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			Chapter One

			Corree was uneasy. She had not heard from Corleen during the last seven-day and now when she tried to contact the computer intelligence, there was no response. Corleen could be very annoying, wanting to talk to her, or wanting her to come up and see her at times when it wasn’t convenient. Corree understood the space station computer must be lonely, but Mendel was dangerous, too, and she couldn’t afford to be distracted. Besides, they couldn’t frivolously use the limited fuel they had. 

			Corleen not answering had never happened before, though. It couldn’t be interference. The science station stayed in a stable orbit above the main continent, so there was always a direct station-to-Mendel contact. “Corleen, this is Corree,” she repeated, seemingly into thin air. The small earring in Corree’s left ear was a transmitter. 

			“What’s wrong?” Tanna asked. He was the oldest male in her family group, only a year younger than she was. He was also in command when she was away.

			“Can’t get Corleen.”

			He raised both eyebrows in surprise. 

			“Yeah, I know. Very unlike her. Corleen?”

			“The communicator working?”

			“As far as I know.” Corree tapped the device. It should have plenty of power. It was solar powered, built to recharge during their sleep time, while Mendel’s sun was shining brightly. “Lenden?” Corree called the sea family leader to test her device. It should be the end of their sleep cycle, too. 

			“Yes, Corree? Is everything all right?”

			If anyone was more paranoid about outside influences, namely the Federation, than she was, it was Lenden. “Yes, well, I think so. Can’t get Corleen and was checking my comm to make sure it’s working.”

			Lenden’s voice was soft, probably because they were still in their underground grotto, but he was easily understood. “She always answers.”

			“I know.”

			“What’s wrong?” piped in the old/young voice of Corin, the young clone of their creator, Dr. Windemere. Corleen had told her Corin’s history. Windemere had created him not long before the old scientist’s death. His nephew had taken over the station and Corin’s care. The clone had been created to take over leadership on Mendel and continue the old scientist’s plans. Corree didn’t really care if Corin became leader. It was the plans that worried her. She had always suspected that some of those plans were the nephew’s as well as the elder Windemere’s. Corree decided to be honest with the boy. “Corleen isn’t responding. Not sure what that could mean.”

			“We’re going to have to go up there,” Corin responded. 

			“I’ll check on it and report back to both of you.” Hopefully that would satisfy Corin. He was doing well spending time with Lendon and his family in the sea. It was especially helpful that Corin was away from the influence of the teaching headset that had been developed for him by the younger Windemere.

			Even Corleen didn’t know most of what was on that device Corin had worn when he came to Mendel. And there was no way for her to access it. She didn’t have the direct ports to her brain that Corin had. However, she had accessed computer systems and robot systems before. Perhaps she could do the same with the device. 

			“Okay. Lendon was going to show me wave running today.”

			Corree didn’t have a clue what that was, but it made the boy happy. She signed off. Gliding to the edge of the forest, Corree trotted across the clearing, over the bridge and entered the pod settled near the mountains. She unsealed the cabinet where the device was stored and pulled it out. Seeing the end that plugged directly into the port in Corin’s head, she shuddered. Corree touched it to feel her way into its database like she had the robot, but there was nothing. The assimilated stone felt warm against her ribs so she tried again. There was something, but it was more like a repelling, not an access. 

			Corree felt she must go to the science station. Tanna stood in the doorway of the pod, silhouetted by the lowering second moon in the east. “Corleen’s still not answering. And I feel I need to know what’s in this thing.”

			“I still think it should have been destroyed a long time ago.”

			“You may be right, but I would rather have Corin as a friend rather than an enemy. I’m going to take the smaller pod up to the station and see if I can find a way to access this teaching device.” She set the lock on the now empty storage cabinet. 

			Tanna watched in amusement. “Still taking precautions.”

			Corree shrugged. “Cabinet’s still locked. No explanation needed if Corin comes back and tries it.”

			“You taking anyone on this trip?”

			“You. If needed you are able to pilot the pod back.” She and Corleen had taught Tanna the rudiments of flying the small ships to and from the station, just in case. Seemed this was the “just in case.” “Joshee and Mora, too.” Corree felt the need for more company. 

			“When are we going?”

			“Now. We’ll get up there before sunrise.”

			“I didn’t think we went to the station during full sun,” Tanna began and then studied Corree’s face. “It’s that important?”

			She nodded. “I want to find out about this. There’s something here that’s dangerous and we need to know. Besides, I don’t like it that Corleen has been silent this long. We’ll stay in the shielded section.” That was something they had worked on with several Ologrian techs, trying to adapt the science space station so it elete this sentence be used more safely this close to Mendel’s blue sun. The Ologrians cannibalized one of the escape ships that had crash landed during their escape from their home world. Its undamaged shields were bolted on to the sun-side of the science station. 

			The trip to the station was uneventful. Tanna watched Corree as she maneuvered the take off.  She co-piloted when he docked. Sweat rolled down his face, but he brought the pod in perfectly. One of the monitors showed a small ship docked on the far side of the station, but there were no warnings that it was dangerous. What was it doing here? Suspicion grew, but she had to find out about Corleen first. 

			Corree slapped him playfully on the back. “Terrific job!”

			Tanna blushed under his pelt. 

			When the group walked through the airlock into the station, it was eerily silent. Corree sat down in front of a computer and tapped the button to bring the computer online. The screen lightened to a pale green with a blinking red light in the upper right corner. She reached forward to tap some more keys, then hesitated. The screen didn’t change, but Corree seemed to see a picture in her mind. The inner room; the one where she had discovered Corleen. It was like a dream except Corree was wide awake. “We aren’t going to get anywhere here. Let’s go to Windemere’s private room.” 

			“The one no one knew about?” Tanna asked.

			“Yes. I have a feeling we might find out some things in there.”

			“Good, because it sure seems dead here,” Mora muttered. 

			Joshee was speechless. He gaped at everything in the station as he followed Corree, Mora, and Tanna. This was his first trip back to the science station where he had been created. 

			When they arrived at the once private area of the station, Corree found, without hesitation, the indentation that opened the panel into the secret section. She and the others walked the dim and dusty hallway into Dr. Windemere’s private work area. A slight covering of dust obliterated her footprints from her last visit half a year ago. Corree immediately sat down in front of the computer monitor and pushed the buttons that would show her Corleen. It did. Her almost twin’s worried face popped up on the screen. Corree sighed in relief. 

			“Corree, I was hoping you would come!”

			“What happened?”

			“A spacecraft approached and suddenly all the computers began shutting down. I hid out here because I knew Dr. Windemere had safeguards that would protect me.” She paused. “Whatever virus caused them to shut down everything won’t let me back in.”

			“Virus?”

			“It is a program that is created to shut down or disable a computer system,” Corleen explained. 

			“So we are pretty much blind and deaf,” Tanna commented. 

			“Almost. Dr. Windemere had some means to communicate and watch things from here. The spacecraft is docked on the space side of the station.”

			“We came directly up here. We didn’t see it, but noticed it on the instruments,” Tanna replied. 

			“That is something we’ll have to correct,” Corree muttered. “Can you tell if there are robots?” 

			“No, but nothing has tried to board.”

			“Shouldn’t we go check on that ship that docked?” Joshee asked. 

			Corree shook her head. “Not now.” She was gripping the headset tightly in her hand. “I want to find out what’s in this.”

			“Why don’t you just go into it like you have robots or like you did me,” Corleen suggested. 

			“I tried on Mendel, but couldn’t do it. Not sure why. I was hoping you could help me.”

			“You can hook it into one of my ports and then you can interface with me.”

			Corree let out a breath she had been holding. “Simple. Don’t know why I didn’t think of that.” She plugged Corin’s headset into the place Corleen indicated and waited a moment. 

			“You can try anytime, Corree.”

			Corree laid both hands on the console and closed her eyes, willing her energy to flow into the computer. The internalized gem/stone she had found on Alogol pulsed with an intense heat that almost made her cry out. Then it calmed down to a warmth that spread throughout her body. Corree felt parts of her mind flow into the computer. Her energy and Corleen’s danced and flowed together in the joy of friendship before Corree continued to the access for the headset. She gasped at the harsh feelings. The energy of her stone calmed that, too, and Corree began to see the instructions and information in Corin’s headset. 

			A part of her energy flowed into the computer. Corree was aware of her body still sitting in front of the monitor, but her mind, her consciousness was traveling through the electrical pathways and into the headset. She felt a wall of animosity and power that almost sent her reeling out of the computer link. Her body shuddered and Corree felt Joshee, Mora, and Tanna’s hands on her shoulders. They gave her strength as well as comfort. She was not alone. 

			Corree continued into the stored memories. She saw the older Windemere, her creator, in his lab, working. There were large containers that held tiny creatures. Looking closer, she realized they were babies, curled up like she did in her nest. Windemere gazed at each one, but his attention stayed longest on one. Corree imagined that it was Corin. The babies grew rapidly. She was unable to tell just how much time was passing. Then the babies were taken from their now too-small growth chambers and placed into little beds that seemed to feed as well as provide a place for them to sleep. Periodically, young scientists or techs came to care for them. The babies were occasionally taken from their beds and carried to the small learning/play rooms. The children continued growing rapidly. Windemere checked on Corin each day until there was a day when he no longer came. Corin cried incessantly, rejecting the attention of the caregivers. 

			The next person to visit Corin was the younger Windemere, the nephew. He didn’t look at the little boy with anything close to affection or love. There was only cold desire. Watching, Corree realized it was only the younger scientists taking care of her and her companions each day that allowed them to have any feelings for each other. 

			Corin was mostly taught alone, sometimes by the younger Windemere and sometimes by one particular scientist Corree didn’t recognize. There was only instruction, with almost no physical contact between humans and the little boy. 

			This continued for a little longer, ending, Corree assumed, when the younger Windemere was arrested. She listened to the instructions that the Windemeres had loaded into the headset. It was as though the two men figured they wouldn’t be around to personally teach and train Corin. She understood why the old man would feel that way, but his nephew? His activities in the destruction of Alogol had drawn the Federation to investigate. So why do it, she wondered, if he knew he was going to be arrested? Did he arrogantly figure no one would find out? Did he care? How was the Federation able to figure out what Jayson Windemere was doing? Corree pulled back from the headset enough to ask Corleen. 

			“A science assistant sent word to the Federation government president.”

			“The president of the Federation would listen to an assistant on an insignificant science station?”

			Corleen gave the electronic equivalent of a shrug on the monitor. “I guess so.”

			Corree thought that was strange, but it would make sense if the president didn’t trust the people in charge of this project. She went back to the information on the headset. She began hearing small extraneous nudges. “Come to the station…. To the pod…. To the home world.”

			Where is that coming from? Small nudges turned into pictures. Corin was older; a young version of the old man in the wheelchair. He was apparently on the home world; standing next to his uncle. The younger Windemere was free. There were groups of men. Some had on uniforms like those who had guarded her on the quarantine planet. 

			“Come, Corin. We will change the direction of the Federation. You will not just be the leader of a planet, but ruler of an entire galaxy. Come to me, cousin. We will continue your father’s work. You will be the beginning of the perfect human race!”

			Corree pulled away from the headset, disturbed by the last words. How could Windemere promise Corin to be leader of anything when he had been taken back to the home planet as a prisoner? “I need to know everything about the creator and his family,” she told Corleen. “All they believed in; their philosophies, I think it’s called. I want to compare that with what Corin’s been taught.” She paused. “Can you find out what happened to the nephew after he was taken back to the home planet?”

			“That I can’t do, but here’s everything I have on Rymer Windemere and his nephew, Jayson.”

			Corree realized she hadn’t known his name or if it had been mentioned she didn’t remember. The information began showing up on the monitor. Corree knew it would be faster to interact directly with Corleen, but she also realized how tired she was. She read the screen, stopping when she didn’t understand something. 

			Corleen paused when Corree began yawning and rubbing her eyes. “You need to sleep after you have eaten. The others, too.”

			Corree jerked around, embarrassed that she had forgotten her family. She saw that Tanna had been reading, too. Corree was glad she had insisted that other members of her family learn to read. Joshee and Mora were slumped in their seats, napping. “How long?” she whispered to Tanna.

			He shrugged. “Long.”

			“Six hours,” Corleen interjected. 

			Corree winced. No wonder she was so stiff. That was almost a quarter day. As much as she felt impelled to continue searching, Corree knew they had to take a break. 

			“You go round up something to eat and get these two into a nest somewhere and I’ll keep reading,” Tanna suggested. 

			The monitor went dark. “No,” Corleen commanded. “You both need to rest.”

			Tanna glared, but Corree agreed with the computer. There were stocks of food in the station’s pantries. Some dried herbs were from Mendel’s forests. The rest were stores that had supplied the scientists. Corree had learned how to use all the life support machines on the station the last time she had visited. She pulled out the boxes of food she thought everyone would like. After mixing the food powders with water, Corree split the meal up into four servings. There was no thought of putting the food into the cooking machine. She and the others preferred their food raw, the way they had been eating from the time they had been on Mendel. 

			They slept in the room Corree had stayed in her first trip back to the science station. Corree’s inner clock woke her several hours later. Something wasn’t right. Her eyes adjusted, but in the pitch blackness it was still hard to see anything.

			Chapter Two

			She mutated cave senses, which allowed her to find the door easier. It did not open like it was supposed to. Groaning with the effort, Corree pried at the edge. It opened just enough for her to slip out into the corridor. It was also totally dark. The door stayed open. 

			She made her way down the corridor until she reached the next doorway. That, too had to be pried open. Her fingers were stiff and sore by the time she reached the inner quarters. Corleen’s console had a blinking red light. The monitor came on dimly when Corree touched the screen. Instead of Corleen’s look-alike face, there were words printed on the screen. “The station is under remote control. Comply or shut down will continue.”

			How could they do that, Corree wondered? She put both hands on the console and felt the blue stone give her energy.  A part of her essence flowed into the computer. Corree felt Corleen’s energy and followed it. What happened now? she asked the computer. 

			That ship figured out a way to cut our power.  

			How are you able to stay, uh, active?

			Stored power, but it won’t last indefinitely, Corleen replied. 

			Corree tried to find an electrical path. She had done it before when the Federation battleship attacked the Ologrian refugee ship. Her side, where the stone resided, burned. The heat flowed into her fingers. The console lit up, Corleen showed up on the monitor, a surprised look on the virtual face. 

			Next Corree sent her energy into the defensive systems. She felt it come to life. A power surge broke the flow of energy coming from the unwelcome ship. Corree saw it shudder in her mind’s eye. The energy from the small craft flowed back into the science station, but this time it wasn’t shutting down, but adding to the station’s own stores of power. All the lights came back on and the sound of whirring machines reached her ears. That was the other thing Corree realized she had missed. 

			Sagging against the console, Corree took several deep breaths. The heat of her stone subsided to a comforting warmth. Corleen’s happy face appeared on the monitor. “You did it!”

			“Yes, but what is their next move?” Corree asked. 

			“The Federation?”

			“Or someone within the governing ranks.” She was remembering the messages from Corin’s cousin Jayson. 

			“Corin’s calling,” Corleen announced about the time Tanna and the others burst through the door. 

			“Go ahead,” Corree told the computer. She held her hand out to quiet the others. 

			“What’s going on?” the boy queried. “I’ve been trying to get a hold of you for ages!” The voice held a little of his old arrogance, but nothing like the first time she had met him.

			“Seems a ship tried to shut down the station.”

			 “A ship? Where did it come from?”

			“That is what I need to find out.” Corree wondered how much she needed to tell the boy. “I was worried when I couldn’t get a hold of Corleen.”

			“I know. Was it the ship that docked with the station?”

			“Yes. I was able to break its contact.”

			“Terrific!” Corin shouted. 

			“It wants you.”

			“Huh? What? You mean the ship wants me?”

			“No, I think the ship was meant to take you somewhere. The message was from your cousin, Jayson.”

			“I thought he had been taken away as a prisoner. To be tried or something.”

			“I thought so, too,” Corree replied. Now was the moment of truth. “Uh, Corin, I had to…”

			Tanna was making frantic motions. She knew he didn’t totally trust the Creator’s clone. 

			She decided to be totally upfront with the boy. “I had to partially access your set to figure out all this.

			There was a deep pause. “You had no right,” Corin snapped. “You said you were going to keep it safe for me.”

			“I did, but I felt the danger of Corleen’s silence. I knew that something was trying to—trying to get at us again.”

			“What does that have to do with my learning set?”

			“Call it instinct, but I felt it was important to figure all this out. That your headset was the answer to the mystery.”

			“It was a gift from my father. You should have asked.”

			He was taking this better than she expected. He sounded petulant, not angry. “I know, but I thought you would say no.”

			“I would have, probably. Would you have honored that?”

			“Yeah, I probably would.” She paused. “But it would have been harder, if not impossible, to figure this out.”

			“Why would the ship want to take me somewhere?”

			“Sounded like your cousin wants…” Again, she hesitated. “He wants to make you some kind of a king or something. I think he’s taken over the Federation government. I also think I need to come back planet-side to discuss this in person.”

			“I think so, too.” Corin’s voice was flat, but he didn’t sound angry anymore. 

			“I will be back as soon as I can.” She cut the connection. 

			“Are you crazy?” Tanna asked. “You know how volatile he is.”

			“I know how volatile he was.”

			“But he’ll want that device back.”

			She nodded. “But I think he can handle it now. Or at least handle it better.”

			“I sure hope so.” 

			“So do I,” Corleen interjected. “What about that ship? I’m sure it will try something. Might even have a robot onboard.”

			Corree had thought of that, too. “Joshee, do you still carry that Mendel stone?” That was what the boy had called it from the time she had given him one of the smaller Alogol gems. 

			“Yes.”

			“I hate to ask you, but I think Corleen needs it much more right now. Please.”

			His eyes widened, but he opened the small pouch. 

			“Wait a minute,” Tanna interrupted. “I think I know what you have in mind and a bigger gem would be better.” He pulled a bright blue stone from a small pocket attached to a strap that ran diagonally across his chest. 

			“Are you sure?”

			“I think Corleen needs this more than I do,” he said, holding out the stone that was about half the size of the one that had assimilated in her body.

			Corree took it and asked the computer, “I need to put this inside you where it can give you more power.” Corleen gave detailed instructions and Tanna crawled under the console to the place pointed out to him. Tanna had studied hard in the past half turn. 

			His muffled voice floated out. “I’m thinking the junction where the power enters.”

			“Yes, but how can you fit a gem into wiring and conduits?” Corleen asked. 

			Corree tried to remember where the energy had flowed. There were several places that might work. Corree attempted sending him a mental picture. After a short while, he pulled out from under the computer console. “Think it’s connected right,” Tanna declared. 

			“Should it be like when you interface?” Corleen asked. 

			“I guess,” Corree admitted. “Try to do something with the station.”

			“Like what?”

			Corree shrugged. “Pull up the defenses or something like that.”

			Nothing seemed to be happening for a few minutes, then the station seemed to lurch. “Oh!” Corleen exclaimed. 

			“What happened?” Corree asked. She probably could have gone in and found out for herself, but wanted the computer clone to do this on her own. 

			“I seem to have more power to use. It’s kind of scary and exhilarating at the same time. Is that how you feel?”

			“At times.”

			“The defenses are stronger. I don’t think that ship can do anything else,” Corleen informed them, her face on the monitor beaming. “It’s trying, but it can’t get through this time.”

			“Good. Then we’ll go back down and talk to Corin.”

			“Tell him hi for me.”

			“Okay.” Corree knew the computer had a soft spot for the boy. They had both been personally created by the Elder Windemere. 

			The trip back planet-side was uneventful. Corree kept reassuring herself that Corin would be reasonable. She turned the small device in her hands, wondering just what the implications were for her and her fellow mutants. Corin’s cousin was dangerous. There was no doubt about that. He would most likely want to exact revenge against those who had anything to do with his arrest. Apparently, he already had done something against his enemies in the Federation. And now he wanted to make Corin a leader in the Federation? 

			Windemere hated the Ologrians as much as his uncle had. Did that also extend to any non-humans? Alarmed, Corree realized that it probably did. And if Jayson Windemere could turn Corin back to his previous arrogant way of thinking… She cringed. 

			The ship set down on the shelf of land near the river. Corin and the rest of her family were waiting by the edge of the forest. Corree was surprised to see Lendon there. If Corin had favorites, they would be Lendon and Joshee. As soon as the outer lock opened, Joshee dashed out. Unlike Tanna, Joshee had no doubt that his friend would be loyal. 

			Corin was glad to see his friend, but was quick to put off Joshee. He backed away and waited for her.

			Corin spoke first when she and the others reached the forest. “Lendon tells me I shouldn’t be mad at you. Why shouldn’t I be?”

			“You have every right to be upset, but can I ask a couple of questions before you start yelling at me?” Corree could see his fingers moving something around in the pouch that hung from his waist. She assumed it was the cave gem he had received when he visited Esteya’s people in the caves. It usually calmed him. Corree handed the boy his head set.

			Corin didn’t put it on. Another good sign. “Go ahead.” 

			“Did you know that your cousin would figure out a way to get free?”

			“He hinted like he’d figure something out, but he didn’t say exactly how.” Corin shrugged. “I got the headset before he was arrested. Just before, I was told.”

			“He must have friends on the Federation home planet.”

			“Yes.” Corin hesitated.  “I think he wants to take over the Federation government.”

			Sudden insight made her ask. “Does he want you to rule in the place of your father?”

			Corin grimaced. “Yes. He is thinking I’ll be just like Father when I’m grown.”

			“But that’s not totally possible,” Corree began.

			“Because I am also a mutant,” he finished. “And because I have lived here.” He rubbed the fine pelt on the back of his neck.

			“Maybe he figures he can make you more like your father if he is in control of you.”

			Corin looked startled. He gazed thoughtfully at the headset in his hands. “Is that what this was for?”

			“Not totally,” Corree replied. “Your father wanted you to know about him, but the rest? I think that was your cousin’s doing. Also, it seems clear that Jayson doesn’t like non-humans.”

			Corin shot her a sharp glance. He was still rubbing the crystal. Then he sighed and shook his head. “I was created to lead Mendel, but he wants me to lead everything.” Corin studied everyone in the group. “I don’t understand. He wants to get rid of non-humans or make them serve under humans. But I’m not human like he is. I am from here.”

			“You’re Mendelian,” Joshee added. 

			“You may be a clone of your father, but you are better than him,” Corree stated. 

			“Do you mean that?”

			Corree didn’t hesitate. “Of course.” Corin had come a long way in a short while. Not that he couldn’t still be arrogant and demanding. It also didn’t mean that his cousin couldn’t figure out new ways to manipulate the boy. 

			“So what do we do about that ship?” Corin asked. “What would happen if I didn’t come?”

			“You don’t want to see your cousin?” Lenden asked. 

			“I-I don’t want to lead a galaxy. I don’t want to feel like killing a whole race. That is what my cousin tried to do. That’s how I felt before I came here and before I met Greelon and The Head.”

			Corree was impressed. “But there’s still that ship. If Jayson Windemere is not in prison, but is in charge, then our agreement with the Federation is worthless.”

			“So I’ll need to go,” Corin said. “And see what he wants.”

			Corree shook her head. “Not unless you want to. Besides, do you feel confident enough to do that?” She knew she was taking a chance, because she was sure Corin’s cousin could easily manipulate the boy; mentally and physically. His enhanced growth before he had relinquished the headband showed that. Then an idea came into her mind. “Do you want to go?”

			“No.”

			“Then don’t. I’ll go.”

			“They don’t want you,” Corin pointed out. Then he brightened. He had probably picked up on her thoughts. “You could mutate to look like me!”

			“If you don’t mind.”

			Tanna growled his displeasure. 

			“Risky,” Lendon commented. 

			“What isn’t?” she retorted. 

			“Someday, I’d like to see my father’s world. I would like to meet some of his other family, if there are any.” Corin paused. “And if they wanted to see me.”

			Corree felt a pang. Even if Corin had been created, he still had a history. Everyone else’s history was a test tube and nursery on a space station with nameless attendants and scientists. “I sometimes wish I could see other places, but I don’t think it’s safe right now.”

			“I’m perfectly happy staying here,” Tanna interjected, his arms crossed on his chest. Several others nodded. “Especially if the humans can’t come here after us.”

			“It would make me feel more secure if we knew they weren’t trying some new way to harass us,” Lenden added. 

			“Exactly,” Corree said. “I think the only way to find out is for me to go in Corin’s place and see what’s happening with Jayson Windemere.”

			Annoyance flashed across the boy’s face. “You can’t take my headset. Even if my cousin is trying to manipulate me, it’s still all I have of my father.”

			Corree was all set to try to convince him to change his mind when something occurred to her. “That’s okay. It will probably be better if I don’t have it. I could say it was broken in an accident or something like that. Mendel is dangerous after all. And you all are such a rebellious crowd,” she added with a smirk. 

			Corin flashed a brief smile. “Thanks. I know how you feel about this.”

			“Just be careful with it. There is something about it that changes you physically.” At the boy’s confused look, she continued. “Didn’t you ever wonder that you are less than half Tanna’s age, but you look almost as old as he is?”

			“Oh,” was all Corin said at first. “How do you know I wasn’t made that way?”

			“Your growth has slowed a great deal since you’ve been traveling and learning without it.”

			“Why is that such a bad thing? To grow fast, that is.”

			“Have you enjoyed learning from Lendon, Mora, and Joshee?”

			“Well, yes. Especially the gliding and swimming.”

			“You didn’t seem to care about those, uh, fun things when you were wearing the head set.” Corree couldn’t tell how he was taking her comments. “It just seemed that way to me. I mean, you’ll have all kinds of time when you really are grown up.” And your mind will be more capable of handling that kind of propaganda, she thought. 

			“I think I understand what you’re saying,” he began. “And I know how you mistrust me and all that.”

			Corree was taken aback. “I don’t mistrust you. I mistrust what’s in that,” she replied, pointing to the head set. 

			“You said you were able to access some of it,” Corin countered. “What did you find that you didn’t like?”

			“Yes, I did, but I couldn’t access it the way you do. I could see some of what was on it, but it was like seeing something on a reading disk. It wasn’t part of my mind. Am I making sense?” He nodded. “And the part your cousin put on there. It seemed a little…”

			“Pushy?”

			That wasn’t exactly what she thought. Creepy was more like it, but she just nodded. “Very. Like he doesn’t want you to make your own decision about your life.”

			“Corin grew thoughtful. “What if I decide to leave Mendel later?”

			“Then we contact someone to send a spacecraft.”

			“You promise?”

			“Isn’t that why we declared ourselves a free member of the Federation? So we could make our own choices?” she asked. 

			“So what’s the plan now?” Tanna cut in. He sounded annoyed. 

			“I practice becoming Corin. 

			During the next few day cycles, Corree did just that. Corin seemed to enjoy telling her any flaws in her mutated disguise, but Corree hid her irritation. Having no mirrors, she had to use him and the others in her family to see how she was doing. When Lendon came to visit again, she and Corin tested him. He couldn’t tell who was who.

			Corree received a message from Corleen. “The ship keeps calling.”

			“Any more tricks?”

			“None that succeeded. That stone is amazing!”

			“I’m coming up. Let it know that Corin wants to go to the home planet.”

			“He does?”

			“Um, yes.” For some reason, Corree didn’t want to discuss her plan through the communications links. There was no guarantee that the spacecraft didn’t have some way of monitoring them. She mutated as her pod docked, nervously gazing into the mirror in the tiny bathroom. She looked just like Corin. Intense, light blue eyes gazed back at her under thick, dark brows. Slight build; long, thin fingers. All the swimming, climbing and gliding had helped him fill out. 

			Corree opened the lock and greeted Corleen in the boy’s voice. The computer did a double take. “I thought Corree was coming. I mean, not that I’m not glad to see you. You’ve not been here for a while, Corin.” The last was said almost accusingly. 

			“I am Corree.” She changed just enough to prove her point. 

			“So you are going in Corin’s place.” She paused. “Why go at all?”

			“I’d rather not, but I don’t like not knowing what’s going on. Too many sneaky people in the Federation government and it sounds like Windemere is one of them. That ship proves my point.”

			“I didn’t like him at all.”

			“Is he that different from his uncle?”

			“His uncle created me. He confided in me,” Corleen replied. 

			“Good point,” Corree conceded. Between Corin and Corleen she had gained a better understanding of Rymer Windemere. She had no such knowledge of the nephew. “Regardless, I need to find out what plans our friend Jayson Windemere has for Corin and for Mendel.” 

			“Good luck, Corree.”

			“Thanks. I have a feeling I’ll need it.” She made the minor mutations back and strode to the airlock on the other side of the station. As she opened the ship’s hatch, a mechanical voice stopped her. Corree waited. 

			“Approach identification module.”

			Corree remembered the small ident plates that were used on the planet near the home world. She saw the object and stepped up to it, knowing it was scanning her eyes to determine her identity. After what seemed an eternity, but was probably only a few seconds, the door opened. She stepped into the long-range pod and was greeted by a hologram. It was Corin’s cousin.

			Chapter Three

			“Welcome, my dear Corin. I was hoping you’d find a way to get here. I had feared the rebels would not let you come.”

			Now that she was here, Corree had trouble thinking of what to say. If the real Windemere was controlling the hologram, she had to think of something fast. “They didn’t want me around,” she said. “I’m smarter than they are.”

			There was a pause. Distance, she figured. 

			“You certainly are,” he said smugly. “But still, they’d let you take a pod and come up by yourself?”

			Oops, Corree thought. “I figured out a way to get past Corree’s defenses. It wasn’t that hard.”

			“Where is your teaching unit?” the hologram asked after a long pause.

			Corree had anticipated this one. She frowned. “They took it away and smashed it.”
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