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“Now that war is only two days from our colony, I expect we shall not be going home tonight, nor anyone else on the Eicken Project.” Vonn sighed as he ran a prog to vaporize the rain from our dripping brellas. I waved my purple one to my alt storage in my pocket. Theirs were black. Citsa was looking at it, and opened her mouth—

Derees paled. “You think we shall make use of the Sleeping Quarters, then?”

“We must all work very hard. My friend, we must trade for more materials—”

Ossy laughed. “Good, I can help—”

“Show me your recent trades.” Vonn turned from Derees to Ossy. Scratched the blond hair at his neck. I pushed my red hair behind my shoulder.

The shorter man waved, and items appeared in holos. Not many, for the hours he spends daily trading in Vonn’s Office. Few were useful for our work. Held my breath. Vonn frowned at it. 

“Look at Adia’s irradiation chamber. How blue the seams are!” Derees ran a prog for analysis, brown eyes wide. Oh, I struggled to calm myself! “The backup unit is worse!” His thick hand waved for another analysis prog. Will they anger with me?

Vonn looked at the result. Frowned. “Ossy Koch, you told me you traded for a new unit for Adia. This is not new.” I took a breath.

“I will dispute the trade! The description said it was new—“

“And these other items are of low quality. Koch, you will not trade in my department again. When Director Pragate knows of this, you shall have trouble.”

A wave, and Ossy’s trader record came up. And, Citsa’s. She is his student? Vonn glared at both of them.

“Ossy’s trading helps the department! You cannot—”

“Miss Wilnes, I see that both of you trade in Areon’s Tradenet, and not the Hub Net. Did you both fail to learn in school that the Hub Net is the proper place to get items? Perhaps you have trouble with speaking telepathic Qvarn, do you?” His finger indicated Citsa’s failing grade in it. Qvarn is required in the Hub Net. I struggled with its detail in descriptions, a language made mostly of adjectives. It supplements Elshar, which is mostly verbs. However, descriptions cause an item to trade well.

“And, I see a large transfer of Adia’s trade bal here! This is dishonest. She uses the Hub Net, and I approved all of her trades, for her work. She contributes most of her salary for our work. You will return her trade.”

He raised his arms. “She agreed for me to use it—”

“I am sure she did not agree for you to use it on Areon’s Tradenet! Return her trade or you will never work here for any department.”

He waved, and all of my trade came to my account. I struggled to control my breathing! Tears jumped into my eyes. Stared at my feet. Breathe.

“You will regret this, Links—”

“Is that a threat? You do realize we are recorded, ja?”

His face reddened. Never saw him speechless! Not in two years—

“If anything happens when Adia runs her experiments, your balance shall pay for it. Today, friends, we must work as if our lives, and those around us, depend on it.

“Sent this analysis of our department’s accomplishments to Director Pragate before the meeting this morning. See this graph.” He waved up.

A display by the mixing chamber showed many green lines. Green for substances that will be useful to other members of our team. Three of them had my purple tracking dot. None of them had Ossy’s silver or Citsa’s gold. Vonn’s blue and Derees’ orange split half of the green, and Tanda’s brown showed on ten.

Admired how Derees’ chemical array multiplied the number of results in his experiment! He helped me write an array for my projects and I tested far more substances in a short time. Waved for his five simulants to move cylinders to our respective stations.

“Now, I have enough substances to test in an array!” Tanda gestured to start her preparations. The pretty lace on her deep blue dress waved under her long lab coat. “Derees, thank you!”

“Just happy my idea is working! Joleon in Conventional Fuels says they are producing more. Most of their ideas take years to see results. Adia, he sends you his love.”

I smiled, big. Left my father’s department because I wanted freedom to try innovative ideas. His team’s discoveries enable ours. They refine the substances we use for our experiments, and indeed, for Areon’s shipbuilding facility. 

If I can only discover a new fuel, Papa will see that my research is valid. Everyone discovers new catalysts. Or do they? Not from Ossy’s or Citsa’s experiments.

“Do you care to explain, Koch and Miss Wilnes, why you do not work? Director Pragate is probably visiting each department personally, at this moment. All of us Lead Scientists will have to explain each inefficiency.

“Koch, you and Citsa will change the way you work, today. Derees will assign mixing to you.”

Ossy frowned. “But my work—”

“Your reports are filled with your glowing accomplishments and tell of your holos in the journals. Yet, I found no evidence that you or Miss Wilnes contributed anything to this department. In four years, both of you should have something to show for all the materials we wasted.”

Vonn glared at Ossy and Citsa. “This telepathic interface might enable us to achieve our goals faster, before the War moves any closer. I am leaving to speak with Director Pragate concerning this. Excuse me.” His tone was firm. And his stride, quick as he walked into his office. Our Lead Scientist was usually cordial.

Took another deep breath. Work waits. I moved from the center of our counters, between Tanda, left, and the one Ossy and Citsa shared, right. Mine was on the other side near the Sleeping Quarters, also to my left. We must be low on alt storage, for the neat rows of 150 cots to be visible. Once our department was large. Now we are six. If we are to discover a new fuel, our department has the burden. All shipbuilding depends on fuel, does it?

Calculations I ran through the server last night finally completed. Rushed to wave out my compounds. 
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Ran maintenance progs on my irradiation apparatus. Had the simulants measure out container after container of chemicals according to my predictions of amounts needed. At work, I busied myself to escape my emotions. The antiquated condition of our equipment frustrated me. Shortages. Breakdowns.

Derees came to me. “Adia, I see you are planning an enormous set! Wish you luck.” He smiled, and his large brown eyes studied my neat rows of cylinders. 

Then, he moved to Ossy’s station. “I need the mixing chamber now. These sets of chemicals form an array, which my simulants prepared before we went to the meeting.” Five simulants followed his point, each carrying ten cylinders!

Ossy frowned. “But, my project—“

“I was going to use the mixing chamber!” Citsa raised her shrill voice. Almost dropped the two cylinders in my hands!

“Which ingredients did you prepare for this task?” Derees studied the empty counter. “None? I shall place my array in the chamber. You may mix while I do, with your simulants.” My colleague gave a telling glance left, where five sat idle. "Our department will not need your project, Koch. Here are compounds that I need, and both of you can help fill my next array. As of now, your projects are ended.“A wave, and their displays went blank. Filled with new calculations.

Motioned down for my simulant’s floor cleaner so they did not see my smile. Disinfectant smell filled our area. Regularly, I saw my coworker run maintenance progs that those two overlooked. Perhaps he and Vonn notice signs of wear on that mixing chamber, wear that should not appear on a new item of equipment. 

They both lied to me. Papa will no longer allow Ossy to visit my twin sister. Work will help me calm myself.

While I waited for another simulant to measure the last 12 catalysts, ample time to run checker progs on the irradiation chamber. Progs to check for any malfunction or mistakes. Cylinders of worrisome isotopes, I will combine manually.

Citsa pulled her slim black dress over the knee. Discovered a wrinkle in her short, white lab coat and waved hygiene to smooth it.

Only ran mine once a day. At home, clothing formers dressed me in my purple dress. She called me oldfashioned for wearing midcalf length, and a long lab coat.

Tanda’s was anklelength, but marrieds can wear them long. Is it not embarrassing that Citsa’s dress shows her knees? My father would be horrified if I set my clothing progs so! Few women do. 

But, Tanda already worked to fill her array with many prepared cylinders. Always, she gives me copies of her reports to our journals so I do not spend trade to read them. So do Vonn and Derees. Now I know why research from the other two never appeared in my searches. Often, I checked on the Hub as I looked for the newest fuel discoveries.

Our unit’s idea turned from plentiful compounds in untreated form to substances modified to be premier catalysts. Eicken’s experts dismissed most of the promising technologies. 

My return to the original ANW path made me an outsider. A volatile compound in abundant supply. Too erratic to be used as is. Hoped to stabilize it for a new fuel. The danger of my experiments increased as I drew close to a solution. Prepared five unstable materials for irradiation.

Vonn came out smiling. Walked to Derees by the mixing chamber. “My friend, soon we shall think to our terminals! Director Pragate has server instructors writing progs.” His gray eyes studied Citsa and Ossy’s screens. They looked uncomfortable. With his right hand, he pulled at the left cuff of his neat deep blue onepiece, same as all men wore under lab coats. 

Ryonne~ wore a medium blue one. His manner reminded me of a leader of men, not a common scientist like us. So polite. Surely that would impress Papa if he met him. Probably standing on our moon Ye~ and happy to be home. 

His large golden eyes, like sunssets, rested on me, and my heart pounded. Such a handsome man, and what intelligence, to allow us to use our telepathy to work our servers. But he is Yeff, and Zheien are all geniuses. I shall never meet him. At 18, doomed because of my emotion—

“Oh, I am glad! Will we have upgrades for our equipment?”

“We have permission to trade for some—”

“How strong a containment field are you going to use with this set?” Citsa stared at my neat racks of dangers. Vonn and Derees followed her gaze to my counter. Tanda across from me peered at the compounds in colored cylinders. Their mixing was more routine.

“1000x. If you have concerns, I can move my operations out on the Barrens.” Clenched my jaw. Even the heat of that desert would be pleasant compared to Citsa’s and Ossy’s questions!

“You should!”

Ossy glared at her. “You know a 1000x field contains a photon dissolution reaction to 2 meters. Let Adia do her job.” Citsa whirled to her console, and Ossy grinned at me. An irritating habit. I felt as if the entire department saw me as a danger to everyone! Why is Ossy defending me?

Slowed my breathing. The irradiation chamber frightened me, but I could not make enough trade to replace it anytime soon, even after Ossy replaced my trade. He said the price was far higher than he thought. Did he lie about that, too?

Why did I listen to him? Will Vonn blame me for my foolishness, that I did not ask him to trade for it? Because I did not wish to cost our budget. Ran progs to check that daily. Breathe. Concentrate on work!

“Miss Wilnes, do you doubt Prog One? I helped Adia write her procedures for her experiments, and we review them monthly. When was the last time you submitted your policies for my approval?” Vonn’s gray eyes fixed on her display. 

“I only work with safe substances—”

“Safe? We create fuels, Miss Wilnes, in the Department of Alternative Fuels. There is no safe chemical here. You and Mr. Koch are not exempt from our safety procedures, are you? I will check all your progs this afternoon. Derees, have you time to help me in this?”

Derees smiled. “I always have time for safety, Vonn. Just this morning, Tanda and I reviewed her procedures and I found them in order, as usual. She created a modified isotope that Adia is including in her experiment now, amiritkaln-8. Included five of her catalysts in my experiment, and seven of Adia’s. Look! My results are in!”

Today’s exciting presentation from that visiting scientist had my heart racing. Ryonne~ used a sim to demonstrate how a pilot thinking to his server escapes a Kajarian trying to capture him! I took several deep breaths and tried to calm myself. Work waits.
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His discovery will make our doings easier. In Papa’s department, we volunteered to pilot, to test fuels. How I missed the feel of clicking under my feet from the engines. The freedom to enjoy full range of emotion, there in solitude as I made notes. 

Reached into my pocket and stroked the smooth, white cube found on my last trip into the Barrens. If only I dared run progs to analyze it. Warmth to it surprised me. A crystal should feel cool to the touch. 

Papa felt that use of pockets in my clothing former might bring scrutiny from our government. We are supposed to be austere and not waste resources. I mentioned Tanda’s lace and he stopped hinting about them. I make enough trade from my reports in the journals to have my pockets. 

My father worries too much. Elshars use alt storage for terminals. Uncle Asha Lir is Elshar. A trader who taught me to put pockets in my clothing former. Who helped me with my trading classes in school, before he left Aunt Sia. Taught me enough telepathic Qvarn to describe my journal reports. Papa said mine traded for more than his, which surprised me, but my uncle is a master trader. He said descriptions make items trade.

It fascinated me, the way Uncle Asha’s blue eyes turned lighter if happy.  Often wished my blue eyes could change like that. Until EDs came to our homes. Elshars come to Eicken oft to trade, and their blue traders’ robes are obvious. 

Papa frowned at me when I asked one a question about trade. The man was very rude! Did he expect me to be rude to him as many Areonians are? Did they forget how much assistance Elshars gave us as a colony start, and how many are our ancestors? Uncle Asha taught me a lot my parents did not know about our history. 

Now we are almost at end of year 222, the 10th month, the 95th day. On the 100th day Aunt Sia will enjoy a festival in Kleideu. How I wished to go! Years since we could gain permits for travel.

My twin sister, Maia, works from home as an info scientist, here in Eicken. Surely she writes progs for the new interface.  

Papa would not approve of my opinion of the Yeff, and neither would she, but what harm is it? I shall never meet him. If I did, I would ask him for help to figure out what my cube is. I will not tell my family about the handsome Otherworlder.

Every time I try to tell my family how much research on our moon Ye~ helps me find new catalysts, they refuse to listen. Papa warns me not to trade for their holos. But, I do. Every time I put a holo of mine on the Hub, they put a new discovery that helps me. 

All scientists contribute, and all advance science in general. Why should I not use their research? Few of our scientists explore such volatile catalysts, but our department. Vonn uses it. Their reports cost less than any from Areon or other worlds of our Hub, and are better quality. When our Lead Scientist began trading for their reports, Derees and Tanda did also. My stubborn father will not.

He fears government retaliation, and— I slowed my breathing.

I remembered the larger rotating fins of that cylindrical Emotion Detector by the Aud as we entered to hear Ryonne~’s presentation. Have they finished the refit? I will only have 5 secs to control my breathing, Ossy said. Gripped the meltedsand countertop and took a breath. Even now, an ED in our lab watches me. Think about the work! 

When I let go of the counter, Ossy and Citsa faced me. Again? 

“In five days, they have a festival in Kleideu. Vater might be able to get a pass so we can go. If we visit the Kleideu Science Council.”

“Oh, we will dance! Too bad for the others. What do they even study there? Cows? Aandats?” Ossy laughed.

My grandfather piloted ships in his work there. Does he not know where the majority of our compounds come from? Kleideu discovered techniques to convert mine wastes to useful materials, that we use here in Eicken. One was amiritkaln, which we use often.

Tanda waved to start her array. One finger played with a blond curl by her face. A holo of the Barrens showed rocks crumbling. All of her experiments took place there. The Barrens is part of Lilmerica, but Kleideu has mines very close to her site.

Scars on the land and piles of waste rock made Lilmerica’s side obvious. In the holo, Kleideu’s side appeared untouched. A mine entrance hid inside a cave. 

Another cave to the south that I loved to visit, had interesting minerals. Where I found the cube in my pocket. None of them, unfortunately, helped our work. I had quite a collection of rock formations at home in my room.

Once we could visit relatives in Kleideu with farms. I saw their research to increase yields and try to save our dwindling pool of animal and plant species. Farmers are smart. There is more research on biology on the Hub than geology. Fuels are a tiny portion of chemistry research. Yet, fuels provide 40% of our colony’s trade. Shipbuilding brings 55%. If only our salaries reflected our work’s importance.

Vonn and Derees traded on the Areon Hub for minerals we needed. Holos with descriptions appeared and vanished at each brisk wave of their hands. Trading there is all done with telepathy. 

No sounds but my breathing. The slight sound of materials shifting in cylinders like sand in a cup. And my whispers to my terminal. Smells of reactions escape when I mix before the simulant’s arm sucks them away. Bitter Nztz. Sweet amiritkaln. Sour alkalytes. The burnt smell of violent reactions. The salty smell of those that fail to react. Any harmful gases port away, but with experience, the stronger scents tell me how much reaction happened. Analysis tells me the rest.

I took careful verbal note of every step, every result. The irradiation chamber took a third of my workspace, a featureless bluemetal box with seams stained light blue from heavy use. On the surface of the rough beige countertop, a round simulant placed my measured cylinders of treated chemicals. The more detailed my notes, the better my results.

Containment cylinders and the mixing remained the pleasant part of my work. I hated speaking my steps to the server console. The system rechecked my predictions and calculated amounts of each chemical and irradiation factor depending on how well I described. So slow! Intense listing of each expected reaction, each anticipated outcome, wore on me.

Visual displays that appeared before my eyes whenever I spoke commands gave the sole evidence of my server. I felt I spoke to the meltedsand counters—or, to myself, as if insane.

As I measured and mixed each chemical, I breathed relief that it did not explode. Each step duplicated steps performed hundreds of times. Same ingredients with one difference to measure the reaction. 

Vonn pointed to a scatter graph of his latest experiment. “Does this look like that star map Pragate showed us? Just imagine, teams of diplomats trying hard to end the War!”

Pragate said it. Most of the hundred in the Aud argued that this was impossible, especially Ossy and Citsa. Is it? All the species of the Six have needs and wants as we of the Seven. They noticed my lack of arguments.

Derees shifted in his seat. “Ah, I think they will find a solution. Emperor Ry’nao thinks trade will end it. If people have food and safe places to live, they do not need to fight. Zbbat have six arms and legs, but they still eat and make beautiful creations. They trade with us. Look at this table I got for Tasia.” A low table in their living room had a metallic sheen that moved like slow water. Colors rose and sank in it. Beautiful! “Donn loves to lie on it and watch.”

There is hope for our people.

“How is Tasia?”

He sighed. “She wants to move to D’sharr, but none of her relatives will recommend us to get started there. I am glad! Our boys would be miserable, living an Elshar life. But, would a healer improve her health?”

She needs a healer? I will mention my Aunt Sia to him. Papa says she is so skilled, healers all over Areon ask for her.

One mistake equals repetition of two weeks’ work. This experiment tells me if I am on a course worth expanding. My last run had promising results. Every muscle in me tensed. 

I did not tell Vonn about a prog I wrote. If the irradiation chamber fails, I port to the Barrens with my experiment. 

Two waves set my progs in motion. Loaded the containment fields into the irradiation chamber. Flooded it with my 583rd combination of radiants. 
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Suddenly, the chamber sparked! Seams glowed blue! Blue-purple flashes illuminated the lab. Gasps from my coworkers! Smoke burned my nose. 

Citsa waved for a cleaner sim. 

The irradiation chamber shuddered. Clanked on the counter. A chain reaction began— "Prog One. Open dimportal!" Swirling green appeared behind it. I waved a calcs screen. Shouted coordinates from a list. The first glowed red. The second, green. Red. Red. Red. Too slow! Progs run. 

“Location Two!”  Pulled the dimportal over the chamber. Flung it through the ceiling! 

I used my hands. Instead of speaking the coordinates my holographic grid indicated, I used my hands. A perilous habit. 

“Tracking!” A holo followed it into the sky. It exploded in blue and purple over the Barrens where I meant. We are safe. 

If I had spoken more of them, it would have gone off here. Did not trust progs to contain such a powerful reaction here!

"That was extremely dangerous!" With a step towards me, Ossy stared at burns on the meltedsand counter. Black streaks against white inin. "What if you missed the Barrens and hit Kleideu?"

"The tracking prog shows, it ported there, in the middle of the Barrens." I pointed to the Prog One holo, Eicken's standard emergency prog, and made sure he saw. Coordinates that I carefully put in order, with the most remote first. My hand shook so I pulled it down. Two weeks’ work! Gone.

Progs ran to check for people, ships, portals or important work. Commands to contain any reaction with a certain density, height, strength. Progs to alert anyone in the Barrens. Progs to choose alternate locations. 

The most essential ones ran first and called 50 others. I wrote my emergency protocols carefully, so that if I panicked and used my hands, no one but myself would be hurt. But, if my prog had run properly, I would be vaporized on the Barrens, with my experiment! I gasped, but my mouth just opened.

Vonn checked my display and nodded. A prog ran to verify the health of every scientist, every citizen in our colony. One holo glowed red. Mine?

Felt the faint tingle of radiation burns—through a 1000x containment field! I stared at my hand in disbelief. Both hands. White with the charred dust left when ANW burns. My hands came into direct contact with part of the reaction. The acrid smell included the bitter smell of ANW!

Vonn waved hygiene on my hands and steered me to a chair by my quivering elbows. “Be calm. I will get help—”

Citsa frowned at me. "How did that happen?"

"It was not Adia's fault. The irradiation chamber failed; her quick action saved us!” 

Derees stood by Vonn. His hand quivered on my shoulder. "Leave us! Both of you have work." 

Tanda brought an ointment and smeared it over my trembling fingers.

A holo showed what happened. Prog One records all incidents. Takes holos from every person's angle and combines them into one. Director Pragate and Security surely see it now. The holo clearly showed my hands going too far into the dimportal. 

If I had spoken all the coords and waited for verification, as procedures demanded, the explosion would have happened here, in the lab. 

A simulation predicted the 1000x field would not have contained it. Flagged an error in the 1000x code. Sent the sim to Safety. Safety Section made an error? That is how my hands slipped into the portal?

“Age must have weakened the containment field generator. Infoserver." Vonn said, "Help Adia. Medical databases."

"Infoserver malfunction. Databases not found."

We stared at each other. "That is not possible." 

Derees waved. "Access medical databases."

"Databases not found."

Tingling grew to pain! Close contact to an explosion was unheard of in the five years of the Eicken Project's existence. Medical databases were requested very infrequently.

Regen will save me, will it? Pain took my breath. Will I set off the ED's? Sight faded.

“We need a healer! Is there one in the Director’s Office?”

“A healer? No, we do not employ them except in Eicken Hospital. You must take an injured person there—”

“I will not take my colleague in that place!” Derees slashed the holo off!

“My trade bal—is not—enough—” My voice whispered.

Vonn held onto me. “Derees, try to contact Kleideu for a healer! I have trade, Adia. We must—” He startled, as my arms dropped. 
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​Ryonne~
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Footsteps. Sudden impact. I stared down at medium-blue boots. Felt warmth, at my wrists. With it, strength. Twin fingers held my wrists and swelling vanished from my hands. I reached for them as my eyes found his. 

Golden eyes opened impossibly wide. That round face smiled at me. “Does my healing help you?”

Calm penetrated me. Heard the singing, in my mind. Pragate became ill after he introduced the Zheien. That singing I heard as he healed him.

"What did you do?" Derees gasped. Touched my fingers. My red skin showed no sign of injury. Strength returned to my wilting body. Redness left, and with it, pain.

"Thank you." What to say? Heat crept into my face! Oh, my heart pounded even more! Surely an ED will alarm!

Ryonne~ moved a hand to my shoulder. Warmth. I sat upright in the chair. "Is Zheien healing."

Vonn smiled and let go of my shoulders. Looked at our visitor.

His orange skin paled as calm slowed my breathing more. "Are you well?"

"Other than losing two weeks of work, yes, I am well." I smiled, and so did he. Still expected the DF to come. Worked harder to control my breathing. Sleep pulled at my eyelids. Warmth from his hand stopped.  The touch of his twin fingers, the nearness of him—does it show, how he affects me?

The two security men watched us. One came to Ryonne~. The other walked to Vonn. Am I in trouble?

"Ambassador, now that we had our little excitement, let us find the ANW lab." One of the two men in black Eicken Security uniform pulled at his arm.

The other asked Vonn questions about what happened. Vonn brought up a holo of Safety's Department Leader, Leherr Firs. Many scientists gathered around to discuss it! My father had silver eyebrows all the way up, but relaxed as he saw me. Dreaded what he would say to me. I took several breaths.

"But, excuse me, this is the ANW lab.” Citsa pointed at my charred and melted workspace. She still had that scowl, mouth curled high above her teeth. If expressions could set off an ED, that was one.

Maintenance progs ran to clean and reform it. Who ran those? I heard no spoken— 

“At least, there is what is left of it. Adia Rayaline, here, is the only ANW researcher." Her tone suggested I was the only scientist who would risk such insanity. 

I looked down. She stomped off to her station, across the room. Ossy followed her.

The security man looked uncomfortable as the other glared at him. The second one bowed to the Otherworlder in the blue onepiece. "We will leave you here, Ambassador. If you need anything, have them call for us. The rest of you, continue your work. All is secure here." Vonn smiled as that one waved down his holos. I breathed. How can he smile? Expected his anger. Blinked to hide quick tears. 

"Thank you, Minister Mar, Minister Braun." Ryonne~ bowed but kept his large eyes on them. Dark curls waved in the breeze the aircirc created. As they left, he turned to us. "I am sorry not to explain my purpose for intruding."

"I am certainly glad you chose that particular time to 'intrude', sir." Spoke too fast, trying not to smile. Ossy and Citsa watch me. EDs also!

"I am happy to be here. Madame Rayaline, you published much on your ANW research in the holographic journals. Our Science Council followed her for two years, because I also research the fuel shortage. May I join your team for a few weeks, if your Lead Scientist agrees?" 
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'Madame', like a Kleideu, and not 'Miss', as Lilmericans say? So thoughtful, with every word!

He sat in the chair beside me, also scanning the faces of Ossy, Citsa, Vonn, Tanda and Derees. Their research led me to combinations to try next, so they would have to agree to allow Ryonne~ to stay. After my setback, I needed the help!

Vonn, pale, worked to keep a neutral face. It surprised me to see him struggle to breathe normally. “Here is Vonn Links, Lead Scientist. He must approve—”

“I do approve! Your presentation this morning gave me hope for us. This new technology will help in so many ways, I cannot name many! 

“Just last hour I spoke with Director Pragate to request use of your interface for our work. Ten scientists work to write the progs, but he thinks it will take weeks before we can use it. 

“Adia needs much help to recreate two weeks’ work, very important work!”

I looked down. He still feels it is important, when I almost killed us? Tears burned at my eyes and I blinked several times.

Ryonne~ smiled. “O, I believe I can write a prog for this. Unified Science Service oft encounters and shares new technologies. Progs are already in place in all Hubs for this purpose. 

“If I cannot do it, I can ask Master Server Instructor Be~saech to do this. He is equivalent to your Master Info Scientist, Leherr Firs.”

Vonn startled. Waved up his trade bal for the department. Frowned. “How much trade do you ask for this?”

He laughed. “O, my friend, you will ne need it! I am here as part of a small trade agreement between Ye~ and Areon. My work here balances Ye~’s trade. Any work I produce will belong to your department.”

“Is this a goodwill visit, then?” Derees smiled, big! “Such a great honor to have a scientist from Unified Science Service here!” The last goodwill visit Areon had was before my birth, and it was another Alliance world! Papa worked with the scientist as a young apprentice. Learned much, in an entire month!

Our visitor frowned. “This is ne a goodwill visit, ne on an official basis. Science is an avocation for me. I stay up to three Standard weeks because my work is in Diplomatic Service.”

Vonn paled. “DS? Are you a diplomat?”

“I am, but scientists ne need to know protocols. We speak and listen, and try to ease misunderstandings.”

A diplomat? I knew nothing of that kind of work! Work that ends wars, from what Director Pragate said this morning. More important than mine.

He reached a hand. “Welcome to Alternative Fuels! How shall I pronounce your name? Ree-OWN-ne-ee, is it?”

“Ea, but all of you may call me Ryee, and be my friend. It is my hope that we create help for our Region with this work.”

Derees offered a hand, knuckles up, as Elshars do. “Pleased to meet! I am Derees Jons. My friends call me Derees.”

Ryee covered it. “I am happy to meet you also.”

Beyond him, Ossy and Citsa frowned. Tanda, however, smiled and nodded. Interesting, to notice the reactions of my co-workers, how they act towards someone new. Today, we all have an opportunity to learn about life outside our little Areon. My life is changed, for the time left.

"Let me introduce you to my coworkers." I bit my lower lip as two of them glared at me.
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"Uh, Vonn moved here from Kleideu Province. That is why his accent is different; yet he looks like most Kleideuer with his blue eyes and blond hair. My ancestry is there, also." 

Vonn gave a broad smile. “Let me describe our research. Adia chose ANW, so I think she is bravest of us all. Derees and I normally do the trading for materials. 

“Derees and I will work hard to replace your supplies, Adia.” Vonn looked at Derees, and he nodded, with a smile. I relaxed. “Ossy seems to prefer trading over our projects. He and Citsa are Derees’ assistants. The rest of us are looking at various fuels with higher energy yields for fusion.” 

Ossy frowned at him. So did Citsa. Assistant scientist is a demotion!

Tanda Weiss pulled at her short blond hair and blue eyes widened. "We Areonians must seem strange to you; like we’re all Kleideu with an occasional pure Lilmerican like Derees.“She smiled at him and he returned it.

“But, you can see exceptions to our culture already." She gave a pointed glance at my long red waves. My twin sister and I had some persecution in school, because many Kajarians have it. We had classes with her sister Anna before her accident. She said she was our family’s secret child because her hair also had red in it.

I looked down, my face burning. 

"Oh, Adia, your hair has beauty. Several nice families in Kleideu have it."

I put my hand on her shoulder. "Citsa and I share discomfort over our red hair—"

"Adia!" Citsa’s face turned dark red. "My hair is auburn—" She frowned at Ryonne~'s hands.

Everything I say brings her criticism! Must not show my emotion. Shoulders down. Face neutral. Breathe!

Tanda pointed at a holo of the desert mountains west of us. “I research stores of nitrogen in unlikely places. My hope is that someday we find a way to release some from waste rock in the Barrens. Vonn studies catalysts that release nitrogen as they work.”

Ryonne~ offered her his hand, and she gave one shake. “I read your journal research, and you may be close to a solution.”

“I hope so! It would be nice not to have to carry breathers.” All smiled and nodded towards her, except Citsa and Ossy.

“Derees. Tell him of your research, my friend.”

"I am Derees Jons, and I guess my brown hair and eyes show you I am descended differently than the others. But, then, Adia always said she liked my Lilmerican accent." He smiled, and it almost made me feel better about Ossy and Citsa's attitude. Did I forget that Lilmericans came here first to study shipbuilding, because of persecution? Elshars think they are like Gowans, who stay drunken!

Offered his hand again, knuckles up, like an Elshar. His face turned very red. A modest man. Ryee smiled and covered it. Lilmericans never offer their hands, so it surprised me that he would— 

“I have a new theory of variable-energy fuels to work with the changes in the Braun Juncture. Towards this end, I research a chemical array with progs to use catalysts yet undiscovered to increase or decrease energy output in it.”

“Your report, “New Methods for Variable Fuels” has many well ideas. Would you consider a visit to Ye~ to speak to our Science Council about it? Many ask for you, Mr. Jons.”

“They do? Please, call me Derees! I would be happy to do this when I have a free day. Many here already use my array, but I work to improve it. People usually ask for Vonn.”

“O, I would also like to invite you, Mr. Links. Your work on nitrogen extraction is very useful to our people. Our food and herb yields increased five fold since you and Derees joined the Eicken Project.” Crops, from fuel research?

Vonn smiled. “Call me Vonn! We could go together! Without Derees' ideas, my work would not exist.” Ossy and Citsa’s jaws dropped. 

“Oh, I think the opposite is true. Vonn is brilliant, and too modest to admit it.” Derees laughed. “That is why we have Adia on our team. He noticed her research on variable catalysts with her father and asked for her to join us. Her father's section was not impressed, but we saw how it would improve our work.”

I hid my shock. Ossy claimed he convinced Vonn to let me join Alternative Fuels. Promised my sister a position in Safety, and two years later, she is still working contracts, not regular work. Vonn recommended her work to Leherr Firs and she had several contracts with them for progs.

Across from me, Ossy and Citsa sat. They watched us. “Adia, will you introduce me to the others?” Ryee stood, and so did I.

"This is Citsa Wilnes." I waved towards the dour woman. My face burned. Ryonne~ offered his hand, and she ignored it. She is large, and tall. You should eat more so men will notice you. Mama tells me I should eat more so I can be healthy, not to attract men! Who can eat, when— Breathe!

“I research nitrogen fission. There are several dozen safe catalysts I am currently mixing.” She glanced towards the mixing chamber that should not have the brown splotches on the bluemetal cabinet already. 

Our visitor frowned. She reddened. She criticizes me for not controlling my thoughts, but her leaky telepathy tells all. I need to write a holo to hide the stains on that.

It embarrassed me that she would state this, as if it were somehow better than using simulants and carefully monitoring the process. Did she listen to our lead scientist this morning? Vonn glared at it, but said nothing. Research nitrogen fission, as if Vonn did not demote her?

"And Ossy Koch." Light brown eyes reflected disgust. Blond hair reached over his heavy brows. “My research is on no fewer than twenty promising complex organics with alkyl chains.” His chin lifted. Another lie.

Ryee smiled. “Alkyl chains? Then you build on the research of Joleon Rayaline? I wanted to read your research, but he was not in the Areon Library.”

“No, I like Brun Koch's theory of visceral dissemination.” Which was disproven two years ago?

The wide golden eyes narrowed. “How do you think to compensate for energy loss in the Braun Juncture? Have you spoken with Stef Vaughn in Shipbuilding, Engine Research, MLMT Improvements? Just lastweek, he announced a breakthrough that will change how the Braun Juncture varies containments.” 

Ryee waved a copy of that research to all of our accounts. I gasped! The cost was a month’s salary so I had been saving trade. What a treasure!

Ossy shrugged. “I am still working on that.”

Vonn frowned at him. But smiled at Ryee. “Danke! I will replace your trade in five days when my pay comes.”

“Ne need for it! While I am here, I can make copies of any reports you need because of the trade agreement.”

Vonn waved up a long list. Sighed. “We need much, but have little storage left. Ours is materials-based. Areon deemed biological storage too risky after the Core Failure 30 years ago.” He shook his head.

Ryee’s display came up and he touched an icon. “Now all of you have access to Ye~’s research database—” He startled as that icon went gray. Disappointment weighted his face.

“Thank you for your generosity. If you could supply these copies, I
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