod trilled a single triple note and cowered down in her chair till she was
nearly invisible against the dark cushion.

LanrLu tapped her wrist claws against her persona adapt. "It's not the fud
bins. We had to go to amore stable mix, and it has more mass."

Ree leaned forward with a frown. "I did not know about the topes, Lan-Lu,"
she said dowly. "I set the control coordinates for Northase."

Coos chittered. "As Him pointed out, if they run out of fud halfway through
the transmission, their beam will play out like a stream running through a Martian
desert."

Waon's face was expressionless, but the nerve centers near his skin pulsed
dowly. Silman ran his hand through his har. "There's ill time to let them
know," he said in protest.

Rae shook her head. She motioned sharply a the observation window. "They
cut off the access to Control. The dummy program activated five minutes ago.
There is no way to reach them without blasting the door or cutting through one
of the wdls. They're on a closed circuit.”

Stilman got to his feet, pacing between the chairs. "Then send someone down
to engines.”

"Can't do it," Coos retracted his legs as Stilman strode past. "You were there
when the door was fused. It won't be released just because someone rings the
com."

"The gpplication of a fidd of appropriate oscillation will soften the molecular
bonding of the forming crystals and recreate the partidly static superfluid of a
normal port,” Stilman retorted testily.

Coos snorted. "Even for a scientist you're damn stuffy, Stilman.”

But Stilman was not listening. He stared a the Ruvian who sat so dlently
behind them. "Waon?"

The Ruvian met Stilman's eyes, then nodded briefly.

LanLu glanced a the chronometer and then at the launch clock in the room
below. "You've got gx point eight minutes, Waon." She flexed her knuckle claws
and glanced at the Ruvian.

But he was already gone.

"Drive engines dl go. Tracers dl go. Control linesdl go." Kiondili checked off
the items on the list one by one as Poole and Argon read their status into the
computers.

Argon nodded. "Let's check the field controllers.”

"Controller One, dl go. Flux backup all go ..."

Tior ran the last test, watching the play of lights across her termind. She
belched in one of her water bags. "Come on, Kiwi," she muttered. "Give me the
signa.”

She switched on the com. "Lightwing," she said, "this is Control. What is
your launch status?'

"Control, this is Lightwing. We're ill on checkout for launch.”

Tior frowned. "Who the hdl is that?' she snapped into the com.
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"Poole. Xia had an accident stalling the chute guards. We traded places. Il be
piloting this launch."

Tior belched again, losing water. "Control on standby." Her voice shook
dightly, and she steadied it. "Take your time, Lightwing. The situation is dl go
here."

Kiondili switched the panel to green. "Clear status across dl primary boards."

Argon nodded. "Let's go to thruster fluids."

"Core sealant dl go. Coolant dl go. Tope hin-" She broke off in consternation.
"l hope this reading is wrong,” she said dowly, "but the tope bin is definitely
not a go. It reads completely full, but the ratios are dl wrong. If | understand this,
we haven't nearly enough fud to reach Northase."

Argon stared a her. "We're out of fud before we even start? Ever get the
feding were on the Federation's joke hit list?"

Kiondili reached along the line with her field senses. She shook her head. "The
bins are full. The readings are right. We have to change coordinates.”

Poole frowned. "We can't change coordinates; it would take an hour to
reprogram the parameters.”

"And we can't use the drones to change the tope ratios, Centra would read
the power drain." Argon dammed his fist against the inside of the ship. "Damn it,
where are you going, Wae?' He grabbed her am as she unstrapped hersdf from
her seat.

She shook him loose. "We don't need Central. | can work the activation fields
for the drones mysdf."

"They'll dill read that the drones are active. The power has to come from
somewhere."

Wrenching a the port handle, Kiondili gritted her teeth. "Power can be
shunted," she retorted. "Finish with the checkoffs. Il get the right ratio in the
bins."

She switched her boots on full so she could walk, if avkwardly, down the
sides of the ship-it was faster than using the ladder-and dropped to the dock
with a soft clang. The maintenance drones were lined up like chute guards,
except their blocky shapes made them look more like trolls. Kiondili glanced
around. The maintenance unit-that ought to do it. It would look like a malfunction
for it to kick on. And she could channel the fidd surges back into the unit. The
drones should not even show up in Centra's holotank.

She set the ratios on the engine room tanks to flood the Lightwing bins with
the right isotopes, then hurriedly turned on a drone and shunted its tdltae fields
back through the maintenance unit. The drone, senseless, purred as it shambled
across the dock to the fud bins. She let it work, flooding a new mixture into the
bins on the ship, bleeding off excess fud, concentrating on stray lines of power.
She fdt the expanse of her mind and wondered if she could control two drones.

She turned her E-damp down another notch and turned on ancther drone,
ignoring the background static that surged against her senses. Then she froze.
Something was happening to the door as she watched. Ayaras eyesthe chute
guards . . . Her breath caught in her throat. She watched, frozen, stubbornly
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urging the drones to hurry as the doors dissolved into a shimmering white.

The door cleared abruptly as if water had suddenly washed over it! and
Kiondili clenched her hands. The drones had ancther five or Sx minutes to go to
change the fud mixture completely, and Kiondili needed another hdf minute
beyond that to reach the comparative safety of the Lightwing cabin.

And then the door shimmered open and a dark figure stepped inside, and
Kiondili, poised to run, stared.

"Waon?' She turned and clutched franticaly a the drones fidds as they
came near to crossing from her inattention. They ground to a stop.

The Ruvian glanced a the drones. "Your coordinates are for Northase or
Emrisen?'

"Northase," she answered shortly.

He crossed to the tope bins. "Centrd knows what is happening. You do not
have time to fill the bins yourself." He read the did settings, tapping his finger
absently on one of the knobs. "You ae mixing the topes in the bins and
changing coordinates?'

She shook her head. " We've dready set the jump. We have to go to Northase
now. We can wait for the topes.”

"Mixing the topes will add stress to the flux."

"I can handle the stress," she said quietly.

"So." He nodded briefly. He set his temple jacks, then ran his hands at
blinding speed over the dials, resetting the bins to an even tighter mixture. The
hum of the drones increased in pitch and frequency.

Kiondili struggled with the sudden surge of power in the drone lines. Bars of
energy whipped in the ar before her as she visudized the drones directions.
Even the smple fidds of the maintenance programs appeared as auras around
each machine. She dmost staggered as Waon pointed a the Lightwing's
still-open port.

"Go," he ordered smply.

"The topes?"

"1 will finish."

She waited no longer. With her boots on haf strength, the soles rattled as she
hauled hersdlf up on the wing and loped awkwardly up the side of the ship.

Argon dragged her inside and locked the port.

"Just a minute, gas brain." She looked back. Waon was directing the drones
out of the Lightwing's exhaust path. He had put a surge on the drones
ddiberately, she redized, to
give her a preview of what the transmission fidds would be like "Thanks,
Waon," she whispered.

Likewise, Kiondili Wae.

She dropped into the launch chair while the port's vacuum seal sucked itself
shut.

"Primaries are ready to go," Argon snapped. He flicked on his com. "Contral,
thisis Lightwing VII. We are sealed and ready for initid launch.”

Poole checked the tope meter and frowned, his fur gathering into smal ridges
over his eyes. "We're dready getting stress in the bins, Kiwi," he warned.
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Kiondili strapped hersdlf in. "Il handle it, Poole." She jammed her temple jacks
on and reached along the lines of the sensors.

"Lightwing, thisis Contral. You have launch status." Tior's voice was urgent.
"And if you're going to launch, do it now. Centrd's tracing your cal."

Poole brought the primaries up to boost. " Take us out with another ship so we
don't catch so much attention. That should get us a couple minutes."

"That'sago if you blast in one point six minutes."

"Can do."

"See you in the brig when you get back,” Tior returned. "This is Control, on
launch in fifty seconds at the mark."

Kiondili forcibly relaxed her fingersin the sensors.

"We have standby tracking on Stations Two, Three, and Four," Tior reported,
her voice tinny and strained. "Tracking on Station One will kick in after boost."

"Transmission frequency?"'

"HC2, red sigma, one point four five nine."

"Freguency set. Well open transmission at point eight light."

"Roger that. We have launch in twenty seconds."

"Open the bay," Poole ordered Argon.

Argon flicked on his holotank. "Launch chute dear. I've set the launch path
pardld to the drones.”

"Launch in fifteen seconds," Tior reported.

"Sure you can handle the topes, Mu?' Argon questioned Kiondili sharply.

"You could gill meke it out the port and maybe even out of engines before
the blast," she suggested nastily.

"I'd rather be dispersed than irradiated," he retorted.

"Then shut up. We have launch in three seconds.”

The power blast was unfelt by Argon and Poole. Only Kiondili sensed the
backthrust of energy that dissolved in the afterfield and clogged her senses as
she dipped her control over the ship's lines. Darting out into the dump of
drones, the ship ignored the nagging trace that followed them from the docks.
The outpost's Central Control banks had found them and wanted them back.

"Cut over to Line Fifty-eight,” she muttered as Argon snapped across
comlinks to the channel. "Now Twelve. Jump back to Two, then cut off for five
seconds." She waited the scant ticks and then breathed a sigh of rdief. "Cal
Control in on two point sx, and we should be set.”

"Since when can you transmit on a hdf com?' Argon demanded as he
obeyed.

"We're using two links over drones to transmit hadf signals. The Lightwing
picks them up, combines them, and gives us the whole signal. It will take Central
another couple minutes to figure it out. By then well be out of range."

"Clever." The Dhirrnu glanced at his flashscreen. "We're accelerating beyond
the asteroids-"

"Lightwing," Tior's voice cut in, "this is control. The drones are faling away.
You are clear for blast. What's your status?'

"We have blast in ten seconds,” Poole returned camly. "We estimate light in
one minute."
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Kiondili's hands were tense. The tendrils of the engines were feeding up her
ams and into her brain, and the energies began to tickle her mind.

"Point sx light. Point eight two light. Go, Kiwi." Pool€e's voice was intense.
"Point nine five light. Keep the pressure on."

"Control the topes, Mu," Argon snarled as a green light went into the red.

Kiondili did not answer. Her mind was locked into the twisted threads of
energy that flared and burned in the engines. Breathe, rdax. Bresthe, control.
Breathe and fed. She was one with the engines, one with the ship. Its skin was
hers, and its fields were a shirt that enclosed her with invisble paleness. The
topes jumped, gained energy, stabilized, and then blasted away. Point nine eight
light. Point nine nine light. Did the tracking stations read them clearly? A tope
flared, and she damped it hard. Think Northase. Five gravity wells and countless
dust, but the path was curved and clear. Empty lanes. Empty space. Watch the
topes . .. Energy built like pressure behind a dam. Her body glowed. Energy, not
matter. The ship surged. Speed-not slowness, not space. The beanier caught,
and-

There was a flash, a burning flare, a last burst of direction, and then inertia
caught and hurtled them beyond the boundaries of light.

"They've gone light!" Tior legpt to her fedt, losing water across the
flashscreen. She flushed, glancing over her shoulder a the blank observation
window-she could not see the researchers behind it-and sat back down abruptly.
She stared at the screens. "Tracking Station One reports they're on the beam,”
she muttered. "Tracking Stations Two and Three kicking in now . . . Beam
integrity is ninety-eight percent and holding," she crowed. "Oh, shits-"

She lunged across her panel and threw a black switch down. The dummy
program had been terminated. Her fingers raced over the bank of keys. She had
to cut hersdf off from Lightwing or Central would take control away. She gected
the data cubes from the control slots and threw them in the bin under the
holotank. The white flare a the edges of the jammed door told her that she had
only a few minutes before security melted the door open. "The tracking
stations-" She scanned and dumped entire blocks of mem-
ory. The Lightwing had four minutes left before sublight recombination, and
Centrd could read their status through the stations. "One is down." She belched.
"Two and Four are down. Dammit, where's Three?"

Outside the control room, Dugan, the Corson director, waited impassively
while the chute guards took turns melting the door. Had every HMu and dien in
the outpost gone crazy? Three ships in three days? And he had aready
contracted that last Lightwing to another group of researchers. "You-" He
caught a guard, ignoring the radiant heat from the guard's suit. "Get Stilman and
the others in here."

He turned irritably back to the door. It would take another two or three minutes
to burn through that fusing. The Ruvian, Waon, could have done it in seconds if
he had been predisposed to help.

inside the control room Tior clenched her hands and sat, the holotank dying
into blankness before her. One point Sx minutes to the sublight drop, she told


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebeatl esforever.com/processtext/

hersdlf.

Asif amdting point had suddenly been reached, the off-white dullness of the
door grew brighter, and then a dow wave washed over the portd and Ieft it
shimmering.

"Seeyou inthe brig," Tior whispered to the blank screens.

"Get those control lines shut down,” Dugan snapped at the chute guards who
had burst through the door in front of him. "Get that Mu away from the panels
and trace that com." One of the guards obediently snagged Tior and thrust her
away from the console, damming her against the wall so that she spit fluid across
its smooth surface. She wiped her mouth silently.

"Is that communications line open yet?' Dugan paced the room, stopping in
front of Tior and glaring at her until she shivered.

"Just a minute, sr. They've got it rerouted through some drones. Well have
norma channels opened in afew seconds and hyperlight radio back in a minute."

Tior bit her tongue. How long before Poole tried to contact
Control again? They should have dropped out of hyperlight seconds before,
right onto the Northase docks.

"Nice day cycle for a launch, eh, Dugan?' Stilman beamed at the director as
he was herded with the other scientists into the control room.

"Go to hdl, Stilman." He turned to Rae. "And don't look so smug, Rae. We
caught your assistant down & the door to engines, trying to make a bypass. And
this one" he snarled, pointing a Tior, "ties up one-tenth the compute power of
the entire outpost." His voice dropped menacingly. "And then Centra informs
me that the last Lightwing left the outpost ten minutes ago and blasted into
nothing."

Stilman frowned reflectively, and Coos projected one of his amsto scratch his
face.

"I mugt disagree," Stilman protested mildly. "That the Lightwing disintegrated
is obvious, but that it has dispersed into nothing is an unsupported projection.”

"Il have your story in a minute, Stilman. Siln, for God's sake, stop tapping
your fingers together. It's driving me nuts."

It was a burning that blinded every cel. A wash of fiery acid that clung to
every synapse and scalded every coalescing thought. And then her soul was
seared back into redlity, and matter grabbed her back from light. Circuits flared
and died; panels blazed and drowned in the antifire foam that welled up from the
meta-plas banks. Pool€'s fur rippled, and Argon's heart began to beat hard.
Kiondili Wae sat motionless, the energies of the ship Hill racing through her
body and mind until the gravity brake took hold and dammed them to a near halt
a point one lightspeed.

"Status," Poole croaked.

Argon, wild-eyed, shook himsdf and reached an unsteady hand toward the
control pand. "All main systems go," he said a second later as he read the
flickering lines of data. "There's a breach in the inner wall of the emergency tope
bin, but it's not criticd yet. Secondaries are gone. Sublight engines are ill
shaking."


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebeatl esforever.com/processtext/

Poole nodded. “We're on adirect float line to Northase."

Argon paused, reading a new screen with a shake of his head. "Recombination
efficiency was worse than lousy. We lost dmost forty percent of our heat
shidding and a third of memory where one of the data banks fried on the
transference. The ship's hull mass is down by twenty percent.”

"Stop complaining, "Kiondili said in a hoarse voice. "The recorders caught it
dl, and you lived to tdl of it. Raise Northase so we can pass the word."

"Goddamn," Poole said. "We made it." His stomach, then his chest, rippled.
He wheezed, grinning, and flicked the comlines on. "Northase docks, this is the
Lightwing, Q3-2-10HMU Experimenta* requesting emergency service. Please
have Federation authorities on standby."

A flashscreen crackled, and Rae glanced a her watch. Stilman, who caught her
look, fumbled his own watch out from under his scarlet sleeve and tried to catch
the director's attention. "Dugan,” he broke in, "you might want to wait a few
moments before you send them to sentencing.”

Dugan ignored him. "Get Central on the tank."

"Can't, dr. Priority message coming through. Federation authorities.”

"What the hell do they want?"

"It'surgent, sir."

"Well, pipe it through this link, then, and get that trace started on the
Lightwing."

Lan-Lu caught his shoulder with her wrigt claws. "Don't waste your time," she
hissed. "The Lightwing-"

Dugan rounded on her. "Back off, Lan-Lu." The Ixia froze, then forced her
claws to retract. Dugan punched the button viciousy on the com. "This is
Dugan," he snapped.

"Northase port authorities request authorization for maintenance hill for-"

"What maintenance hill?' Dugan snapped. "We have no programs out at
Northase."

"-Q3-2-10-HMU for forty-three thousand two hundred eight-nine credits."

"Get these bill collectors offline and get Central back on. Il deal with Northase
later,” Dugan said in a too-cam voice, his orange-rimmed eyes amost black
against the flaring yellow of his irises.

"But dr," one of the chute guards said hesitantly, "Q3-2-10-HMU is the Li-"

"-for shield and beamer repairs and replacement data bank," the message
continued. "Personnel transmission as follows."

"l don't care what Q3-2-10 is," Dugan snapped coldly. "Trace that Lightwing.
Get that idiot offline. Respond tomorrow day cycle if you have to."

But Waon thrust his hand between the chute guard's fingers and the comline
control. The guard stepped involuntarily back.

"Keep the lines open,” Waon said.

"Shut up, dl of you," Stilman ydled. "They're coming through."

"Repeat, transmission efficiency ninety-six point four-one percent. Sublight
recombination-"

Dugan froze.
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"-successful, though we lost amost hdf the shielding, fried the beamer, and
toasted a third of the data banks along with the auxiliary control. Hyperlight
transmission time eight point one minutes.”

Dugan stared at the com.

"Repeat, hyperlight transmission eight minutes. Calculated transmission rate:
seven point five light-years per minute."

"We did it!" Stilman yelled. He grabbed Lan-Lu and swung the startled Ixia
around, kicking Coos across the floor. The Robul dammed into one of the
consoles. Dugan, re-
garding the comlink as if it would bite like Lan-Lu, did not notice when Coos
clamped onto his leg to help himsdlf up.

"-till need about forty-four thousand credits, and we would appreciate it if
you would send them as fast as possible Kiondili's voice, having replaced
Poole's a& the com, went dmost unheard in the din. "Northase aready wants us
out of here. Poole got a hold of some radioactive tracing dye and painted
Argon's drawers, so he glows when he walks."

"Wire the credits,” Dugan commanded. "Wire them- now!"

The guard jammed the temple jacks on and flashed the message out of the
comlink.

Dugan looked a Stilman, then back at the com. "And add this," he said to the
guard. "For the theft of an experimentd ship, for the bresk-in a engines and
Control, and for the unauthorized use of excessive compute power, dl those
involved in this launch are docked hdf pay for a year and are on probation for
the next two years." Someone thumped him on the shoulder, and he brushed them
off absently. "Any infringements of any regulations by any of those involved in
this fiasco will result in being spaced without a suit." He paused as he caught
Waon's golden eye. "Suspensions are in effect immediaidy, and-" He hesitated
and finaly added softly, "Congratulations.”

Sin, a the back of the room, tapped her long silicon fingers together and

smiled.
EPILOGUE
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Sx hours after the maintenance drones finished with the ship, a Federation tug
pulled the Lightwing rather ignominoudy from the maintenance and landing
docks to the repair docks. The slender ship, looking like a burned and pocked
survivor of a battle, hung a the edge of a narrow repair cradle. The ship's
engines were gtilled-until its shielding was replaced, the Lightwing could not fire
up again. The risk of it spewing radiation was too grest.

Inside the engine housing, the beamer was a broken lump. Cracked and twisted
by the stresses of the blast fields, it was as dead as debris from a full-impact
crash. Most of its data cubes were melted, and several banks beow the auxiliary
console were fried, as wel. On the outside of the ship, the spiral beam of the
primary had worn a distinct pattern into the once gleaming sides of the vessd,
and it seemed as if the ship itself had been twisted by the heat of a searing flame

Kiondili shut down her sensors as the repair cradle accepted the nose of the
ship. She did not need them to tel her that the tug's tractor beam had been shut
off. Her own senses,
abused by the recombination, were too acutely raw to miss that. Her hands were
shaking, too, and she flexed her weary fingers until the cramping left them
enough for her to take the temple jacks from her head without fumbling.

"I've linked us with the repair drones,” Argon reported. "So if Dugan's credit
chit is worth anything, in four days we should be ready for our ride back to
Corson."

Kiondili winced et the sound of his voice and jacked her persona-damp up as
high as possible. "Much as the port authorities want us out of here quickly"-she
shot an exasperated look a Poole-"we can't leave for Corson until we have
approval from the Federation."

"And they," Poole said, with a frowning ripple of fur across his forehead,
"have not yet found the time to review our logs. According to the assistant to
the underling to the subordinate clerk of the Federation representative's office-"
He paused for breath, "-they will schedule areview of our logs as soon as we fill
out the appropriate forms and file them with Centra Control. A task which will
take longer than normd, since athird of our data banks are fried, and we will have
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to recreate much of the data they want filed."

Kiondili twisted in her chair to look at him. "Surely we can get some of that
from the tracking stations?"

"Some. Corson would have more, but Tior shut down the control consoles
when Dugan's men cut into the control room."

Argon snorted. "We're heroes, and were getting the hero's welcome weve
always wanted. Our assigned bunks are in the lowest-status housing on the
other side of this asteroid, we've been appropriately greeted by the lowest-status
gofer in the Federation offices-a HMu who probably has to ask permission to
use the dispenser for water-and weve been showered with the gifts befitting
heros of our time: flashbook forms."

Kiondili, looking at the list of information they would have to fill in by hand,
cast him a sour look. "At least your boss hasn't gotten on your case yet about
the work you would be
doing were you not lounging in your luxury accommodations on the resort
asteroid of Northase."

Poole raised one of his eyebrows. "Stilman's last com message?'

She nodded shortly. "He aready wants to know when he can expect the lab
crates back a Corson-as if | should aready be tracing those shipments from
here-and can | reconstruct the beamer enough to demonstrate it to the H'Mu
Guardian, and did | remember to run a sequencer during the blast, and what did |
pack his favorite tunics in, and when can | get a copy of the beamer log back to
Corson? Hels, but he's dready moved back into the lab and patched a
pulse-comlink through to the Northase data banks-there's no way | can ignore
him now."

Argon chuckled nastily, and she rounded on him. "It's dl fine for you,” she
snapped, rubbing her aching temples. "No one cares if you work across the com,
and with that rad-paint making your shorts glow like that, no one here will want
to get close to you, either." She chuckled dyly a his instinctive gesture to cover
his nether region.

Poole rippled his stomach fur. "Then we will go waste our time meeting with
the underling to the assistant to the gofer to the Federation representative,” he
told her as Argon opened the hatch. "It will easily take a few hours, but it will
give you time to answer Stilman's queries” He grinned a her, his sharp,
carnivorous teeth gleaming.

She nodded sourly, and they swung out. As Poole's head disappeared below
the hatch, the door swung shut again, reseating the ship. Kiondili's lips twitched
in amusement. She jammed her temple jacks back on and leaned over, tapping her
console quickly. Within seconds, her holotank was powered up and the two
figures it reflected were sharp and clear. Kiondili leaned back and grinned. She
flicked a command to the console. In the holotank, a tiny rectangular box on
Pool€e's persona-adapt lit up. Yes, she thought with satisfaction, her holographic
generator was on, and he had not noticed it. Poole's back shifted colors in the
tank, then ex-
panded suddenly sideways in the artificid fiedd. Should she turn his visud
projection into an apple? Or maybe a Denusian lime? Wait-what about a peach?
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A nice, soft, Terran peach for a Dhirrnu's sharp carnivorous teeth . . .

Behind Poole, some of the dock workers were staring a the giant,
peach-colored fruit that moved unconcernedly beside Argon on its furry legs.
Argon turned a puzzled look at his companion, then, as his eyes caught the
projection superimposed on Pool€'s back, he smothered a laugh that turned into a
choking sound. Let Poole try to earn ti'kai a Northase dfter this, Kiondili
thought smugly. She wondered if he would notice before they got to the
Federation clerk's office. With agrin, she turned to Stilman's list of computations.
In the holotank, the last view of Poole was that of a giant peach rolling into a
free-boost shute.
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