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Send model prisoners out to work on the new
station, some pointy-headed Delta politician said, and made me his
pet project. I agreed because they said this was my last chance to
work in a field I loved and it was a damn slim one for a woman with
a criminal record.

I'd been caught on the wrong
side of the Bandelier Riot. Not on the wrong side of
right -- just the wrong
side of the riot.
After the authorities cleaned up the outpost, they told me I was
one of the lucky two-dozen who survived. I was beginning to think
these people had a damned skewed vision of lucky.

Now I had another chance. I wasn't going to
mess it up.

"Sit down." The medic waved to a medunit
chair by the wall. I'd gotten used to taking orders without
question and sat where he indicated, but I leaned forward again
just as quickly.

"What?" he asked.

"Something jagged back there." I rubbed a
hand across the back of my neck and came away with a little blood
on my fingers.

"Oh. Sorry," he replied. The words were
mechanical, but the first sign that I really wasn't in prison. No
one said sorry there, for any reason. He reached behind me and
adjusted the seat so I could sit back. Then he pressed a hypo gun
against my right wrist and took some readings. I hardly felt more
than a little prod as he implanted a chit. Only one official on
Shepherd Station knew the truth about my background and the chit
would allow him to keep tabs of me. I just had to stay out of
trouble.

"Done," the man said and turned away. "You
can go."

"Thanks." The word felt unnatural to me.

Captain Oliver of the local guards took me
from the port's medunit to the shuttle. I had already signed my
papers and dressed in the standard black worker's suit. I boarded
the shuttle and I never looked back.

I took the first empty seat and pulled the
harness in place, grinning stupidly at the old familiar feel. I was
free for the first time in a year standard.

Seven other workers sat on the shuttle for
the ride up; four old hands returning from leave and three new
recruits. The returning crew ribbed us about the work until take
off,and then fell into quiet discussion among themselves. I sat
with the other three, all men: two middle-aged, one younger and
with the look of an office worker. They introduced themselves as
Micko, Cuthborn and Theseus. I was surprised when the younger man,
Theseus, said he was a new gang foreman.

"You?" Micko leaned forward. His left eye
squinted half shut, and his lips curled in what looked suspiciously
like a snarl. "You can't be a foreman. You aren't old enough."

"Doesn't take age," Theseus replied with a
little shrug. "It takes knowledge of what needs to be done, and
workers smart enough to do what they're told."

Micko glared and started to speak, but
Theseus turned away from him and over to me. "And you are?"

"Misea. Mid-level systems tech."

"Are you?" Theseus smiled. "Then you might be
in my gang --"

Great, just great. He was going to ask me
questions about my work. I could see it in his eyes and I wasn't
ready.

Micko saved me. He leaned forward with that
squinting snarl, and jabbed at Theseus's arm. "You know so damn
much? Where'd you learn it?"

Theseus favored him with a stare that would
have stopped anyone with half a brain. Micko just leaned closer,
his muscles straining against the harness and his face
flushing.



"I learned the basics of my trade in college
--"

Micko snickered and shook his head.

"-- on Earth. Then I worked on three
different stations in the Eridanni systems and one in the Aquila
Fringe. I am scheduled to take a top position when they start
building the new Aldebaran station next year. I'm doing this job as
a favor to the engineering firm. They want the problems on Shepherd
cleared up."

"Problems?" I said, my heart doing a little
double beat. We had no news in prison. No, no, no.

"Sabotage."

"Probably more of the damn Bandelier scum,"
Micko said and Cuthborn nodded in sullen, dark-faced agreement.

Welcome to my
nightmare.

#

Shepherd Station came into view a couple
hours later, a bright piece of silver hanging above Delta. Though
unfinished, she still looked lovely with her lacework of unfinished
sections. With her only half built they kept the gravity spin at
.75gs, which made the work easier to handle.

The core had a full shell already. The
sections below the rounded top of Control had originally been
atmosphere seed canisters sent up from Delta. I knew atmosphere
would be iffy in some of the outer areas as the pressure slowly
built inside the huge structure, but overall it looked in good
working shape.

It wasn't a large station yet. The
construction teams had only five canisters in place and we now had
the additional work of converting them into fifteen levels of
living and work areas. The metallic lacework of the two concentric,
unfinished rings circled the tube-like core, tripling the useable
area. Those linked to the central axis by several long, narrow
corridors. The docking bays would be on the outer ring, work areas
on the second one, and the station controls and living quarters at
the core. Most stations looked like this in the building phase. I
felt comfortable coming here.

I felt like I was coming home.

I watched as the shuttle maneuvered toward
one of the main bays of the station. Later ships would dock on the
rings, but in the building phase shuttles still linked at the core.
An accident might send the entire station out of kilter, so the
pilots had to be very good, and I enjoyed watching this one
maneuver in to the airlock. It was better than spending more time
with my company. Cuthborn and Micko snarled at each other,
discussing all the wrongs in the universe, which proved to be
anything they didn't like. Theseus read something on his pocket
comp, and the other returning crewmembers watched the station,
though I suspected not because they were enthralled with the view.
Given what Theseus had said, I thought they looked for damage or
trouble spots.

Sabotage. And, of course, that bastard Micko had to bring up
Bandelier. He didn't have any idea of what had happened out there
-- how a group of thieving execs had --

I stopped the thought and fought back my
anger, replacing it with the just as familiar despair. Hell, we
would have put up with the execs for the next few months anyway. We
knew the next IWC ship was coming in, and the execs were bound to
run before then, taking their hoarded credits with them. But then
they disciplined Pita and killed him. All hell broke loose.

People died on both sides, but the truth is
we didn't kill the execs. Some of them killed their own, greedy
little bastards, so that they had more wealth. The execs controlled
the computers, and set us up for the fall. No one knew where all
those credits went, but that wasn't the point. They said we'd tried
to take over the Bandelier Outpost because we intended to overthrow
the government of Delta. The setup was so well contrived that I
knew they'd meant to do it from the beginning.

Damn, stupid waste. People who had worked
hard all their lives were in prison, and the two surviving execs
were off living well on the credits they had skimmed. People called
us rebels instead of rioters and the lie would go down in history.
No one said anything about Pita anymore.

"Misea?"

"Yes sir?" I said, looking back at Theseus.
My face didn't betray what I was thinking. I'd learned that lesson
in prison.

"Do you know what gang you'll be on?"

"No sir. I was a last minute sign up."

"Ah."

And we traveled the rest of the way to the
station in silence.

 


#

 


Processing into Shepherd Station proved more
difficult than I expected. The regular workers went through the
line first, and wandered off to their barracks. One of the women
even called back that she'd see me later in quarters and I waved,
feeling a little shiver at the idea of the inevitable questions. So
long as I did my work well, it wouldn't matter, I reminded myself.
Nothing else mattered.

But then I went into a small, blue-walled
room with the other new recruits, and listened to the welcome spiel
from one of the Shepherd Execs.

I didn't hear much of the speech. I sat with
my ankles wrapped round the cold, metal chair legs, and my hands in
my lap, hoping no one saw my white-knuckled fists. Only at the end,
when the guy stood to leave, did I wonder if he was the one keeping
an eye on me.

"Hey." A member of the crew had crossed to my
chair and nodded a greeting. "I'm Ruth."

"Misea," I said as I stood. I tried to keep
my voice calm. I was panicked at talking to someone who would ask
about my past, but I felt less self-conscious walking out of the
room with her at my side.

"Welcome to Shepherd. I'm the official dorm
leader. I thought I'd go down with you and show you to your
bunk."

"Thanks," I said. I took a couple quick deep
breaths as we headed towards the lift to go down to quarters. I'd
chosen to bunk in the women's section, rather than the open dorms.
I wasn't ready for that much interaction yet.
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