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To all the writers now learning the craft.


I haven’t forgotten the pain and the joy and the hope.

You are created in a marvelously creative image,

so bring Him honor!
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For the first time since leaving Cabra Minor, Ming Dalamani felt like a smuggler.

The rest of Opa’s crew waited without speaking as Ming adjusted the radio transceiver on the slanting console in front of her. Her overwebbed acceleration seat felt hard. From left and right two cousins stared, making her wonder if she was somehow responsible for the silence answering her transmission.

Ming was new to this. Had she done something wrong?

Her station lay under the highest point of Deck One’s half-hemisphere metal ceiling, directly in front of her uncle’s command chair. A deck track connected the seat on her left with her chair and the one on her right, so crew members could slide left or right if duties shifted.

The air felt thin, and Ming sat cocooned in thick acceleration webbing. She raised the trans-C communication frequency five cycles and spoke again toward the tiny mike on her console. “Grant One, this is your contact. Do you copy?”

Who might hear, besides the ship Opa hoped to hail? That coded radio-frequency burst should read as static to anyone but their contact, unless Renasco had intercepted and broken Opa’s codes. In that case, it would reveal them as smugglers to any enforcement vessel in the area.

A trickle of perspiration started down her chest, following deceleration’s pseudogravity. No Cabran had crossed the void between Cabra and the Nexos system since the gamma-ray storm began. She pressed the key several times, swept plus and minus ten cycles around her assigned frequency, then cleared her tight throat and repeated, “Grant One, this is your contact. Do you copy?”

No answer. Touching one earring in the automatic gesture of apology, she glanced over her shoulder at her uncle, Lur Dalamani, for orders.

To her surprise, Uncle Lur—senior officer and co-financier of this smuggling run, and her favorite of many clan uncles—had left his command chair. Scratching the side of his muscular neck, he stood on her left, grasping the metal brace that arched over her cousin Shan’s station. “They’re only being cautious.” He rapped the brace with his knuckles. “Give them a few minutes to make certain they aren’t being monitored.”

Ming reclined her chair and peered farther left. On Shan’s supersized visual monitor, Nexos’s gas-giant companion planet loomed so close that the monochrome screen’s entire background glowed a pale sickly green. Still, in Ming’s headphone and on the overhead cabin speakers, near space sounded empty.

She couldn’t criticize the Nexan contact for caution. Opa carried two thousand Cabran sunstones, enough exotic jewels to give any pickup man the cold sweats, even on a legal run. The Dalamani-Grazi clan’s Caucus of Elders insisted every trip bring a rich return, to counter the risk of interception by the Renasco monopoly. The financially troubled clan needed this mission to succeed.

Yet once Opa left the Cabra system, it trespassed. Renasco controlled intersystem space via armed scout ships, allowing other worlds commerce only on its carriers, though it governed no worlds except its colonies.

If Opa were caught…

Ming had heard rumors. Summary execution was one of the milder alleged punishments for trying to circumvent the monopoly. In light of her own small encounters with Renasco personnel, she tended to believe.

Her monitor hissed softly, steadily. On her right, Jiadra Grazi scowled, shifted her own chair, and rested a hand against the vertical weapons console. The sleek white curve of her duty-suit sleeve tapered from shoulder to wrist, and her black-brown eyes looked like slits. “That’s long enough. Try again.”

Ming flinched at Jiadra’s perpetual bossing. She shook her narrow shoulders, settling the long, loose black clan-tails of her hair behind them, then reached back to finger the closely trimmed stubble between tails. Jiadra would not hurry her into a mistake. According to Uncle Lur, they’d chosen Ming instead of a more experienced applicant because of her careful nature.

Before she could touch the transmission key, a voice boomed in her left ear and through the overhead speaker. “Opa, this is Grant One. We have you on screen. Maintain your present vector. Transmit beacon in ten seconds.”

Ming exchanged relieved smiles with her cousin Shan. A ticking pulse followed the transmission. Again she glanced over her shoulder for orders. Uncle Lur—Captain Lur—nodded, and she poised her finger over the beacon key, counting with the pulse.

On cue, she touched it again and announced Opa’s presence to everyone within transmitter range.

Four seconds later, Shan pointed up at the visual screen. “There.”

Two steps left took Uncle Lur from Ming’s shoulder to Shan’s. “It’s either our contact or Renasco,” he said, pressing his hands together. “Arm up, Jiadra. Ming, transmit the recognition code.”

As Jiadra flipped a row of levers on her weaponry board, Ming set two dials and pressed the appropriate tabs. She watched Shan’s screen, its image processor set for maximum resolution. A tiny mote slipped out of its hiding place in a thickening of the gas giant’s outermost ring. It did not return code: The dark square near Ming’s coding dials, high on her board, remained dark.

Within ten minutes, the mote resolved into the distinctive oblong shape of an approaching ship. It should be a tramp freighter, but at this range it also looked disconcertingly like a Renasco armed scout.

“They’re being careful.” Shan rested a muscular arm on her chair’s edge. “Engines down, but hot. They’re coasting. Backward.”

“Could fry us with their blast,” Jiadra muttered. “Ming, be ready to assist.”

Sitting this close, Ming imagined she could feel Jiadra’s stone-stubborn temper. Her elder cousin tilted her chin toward the upper bulkhead.

Ming swiveled to face Uncle Lur. “Why aren’t they returning code?”

Uncle Lur stepped back to the helm, awkward in low pseudogravity. “For all they know, we could be Renasco ourselves.” He seemed so calm, never fidgeting, never raising his voice.

Opa’s main engine idled, humming low. The cabin smelled stuffy. Jiadra drummed shapely fingers on her board. Her lips moved. Ming thought she heard her curse.

“Relax, Jiadra,” Shan said. “It’s them.”

Immediately, Ming’s headset rang with a burst of rapid tones. The code ID panel glowed absinthe green. Three parts clear green, one maurin yellow, Ming thought, one part of her mind fleeing to the serene milieu of her artwork. “Code confirmation,” she called.

Shan’s husky voice rang out, “Confirm freighter, Captain.”

At last the other ship fired braking rockets.

Ming bent sideways to eye Shan’s screen. This tramp was no Company scout ship. It looked every meter a local carrier, too big to have been freighted in from outsystem, too small to carry the radiation shielding necessary for cross-space travel, and obviously—from the scratches and pits along its sides—built decades before Nexos requested Renasco service six years ago.

The carrier slowed relative to Opa’s direction of travel, drifted alongside, then fired a series of directional bursts to match deceleration ratios. Opa lurched. Docking latches closed together with a clang. Jiadra unclasped the webbing that cocooned her curve-heavy torso into her chair. “Take my station, Ming.”

Now Ming relaxed. The older woman never surrendered her post if she anticipated trouble. For a few seconds, Ming sat still, breathing tension out of her body.

Jiadra wheeled. “Ming Dalamani, you have an order. Move.”

Controlling her urge to answer back sharply, Ming shifted. She must obey without argument and follow shipboard discipline, even if Jiadra grew pushier under tension. Ming glanced aside to where Jiadra now leaned on a bulkhead. If some day I had my own command, would I be different?

It took Uncle Lur a few minutes to finish the docking sequence. Then he pushed up from the helm. Sweat darkened his duty suit. So, he was worried after all. Ming never would have believed it. He beckoned. “Shan.”

Her shriveled legs arched in exaggerated, reversed bows over twisted feet as Shan shuffled to the mid-deck helm. Although Shan’s upper body was hard with muscles, those congenitally shrunken legs would be little use in an operation that required walking speed. The clan-tails of her hair, each trimmed at the bottom to a V, dangled halfway down her back. She sat down and webbed herself in, for comfort more than safety.

From Jiadra’s ordnance post, Ming watched Uncle Lur ease open the boarding hatch, two meters to her right around the bulkhead’s curve. A couple of tall men stepped through, too strong-chinned to be Cabran, with odd yellowish curling hair like she’d seen in ancient vids. Now Ming knew she really was in another star system. The second Nexan carried a small cubical vault. From the bent stance of his well-muscled body, Ming saw that even in the low decel “gravity” his burden weighed him down.

“I’m Barrick Tunny,” said the first. Intriguing, how little accent he seemed to have. The muscular man presented the vault to Uncle Lur and touched a catch. Its lid sprang open.

“Lur Dalamani. Welcome aboard.” Her uncle braced one foot on a bulkhead projection and balanced the metal cube on his thigh, then drew out a gleaming yellow bar and touched a console tab. A bulkhead slot opened. He set the bar inside, twisted a dial, then touched a second tab. Ming could not see the display over the slot, but Uncle Lur stood fully alert, even with all that weight balanced on one thigh. Gold, the Nexan contact had promised. Sitting straight, Ming held her breath.

Uncle Lur’s shoulders relaxed, and he tucked the metal bar back into the security box, smiling. “This way, sirs.”

Gold. Found almost everywhere humanity explored, but always rare—and in the molecularly pure state, untraceable.

Not so the sunstones. To Ming’s knowledge, sunstones were mined only on Cabra Minor. Perhaps with her earnings from this trip, Ming would buy one of the rosy-hearted yellow crystals for herself. And perhaps Uncle Lur and the Caucus would allow her a bit of the gleaming Nexan gold in addition to her pay, to plate a miniature honoring her father’s co-sponsorship of Opa’s run.

Uncle Lur led the strangers along the far edge of Deck One to the ladder way. Beside them he looked like a wrestler; Jiadra, following, a veil dancer. What a caricature that would make!

Uncle Lur and Jiadra descended the spiral second and third to give the Nexans right-of-watch, a common courtesy to uneasy strangers. Wishing she’d been granted drawing paper in her weight allowance, Ming watched as they vanished down ship to Deck Two. Soon thumps and clanging echoed below.

Shan grasped opposite ends of the helm chair and pulled her arms taut in an isometric—not posturing, but taking advantage of a break, exercising and stretching the upper body that was all her strength.

Glumly Ming glanced down at her own bony arms. Not long before her mother died, she’d used a term in conversation that now titled Ming’s self-concept: fragile.

What did it matter? She was a small-form sculptor… and now, an apprentice communication tech.

“Fifty thousand gildens.” Shan’s low voice was as rough as concrete blocks, as familiar as Ming’s own face in the mirror. One corner of Shan’s mouth crinkled upward. “You’re going to be cozy.”

“You too. But you should have more.” Ming swiveled Jiadra’s chair to face her cousin at the helm. “You got us the shielding.”

Shan shrugged, then stretched again. “If Caucus gives me more, I’ll take it.” Subdued laughter filtered up the ladder way. “But there’s no rush. If we make it this time, we’ll have plenty of chances to turn a profit. Buy our own ship someday, you and me.”

“And maybe enough space back home for a studio.” To Ming’s mind, real wealth would be time to spend drawing, or twist-welding miniature sculptures from wire and thin rods—though she was already fulfilling one lifelong fantasy, escaping the Cabran system to deep space.

The clan’s fathers had colonized Cabra two centuries ago, just before a gamma-ray storm separated it from other inhabited worlds. The Renascence Shielding Corporation, with its secret electrostatic radiation shielding, now held a monopoly on intersystem travel. Cabra had signed for Renasco service just this year. To the clan’s surprise, Shan Dalamani had broken the data bank—and stolen Renasco’s shielding.

As nervous as Ming felt about illegal shipping, her clan stood on the verge of re-opening free space travel. Opa’s maiden voyage might prove that non-Company ships could be shielded just like the Renasco fleet, breaking Renasco’s unfair monopoly. The three Cabran systems might forge their own links with other worlds.

All systems might forge their own links—

High overhead, the cabin speaker boomed again. “Unidentified ship docked to freighter en-kay-six, retransmit ID beacon. Unidentified ship docked to—” The baritone voice spoke mechanically, but a menacing note droned beneath its sharp diction.

Running footsteps clanged in the ladderway. Ming gripped Jiadra’s console, certain she’d better not retransmit that ID beacon.

Uncle Lur emerged headfirst. Shan dropped from the helm chair and scurried back to her post. Jiadra hustled hard on Uncle Lur’s heels and evicted Ming from ordnance.

“Trans-C silence.” Uncle Lur swept past the helm, pausing only to reach down to his command chair’s sideboard controls. “Where is he, Shan?”

The two strangers rushed from the ladder way. One carried a small locker of Cabran manufacture, the sunstone crystals, as they plunged through Opa’s hatch. A second hatch swung shut behind them.

“I can’t read him, sir.” Shan shook her head. One clan-tail half slid over her shoulder.

Uncle Lur sealed Opa and strode back to his seat.

“They caught the beacon.” Jiadra flicked yellow-barred safety panels off her row of armament switches. “The clanless, motherless—”

“Secure stations,” Uncle Lur ordered. “Prepare for reorient.”

Ming reached down alongside her chair for the pull bar and locked it into automatic mode. A clanging on her left and a lurch to the right told her the freighter had disengaged its electromagnets.

Her stomach took a turn. Opa slid through zero-g and accelerated. For a sickening instant “down” had no meaning, until Uncle Lur fired attitude jets and established course.

Where was the Company? Ming stared hard left into Shan’s huge screen. A Renasco patrol might be hiding nearby in the huge outer planet’s ring system, or at the far edge of radio range, reading Opa’s presence by satellite relay.

Only one way to find out.

Run.

“Ming.” Jiadra beckoned fiercely.

Ming unlocked her chair. Across an intensifying press of acceleration, she slid it along the metal track that connected their stations, then secured it again. As she watched Jiadra’s tracking screen for blips, she prayed it would not prove necessary to fire. If they shot at a Company ship and did not escape…

Acceleration mounted. Ming steadied her wrists against Jiadra’s board. A minute passed. She craned her neck around. Uncle Lur watched Shan’s screen. From the sudden unknotting of neck muscles below his shorter arrow-tails, she saw he too felt that the crisis was passing.

“Radiation shielding,” he ordered. Ming understood his unspoken implication. We’re going to make it.

“Sir.” Shan bent forward.

Silently Ming chanted, Go. Hurry. Go.

Shan twisted a dial to activate the shielding. A system stuck together with spare parts and hope, thus far it had performed well enough.

Bulkheads hummed. Acceleration eased as the electrostatic shielding drained off engine power.

And Opa began to moan. The sound came shuddering from bulkheads, where the shielding generators lay. No. Ming groaned silently.

“Sir.” Shan’s gravel voice rang in the cabin. She twisted aside to face her secondary computer board. “Permission to run checks?”

“Go,” Uncle Lur answered. Engine power dropped. Ming’s stomach protested. Uncle Lur looked her way. “Ming. To Shielding.”

She slid her chair left and reached for Shan’s main station controls. The moan around her continued, low and steady.

“Keep the shields full on, unless I tell you.” Shan bent to her small secondary screen.

“Right.” Ming frowned. In just over an hour, they would approach the first wormhole discontinuity in the series between Nexos and Cabra. Engaging thrust along a carefully plotted vector would instantaneously drive them through that hole in space to a location light-years distant.

Thank the All no Company ships challenged, not yet. But when Uncle Lur’s chair squeaked a silent half hour later, Ming jumped. She pivoted to see. He leaned toward his helm. Acceleration pressed her hipbones again.

“No clue, Shan?” Uncle Lur asked.

“Nothing.”

“All right.” Uncle Lur swept a hand across his controls. “We’re going for vector speed.”

Ming stayed at Shan’s station, one hand on the board, drawing comfort from her cousin’s proximity. As acceleration shoved her harder and harder against her seat, the moan rose to a howl. She glanced aside. Either the shielding was about to fail or the bulkheads were stressing.

Twenty minutes till approach.

Nineteen.

Twelve…

A blip appeared. “Sir!” Ming craned her neck toward the helm. “Ship ahead—I think.”

“Track it.” Uncle Lur never turned from his navigational screen. “Is it moving?”

Ming stared at the blip until her eyes hurt. “No, sir,” she said at last.

“Then maybe it’s not a ship.”

“And maybe it is.” Ming wheeled at the sound of Jiadra’s voice. Beyond Ming’s own station, Jiadra sat fiercely upright, smiling. She wanted a fight.

Under Ming’s feet, the main engines hummed a deep background to the bulkheads’ howl. The bright high-contrast blip still didn’t move on Ming’s screen.

Shan glanced away from her terminal just long enough to eye the screen, then hastened back to work. “It’s a ship,” she announced.

How could she tell?

“Renasco,” Jiadra mumbled.

Uncle Lur’s chair creaked again. “Of course.”

But if this were the same ship that challenged them back at the rings, it made no attempt at contact now. Ming glanced repeatedly at the trans-C board over her own station. It remained dark.

Three anxious minutes later, Uncle Lur reached for the control panel of his command chair. “All right. We’re going for passage. We can get around them as we accelerate.”

Shan punched another series of commands into her terminal. “Hot sweat,” she muttered. “That doesn’t fix it either.”

“Double magnification,” Uncle Lur called.

Ming stabbed a key to make the correction on Shan’s screen. The tiny green pip resolved into a shape she knew and dreaded. Distinctly a Renasco scout ship.

Inertial pressure shifted in her hips and against her shoulders—shifted and decreased. On the right side of her own station, a light pulsed erratically. She slid over, thumbing the search panel while recording. “Permission to amplify transmission, sir.”

Uncle Lur’s white duty suit clung in dark wet patches. “Amplify.”

Ming hit another panel. Two seconds later, Opa’s comm search mode found the appropriate frequency, and the transmission Ming’s board had recorded came through: “Silent ship. What is your operating number? You are in restricted space.”

Uncle Lur sat silent. Ming stilled her hands against the edge of her console and waited for him to give an order. Another burst of acceleration thrust her chair against seat and shoulders.

“Silent ship.” The voice in the speaker changed. It sounded tired, condescending, as if Renasco crews often played disinformation games with one another. “Give your operating number, please.”

“Ming.” Jiadra, still in her chair, commanded her over with an imperious headshake.

Weapons. And this time, with a real threat in view.

Ming’s stomach twisted. She glanced aside. Shan’s focus remained riveted to her terminal. Uncle Lur watched the screens.

Jiadra pointed forcefully at the deck beside her weapons board. Ming unlocked her seat and slid it along the track until she sat beside Jiadra. She was expected to fill in wherever needed, and she would do so.

But… weapons.

“You’ll do fine, Ming,” Shan said quietly.

Ming swallowed on a dry throat and kept half an eye on the helm.

Uncle Lur reached for a sideboard. “We are a free freighter.” He laid just the right amount of casual slur over his voice to mimic a Nexan accent. “Eff-cee-five-five-nine, outbound slowcourse.”

Ming bit her lip, aching with the hope it would work. Renasco did allow minimal, heavily taxed, free-freight traffic within its client systems. She rested an elbow on the console. It felt hard against her bones. Particle gun, missiles. Not much, but all the clan could afford.

“Free freighter eff-cee-five-five-nine, match velocities for boarding. Transmit your zone passage license.” The voice sounded crisper now, less bored.

“Lur Dalamani.” Jiadra took a scornful tone, and Ming hated the disrespect of her uncle. “Fire now. We have them at a disadvantage.”

“Negative.” Lur touched another panel. Opa lurched, still accelerating for the wormhole, but if caught in the Renasco ship’s tractor, they would go no farther.

Unless they destroyed the Renasco ship.

“Free freighter eff-cee-five-five-nine, please confirm. You are to match velocities for boarding. Transmit zone passage license. Confirm, please.” The voice was all business now.

Jiadra dropped one hand from the board. She balled it into a fist on her hip. “Captain, sir. I suggest we fire while we have them at the disadvantage of surprise.”

“Prepare for full acceleration,” Uncle Lur said tightly.

Inside the half-sphere of bulkheads, howling shield units lifted their voice to a scream.

If I ever get home, I’ll never set foot on a spacecraft again! Ming swiped at her wet forehead and leaned away from Jiadra’s board to check Shan’s screen. The Renasco ship maintained position. A cluster of numbers showed the wormhole discontinuity just ahead.

Abruptly, Ming plunged into an infinite abyss, her body destroyed. She fell, reduced to atoms. Fell screaming, knowing no one could hear. Fell…

And re-formed safely at the other end of the wormhole…

Where a second Renasco ship filled Shan’s screen.

Uncle Lur braced both arms against the command chair. “Hot sweat,” he growled. “They’ve got us in range.”
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Sunstone.

Abriel Innig twisted the ring on her finger and shivered for joy. She had wanted one of the jewels since her school days. With her birthday approaching, perhaps she could justify it to Keath as a gift—from him—since he surely hadn’t bought her anything yet.

She glanced around the sunny afterdeck of the cross-county shuttle, making sure no other passengers looked her way. Satisfied, she twisted the gem back around to the outside of her hand and extended her fingers in a graceful pose. Set in six plain gold prongs, the crystal pulsed with red and golden light, giving back all the radiance of the late afternoon Nexan sun and adding the faint glow of its thermoluminescent heart.

Leaning against a cushioned headrest, Abriel raised her hand into a brighter sunbeam. The crystal appeared to catch fire, incandescence flickering a barely discernible, erratic rhythm. Smiling, she hid the ring in her lap again, bowed her head, and twisted the band so only plain gold showed.

Bless Gib. Bless him!

Her line foreman, Gib Tunny, had come unannounced to her office that morning. Sitting behind her desk in front of the third-floor window of Associated Propellants, she’d looked him over. Gib carried his gray shift cap in one hand and approached with a sheepish manner that suggested a confession forthcoming. Normally, he was proud as a cock.

Abriel struck the pose, both shoulders turned toward him, that she felt gave her the most supervisory air. New to this level of management, she knew she must carry off every encounter. Gib had never been one for transgressing, so she decided before he spoke that she would be lenient.

“What is it, Gib?” She added a slight, weary fall of voice that implied she already knew what he meant to say, and all could be confessed with impunity.

“Well, I…” The grizzled little man hrrm’d and thrust both hands into gray coverall pockets. “Mem Innig, last month I bought something I couldn’t really afford. I mean, Mem, it was cheap, it was too cheap to resist, and I jumped. Wanted it for my wife. But grateful as she was, she reminded me how badly we need a new digester for the recycle unit. I guess I thought first of you, Mem, because you’re the kind of woman for this kind of things, and you don’t wear enough of them, if you’ll forgive boldness. It’d look nice on you. I’m hoping you could buy it and maybe forget who sold it t’you?”

He pulled his right hand free of the pocket and drew off the ring to hold out between his rough thumb and forefinger. Even under cold office light, the rosy-hearted crystal glistened like a tiny living sun.

Abriel spread her elbows on the desk, trying to maintain her self-control. “How much?”

“Well, I paid six hundred creds for it.” He laid it in her open palm as she blinked at the bargain price. “I’d give it to you for five-fifty, though.”

Abriel stared out of the shuttle at stone and steel arches. A commercial complex. A decade ago she had studied at an excellent management school in just such a complex. She’d been hard put to live peaceably with those who attended for prestige, whose parents could afford baubles such as sunstones. And when she fell in love—and signed marriage papers—with a musician, those classmates had scowled down long noses. She’d become pregnant right away, had wasted her maternity leave before seeking employment.

Sunstone. A genuine Cabran sunstone. Hers.

The shuttle backbraked, preparatory to its first landing in the city’s outskirts. “Block eighty-seven,” said an automated voice near her elbow. Clutching her reader, Abriel waited. The shuttle landed with a jarring double-thud. She kept her seat while several other passengers moved forward.

This gem hadn’t been freighted by Renasco. Not at half the going market value.

Abriel fingered threadbare fabric at the edge of her seat. When Nexos contracted for Renasco service, it had seemed such a good idea. A single group would provide intrasystem and cross-space commerce, re-forging Nexos’s link with the Jarnik Belt and the homeworld. As time wore on, though, as import prices rose and Nexan salaries fell, Renasco demanded compliance and tried to force respect. “Unity of humankind,” the Company preached.

Yes, Nexans agreed, the Company offered unity, but only under its control.

Apparently there were smugglers out there, risking their lives in the radiation. Nexans? Or Cabrans?

The shuttle took off again, and Abriel stared at the tree-lined street between housing stacks. So many trees bloomed now that she felt almost guilty for adoring a cold gem.

The shuttle braked again. “Blocks eighty-five and six,” the speaker droned. It was not the best part of town. The five-story complexes had darkened to blotchy gray.

Still, it was home. Wedging her reader under one arm and holding a safety cord that stretched from seat to seat, Abriel stepped up the main aisle to the shuttle’s rear door. The sunstone seemed to quiver inside her closed palm, which was ridiculous. She was only feeling her own pulse run fast.

Spring blossoms burst their buds all around, like blue and yellow-hatted line gangs working the flowerbeds between the long apartment buildings. Her coat, closed for the air-cooled shuttle, began to feel hot. She opened it and walked a little slower, wondering how best to explain the ring to Keath.

Keath had a right to professional pride, but it had often been difficult to find steady work to supplement music income, and impossible thus far to find a permanent patron. Abriel stepped down a curb, crossed a quiet residential lane, and flicked blond hair off her face. Would Keath be willing to “give” her this ring? He would be glad to escape having to find a birthday gift. He needed time for work. For her gift of time—he had to impress this client, or quickly find another menial, seasonal job to pay for their gifted son’s next year of school—surely he would be grateful.

She let herself into a tidy single-family home near one end of the grim gray stack. Apartment complex managers did not favor musicians as renters.

As she laid her reader on the kitchen work counter, an electronic choir rose in rapturous song. She paused, standing motionless beside the three-stool dining counter, gauging the melody’s effect on her emotions. As she did, she curled her fingers open and closed. Summer was coming, and she owned a sunstone.

“Mom. What’ve you got?”

A skinny boy, eight years old and crowned with his father’s dark blond curls, sprang up from under the dining counter.

Abriel backed away, panting in exaggerated shock. “Tieg! Don’t do that to me.”

“What is it, Mom?” He reached up for her wrist. For an instant she resisted, then she had to share her treasure. She opened her hand. “Ooh,” he said. “That’s outsystem.”

Affectionate pride warmed her. Tieg was always surprising her. Evidently he remembered each irrelevant detail he read, or heard, or studied at that expensive school. “Yes, love.” She rubbed his sharp chin with the gem. “It’s a Cabran sunstone.”

He seized her wrist and held the stone to his eye, so close that it almost nestled into the socket. Taking her hand by the thumb and last finger, he pushed it away. “It’s even brighter up close. Is it yours? Who gave it to you?”

“Yes, Tieg.” She settled onto one of the high dining stools. “It’s mine. I bought it.”

Her son wormed between her knees. “Bought it. How’d you do that?”

Tieg knew too much about their finances, too.

“What’s this?” Keath appeared in the doorway. Solid with muscle from the manual labor that actually paid their bills, he retained a gentle manner that even after nine years seemed incongruous to Abriel. “Tieg,” he said, the light of teasing reprimand in his eye, “are you playing Invader with your poor mother again?”

“Look, Dad. She’s got a sunstone.” Tieg put just enough awe in his voice to mimic a character on one of his favorite vids. “A real one. Look at it glow.”

Keath hesitated and then ambled over to the counter.

Since obviously she couldn’t conceal the bauble until a better time, Abriel twisted the ring around to display the gem on the outside of her hand, where it belonged. She held it up to her husband.

“What… how much did… why?” Keath stepped back. He too seemed struck by the spell of the exotic crystal and unable to easily look away.

Again Abriel felt a swirl of awe, of how-in-the-world-can-it-do-this, just as when she first saw one. The pale luminescence drew energy from her hand’s warmth, she knew that. But she’d have to take off the ring to watch it fade, and she didn’t want to. Glints from its fiery center played in Keath’s blue eyes.

“I didn’t pay much for it, actually. Nowhere near the going rate.”

“How much?” he asked again.

“Just over five hundred.” She hadn’t dickered.

He frowned. It constituted less than a month’s wages at her new supervisory salary, not so much to spend on such a treasure. Actually, it cost far too little. Eventually, he would draw the obvious conclusion.

To her surprise, Tieg voiced it first. “Eee, Mom.” He beamed. “It must be smuggled.”

Keath Innig reached down and gave their son’s bony shoulder a smack. He took the stool beside Abriel’s. “What do you know about smugglers, you little skink?”

Abriel’s cheeks tugged with a controlled smile. Smuggling would seem a romantic notion to a bright eight-year-old.

Between them, Tieg spread his legs and planted both hands on the hips of his pale green uniform jumpsuit. “Pell was talking about them yesterday, after school. Said Renasco couldn’t hold the monopoly on deep space forever. He’s right.”

A pang of jealousy twisted Abriel’s insides. Tieg still understood Right, his mind not yet a filter of adult ideas such as Practical and Appropriate and Inevitable. She felt surprised—delighted, really—that he clung to childish ideals.

Keath stared at her over Tieg’s head. “I did hear a rumor that the Company caught a smuggling ship last week. Cabran, if they had it right.”

Little Tieg frowned and looked somber. “You know what Renasco does with smugglers, Mom?”

Abriel folded her hands in her lap. “I think they memory-wipe them,” she said, shooting Keath a cautionary glance. “And… often take them aboard Renasco ships as manual labor.”

“I heard they execute them.” Again Tieg’s voice dropped dramatically. “By—”

“That amounts to about the same thing, son.” Keath reached across the counter for a tickle-me from the bowl. He sat, elbows on the slick white counter, carefully peeling the chartreuse fruit. “Losing all your memories. Wouldn’t that be the end of your life as you knew it? But I heard that the memory wiping is often done selectively. Saves Renasco retraining time, if they don’t have to start with baby talk.”

“Locational electroconvulsion.” Abriel glanced down at the ring, wondering whether she would have risked memory wiping for a crystal such as this.

“Loca… tional electro… convulsion,” Tieg mumbled, practicing. “Locational…”

Keath laid thin, hairy peeling back into the fruit basket. “I don’t know if it’s safe to own this, Abriel.”

She let her hand go limp. “Gib Tunny, one of my linemen at work, brought it in. He’s had it a couple of months. So he said.”

“Oh.” Keath shrugged. “Then we’re probably safe from the tracer team on this particular smuggler. Let’s thank the Ancient One for that.”

She could keep it! As an afterthought, she asked, “Should I ask Gib where he got it, to be sure?”

“No, Mom!” Tieg gripped and shook her hand. “The less you know, the better. You can’t tell the Company what you don’t know. If there are other smugglers—independents—” He spoke the word firmly. “—working the Cabra run, give them a chance.”

Independents. His vocabulary! Abriel smiled down at Tieg and resisted the urge to muss his hair. “Tieg, you’re going to be a politician.”

He stepped away from the counter and smirked. “Nope. Pell and I talked about it already. We’re going to Renasco school. We’re going to get inside the Company and make trouble. I’m going to be a drive man.”

Abriel fought off a qualm of uneasy concern. She’d heard stories about that Renasco academy. She hated to think what their kind of schooling might do to her son’s honest idealism.

Surely he would change his mind before he was old enough for academy. Wouldn’t he?

A second, uneasy voice inside her head answered instantly. Had she ever known Tieg Innig to change his mind?
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“Passenger Dalamani, proceed to level two briefing, room three-fourteen. Immediately.”

The deep voice faded from a speaker overhead. Ming groaned and pushed up to a sitting position. She lay on one of a long row of cots under dim yellow-orange lighting. Medical equipment stood here and there. Some of it she recognized. It made her shudder.

Her head ached. Her eyes throbbed. Her muscles sagged like overstretched rubber belts. She would feel less nausea soon, the medics assured her. The malady was an ordinary one requiring little treatment, the natural result of twenty years in suspended animation.

Ming dangled her legs over the bedside, waiting. Would she black out? The previous morning she’d knocked herself silly trying this.

And what about the holes in her memory? Waking had been misery, these five days since…

No. Her vision remained steady. Vitamin cocktails, motion therapy, low-wavelength irradiation of her muscles—they were helping.

But she hurt all over, and the gaps in her recollections remained. Briefly, she struggled for a grip on the times the Company let her remember: four months in training, twenty years in cold sleep, and then—then, while still sleep-sick and weak, two days of agonizing “mnemonic therapy” and three with the physiotherapists.

She slid down onto her feet. Shuffling forward, she caught the glance of an attendant standing near the sickbay’s door. “Sir?” Ming said. “Excuse me?” Her own voice sounded like gravel, sparking a sudden fleeting echo of Shan’s voice. Ming grasped at the shred of memory, but it vanished and left only grief. Who was Shan?

Apparently someone she had loved. Decades, light-years, and now memory blocks separated her from any life she had known before they…

Before. “Where’s level two?” she asked the attendant.

He gave directions slowly, disdainfully. On his white tunic rode Renasco copper-on-blue collar points.

“Thangyou,” she mumbled. She limped down the gleaming corridor, its brilliance terrible and wonderful after so long a sleep. The more she moved, the quicker this would wear off, she reminded herself. Small comfort when every motion hurt, when every nerve must relearn to fire after twenty years’ quiescence.

The elevator made her head spin.

Level two’s corridor hummed with foot traffic and too-loud voices. All the strangers wore gleaming copper-on-blue, and none looked at her. She glanced down at her clothing.

In a slick-fitting jumpsuit of electric blue, belted in copper-edged white, she looked like one of Them.

I am one of Them.

She leaned against the wall, dizzy again. Company property, the medic had greeted her, upon waking her from the twenty-year sleep. Shan—whoever Shan had been—was twenty years dead, Renasco had hinted. According to Renasco, the others’ crimes had been worse than her own. How many others? What had the passage of years meant to her homeworld, to her… her widowed father, now childless too? She remembered having a father. A clan—

Not now. She mustn’t add time-disorientation to everything else. She must get her bearings “here.” Later, she could get them in the “now.” She vividly recalled months of “readjustment” and Renasco training in three-dimensional calligraphy before her long sleep, but no crime—no glimmer of plans and no shred of actual memory—remained.

What had she done?

Traffic thinned. She pushed away from the wall and headed blindly to her right. By now, whoever wanted to see her would be waiting with the famous Company patience: none.

Luck must have guided her. The first door she found was numbered three-fourteen. It opened. She stepped inside.

Three men—no, the red-haired one was a woman—sat at one end of a long, high-gloss table meant for twenty. They wore the usual copper-on-blue, but on these it was a sharp dress uniform, black with blue-trimmed copper collar bands. A reader lay dark on the table in front of one man.

Something looked wrong about his eyes. Ming peered closer, then recoiled. They opened side-to-side, the lids oriented in the vertical. He looked half human, half reptile. Had humanity contacted almost-human aliens during her twenty-year sleep, or was this some new kind of cosmetic surgery?

“Over here.” The normal-eyed Company man gestured her toward a seat cornerside of his cohort. She hurried toward it, stumbling along the way. If only her muscles would respond like a normal person’s! Everything was too loud and too bright, the floor too rough.

“You need only be told a few things.” The red-haired woman spoke, her posture aggressively erect and her voice an imperious whine. “Your employer is our current Company rep on Mannheim, the world we are presently orbiting. Personal slab-calligraphers have become unexpectedly difficult to place, which is the reason you have been in storage for so long. Your term of servitude shall be forty years Standard, unless by meritorious service to the Company you are able to distinguish yourself beyond expectation. We encourage you to work diligently toward that remission.”

Ming stared ahead, hating the woman’s strident tone.

“At such time as your debt to humankind, as represented by the Renascence Shielding Corporation, is fulfilled, we shall provide you additional training and relocate you on a world of your choice within our region of operation, with modest but adequate resources. To fund those resources, a small percentage will be withheld from each unit of your pay until your sentence is served. New colonies as well as our established client worlds will be open to you.” She paused as if waiting for an answer.

Ming rubbed the slick table. Her instructors hadn’t spoken in terms of years when training her, only that she must repay her “debt to humankind.” Only now, nearing the world on which she would serve it, did they deliver her sentence.

Forty years. It would take her past youth. Past childbearing, even if they let her take rejuv treatments. Severed forever from the clan she barely remembered, condemned to an empty future. Any family she would ever have would be the children of a sentenced worker, company property like herself. She lived now by the company’s mercy, and no planetary government could gainsay the company that owned the High Ground.

It wasn’t right. This couldn’t be real. Her eyelids fluttered from sleep sickness. Ashamed of her weakness, she let her head droop onto folded hands.

“She’ll be all right,” a male voice said dispassionately. “Cold hangover. Shipper, check her collar.”

The way he said “collar” brought her back upright. Had they made her forget that too, until now?

The lizard-eyed man walked around behind her. “Put your head back down.”

Ming leaned forward and squeezed her eyes closed. Cold fingers pressed the base of her neck, making her shiver. “Established and operational,” the man said.

Now she remembered. Wired into her fourth vertebra and through her spinal column, the Renasco collar utilized the electrical impulses of her nervous system as its power source. Its halves could be radio-signaled to paralyze her. If no one chose to help her, she might die of simple thirst.

Nausea thickened the back of her tongue.

The man’s footsteps retreated, and his chair scraped again. She pressed up with her elbows and sat erect, shuddering with anger at a Company that could submit a human to such a device.

The woman ran a hand over her close-shorn red hair. She lifted something pale green off the table and held it up. “Your ID disc,” she said. “You will carry it at all times. On Mannheim, citizens use them as access to finances, proof of employment, and evidence of security clearance.” She smiled. “Yours, at present, is zero.”

“Yes, Madam.”

“Oh, you can talk.” Lizard-eyes blinked slowly at her, his leering expression proof that he knew his eyes’ effect on others. “Excellent. Here, take it.” He snatched the disc from the woman and slid it over.

Ming picked it up. One ring of tiny grooves ran around its rim. At its center, in another ring, “Ming Dalamani” was embossed in black letters: block typeface. Her training gave her a new appreciation of print styles.

The woman reclined her chair and shook her shoulders languorously before speaking again. “As your debt is paid, we will perhaps upgrade that. A low-security check will reveal you as a law-abiding citizen. You see, you will be allowed to end your life with a modicum of dignity. Assuming we have no… mishaps along the way.”

“I see.” Ming flipped the disc and found its other side blank.

The Renasco woman pulled herself upright. “It may interest you to know that the Mannheim system is a corporate colony. We settled it, we own it. The local economy is open but controlled, based on agriculture and organic chemical processing. There are occasional transgressions of Company policy. Any you can find and report will doubtless shorten your time of service and lessen your debt to humankind, as represented by Renasco.”

“I see.” Following the announcement of her sentence as it did, the half-promise of parole was obviously meant as motivation. “You want me to spy, Madam?”

The leering man blinked again, his eyes closing slowly like slashes. “No, simply to report when you find… troublemakers,” he said. “The Company can afford more subtle, better-trained operatives, naturally. You are offered that opportunity as a way to prove your commitment.”

Opportunity—the lizard! Ming no longer cared whether the man carried alien blood. Whether alien or surgically altered human, he disgusted her.

From his left, the other man pulled up a long blue satchel by white straps. He dropped it onto the table with a soft plump. “Your tools,” he said. “All you’ll need to begin work, supplied by the school. Your clothing, housing, and additional materials will be provided by your employer.”

“Sir,” Ming said. “What will his name be?”

Both men turned toward the red-haired woman. “Our current Company Rep on Mannheim,” she answered, folding her hands and glaring, “is a woman. Her Grace the Podacan ambassador, Holdj-peep Lang-lick,” she said distinctly, then handed Ming a small card lettered in castil font, HOLJPIP LANGELLEIK, RENASCENCE SHIELDING CORPORATION, ONE PRIME ROW. ANSLANDING, MANNHEIM. “She has a reputation for callous use of her employees, unfortunately. You are to use your position as calligrapher to get as close to her as possible and await further orders. That, calligrapher, is the capacity in which you stand to serve the company best. Do you understand?”

Ming returned the woman’s stare. “I believe so, Madam. I am to await further orders.”

“If you prove able to fulfill them on Mannheim, they will be given. If not, your time there will be short.”

Ming understood the veiled threat. She was not anxious for details of possible removal.

Lizard-eyes leaned on the table and blinked again. “Your shuttle leaves in fifteen minutes. The waiting area is on level thirty. You’ll need to hurry.”

The woman waved her away. Ming seized her new satchel and sidled along the table to the door.

For a moment, standing in the corridor, she wondered why no guards shadowed her. As she boarded an elevator, she guessed. Naturally, they would let her roam the ship. She wore the collar.

Skin pulled tight at the back of her neck. Further orders—what would they be?

She found her destination with no more effort than before and boarded the shuttle with five minutes to spare. Directed toward its rear compartment, she sank on a soft acceleration chair. Three passengers already sat in this economy section, which had neither windows nor a view screen. Disappointed to be denied one glimpse of her new homeworld from space, and ignored by the other passengers—one pulled a periodical viewer from his satchel—she sat and fumed for what seemed hours.

They wanted her to spy? On whom? For whom? Was she to insinuate herself into the regime’s favor and help bring it down… and fall with it?

Not fair. She wasn’t trained for spy work! Gulping hangover nausea, she swung her feet hard to work away at the sickness as she peered around the cabin for another periodical viewer. She’d give a lot to know what was happening in this decade.

Decade. She was lost in another time. On another world.

Finding nothing, she pulled down her satchel to examine her tools.

Her own tools. It felt odd to possess things again. No one had owned anything in training.

Digging through the satchel, she found a goodly supply of the powders necessary to mix (and later set) the injectable three-dimensional calligraphy slab medium. Ten injection pens, eight with nibs varying from needle fineness to the width of her little fingernail, and two of variable width for tapering effects, nestled in cases tucked into compartments along one side of the satchel. Three ruled working trays, inks, Standard cards for six alphabet “hands,” and three thick pads of white paper lay below… and one small completed slab.

She drew it out, squinting to admire the delicate work of the unknown calligrapher. Threaded through a centimeter-thick piece of clear hard medium that nestled comfortably in her palm, four alphabets glistened, eight marching lines of micro hand. Thin black ribbons of ink twisted with beautiful accuracy, circular and triangular counters, ascenders and descenders, entrances and exits.

Someday she would do as well, if Renasco gave her time enough to learn. She must establish a rigid practice schedule the day she arrived. Today.

Clutching two pens, she rested her head against the chair’s high back and shut her eyes, trying to remember home. Renasco had sparked out sections of her memory, not the whole—but nothing would come.

Only her Renasco testing, gruelingly thorough. They’d found her unfit for physical labor. Ruefully, she glanced again at her bony arms. Perhaps fragility had saved her from a life of drudge work. And now that they’d placed an unspecified number of memory overrides on the left side of her brain, causing recollections that snapped into blackness, art remained as her only trained talent. By the time full recall returned (five to ten years, the tech had forecast), she’d have made a new place for herself, a place she wouldn’t want to give up for antiquated hopes. She would feel only shame regarding that dim past life.

But someday she would remember. She had a vague guess already, for if she had transgressed against a space-travel and colonization monopoly, only a few specific acts would offend it.

A tear puddled at the corner of one eye. Fiercely she wiped it away. She would remember it all, one day. Her standards and morals remained intact, centered in her nonverbal right hemisphere, which Renasco “therapy” ignored. She couldn’t have committed anything shameful or violent. Ming Dalamani would remain true to herself. Every mental block she discovered offered a clue to her past—such as mathematics, now a jumble that was ridiculous for one of her age. She would have to relearn multiplication. And the Cabran economy was hopeless.

She shook herself. She would answer to an ambassador now. She pulled out the card and eyed the queer name, HOLJPIP LANGELLEIK. “HOLDJ-peep,” she whispered, trying to imitate the Renasco woman’s inflection. “HOLDJ-peep LANG-lick.” Why had Podaca, a Belt world, placed an ambassador on a Renasco-owned colony? And what was the woman’s relationship with the Company? If Ming read the whining Renasco official correctly, Holjpip Langelleik was either in some kind of trouble or under consideration for promotion.

Ming’s body rocked forward in the padded seat. She wished for a window. Were they decelerating? Her compartment-mate stared at his reader.

Then came the sensation of backthrust and the sound of engines roaring close to her head. An attendant sidestepped into the cabin, calling “Mannheim. Anslanding, capital city,” then eased out again.

Anslanding. That was the city named on the card. They’d made her do everything else for herself, so they would expect her to disembark unassisted. Renasco wanted her to be oddly independent for a prisoner.

They wanted to present her as an ordinary employee, she guessed. She unbuckled, secured her satchel over one shoulder, and sidled up the long corridor into a cabin that did have windows. One side was darkened against glare. Several passengers sat waiting for the shuttle to take off again. First class had unloaded first, she observed. Renasco efficiency.

Left turn into brilliant light, and she stepped out. A breeze flowed through her hair and thin blue jumpsuit. From atop a long, curved ramp cast of white concrete, the light seemed fierce, but cool air suggested early morning. And the fragrance… it was an incredible sweetness.

Something jostled her from behind. “Go,” said an irritated male voice.

She marched on down the ramp, savoring every breath. Flowers, but where? And was their scent truly this intense, or heightened by her body’s long sleep? And there were—she gulped—puddles on the ground. Puddles of water.

At the foot of the ramp, several people clustered together and one man stood alone—at least, she assumed this was a man. The sleeves of a long robe flowed off his shoulders to join its side, and a cascade of Vs chevroned in brilliant shades of blue and green down from his collar, widening to fill all the fabric. When he shifted it shimmered, hurting her eyes.
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