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Dedication

 


The Mendel books are dedicated to my loving
and supportive husband, Dan, my son, Tommy and my daughter,
Danielle. Thank you so much.


Chapter One

 


“Corree, I want to talk to
you,” Jeron said. He was one of the humans who had come from the
Federation home-world to investigate the scientific station
orbiting outside the Mendel solar system—the station where Corree
had been created.

Corree was an altered human created to live
on hostile planets. “Why? What good would it do? You lied to me.”
She turned her back on Jeron. Why should she listen to him; he had
betrayed her. He and Leena had promised she could go home to Mendel
after answering the scientists’ questions. Now she was headed for
the Federation home planet.

Mendel was a world rich in resources the
Federation needed, but Mendel was also deadly to “normal” humans,
which was why she and a thousand others had been created. Corree
and her fellow mutants were adapted to live on Mendel; adapted to
live in almost any ecosystem on the planet. Their mission was to
gather the resources the scientists had detected on the planet.

For almost five years Corree and most of the
other mutated humans had not known their roots; a strategy the
scientists had felt would help them adapt to the world humans knew
very little about. Then the dreams began dissolving the amnesiac
blanks the young colonists had only wondered about.

Corree rubbed the pelt on her arm the wrong
way in agitation. Her group had been sent to one of the rain forest
habitats in a pod. They had developed pelts that helped repel the
acidic rains, gliding flaps that made it possible to travel from
one forest giant to another, and all the other adaptations that
allowed them to live in their harsh environment. Those who hadn’t
been able to mutate fast enough had died.

Corree tried to figure out what she could
have done differently that might have prevented her abduction.
Probably nothing, considering that some of the scientists had more
than genetic engineering on their minds. They had wanted to destroy
an alien race, the Ologrians that lived in the solar system nearest
to Mendel. They almost succeeded, first trying to use Corree to
spread a deadly virus among the Ologrians when the aliens had
captured her. Ologrian scientists eliminated the virus and took her
to their homeworld. Corree learned their language, customs, and
history. She learned that Ologrians were not the monsters she had
been taught they were.

A renegade Federation scientist, realizing
the virus had been neutralized, then sent a device triggering the
explosion of the Ologrian sun. Corree invited the few remaining
alien refugees to settle in the Mendel desert. Now she was again
leaving her home—this time for good, it appeared.

“I really thought….” Jeron
began. He was an older human, at least three times her age of
almost fifteen.

“I was stupid,” she
snapped. “I was stupid to return to the pod. Stupid to think the
scientists only wanted to talk to me. Stupid to believe Leena when
she said she was saving me from Windemere. Why should I think any
of you would want to die just so I could go home?”

“The emergency pod could
have taken you home,” Jeron tried to explain. “That’s what I
thought we were going to do. Send you home in the escape
pod.”

Corree didn’t say anything. She didn’t know
whether to believe Jeron or not. She would have liked very much to
mutate back into a snake and bite him like she had the younger
Windemere, but it didn’t matter now. Nothing mattered. “What’s
that?” she asked, pointing to the device he had set on the end of
the narrow bunk.

“To keep our conversation
private.” At her confused look, Jeron continued, “So Leena can’t
listen. She already thinks I’m too soft.”

Corree wasn’t sure about his last statement,
but she wasn’t going to ask. She really didn’t want to talk. “I
still say there isn’t anything to talk about. Your Federation
scientists will do what they want with me.”

Jeron’s voice lowered. He leaned forward
until his nose was almost touching hers. “I may not be as powerful
as Leena is, but I do have some friends who might be able to help
you.”

Corree almost snorted her distrust, but
stopped. Jeron was sincere. She could feel it. “How?”

“I don’t know right now,
but I promise I won’t abandon you.” He took her hands in his, and
she felt his emotions even stronger. Then he pulled back and
smiled. “Now, let’s give them something to think about.” Jeron
reached for the device. “When I push this button on the side, it
will be recording everything we say. Go along with me, but you
don’t have to say anything you don’t want to.”

“Leena and others will
hear?”

“It records what you say.
It can play back whatever you say to anyone who is
listening.”

Corree nodded her understanding. Jeron
pushed the button on the device.

“Now, Corree, you can
trust me. Tell me what it was like on the Ologrian home
world?”

“They were kind to me. I
had my own room.”

“But they didn’t
experiment on you?”

She shook her head. These were much like the
questions the scientists had asked her on the space station. “No.
They treated me like one of their own.”

“What about…?” And Jeron
asked her questions. Some she answered vaguely; others she refused
to answer altogether. It was like a game where she could choose her
words. Several times during the course of their flight to the home
world Jeron brought the device to her cabin and asked questions.
Corree began to make up wild adventures, talking about expeditions
into desert caves where jewels lay carpeted on the ground and
gigantic rock snakes guarded them.

When she did that, Jeron gave her a slight
wink. He knew when she was telling stories. She began liking Jeron
even as she hated the distance that grew between her and Mendel. At
those times she would motion to Jeron to stop the recording device.
She would stare at the small view screen Jeron usually brought with
him and imagine they were approaching her blue sun. During one of
these moods, she saw symbols crawling across the monitor. It was
followed by a diagram in the corner that showed the progress of a
dot through the diagram.

Jeron saw her studying it. “We are coming
into the Federation home solar system.” He pointed to the diagram.
“That shows our progress.”

“How long?”

“Probably four or five
more days. We have to decelerate on the way in.”

“Slow down?” she asked.
Jeron had also been teaching her Federation terminology.

“Yes.”

Some more symbols scrawled at the bottom of
the monitor. Corree waited for him to translate.

“It seems we are going to
land at Wild Wind Base on the fourth planet out. I guess they
figured it would be better than going to the home planet. I have to
agree with them. The home world is not a really pleasant planet
unless you like crowded areas with sparse vegetation, pollution,
and buildings everywhere.”

Corree couldn’t even picture it, except as
an over-large space station.

Leena poked her head into the cabin. “No
more interviews. There will be plenty of that on the base.”

Corree shrugged and followed the woman out.
Jeron joined them after a few minutes. Windemere was back in his
seat, restrained. He had been locked in a separate cabin, only
allowed up at short intervals to use the facilities and to stretch
stiff muscles. At those times, Leena kept her laser pistol trained
on him. Corree thought it was totally fair that the scientist
didn’t have even the smallest bit of privacy.

As they approached the wind planet, Jeron
explained mass, planetary gravity, velocity, and similar scientific
terms. He also told her the properties of each of the system’s
planets, showed videos of the home world and Wild Wind Base. He
taught her some of the letters of the Federation language. Leena
watched, but said nothing.

Soon she felt the ship’s engines change
timbre and the ship shudder slightly. It was different than the
landing on the space station. It was more like landing on Alogol,
the Ologrian home world. Leena brought them in on a direct descent;
almost straight down, compensating for the wind that blew red dust
everywhere. Corree had to admit the older woman was a good pilot.
There was little buffeting and, from the comments of those on the
planet, the ship landed exactly where it was supposed to.

Leena stood in front of her before the
engines had completely shut down. “We’re going outside.” She had
arm restraints in her hands.

Corree stared at her for a moment. Jeron
laid his hand on her shoulder. “It would be easier if you comply,”
he advised.

She shrugged his hand off. Standing proudly,
Corree allowed the woman to slip the restraining bands on her
wrists. They shrank to fit tightly. She did the same thing to
Windemere, but he remained in his seat.

Leena handed out breathing masks. Corree
watched Jeron put his on and she followed his example. It was
awkward with the restraints, but soon she was ready.

“It will be cold, but
we’ll not be out very long,” Jeron told her.

Corree nodded.

Leena cycled the hatch. Corree could hear
the air sucked out of the exit chamber. Within seconds the inner
hatch swung open, and Corree felt a bitter cold wind reach in and
pull at her pelt.


Chapter Two

 


Leena turned to Windemere. “I will be right
back. Please don’t try anything. Wouldn’t do you any good anyway.”
The scientist cursed and glared at her.

They marched out, Leena first, Corree
behind, and Jeron in the rear. Two guards were waiting, and they
fell into step on each side of Corree. A large dome squatted a
short distance from their pod. It was red like the surrounding
soil. In fact, Corree noticed that the dome was part of the
hill.

The soil was hard and gritty, crunching
beneath her tough soles. Corree felt her pelt thicken and lengthen,
but she halted the mutation, not wanting anyone else to see her
ability. The wind gusted, strong enough to push her over if she
wasn’t wary, but it wasn’t as violent as the winds at the equator
of the Ologrian home planet, Alogol. They marched at a fast pace,
reaching the mound quickly. The hatch swung inward and they strode
in without hesitation. When the door thudded shut behind her,
Corree shivered. It sounded so final. She felt Jeron’s hand on her
back as though pushing her forward, but she could tell it was to
reassure her. Corree regained control of herself.

“This way,” Leena
instructed, pointing down a right hand corridor. It curved slightly
to the left. Their destination was a large room, also on the left.
It was a laboratory. Again Corree balked. It brought back memories
her dreams had awakened. It also reminded her of the time on the
Ologrian ship when she had come close to death from a virus meant
to kill Ologrians.

Two scientists stood in the middle of the
room. One was older. He had no pelt on his head. His skin was dark,
but shone under the room lights. It was like the skin of the tiny
under-rock lizard. That, like most smooth-skinned Mendelian
animals, was highly poisonous. Even though Corree knew that was a
ridiculous analogy, it still made her wary of the man. The lower
part of his face had a thick pelt of light and dark hair.

“Come in,” he
beckoned.

The other scientist was a dark-skinned
female and appeared quite a bit younger than her partner. Corree
knew that age or gender was not necessarily an indicator of
kindness or evil.

Still, she hesitated. One of the guards
reached over to grab her arm, but stepped away before he touched
her at a command from the older scientist.

“I just want to talk to
you, Corree,” the older scientist assured her. His voice was low
and soothing.

“It will be all right,”
Jeron said.

Corree knew she had little choice. She
walked into the room. The younger scientist had said nothing. She
hadn’t even moved. Only her eyes; watching her carefully. Corree
walked closer to the older man. She stood behind the chair he had
indicated.

“Sit down,” he
coaxed.

Corree looked around, but everyone else had
left. She was on her own. There were no emotions she could pick up
from either scientist. Corree had felt nothing since they landed
except the little bit when Jeron had touched her.

“What about these?” she
asked, holding out her hands.

“Of course,” the dark man
replied. He reached over, but the younger scientist stopped
him.

“You need to wait. I have
heard she is dangerous.”

“Nonsense. What could she
do and more importantly, where could she go?” Then he addressed
Corree. “Please, sit down.”

With a shrug she did. The woman fastened her
arms to the arm rest of the chair as soon as the older scientist
released the restraints on her wrists. Corree glared at them.

“Excuse us for a moment,”
the older man told her. Both of them walked through a doorway on
the far side of the room. A panel slid shut behind them, but it
must have been a flimsy door because she could hear them arguing.
She caught enough to know that they were talking about her. The
older one wanted her released; the younger didn’t. Corree listened
as she studied the room. It looked a lot like the laboratories in
the science station. There were only the two doors and no windows,
just the austere gray metal walls. Instruments lined those walls,
some in cabinets and others on shelves.

The two scientists came back. “I am Dr.
Verin,” the older man said with a smile. “And this is Dr. Brekal.
If you cooperate we will take off the restraints. Later you will be
allowed limited freedoms of the base until your transport to Home
world.”

“Why didn’t you just take
me to there to begin with?” she asked.

“This is something of a
quarantine base.”

“A what?”

“Quarantine is when you
keep something or someone away from a large population of people
just in case the something or someone has a deadly
disease.”

“Oh, you mean like they
had to on the Ologrian ship when I had that virus.”

Both scientists scowled, but the man
recovered first. “I guess that is an appropriate analogy.”

“We are going to take some
samples from you. Please cooperate,” Brekal ordered.

Corree wondered if they meant to keep their
promises. She didn’t have a great deal of choice right now. Even if
she was a little bit free, and could escape, where would she go? If
only there was someone like Greelon on this planet. “Okay.”

They took blood, clipped her pelt, measured
her, and made her breathe into tubes. They hooked machines on her
and measured what was going on inside her as well. She walked and
ran with some of the machines attached to her. There were large
machines that she had to lay inside while it studied her. Corree
worried they would see the blue stone and want to take it out, but
strangely, if they did see it, they didn’t say anything. At least
not to her. It was hard not to reach up and feel below her
ribcage.

After what seemed an interminable time, they
called two guards. “I am sure you are tired,” Verin said with a
smile. “There is a room ready for you.”

He reminded her of the holo-man that
answered their questions when the dreams came. He had been on the
teaching pod their dreams had led them to. Like the holo-man, Verin
was trying too hard to be nice. At least the younger seemed to be
acting honestly. The feeling was mutual; she didn’t like her
either. “Yes, I am. I am also hungry. Will there be anything to
eat?”

“Of course! I am so sorry;
the time just slipped away. A meal will be waiting for you in your
quarters.”

“Thank you.”

One guard walked ahead of her and another
behind. The corridors weren’t wide enough for more than two people
to walk side by side. They continued down one hallway and then
another and another until they got to an elevator that took them
down. They walked forever in that part of the base, too. Corree
could only guess they were trying to confuse her. It wasn’t
possible; she still had the directional sense of the cave people.
Not that she was going to use it right now. She needed to find out
more about this place before she tried to escape. There was also
the matter of getting a ship.

The lead guard stopped in front of a narrow
door. He placed a disc against the metal and it slid open. The
guard behind her ordered her inside. As soon as she stepped into
the room, the door closed behind her with a whoosh. Corree didn’t
have to check to know it was locked. The cabin was very small, with
space for a narrow bed, a tiny bathroom, and a round table. That
was where her dinner sat.

At least she thought it was dinner. It was
warm, but small, wrapped up like her family used to wrap meat
between leaves and pounded bark sheets. Corree pulled the covering
off and inspected the food inside. It smelled all right, but it
wasn’t much better than the stuff they ate in the space pod. Still,
she was hungry, so she ate it. Dinner didn’t take long.

When she lay down on the narrow bed, Corree
found it uncomfortable. She tossed and turned, thinking she wasn’t
ever going to get to sleep, but the next thing Corree knew one of
the guards opened the door and ordered her to get up. Neither of
them was carrying breakfast. She hoped they were going to take her
to one of the eating areas. They weren’t. Her stomach growled as
they walked the corridor back to the lab.

That day and the next two were more of the
same—tests, needles, and machines. The only difference was that she
refused to go anywhere the following mornings until she had been
given breakfast. The meager evening rations were pitiful, and
despite the fact that she wasn’t exerting herself Corree felt
starved.

Interspersed with the tests, they asked her
questions. Her time with Jeron helped her now. Thankfully, they
didn’t ask her the same questions he had. Corree supposed they had
listened to all the stuff Jeron had recorded. That was confirmed
when they asked her to clarify some things, mainly things about
conditions on Mendel. She was happy to embellish her stories,
making the rock snakes more numerous as well as deadlier, the
forests denser and the mountains steeper with ice coating each
slope.

This day, robots came and went, taking
samples and reports away and bringing equipment and materials back.
Corree remembered seeing some of the same things in the science
station. Several questions arose. “You have been asking me a whole
bunch of questions. May I ask something?”

“But of course,” Verin
said.

“How do the robots work?
Why do you have them?”

“That’s two questions,”
Brekal pointed out with a sneer.

“I didn’t hear you limit
me to one question,” Corree shot back.

“Touché,” Dr. Verin
said.

Corree didn’t have a clue what the older man
had just said, but that it irritated the woman was fine with
her.

“Robots are mechanical
constructs with bio-computerized brains. They are made to do work
unsuitable or undesirable for humans to do.”

Corree’s next question would have been why
they didn’t send robots to Mendel, but she wasn’t about to ask that
one.

Brekal seemed to understand where her
thoughts were going. “Mendel is too harsh for even robots. However,
we keep improving them and assume that someday, we’ll be able to
send robots to worlds like Mendel that will not be affected by the
elements. At that time we’ll only need colonists to ease population
on the homeworld and to claim the new worlds.”

Corree wondered what that would mean for her
people.

“And by then your fellow
colonists will know where the materials we need can be
found.”

There it was again; that need for the
Mendelians to obey without question.

“And we won’t have to deal
with younglings who think they can defy the Federation,” Brekal
added.

“Maybe if the Federation
had been more straightforward with us,” Corree retorted. “Perhaps
if the Federation hadn’t thrown us on a planet they didn’t know
about and took away our memories….”

“Please!” Verin
interjected. “What is done is done.”

They did more tests with her inside the
large machines. That was when Corree knew they had seen the blue
gem. Brekal felt her ribs, and it was all Corree could do to keep
from batting her hand away.

“And where did this come
from?” she asked. “An Ologrian experiment?”

Corree was flabbergasted. That was the last
thing she would have thought of. The crystal was found on Alogol,
but…. “No,” she snapped. “They wouldn’t do such a thing.”

“Then how did you get
something that seems like a mineral inside your body?” Brekal
seemed flustered. The arrogance was not evident during this
questioning.

“I have been living on
Mendel. Who can say?”

“It may need further
examination,” Verin suggested.

“What do you mean by
that?” Corree asked.

“We may have to remove
it,” the older scientist said.


Chapter Three

 


Corree gaped at the scientists,
disbelieving. “You can’t!”

“Why not?” Brekal asked.
Her mouth was set into a smirk again.

“Because it’s not hurting
me.”

“Is that all?”

“I don’t want you hurting
me.” That was the only other thing she could venture.

“Our procedures don’t
hurt,” Verin said soothingly. “Just a little discomfort for a short
time.”

Corree shook her head.

“You don’t have much
choice,” Brekal told her.

“It’s been another long
day,” Verin interrupted. “We’ll look at the records. Perhaps there
is another way besides surgical removal.”

Corree could only stare. There was no way
they were going to take the gem from her, surgical or otherwise.
She remained silent as the guards escorted her back to her tiny
room. There was another food packet, but she wasn’t interested.
What could she do? She had not mutated because she was being
watched. But she had practiced on Alogol under her covers and they
hadn’t discovered it.

Corree pressed the switch dimming her
lights. She lay down and pulled the blanket over her. What would be
the best mutation? It would have to be one that could allow her to
sneak out without being seen. A snake was the smallest thing she
had done. Could she mutate even smaller? She briefly wondered where
the rest of her went when she mutated so small, but pushed it out
of the way. To mutate, she needed nourishment and rest. With a
sigh, Corree slipped off her bed and opened up the meal packet. It
wasn’t much different than the day before. She forced herself to
eat all of it, and then she lay back down, trying to sleep.

Corree woke up in the almost dark. The
guards hadn’t arrived yet, so hopefully she had time to mutate.
There was no way of knowing when they would come and get her.
Making sure the blanket covered her entire body, Corree began a
mutation into a golden trunk lizard. It was almost as small as the
snake she had mutated into on the ship, but this creature had the
advantage of being able to hang onto anything. She felt her body
shrink, her joints and limbs shift direction. Stabs of pain
accompanied the changes, but they were quick. The gem pulsed energy
throughout her body, and Corree was soon crawling underneath the
bed. She held on and waited. The coolness in the room made her
sleepy, and she almost didn’t hear the guards coming in.

Corree was just under the front of the bed,
and she scuttled back toward the wall, squeezing into the far
corner of the bed frame.

“Come on… She’s gone! How?
Where?” the guard sputtered.

“Check under the bed!” the
other guard shouted.

The blanket was lifted, and Corree squeezed
against the bottom of the bed. She saw his eyes searching every
corner, then realized that her own luminous eyes could be seen if
he looked hard enough. She closed them and hoped.

“She’s not here!” His
voice got higher in his agitation.

“What do you mean, she’s
not here. You were supposed to take care of her for three short
days!”

Corree recognized that voice. It was
Jeron.

“Sir, she was locked in
here last night.”

“You were told she was
clever. She might even now be trying to sneak into a
ship.”

“But she couldn’t get back
to her planet,” one of the guards protested.

“I said she was clever. Go
look for her! I will check again. Then I’m going back to my ship. I
will be ready to launch as soon as you bring the Mendelian to
me.”

The guards left. Corree could hear something
clicking, then buzzing.

“Listen carefully, Corree.
I can only do this a moment before anyone suspects anything,” Jeron
said in a rush. “You can trust me. You can also trust Brekal. We’re
going to get you out of here. Take you home.”

Corree was so shocked she almost dropped
from underneath the bed.

“Don’t trust Verin,” he
added.

The buzzing faded and there was another
click. Corree heard Jeron’s footsteps recede and the door close.
Still, she hung on and considered. Why hadn’t she latched on to
Jeron and hidden in his clothes? Could she really trust him? She
didn’t have much choice, but now he was gone. Why had he left so
quickly? Her head buzzed with questions, and she didn’t hear the
door opening again.

Someone sat down on the bed. “You might as
well come out. You can’t hide forever and you can’t escape.” It was
Brekal’s brusque, arrogant tone.

Jeron said he could trust her. Right now
there was nothing else she could do. Corree began to mutate under
the bed. It would be a tight squeeze, but she didn’t want the
scientist to see her change. They already knew so much about
her.

Brekal was pretty sharp, though, and sat up
as Corree regained her full size. After a moment, she lifted the
cover. “The guards are imbeciles that they couldn’t see you under
there.” Then she did something with one eye; closing it quickly and
opening it again. “Come on out.”

With a grunt, Corree started to, but she
caught on the bed frame. Brekal held out a hand. Corree hesitated,
then accepted her help.


Chapter Four

 


“Come on. We mustn’t keep
Liaison Jeron waiting.” Brekal was carrying a pistol in one hand.
“No funny business. Even if you did escape, where could you go? Not
even you could survive very long planet-side.”

Brekal was right. This planet was somewhat
similar to Alogol deserts, but there was less air to breathe here.
It was colder, too. Corree would slowly asphyxiate, even if she
could figure out how to withstand the cold.

They were walking toward the laboratory.
Corree turned back to question the scientist. Brekal motioned with
her pistol to keep walking. “Don’t worry, you’ll get your ride to
the home planet,” she sneered.

Jeron had to be kidding about Brekal. She
was just as hateful as she had been for the past three day
cycles.

The door slid open and Verin turned, a smile
on his face. “Ah, so we get to work with you another day!”

“No, Doctor. They are
going to finish their examination on the home planet. The liaison
needs all our data.” Brekal had not holstered her
weapon.

“We can send it on the
computer,” Verin protested. “I haven’t finished studying
everything.”

“It’s out of our hands.
Besides they specified hard copies.”

Verin scowled, and then brightened. “Very
well. Let me pull up the test results and then I’ll print out our
notes from the other sessions.” He seemed rather slow about it. “I
heard the liaison was sympathetic to the mutant.”

Corree hated it when people talked about her
as though she wasn’t in the room, but she remained quiet.

“The liaison knows his
duty, too.”

“Isn’t the liaison related
to you?” Verin asked as he turned from the machine, a hard glint in
his eyes.

Brekal didn’t flinch. Jeron and this woman
were related?

“A distant cousin, but I
know my duty as well, Doctor.”

Verin sighed. “All right. Here is
everything.” He had a packet of the requested materials, which he
handed to Brekal. “Not having any guards with you, why don’t you
let me accompany you to Liaison Jeron’s ship?”

Brekal hesitated a moment as she looked
through the notes, and then nodded. “That would probably be a good
idea. You hold the neutralizer. I don’t believe you got all my
notes.”

“I got them.”

“My private ones? How
would you have gotten them?” Brekal’s voice was ice
hard.

Verin shrugged. “Shall we go?” He waved the
pistol at both of them.

Brekal didn’t say anything, only turning on
her heel and prodding Corree forward. And now Verin had the weapon.
She didn’t know what Brekal had been up to, but it was stupid to
let the other scientist have the pistol. The walk to Jeron’s ship
was made in silence. Jeron had the hatches open and welcomed Corree
in.

Verin followed. “I will accompany you to the
home planet.”

Jeron looked surprised. A quick glance at
Brekal revealed nothing. “Why, Doctor?”

“Because I have been
ordered to make sure you both get there.”

Jeron’s lips tightened. “Still no trust
among the ranks, eh?”

“None. This freak is
important to the scientific council.”

That was a new term to Corree, but she
didn’t doubt it was uncomplimentary.

“I guess I had better get
back to my studies. Of snakes,” Brekal said.

“The papers,” Verin
reminded her. “And you are coming as well. There are those who
would like to talk to both of you.”

Brekal handed the packet over and closed the
hatch. She had a slight smile on her face.

While Verin was occupied, Corree mutated
into a howler. It wouldn’t take long, and despite the fact that
howlers were normally peaceful animals, they were still effective
fighters. Fingers flexed as sticky pads formed. A tail sprouted,
legs shortened and became more muscular. Even as she leaped at
Verin, her long, powerful arms grabbed the scientist around the
neck, choking him. Jeron grabbed Verin’s pistol. Brekal’s mouth
hung open in shock. Corree’s tail wrapped around the man’s chest,
squeezing ribs. As soon as Verin was unconscious, she let go. He
hit the deck with a thump.

“I wasn’t able to begin
the sequence that would destroy the lab,” Brekal said, still
staring at Corree, who was mutating back.

“If you go back, you might
send the guards back,” Corree pointed out.

Jeron nodded. “Are you still with me,
Brekal?”

“I can see why they want
you so badly,” she murmured to Corree. “But I also understand why
you don’t belong there.”

“Decide,” Jeron ordered.
“We have to get out of here.”

Brekal’s eyes glinted in anger.

Corree was back in her forest form and
fastening the coverall back on. It was a nuisance, but until she
was back home, she would just have to put up with it. “Dr. Brekal,
please. I was created to live on Mendel. It doesn’t matter why. I
know if I go to this home world of yours, they will never let me
leave. All I want is to go home.” She felt hot tears forming behind
her eyes and blinked. No emotion; not now. Corree motioned to Jeron
to keep quiet.

Brekal studied her for a few moments. “You
are correct. You don’t belong on the home planet. You belong where
Windemere intended you to be.” Her gaze turned back to Jeron. “We
never did get along as kids. You haven’t changed much, Cousin. I
always thought being in the Federation Judicial Division would
someday get you in trouble. Get out of here. I’m going to see what
problems those obsolete computers are causing now.”

“You’ll be in trouble,
too,” Jeron pointed out.

“Not as much as you’ll be
in.” She grinned. “I wanted a new partner anyway. He was
insufferable.” Brekal grabbed Verin by the collar and dragged him
to a flight couch. Jeron helped her strap him down. “Wouldn’t do to
have him sprawled on the deck. There will probably be company
outside.” She took the pistol out of Jeron’s waistband and placed
it in Verin’s lax hand. “Gotta make it look good.” Another
grin.

Brekal released the hatch and walked out
into the corridor. There were two guards waiting as she had
supposed. Corree held her breath.

“Dr. Verin is accompanying
the prisoner and her escort to the capital. You come with me to
classify the notes.” Without even a backward glance, Brekal and the
guards marched down the corridor.


Chapter Five

 


Jeron sealed the hatches and sat in the
pilot’s chair. He studied the controls, checked the computer. Only
then did he relax. “She did it!”

“What?” Corree
asked.

“I’ll explain when we are
away. Go ahead get the pistol and strap yourself in. We are going
to have a rough ride for a while.”

She did as she was told; making sure Dr.
Verin couldn’t get himself loose. The take-off was smooth enough,
but Corree could see Jeron gripping the control stick with both
hands once they hit the higher winds of the upper atmosphere. Very
quickly, though, they were in the lower reaches of space and the
turbulence weakened.

“Won’t they figure you are
heading toward Mendel?” she asked.

Jeron chuckled as he worked at the console.
“The nice thing about orbits is that planets do not always line up
in a nice, neat row. The home planet is in a position that makes it
feasible to reach it by swinging out instead of straight toward the
sun.” He saw Corree’s perplexed look. “I’ll show you what I mean
when we’re safely out of the solar system.”

“Won’t someone figure it
out after a while?”

“Friends of mine
programmed the computer so that no one could hack into it…or take
it over. So yes, someone will figure it out eventually, but won’t
be able to do anything.”

“But why are they doing
this? Your friends don’t know me.”

Jeron flashed a half smile and pointed to
the still sleeping Verlin. “Several reasons. One, because we
despise the way the Federation leaders are wantonly grabbing what
they want, regardless of who is in the way or who might be hurt.
That operation against the Ologrians was the last straw.”

“But I got the impression
that the Federation leaders didn’t know about it.”

“I suspect someone near
the top did know
and either ordered it or simply let it happen. Convenient that way.
A possible rival in the galaxy goes down without a fight. The
politicians, including those who knew, scream for investigations in
the high government and sigh with relief when the population
forgets about it, when something else grabs their
attention.”

“Still, your friends don’t
know me. Apparently your cousin doesn’t even like you.”

Jeron sighed. “No, she doesn’t. She has
complicated reasons for wanting to help you, none of which include
me. I think part of it is because you more or less told the
Federation where to go.”

Corree didn’t have a clue what he just said.
Her expression must have shown that.

“My friends and I admire
your courage in standing up for what you believe. I think some of
them, as well as some of our enemies, are a little afraid of you,
too.”

“What? Why would they be
afraid of me?”

“Corree, this is the most
ambitious program ever undertaken. When Lena saw what you could
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