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    "Where's Abraham?" Kis'eh't asked as she padded into her lab.


    "He's been terminated."


    Kis'eh't's hands froze on the strap of her bag. The answer was so unexpected that for a moment she thought of literal termination, of death, of spinning out in the void where only the Goddess could pinpoint your soul. Then logic asserted itself. "Terminated! When? Any termination of my research assistants is supposed to go through me!"


    Casey glanced at her, ears sagging. "I don't know. I just know when I got in this morning he wasn't here, and when I asked the receptionist she said he wasn't coming back."


    A good student, Casey, but far too demure. She'd have to learn to be more assertive to survive academia. Of course, for that to happen someone had to model the appropriate behavior. Kis'eh't growled and let the strap drop back over her upper torso, the bag bumping against her withers. "I'll be back once I fix this."


    


    It had been almost three years since Kis'eh't had come to Sector Kappa, to Plenitude System's materials research center at Camreigh University. Her degree and the list of honors, papers, and patents she'd accumulated had guaranteed her a job anywhere: she could have taught on one of the Core worlds, gone solo as a lecturer, accepted a high-end position in a company building starbases or orbital habitats. Fleet would have paid her a Maker's ransom to research new materials for battle armor—on starships, or people, whichever she preferred, and would she say yes?


    Kis'eh't had said no so she could take a job at the fringe of settled space. Because Plenitude was one of the most exciting places to do materials research, and Camreigh, in orbit around one of the system's enormous gas giants, was on the forefront of that research. There were more exotics in the asteroid belts in Plenitude than had ever been mapped anywhere else, even in the Alliance's vast territory, so much material that people flocked here to prospect, mine, and build despite the lack of habitable planets. The boomtown atmosphere had funded the riotous growth of the academic sector along with the industrial one, and the regulatory environment was lax—not because people wanted to break rules, but because there was so much going on that things fell into cracks.


    That open environment had attracted Kis'eh't to the position, because she wanted to do science as unfettered by problematic superiors, politics, and funding problems as possible. Camreigh had promised her that freedom and made good on it, allowing her to hire her own research assistants, requisition what she needed—within reason—and follow her own instincts. For three years, she'd made them money as a by-product of her desire to chase the Goddess's sacred thoughts into the perfection of chemistry. She had never cared about the money, only the freedom, and she'd given them a great deal of latitude in the former sphere in order to have it in her lab. She'd thought they respected that.


    She brushed past the dean's assistant without acknowledgment, and thought it ominous that the young wolfine didn't try to stop her. Even in the lower gravity, her dense, centauroid form would have been difficult to bar, but he should have tried.


    Hollyroad knew she was coming, then.


    The Dean for engineering research stood when she entered: at nearly five feet tall, the Seersa was just under her height, with his race's heavy digitigrade legs, thick-furred coat, and foxlike ears and tail. He was dark gray with spots like a leopard's, and ordinarily she found his agate-brown eyes friendly. Today they were wary, and his shoulders were tense and hands spread on the table. He was prepared for a fight, then.


    Well, so was she. "You fired my senior research assistant, Tovin. I want to know why."


    He studied her face. She returned the favor: his ears were still erect, but she could just see the tremor at their tips. Not afraid, but jittery. "You said when you came that you wanted to spearhead an investigation of the gas giant's moons."


    "And you told me you were rich but not that rich," Kis'eh't said, laying her ears back.


    "I got you the money," he said.


    She folded her arms. "This is relevant, why? Because you had to fire Abraham to secure it?"


    "Yes."


    Kis'eh't gaped at him.


    Tovin sighed and dropped into his chair, arms going limp on the rests. His eyes had grown cloudy. "Sit down, Kis'eh't. Your looming isn't going to change things."


    Her hindquarters slumped to the ground on their own, leaving her staring at him still. "That makes no sense," she said. "What does my research assistant have to do with…" She trailed off, realizing anew what he'd said. "With all the money in the sector, apparently? Tovin? Explain."


    "We've got a new company to underwrite your grants," he said. "But they don't like humans. They made their offer conditional."


    "On you firing my human assistant."


    "On us terminating any human staff that might be assisting you," he corrected. "They don't want any humans associated with the research at all, or benefiting from it."


    Appalled, Kis'eh't said, "They're not associated with some lunatic fringe, are they? Anti-Human Leaguers? Skin traders?"


    "No!" Tovin grimaced and ran his hand over his face. "No, not that any of our background checks have turned up. They're not terrorists, Kis'eh't. Just… bigots. Bigots with a lot of money."


    What could she say? What was she feeling? She couldn't tell. Her primary and secondary hearts were both beating too quickly, and that weird twisting in the pit of her chest was probably nausea. When she spoke, she felt as if she was forcing the words past a numb tongue. "Did you tell him?"


    "Abraham? No. I just said we no longer had the money to afford him."


    "He's not stupid," Kis'eh't said. "He'll know you were lying."


    Tovin shrugged. "I'm sure. But I didn't have to give him a reason to let him go, alet, and under the circumstances I thought it kinder to keep the reason to myself." He managed a rueful smile. "Besides, I wasn't sure I could say it to his face."


    "Our face," Kis'eh't said. When the Seersa pricked his ears toward her, she repeated, "Our face." She pointed at his, then hers. The Seersa's flat face could have been human, save for the fine fur that felted it and the slight darkening of the pad on the underside of his humanoid nose. And while Kis'eh't had a more animal-like muzzle, the DNA that composed her race had been mined from creatures the Pelted were familiar with: terrestrial animals, like the ones the humans had used to make them. Kis'eh't had always thought of this as a virtuous circle of Making. The Goddess had made humans, using Her mind to nudge them through the process of evolution. Humans had made the Pelted, using their minds to craft them with their skill at genetic engineering. And the Pelted had created another generation of gengineered creatures, Glaseah like Kis'eh't, and the Phoenix, and the other centauroids, the Ciracaana. She had never considered humanity as god substitutes: the power to make was a reflection of the Goddess's divine ability. But other Pelted had more trouble with their origins, particularly the first and second generations that had been the results of Earth's original experiments.


    But she could not hold with bigotry, no matter the history that drove it.


    "I want him back," she said. "I need him back."


    He shook his head. "We need those grants. You don't need Abraham. You made do before he came along, and you can make do without him now." He lifted his brows. "Can't you?"


    Was that a suggestion that she was replaceable if she failed to agree to his conditions? "This is disgusting, Tovin. And I resent the high-handed appropriation of privileges I thought were mine alone."


    "Things change," Tovin said. And sighed, folding his hands. "I really am sorry, alet, but he had to go." When she didn't move, he said, "Is there anything else I can help you with?"


    And now he was dismissing her like an errant student. Her pelt stood up all the way down her second back. "Apparently not," she said, and headed for the door. She was half out it when he spoke.


    "There's one more thing—"


    She paused, glanced past her shoulder.


    "You'll have to remove him from the byline of your last paper."


    "WHAT?" She backed up and turned to face him, claws inching from her forepaws. "I can't do that! It's important work and he did half of it! He deserves the credit… particularly if you're cutting him loose!"


    He met her eyes, unflinching, and there was the regret again, and behind it, something hard as a clathrate. "Can you tell me where to find twenty-million fin's worth of funding?"


    The figure drained the spit from her mouth.


    The Seersa nodded. "Thank you for stopping by, alet. I hope we've dealt with your concerns."


    What could she say? Nothing. So she didn't.


    


    Plenitude's primary habitat had been formed from a cluster of seven tapped-out asteroids towed into orbit, rotated until their living areas faced attractive vistas, and then locked into position with tractors of immense precision and power. Travelers used Pads to step from one asteroid to the next; vessels were uncommon save for travel to other habitats, or to the mining platforms. Abraham had affectionately called the entire arrangement yet another example of the Alliance's arrogance. Kis'eh't merely thought it magnificent. She loved how grandly the Pelted built, and how readily they embraced the alien, whether it came in the form of distant places or strange new species.


    It was only people a little too familiar they seemed to find troublesome, apparently.


    There had been no working after the news, so Kis'eh't had hopped asteroids, wanting the distance between herself and the campus. She chose a quiet coffeehouse, populated mostly by those working remote jobs, and sat beside one of the vast windows. The casual view would have assumed it looked out on empty space: in reality, it faced the distant glitter of the asteroid belts. If she wanted, she could tap the smart coating and enlarge the area next to her so she could see the ships darting in and out of the spill of gemlike rocks, their edges razor-crisp in the vacuum… but she didn't. She stretched her forepaws beneath her low table, and nursed her coffee, and brooded.


    At some point, Abraham slid a refill onto the table's dark surface and sat across from her, his long legs rucking up against the short table.


    She'd always liked Abraham, with his shocking white smile, his eyes dark as polished magnetite, and his large bi-colored hands: like hers, but black and pink skin rather than black and white fur. He had a basso laugh, deep and good, and a generous nature, and a mind as quick as the Goddess's. Working with him had been like prayer. She resented losing it.


    "So," he said, dwarfing his cup with long fingers, so that it seemed delicate.


    "I didn't do it," Kis'eh't said. "They didn't even consult me—"


    "Arii." He held up one of those hands. "I know."


    That he could call her that—that he still did call her arii, 'friend', rather than the more formal alet—made the fur on her upper back rise. "I talked to the dean. He won't rescind it."


    "I didn't think he would." He smiled. Compassion, she thought. For her. "Not after taking the trouble of terminating me myself. Without consulting you." He shook his head. "I didn't blame you, Kis'eh't. I only wondered why. Did he tell you?"


    "A group of rich racists dangled twenty million fin in front of him to fire you. They don't want human hands on their pristine science." Kis'eh't bared her teeth. "Their pristine science. Everything we got, we got from you!"


    "That was centuries ago, and you Pelted have built it well past what we could have."


    "From you," she repeated, upper heart pounding. She poked the table for emphasis. "We would have been nothing—literally!—had you not engineered us."


    "And had we not been such bastards that you fled to escape us?" He lifted his brows.


    "Not an excuse," she replied. "We don't hold the sins of the parents against the children. Those humans are centuries dead, Abraham-arii. And now we hold all the cards. There's not a thing a human can do to hurt the Pelted these days."


    "No," he agreed, his lips curving into a wry smile. "Not the way things are now. But perhaps these bigots want to make sure that situation continues."


    "So we turn into the bastards?" Kis'eh't growled. "It's ridiculous. It's stupid. We learn nothing from history."


    "We learn that history cannot be turned from, maybe," Abraham said. "There's no use working yourself up over it, arii. I would have liked to stay, but they've set me free… I can move on." His smile was better then. "Maybe someplace with a little more greenery this time. I'd like to walk under a sun again."


    "You… you're taking this very well."


    He laughed. "Well, it took twenty million fin to make the dean fire me. That's quite a compliment."


    "Abraham!"


    "Kis'eh't." He shook his head. "Prejudices will be with us always."


    "That doesn't excuse racism," she said, ears flattening to her head.


    He shrugged, a roll of his shoulder. "It's a big universe, arii… and the Pelted gave it to us. We need to accept they can take it away again." A smile again. "Fortunately, that big universe is more full of Kis'eh'ts than it is full of millionaire racists. I cannot find it in myself to be too worried."


    She couldn't count the number of ways that entire statement was wrong, hurt her, lanced her in that place where her conception of the Goddess lived. But she couldn't argue with it either. Humanity had created its half-animal playtoys and broken them in its labs and bedrooms. It didn't matter that they were centuries removed from that pivotal event, and that humanity had since been crushed by its own wars to a point where they were dependent on the descendants of their children for nearly everything. There were Pelted who would never feel safe: they'd been born victimized, and nothing Kis'eh't or anyone like her would say or do, and nothing people like Abraham did or demonstrated, would change their minds.


    "Where will you go?" she asked instead, quiet.


    "I think I'll head for the Core," Abraham said. "I've always wanted to see Seersana and Karaka'Ana, or Tam-ley…." A pause where they both considered the homeworld of the Tam-illee, an engineer's Heaven. "I don't know. There are so many places I haven't seen yet. One of them will have work for an unemployed research assistant."


    "I'll give you a good letter," Kis'eh't said.


    "I know." He grinned. "I'll send you postcards. You'll regret living in the middle of nowhere."


    She found, painfully, that she already did.


    


    Abraham lingered for another hour; they talked science, and family, and science again. He promised to keep in touch after he'd gone, and Kis'eh't wondered if he would. The Alliance was huge, and people easy to lose. It had never mattered to her: on a world full of espers, she'd grown up one of the few Glaseah alone in her own mind, and she'd been accustomed to solitude. She wondered now if she'd been attracted to this post because of its seclusion. If perhaps she had focused too strongly on the chemistry that bonded atoms and molecules and not enough on the chemistry that bonded people.


    She could go back to work tomorrow, not just to her routine, but to the excitement of kitting out a new lab, a mobile facility poised to take advantage of the cutting edge discoveries in this system. The research she did on that twenty-million-fin tab might affect the entire Alliance one day, maybe even soon. She'd earned that opportunity: her brilliance, her commitment, her willingness to put in the hours. Abraham was already gone. All she had to do to accept this new life was to strike his name from the last paper they'd written together.


    She stayed at that table for hours, staring into the perfect blackness of space. Abraham, she thought, had been wrong. The Pelted might have given humanity back the stars, but only because humans had made the gift first. The logic of it was inescapable to anyone who hadn't let fear and hatred cloud their minds.


    The coffeeshop's table interface allowed her to tender her resignation without returning to her office, and she regretfully sent Casey a note putting her to work boxing up the Glaseah's things: a waste of the Tam-illee's time, and perhaps at some point the girl would find the self-assurance to point that out to someone. Hopefully her next boss would continue to model behavior conducive to survival in academia... better than Kis'eh't had, anyway. The Glaseah snorted. Fine example she'd been. She pulled the strap of her bag back over her shoulder and stood, stretching the kinks from her back legs. It was time for a change of pace. The royalties from her existing patents would keep her fed and clothed; she could afford to be itinerant a while.


    As she let herself back into her soon to be vacated apartment, she found her thoughts wandering on how the chemistry implied in the infinite small was reflected up into the macroscopic and human, and humanoid. Making could not be separated from the makers. Perhaps she could find the Goddess in a different field of study, and history would never again leave her flat-footed in response to bigotry and ignorance and hate. Perhaps she could even find another human to show her the way.


    A virtuous circle of teaching and learning. Field research—perhaps not involving the moons of a gas giant, but fascinating all the same. She could pick someplace with more greenery this time, or maybe she'd just roam for a while, see a little bit of everything. A wide data sample yielded far better results.


    Kis'eh't smiled and started packing.
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  "Field Research" is one of 19 stories available in FurPlanet's The Furry Future anthology, now available! Check it out, if you'd like to read more stories about a future with anthropomorphic creatures.


  This short gives some of the background for one of the supporting cast-members of the Her Instruments trilogy, which begins with the novel Earthrise. If space opera romps with mouthy freighter crews and tragic space elf princes are up your alley, all three books are available now at retailers in e-book, print, and audio formats.


  Thank you for supporting my Patreon or subscribing to my newsletter! I hope you enjoyed this special treat. If you received this short story in any other way: welcome! I hope you'll check out more of my other work. I recommend starting with the novel Mindtouch, first book in my most popular series, the Dreamhealers, or looking up my "Where Do I Start?" page on my website.


  For my regulars... you finally know the "differences of opinion" that Reese mentioned as the only reason Kis'eh't gave her for abandoning academia.
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