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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            MALHOTRA - SUNRISE ON A NEW WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      Director Ira Malhotra had denied herself shore leave to TransStell’s fourth colony, which was the third planet orbiting the star 61 Ursae Majoris. Until now. She had experienced too many false starts. Too many side-roads and detours. She had wanted to make sure all indicators pointed to her fleet staying in the system for the long term. Only now, only after the final mass delivery of provisions from orbit, only now that the colony was about to become energy independent, did she allow herself this moment.

      Well, she told herself, TransStell started the Sirius Project back in twenty-fifty, so they’ve waited about a hundred and twenty five years to sneak off Earth and found this colony. And the Matsushita family began the Sirius Project’s Earth-bound political predecessor in what, seventeen-ninety? So I guess I can’t complain.

      She hesitated inside the Executive shuttle. The Supervisor of her fleet’s flagship, the Resolution, stood slightly behind her. When Malhotra glanced back, Katya Trutnev gave her a slight, knowing smile. With a self-deprecating chuckle, Malhotra reached for the hatch controls.

      “If I may be so bold, Director Malhotra,” Trutnev said. In response to Malhotra’s raised eyebrows, the other woman went on to say, “It’s okay to enjoy this moment. You’ve done more than your fair share to earn it.”

      “I had a lot of help,” Malhotra said quietly.

      I needed it, Malhotra thought. Months trapped behind enemy lines, our food almost exhausted… I still can’t believe we made it out alive.

      Buoyed by Trutnev’s support, Malhotra touched the controls. The outer hatch hissed aside. In the twilight before sunrise, Malhotra felt a slight breeze caress her face. It smelled faintly of wet hay and salt. There were aromas she could not identify. The breeze felt humid despite its coolness. She took in a deep breath.

      This is glorious, she thought, taking a few steps forward to halt at the top of the ramp. It had unfolded from underneath the passenger compartment. She could not force the smile from her face.

      “Welcome to Ithaca,” said a man with a heavily accented voice. He stood at the foot of the stairs, dressed in a suit. His white shirt had a high, starched collar closed with a black bowtie.

      “Mayor Gonnagulla, good morning!” Malhotra said, striding down the steps and clasping his hand in hers. “It is so good of you to meet me this early.”

      “Your first visit to my city is an auspicious occasion, Director,” he said with a wide smile that split his salt-and-pepper beard and mustache. “May I present Everleigh Parker, our Energy Secretary?”

      “Director Malhotra, it’s an honor,” Parker said. She shook hands first with Malhotra, then with Trutnev, who had descended the stairs after hanging back. “I’m so glad you’ll be here for the celebration.”

      “It seems you’ve been busy,” Malhotra said, nodding towards the precisely trimmed tree-line along the north and east sides of the spaceport.

      “It’s all thanks to those heavy-lift shuttles,” Gonnagulla said, gesturing in the direction of six enormous, rectangular craft about two hundred meters away. Each had a globe fore and aft. The sunlight glittered in the dew that had condensed on the orbs overnight.

      “You’re the first colony to get to use those,” Malhotra said. “Those frames are a wonderful addition to the fleet, aren’t they? About the same size as a Gallant-class ship, and they even have WORP capability. And using the singularities for operation so far into a gravity well? I don’t mind admitting I was absolutely astonished.”

      Trutnev, grinning, said, “I’m still getting used to the idea they have a mode that doesn’t blow up if used this close to a planet.”

      “I have tremendous respect for our R&D team,” Parker said.

      Gonnagulla made a show of looking at his pendant Holo-D before saying, “Ladies, sunrise is in about fifteen minutes. Director, would you like to see it from aloft, in a helicopter? Or would you prefer viewing it from the ground?”

      Laughing with delight, Malhotra said, “Mayor, that’s very kind of you to give me a choice! I’d like to see it with both feet on the ground, please. It’s… well, being on this planet is the whole point, you know? I would love to see my first sunrise, from the ground, with the three of you.”

      Gonnagulla smiled, having expected this answer, and gave a slight bow. He gestured toward a spot a little to their north.

      “The terminal doesn’t obstruct the view from over there,” he said, beginning to lead the way. “I’m glad to see the forecast of clear skies was correct. I understand meteorology is still fine-tuning the models for Ithaca, especially above this continent, Aeolus.”

      “What a wonderful problem to have,” Malhotra said. Again, she could not convince her face to stop smiling.

      How long have I waited for this? she wondered. This is the whole reason I joined TransStell: to explore and build! And now, finally, here we are.

      They arrived a few minutes later at the stop Gonnagulla had indicated. She could see what he meant: the arrival terminal stood to her southeast now, and she had a more or less unobstructed view east. The sky glowed a pale blue-green, and for a moment, her breath caught.

      Just like Earth, she thought. It’s so much like Earth… without the baggage. Can we really do this? Is it going to work?

      She had harbored doubts about the Sirius Project. She still did. But seeing the brightening sky, smelling the breeze from the grasslands to the east and the slight briny tang of the sea to the south, she allowed herself a moment of hope.

      Pointing to a spot just above the horizon, Gonnagulla said, “Director, Supervisor, you might be interested to see Manlius rising. Just there.”

      “Ah, I see it! Such a lovely orange tint. It looks so small, doesn’t it?”

      “Does it?” Gonnagulla asked, then chuckled. “Now that you mention it, I guess I thought the same thing when I arrived. My goodness. None of this was here. Not the terminal, not the pavement, nothing. Bots had made a clearing for us to touch down, just over there, I think. But now… we’re making a proper capital. Ah, Director, you’re going to want to see this.”

      Manlius had risen about five degrees over the eastern horizon. The sky to its north had taken on a golden yellow glow. Malhotra felt her smile reassert itself as the color intensified, and she had to squint.

      The planet’s sun, 61 Ursae Majoris, peeked above the grasslands that stretched east. Malhotra’s breath caught in her throat. She finally had to look away as she felt that sun’s warmth bathe her face.

      “It’s so much like Sol,” she said in a whisper.

      “That was my first reaction, too, Director,” Gonnagulla said. “The first time I saw that, I felt torn: I wanted nothing more than to return to Australia and my home there. And I wanted nothing more than to build a life here.”

      “It’s beautiful,” she said, looking around at the illumination intensifying the colors all around her. She laughed when the sunlight glinted off the forward singularity containment module on the closest freighter. “Mayor Gonnagulla, I can’t thank you enough for letting me see this.”

      “It was absolutely worth getting up for,” Trutnev said.

      Gonnagulla said, “You are most welcome. Now. Can I interest you in a helicopter tour of Patara before the ceremony?”

      “That sounds lovely,” Malhotra said.

      Seeing Trutnev chuckling under her breath, Malhotra thought, Well, I guess I am acting a bit giddy. But I think it’s worth it to show Gonnagulla how much I appreciate his kind gesture.

      She didn’t even mind that that was only half the explanation.

      

      The “celebration” was, by Malhotra’s standards, a very low-key affair. Which was exactly how she liked them. She sat on a comfortable portable chair positioned on the paved approach to a series of domed buildings. The Mayor sat to her left, and Trutnev sat to her right. She had felt surprised that Gonnagulla did not use this as an opportunity to make a long speech. Instead, he seemed more than content to introduce Parker, then step aside.

      If this is the direction politicians are going out here, I’m all for it, Malhotra thought. I’m going to have to unlearn quite a few instincts and habits.

      She found the prospect delighted her only slightly less than watching the sunrise earlier this morning.

      As Parker extolled the work her team had accomplished on the fusion reactors behind her, Malhotra found her mind wandering. 61 Ursae Majoris had risen half way into the sky, and its similarity to Sol struck her again. So much so that its color and warmth, along with the gentle breeze, evoked a memory of her standing on the roof of her family’s compound back in India. The smell of cooking chicken seemed to waft around her.

      I still wonder why mom insisted on seasoning chicken with cinnamon, she thought. Gods, I hated that!

      “I have nothing but appreciation for TransStell Sirius providing us with solar collectors and industrial batteries,” Parker said, adjusting her round, blue glasses. “But it’s time for Ithaca to stand on her own two feet. It’s time for us to use the fuel we mined from our own moon, Onondaga. It’s time we become energy independent.”

      Solar-powered batteries aren’t bad, Malhotra thought. She suddenly recalled a conversation she had with the man she placed in command of the Tenacity, which she had stationed at the third colony’s star system, 107 Piscium. He said he had attended a ceremony just like this. Huh. I expected him to send his regards before this one. If anything’s gone wrong, surely I would have heard. Still, it’s unlike him…

      “Having said all that, I’m sure you’re getting hungry for the amazing brunch we’ve prepared for you. So without further ado, please, let me welcome you to the moment that Ithaca becomes energy independent!”

      Malhotra felt a slight tremor and heard a distant, high-pitched hum. Suddenly, the tips of poles she had assumed had been intended for flags blazed a blue-white that made her blink even in the sunlight. The light poles surrounded the paved approach. Red navigation hazard lights began blinking on top of the domes.

      Those really should have been running all this time, Malhotra thought. But, well, it’s not like Ithaca has much air traffic yet. And the effect was quite dramatic.

      Malhotra and Trutnev mingled with the citizens who had assembled. The Major’s entire Cabinet was there with him, and Malhotra felt encouraged to see that all of them spoke to individuals from the crowd without any hint of the posturing she remembered from similar events on Earth.

      Maybe we can get it right this time, she thought. And if not here, well, that’s why we intend to establish so many colonies. Eventually, we’ll get it right.

      She smiled to herself and thought, Maybe we’ll find more than one answer!

      “Director, what do you think?” Gonnagulla asked as he strode up to the two members of Fleet Management. “It’s beautiful to see in operation, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” Malhotra said.

      “I hope you forgive our contrivance,” he said. In response to her questioning frown, he said, “I know full well that we were energy independent before. But we had no resiliency. Now that we have our first fusion plants online, we can relegate our solar-charged batteries to emergency or frontier use.”

      “Ah, I see. Yes, in the fleets, we also very much appreciate redundancy,” Malhotra said.

      “So, what’s on your agenda now, Director? Will you return to Sirius?”

      “No, I believe the twentieth fleet will remain in this system,” Malhotra said. “I intend to stay here for at least a few months.”

      “Really?” Gonnagulla said, smiling as if pleasantly surprised. “That’s great news. I had feared you would leave us right away.”

      “I’m looking forward to refining our colonization protocols and procedures,” Malhotra said. “I think we can improve the speed of a system’s in-depth assessment. I also suspect we should spend more time mapping any ruins or potential ruins. Ithaca has her share, though they are probably hundreds of thousands of years old. Maybe more.”

      “I would welcome that,” Gonnagulla said. “On Earth, we certainly had a spotty record of preserving our heritage. We’re certain we haven’t built on any ruins here, yes? My Interior Minister assured me of such before we broke ground.”

      “To the best of our knowledge, I would support that conclusion,” Trutnev said with such confidence that Malhotra nodded in agreement.

      Then Malhotra gestured to the empty plate on the table and said, “And if that grain salad is representative of this planet’s produce? I’m going to have to spend a lot of time here!”

      “If only the fauna were as well-suited to our biology,” he said. “But we’re working on some hybrids that are beginning to thrive in the bay. Soon, we won’t even have to import seafood.”

      “You’re really intent on becoming self-sufficient across the board, aren’t you?” Malhotra said.

      “Of course,” Gonnagulla said, looking around at the people milling about and the reactors just beyond them. “This is why we are here. I hope that we can provide one of the answers.”

      “One of them?” Trutnev asked.

      “Yes. One of them. Isn’t the need to be ‘the one’ or ‘the first’ one of the problems back home? That’s an oversimplification, I know. Please let me restate it: I hope that we can do our part, within our local community here on Ithaca and within the wider TransStell/Sirius community, to find a way forward for our species. What could be more wonderful?”

      “Indeed,” Malhotra said, toasting Gonnagulla with her wineglass. “Well said.”

      “Thank you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I see that Everleigh wants a word.”

      As he walked away, Trutnev said, “Well, Director? Want to head back to orbit? Or do you want to do a little more sight-seeing?”

      “Our calendars are clear for today,” Malhotra said, breathing in deep and relishing the fresh air. “Let’s mingle here for a little while, then make sure Planetary Services is all set up in the Municipal Services area.”

      “Sounds good.”

      As Malhotra looked around to find someone open for conversation, she paused.

      This is where I want to be, she thought. Finally, we’re on the right track.
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            INTERLUDE - EYES IN THE SKY

          

        

      

    

    
      Matvei Kuzmich glared accusingly at the mission clock glowing above the forward Holo-D.

      Just the third day, chert voz'mi, he thought, rubbing his face and inwardly wincing at the stubble. His old Executive Officer would have shamed him into shaving. The ship’s new XO — Assistant Supervisor, he corrected himself — would never dream of doing such a thing. I guess there are perks to this new world. But… the only thing slower than that clock are those damned micro-probes.

      Kuzmich felt like pacing. With an effort of will, he forced himself to remain seated. He very much wanted to yell at someone, but the Tenacity’s crew was too efficient to give him any excuse.

      Some perks, yes. But there are days I miss my old United Nations cutter, he thought.

      A slight vibration cut through his reminiscing. The onboard AI informed him that his normal space pilot had adjusted course. The Tenacity had to keep the asteroid between them and any and all known enemy patrols. On one hand, Kuzmich approved of the pilot acting independently. He knew his desire to give an order was irrational, but his boredom wrestled with his good sense.

      It’s two in the morning, he thought. I should be used to the boredom. Nothing ever happens on White Shift.

      “Manager Kuzmich,” Ishikawa Rika, the on-duty Security officer, said.

      Neither fur, nor feather, he thought. He could see her without turning away from the clock on the forward bulkhead, above the Holo-D. He saw that she kept her eyes glued on the holographic displays in front of her even as she turned her head towards him.

      “Yes, Professional Ishikawa,” he said.

      “Sir, the micro-probes have enough dispersal to give us a relatively clear picture of Bilskirnir’s Yard Five.”

      Kuzmich closed his eyes for a moment and recalled a diagram of the spaceship yards orbiting Epsilon Eridani’s second planet. It had two globes that acted as docking ports for mining vessels. It also had two long, octangular protrusions that housed the enormous industrial printers.

      Ah, he thought. The newest.

      “What do you see that’s interesting?” he asked.

      During her moment of silence, Kuzmich heard his normal space pilot say, “Manager, we can hit minimum safe jump distance from the asteroid in ten seconds.”

      From her station just beyond Ishikawa, the Wormhole Projection System pilot said, “We can WORP the instant we achieve minimum safe distance.”

      “Thank you, Professionals Peterson and Lefebvre,” Kuzmich said, only mispronouncing “Lefebvre” a little. He fought down an urge to ask Ishikawa what she was seeing.

      If she’s taking this long, it can’t be anything good, he thought.

      “Manager Kuzmich,” she began.

      Wincing, he thought, It can’t be good at all.

      “Our sensors are out of position to get the best shot, but I think I have enough data to determine the ship’s size.”

      “Tell me it’s not Katzbalger-class.”

      Visibly grimacing, she said, “I’m sorry, sir, but that’s exactly what it is. Also — just a moment. Image enhancement is coming up with some additional data. Oh, and Yard Four is coming into view.”

      The next to newest, Kuzmich thought. He had configured one of his holographic windows to display one of Ishikawa’s screens.

      “Pizdets,” he muttered, rubbing his chin. He could hear his fingers scraping across two-day-old stubble. “I do not like the looks of…”

      “Sir,” Ishikawa began. This time, she fully turned to look at him.

      “It’s another Katzbalger-class, isn’t it?” he asked her.

      “Yes, sir. The numbers say they’re turning them out at a rate twenty percent above their original industrial printer’s benchmarks.”

      “Well, they brought some of the world’s best engineers here,” he said, wondering if that was the right word to convey his meaning. “We must expect some of their vaulted efficiencies. Ishikawa, refresh my memory. Yard Two was also capable of producing the carriers?”

      “Yes, sir. For the sake of clarity, Yard One’s maximum capacity is one of the Maarten Tromp-class Frigates.”

      “Frigates have their functions,” he said, wondering how much more data he should gather. He knew his VP and the VP of Security back at Sirius would want as much data as possible — and as quickly as possible.

      “Sir?” Ishikawa said.

      “You’re rapidly becoming my least favorite bridge Professional, Ishikawa,” he said, trying to sound good-natured and wondering if he had succeeded.

      “I’m very sorry about that, sir, but you need to know this.” He saw her focus on the window that he had mirrored to his display, which meant she could see the image on his display in reverse. She made some notes on her screen, apparently knowing they would show up on his. Squinting, he looked at the area she indicated. He made a reverse-pinching motion to enlarge the area. He pressed his lips together.

      “Those don’t look like astronomical observation platforms,” he said flatly.

      “No, sir. There’s no exact match in the library, but the AIs have extrapolated their function from similar designs within the German Fleets from Earth. We can see two enhanced missile emplacements and three plasma turrets.”

      “Definitely not for stargazing.”

      “Agreed, sir. And… here…”

      He saw her clear the previous markings, then circle the dorsal section of the entire ship. At first, he wondered if she meant for him to see some change to the carrier’s standard launch tube configurations. Then he saw two thin lines, one located near the dorsal hull and one the ventral. Frowning, he traced it to a dome at its aft terminator.

      “That’s…” he said, trailing off. He looked up to see Ishikawa’s set jawline and narrowed eyes.

      She’s Security, he thought. She knows what this means better than I do. And I do not like her expression. It means things are worse than I think.

      “Railguns,” she said. “Our data is still preliminary, but they look to be significantly longer than anything I’ve seen on any ship. And see those extra bulges aft?”

      At first he thought she meant the domes, which he took to be ammunition magazines. Then he saw she had tapped a section just forward of the engine assembly, aft of the domes. He quickly brought up a reference shot of the original Katzbalger-class design.

      “Extra reactors?” he said.

      “Extra reactors,” she said, nodding. “See the emergency plasma vents? They appear to be twenty percent larger than the reactors driving the main fusion engines. Manager Kuzmich, my initial calculations suggest they can fire quite a lot of mass. Approximately twenty-five kilograms. We don’t know their acceleration on exit, but, sir… The impact could be in the multiple megaton range.”

      “Well,” he said.

      Those aren’t for ship-to-ship engagements, he thought. Sirius might be safe, but Earth… There are EU stations on the other side of that Fissure. They’d make perfect targets for a railgun.

      Sighing, Kuzmich decided this met the conditions of his VP’s standing orders — the orders she had personally delivered to him.

      “Very well,” he said. “Now that we have the appropriate resolution, let’s wait until we get eyes on all five shipyards. Then we’ll leave the probes in place and jump back to Sirius.”

      “Yes, sir,” Ishikawa said.

      Well, there’s one thing in our favor, Kuzmich thought. Alder couldn’t bring enough people with him to crew all those ships.

      A sour feeling in his stomach reminded him of how many times the EU, and even rival Corporations, had underestimated Alder. Kuzmich suddenly had zero confidence in his conclusion.

      Southfield isn’t going to like this, Kuzmich thought, remembering Linda Southfield’s expression when they’d met hours before the mission started. He frowned. And I bet Director Malhotra will like it even less. I wonder why she didn’t give me the orders?

      Rubbing his chin again, his brows furrowed, he thought, Well, at least I’m not bored anymore.
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      “Stop here,” Generalleutnant Luisa Brunner said in a tight, crisp voice. The Armored Personnel Carrier bearing her insignia of rank smoothly pulled to the curb and stopped. Two haggard-looking men, their coveralls disheveled, sprinted from alcoves on either side of the Science Ministry’s entrance. One heaved the door open on her right. He bowed and almost stumbled when he could not recover his center of balance.

      Really, she thought distastefully. This is too much.

      But she made absolutely certain that no hint of her reaction showed on her face. She slid across the domestic leather seat — made from some animal or other that the farmers cultivated north of New Berlin — and came gracefully to her feet. She took two paces forward and waited for her senior staff officers to exit as well. Then she headed for the main entrance.

      Canny, leaving his Chancellery for last, Brunner thought, flicking her gaze to her left just before she entered the double doors. The Chancellery was still the same temporary geodesic dome that it had been since they founded the city. He’s not going to repeat the mistakes of the past.

      Nor did she intend to repeat any of those mistakes. She knew His Excellency was hard at work in his office, just beyond the front door to his dome. Brunner had arrived over an hour before her briefing to the Chancellor was scheduled to begin, and she had no intention of interrupting his work.

      Brunner took a moment to listen to the sounds of her staff walking. Their heels clicked in perfect time on the marble floors. The steps were precisely in unison with hers. Satisfied, she swept her gaze across the corridors and into open doors. She recognized some of the senior scientists who had their offices or conference rooms here on the first floor. Most nodded gravely to her. Others looked startled, or scared.

      You’d think I was Lehner, or one of his people, Brunner thought. I’m not the one they have to worry about.

      She reflected that the uniform she wore bore the same stylized silver eagle that Lehner and his division wore. She wondered briefly if that was on purpose.

      Probably to give him more legitimacy, she guessed, sweeping through a door that led to a makeshift corridor into the Chancellery’s dining area. I can imagine that his investigations go more smoothly with the suggestion that my ships could strike from orbit — or recruit someone for the asteroid mines. Which, if I’m honest, are perpetually short-staffed. Well, maybe we’ll get bots next year. Priorities, priorities.

      Brunner’s eyebrows felt heavy. Which was on purpose. The concentration needed to maintain that feeling helped her fix her facade in place. Her eyes fell on the massive proscenium curtains hiding the stage to her left. She consciously did not shake her head when she thought, Hard to believe it’s really mohair. Well, I was just thinking of priorities…

      She allowed herself the slight mental space to acknowledge what had happened in this room almost two years ago. She could still feel the pistol grip in her hand; the kick when she pulled the trigger.

      Another mistake I won’t be making, she thought.

      The Generalmajor, who was her Chief of Staff, went to the end of the table farthest from where the Chancellor would sit. Brunner approved of the low tones he used to discuss how to set up the three Holo-Ds they would use. They all wanted their findings and recommendations to appeal to the Chancellor. Presentation was important. Just beyond the double doors in front of her, the Chancellor of all Bilskirnir worked. Everything around her, from the buildings to the APC she had arrived in, to the shipyards in orbit and the fleet she commanded on patrol, were here because of the efforts of that one man.

      I’ve done my part, she thought. She eyed the four senior staff members she had brought with her. We all have. Looking again at the stage, the smell of gunpowder impossibly fresh in her nostrils, she said to herself, Some paid more than others.

      “Generalleutnant,” her chief of staff said quietly. “I believe that Operations should sit there, and Logistics here.”

      “I see. And the director?”

      “She should sit beside you, I believe,” the Generalmajor said, nodding to the end of the table. Brunner didn’t turn to look. She knew the chair he meant — the right hand of the Chancellor.

      That didn’t save him, though, she thought, then banished that line of thought from her mind.

      “Very well. Let’s run through…”

      She broke off at the noise of the door opening. It sounded soft, as if whoever turned the knob did so with the intent of being stealthy — in a place where stealth was impossible. With a deliberate act of will, she did not clench her jaw when she saw who slipped into the room and closed the door.

      Brunner stood silently as Oberstleutnant Moritz Lehner strode up to her. Ignoring her staff, he came to attention and threw his right arm out, palm down.

      Returning his salute, Brunner said, “Good morning, Oberstleutnant Lehner. I did not expect to see you before the briefing began.”

      “I hope I am not intruding, Generalleutnant Brunner,” he said. Once again, as with all the times she had met with the man, she found his lack of arrogance with her disconcerting. She remembered how he had treated her predecessor. Lehner had seemed perpetually on the verge of insubordination.

      He’s very different with me, she thought. The memory of the pistol in her hand threatened to flash into her mind. Perhaps…

      “Not at all, Oberstleutnant. We are about to go through our presentation. Would you like to see it? Get a preview?”

      “I would very much like that,” he said, smiling. “Generalleutnant, as usual, you anticipate my concerns. It is an absolute delight serving alongside an officer of your caliber.”

      She fought down the urge to say something self-deprecating. Instead, she said, “The Fatherland deserves no less. Ah. You have the ear of his Excellency. I believe you know the general gist of our findings? Are they consistent with his expectations? Is there anything we should emphasize?”

      Giving her a sly grin, Lehner said, “Ah, you test me, Generalleutnant! As well you should. We must all challenge each other. But you know as well as I do: His Excellency wants the facts, as clearly as you can state them.”

      Nodding slowly, Brenner thought, Another mistake he has managed to avoid. At least so far. This is how we move forward. This is how we correct history. Because God knows it needs correcting.

      Lehner cleared his throat and spoke, saying, “That said, I wonder: in the latest draft that I saw, you still seemed concerned about the technical controls surrounding AI/weapons interfaces. Have your people been able to allay those concerns?”

      “You no doubt know of the priority jobs I authorized for the printers in the Science Ministry?”

      “I do.”

      “Those jobs have begun to bear fruit. The information the Justice Ministry recently obtained from Earth has proven useful.”

      ”Their tireless work continues to impress me,” Lehner said, shaking his head in admiration.

      “We are all in their debt,” Brunner said. To herself, she added, As long as I don’t think too closely about their methods. Using a plasma rifle when a tweezer would have worked just as well.

      “Not that theirs is the only effort worth praise,” Lehner said, giving her a conspiratorial wink. “I can honestly say that I have never, even thinking back to the dark days around Earth, seen the Fleet operating at higher levels of effectiveness. But, let’s not dwell on our past successes!”

      And now it’s his turn to test me, she thought. But I know this dance.

      Brunner said, “Indeed not. What matters now is achieving his Excellency’s goals. That’s precisely why we are here today. Oberstleutnant Lehner, are you sure you can spare the time to listen to our practice run?”

      “I am certain.”

      “Generalmajor?” Brunner said to her chief of staff.

      “We are ready.”

      “Then, let’s show the Oberstleutnant what we have in store for His Excellency.”

      And see if we can get any insights into what his reaction might be, Brunner thought. She settled into the chair at the right hand of the enormous and ornate — she could only think of it as a throne. It dominated the far end of the table. Much depends on today.

      

      Brunner felt some concern over her Director for AI Enhancement’s obvious nervousness. The woman clearly understood the technology, as she showed when she discussed the new interface modules. A variant of the AI cores that Corporations like Terran Consolidated Products used in their headquarters, those new devices becoming available would be pivotal to the success of her plans. But it was equally clear that the Director was nervous even at the thought of sitting this close to the Chancellor. As Brunner pondered this, she became aware that Lehner seemed deep in thought as well.

      “Oberstleutnant Lehner, you seem concerned. What did you see?”

      “Hmmm? Oh, sorry, sir. I am, as always, impressed by the depth and breadth of yet another of your proposals. Truly, this is worthy of His Excellency.”

      “But?”

      Chuckling, he said, “Ah, yes. One thing. Very minor. Your Oberstleutnant, here. Your AI expert. She is young, yes? The lowest ranking officer among your staff?”

      “She is,” Brunner said, keeping her tone level. She couldn’t see the woman in question while she looked at Lehner, and she didn’t want to appear complicit in this criticism in front of the rest of her staff.

      Though, damn it, he’s right. Maybe I can spin this.

      “Perhaps,” she said out loud, being careful not to make it obvious how much she scrutinized his reaction. “Perhaps we could emphasize the amount of time she has spent working with the logic design teams in the Ministry of Science, as well as the prototyping work she has done?”

      “Well, I believe such things go without saying, no?”

      “Ah, but perhaps I can make it clear that she did all this — to the exclusion of preparing for a meeting? Even a meeting as important as this one? She elected to wring every last instant of productivity out of her time.”

      Brunner gestured at the Holo-D until it displayed the recommendation slide, just before the references began.

      She said, “My Director for AI Enhancement put in the time to prove this works — so she did not have time to polish her presentation.”

      I wonder if that will fly, Brunner thought. Even as that idea took form, she felt a certainty that it would — for His Excellency. She watched Lehner carefully for his reaction.

      “Ahhhh,” he said, then nodded vigorously. “I see.” Giving her another of his sly grins, he said, “Generalleutnant, again, you amaze me. You see that trait in me.”

      She gave him a quizzical look, so he shrugged and said, “You know. How I tend to be overly dramatic?”

      Years of training allowed her to remain impassive as she said, “I think that perhaps you overstate the issue, but if you mean — again — that we all need to challenge ourselves so that we can give His Excellency our collective best, then yes. I know what you mean.”

      Shaking his head, studying his mirror-finished boots, he said, “And here I was, trying to optimize the form of the presentation when you and your staff were optimizing the content. I see your point. Further, I believe that His Excellency will see it.” Laughing, he added, “In fact, I think the content will so captivate him, he will not even notice the form. So, I concur.”

      I wish I could hate this man, Brunner said to herself. Not looking at the stage, she thought, I wish I could have hated him, too.

      Glancing at the ornate mechanical clock, its metal hands showing they still had fifteen minutes before the official presentation, she said, “May I interest you in one more run through?”

      “Certainly,” Lehner said.

      Now, let’s hope His Excellency likes the plan, she thought. Though he should. It’s mostly his. And he is trying to avoid the mistakes we’ve made before.

      Squaring herself in her seat, glancing at the members of her team, she nodded for her chief of staff to reset the Holo-D.

      We live in such exciting times, she thought.
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      What the hell? he thought, looking down uncomprehendingly at the thick red liquid covering his hands and the pneumatic wrench. His old Manager of HR leered at him from the other side of an internal combustion engine block as it followed the assembly line. He backed away, finding it impossible to breathe. Someone pushed him from behind.

      Whirling, Owen Payne saw it was his new Director, who had just transferred to take over the Ohio Machine Excellence in Wooster, Ohio.

      I’m not in Wooster! TransStell rescued me, Payne thought. He tried to drop the air wrench, but it seemed glued to his hand.

      “You’re still here?” the Director, whose name he had banished from his mind, demanded. Payne leapt up onto the engine block. Then he leapt sideways onto the next block as they circled around the conveyor. The Manager of HR steadied him. He remembered the Manager’s name.

      Fowsio Hashi, he thought. That was her name. She’s the one that told me about…

      Panic tricked him into hyper-ventilating. Unable to drop the wrench, too dizzy to stand, he crashed to his knees. And came face to face with his dead friend, Alexander Mitchell. His pure-white eyes stared unblinkingly back at Payne.

      He tried to back away. Something unseen grabbed him.

      “No!” he screamed, thrashing. “No no no!”

      His world seemed to invert. The shop floor seemed to recede. He found himself still on the ground, but now something gripped his ankle.

      “Alex! What?” he said, trying to sit upright. His arms trembled too much to hold his weight.

      “Dad?” he heard his son call from the doorway to his bedroom.

      “Jaxon? What… How did you…”

      “Jaxon, go back to bed,” Payne heard his wife Charlotte say. He couldn’t see her clearly in the darkness of their bedroom. But he had an impression that her face reflected a lot more light than it should have.

      “Another one?” he heard his son ask.

      “Good night, Jaxon,” Charlotte said.

      When the door clicked shut, Payne tried to extract his foot. Somehow, during his nightmare, the sheet had twisted around his foot. He felt the mattress bounce slightly as his wife rolled off the far side.

      “Owen? You okay?” she asked.

      Why’s she staying at the foot of the bed? he wondered silently.

      On the nightstand, his wristband Holo-D began vibrating and blinking for attention.

      “Yeah,” he said, finally extricating his foot. He took in a few breaths and tested his arms. They felt more steady, so he pushed himself into a seated position. “Just another nightmare.”

      “Um, I think you should answer that,” she said.

      She’s acting more spooked than usual, he thought. Damn, I hope I didn’t thrash around and hit her. She has enough to worry about.

      He pulled himself up onto the mattress.

      “Oh,” he said, recognizing the caller.

      “Please, Owen. Answer the call.”

      The fear in her voice silenced any objection he might have. Double-checking that the connection was audio-only, he answered by saying, “Hi, Doctor Professional Hamdy. You’re calling awfully late!”

      Payne winced at his complete failure to sound calm and in control.

      “Owen, are you in danger?”

      “Danger? No, sir. Just another bad dream.”

      “A nightmare,” Charlotte said as she hugged herself. Payne felt his stomach constrict at how white her face looked in the blue-white glare from the Holo-D. “He, um, he knocked himself out of bed. And he was screaming about the Investment Houses again.”

      “I didn’t hit you, did I?” Payne said, standing to face her.

      “No, no,” she said, shaking her head. “I tried to catch you, but I only caught one arm, and you, well, pulled it free pretty hard. Did I scratch you or anything?”

      Payne didn’t even look at his arm. Instead, he said, “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, sure, I’m fine. But please talk to the Doctor Professional.”

      “I,” Payne began. But seeing the tears in her eyes, he nodded. “Well, okay, she’s right. I guess it was a nightmare.”

      “I can’t see you, Owen, so I have to ask. Are the two of you safe?”

      “Yeah,” he said, running his hand through his hair. “Charl?”

      “I’m okay,” she said. “I’ll go make some coffee.”

      His mind still under the influence of the nightmare, he moved to tell her they didn’t have enough money for coffee. Then he remembered he was in his bedroom in Haven City, in the hollowed out asteroid named Haven One, in the Sirius star system. The hellish job he’d been trapped in back in Wooster, Ohio, in The Middle States, was almost nine light years away. TransStell recruiters, at risk to their own lives, had freed him and his family from that web of entrapment. Not only did he no longer have to work for a Subsidiary of a Subsidiary of a Subsidiary of Terran Consolidated Products. He and his family were beyond the reach of the Investment Houses who made up Earth’s financial circulation system.

      “Thanks,” he muttered.

      “Would you like to talk about your dream?” Doctor Professional Mostafa Hamdy asked.

      The dude’s a brain doctor, and he’s burning his time talking to me? Payne thought, shaking his head.

      “No, I don’t. But, well, Charlotte thinks this will help. Um, do you?”

      “I do,” Hamdy said.

      My dad didn’t, Payne thought.

      “I know that your parents disapproved of mental health services,” Hamdy said. “But you’re in a new place, and you’ve learned a lot.”

      Damn. Can the dude read my mind?

      “You’re safe in Haven One. Your old employer can’t touch you here. Terran Consolidate Products can’t touch you here. TransStell was very, very careful to suppress all FTL development in the Earth system. You remember how the Investment Houses unwittingly went along with that, right? How you’re completely safe from them here in the Sirius system. Right?”

      “Yeah,” Payne said. “But some part of my brain didn’t get the message, you know? It was the same nightmare, Doctor Professional Hamdy. The new Director was there. My old HR Manager was there. And I killed my friend again.”

      “Owen, are you sure you killed your friend?”

      He’ll never understand, Payne thought.

      “Well, I didn’t, like, bash him over the head or anything. But if I had taken the job that TCP wanted me to take, Alex would still be alive.”

      “Do you remember what we talked about regarding this topic? How TCP killed your friend in an attempt to force you to take a job in Epsilon Eridani? Remember?”

      Sighing, hearing the coffee pot whirl as it pushed water through the ground beans, he noticed the time.

      I gotta get up in a couple of hours, anyway. Need to catch the shuttle to TransStell Sirius Mining Facility Four. That’s good, I guess. Apparently, Charlotte will be safer for the week if I’m there. Damn, I hope I didn’t hurt her.

      “Yeah, I remember. No, really, I do. Sorry to bother you, Doctor Professional Hamdy. I’m feeling more steady now that I’m awake.”

      “I’m glad you remember, Owen. What do you remember? Can you tell me?”

      It’d be easier if he just lectured me.

      With another sigh, he said, “If I had taken the job, my family and I would be dead right now. Murdered in Epsilon Eridani to divert attention from TCP’s covert operations there. And, hell, Alex might still be dead. I get it.”

      “Owen, it could take…”

      “Lots of time for my stupid brain to catch up with the facts. I know. I get it. I’m working on it!”

      “I apologize if I seemed to push you. In our last session, you asked me to remind you about the circumstances surrounding your friend. You said you hoped it would ground you.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, sorry. I should have remembered that.”

      “No apology necessary. I just want you to know that what you’re going through is completely normal. Mental trauma takes time to heal, and I think you’re making good progress.”

      Sure. Completely normal. Everyone smacks their wife around in their sleep.

      “Thanks, Doctor Professional Hamdy. Look, I gotta go. The coffee’s ready, and Charlotte went to a lot of trouble to make it. I got to head to work, so we’ll talk later. Okay?”

      “Of course, Owen. You can call at any time. You’re leaving for TSMF Four? The Doctor Professionals there have your files. You can reach out to them as well.”

      “Yep. Thanks. Appreciate it.”

      But I don’t get these things when I work, he thought. His arms felt leaden after the rush of hormones when he awoke. Only when I’m off work.

      Payne killed the connection. He rested his face in his hands. His breath felt warm and moist as it filled his cupped palms. He stood unsteadily to head to the stairs. The peaty aroma of Charlotte’s favorite coffee wafted over him.

      It’s been four years, he thought. Four freaking years. How long will it take my stupid brain to catch up with current events?

      He shook his head as walked downstairs.
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      “You’re reading the audit report? Again?”

      Owen Payne started.

      “Oh, um, sorry, boss,” he said, sitting up straighter at his desk. His hand moved to change the Holo-D’s screen, but he stopped, momentarily confused. He actually had been reading last week’s report from HR’s Mining Audit Services. “Just so you know, I’ve already been over the morning’s survey and selection reports, and I’ve approved all but one of the AI’s recommendations. There’re no missions on deck, so I didn’t have any work there…”

      “Owen,” Marcin Kaczmarek, his Manager, said, confusing Payne with a grin.

      “And we’re all clear on the mining operations front. The only equipment down is what we scheduled for PM today…”

      “Owen?”

      “And material processing output is exactly…”

      “Owen Payne!”

      “Um. Yes, sir?”

      “You’ve been dreaming of your old job on Earth, haven’t you? I mean, not here, during work hours. I mean, at home.”

      “No!” Payne said, dropping his hands into his lap. He frowned. “No, really, I… well, maybe.”

      As Kaczmarek continued to grin at his Supervisor, Payne turned red and said, “Okay, yeah. A little.”

      “Well, here, you’re hitting all your marks, so if you want to sit there and read comics, I wouldn’t say anything about it. And Audit reports are certainly in bounds. It’s just that you’re… I mean, you really, honestly like those reports?”

      “Oh, yeah!” Payne said, sitting up and gesturing to a section he’d just been reading. “I mean, check this out! Look at this RCA. I heard about this over at Facility One. They lost the micro singularity in their module six. That’d be like right there!”

      He pointed to his right and reconsidered.

      Wait. Down’s out, right? So, yeah…

      Nodding with more confidence, he said, “Yeah. Right there. They thought that was impossible.”

      “I remember that,” Kaczmarek said, crossing his arms and leaning against the entryway between the short corridor that linked his office to Payne’s. “Threw the facility out of position.”

      “Did you see the cause?”

      “Something about load sequencing?”

      Payne almost shook his head, but remembered he was only a Supervisor and he was speaking to a Manager. But even as he drew in a breath to speak, he thought, Oh, wait. It might be okay here. Should I test it? Nah, not yet.

      “Close. Sort of. Actually, that’s the fix — change the sequencing. The raw ore shipments had been loaded into the modules in the right order, but the singularities are a new addition to this design, right? I mean, this is more or less a Fissure Traffic Management Facility, right?”

      Payne wondered why his boss’ grin seemed to get wider, but he didn’t stop to consider. He plunged forward.

      “So, they did all the calculations to get the load distribution right. They thought they’d accounted for that. But they missed a nuance in how the micro singularities interacted with their mount points. On a ship… well, I don’t exactly understand that part, but man, it’s so great to see this stuff! We really know what we’re doing out here!”

      “They kept you in the dark there in Ohio, didn’t they? You were a Worker?”

      “Staff,” Payne said, scrutinizing Kaczmarek’s face for any hint of derision. When he didn’t see any, he thought, I’m really here. It’s still so hard to believe.

      A sudden pang at the thought of the friends he’d left behind threatened to sour his mood. Payne found that listening to his boss helped.

      Kaczmarek said, “I remember back when I hired on — I worked on TDS-1 for years — I couldn’t get over how open TransStell seemed. I’d see a report, think, ‘Yeah, sure, that’s what happened.’ Then I’d talk to people who were there, and they were all like, ‘No, really, that’s what happened.’”

      The Manager shook his head, his face now smiling at some fond memory.

      This is almost too good to be true, Payne thought. Another pang hit him. He wondered, I hope he doesn’t realize I’m not half as good as he thinks I am. I mean, I just push buttons. And I get a house out of the deal!

      Thinking of his wife Charlotte and his two kids back on Haven One, he clenched his jaw.

      I got to keep faking it. I can’t let anyone see how little I know. Charlotte’s so happy here! And so are the kids.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Kaczmarek said. “In fact, I insist you do. We’re all responsible for keeping it open, Owen. You know what I mean?”

      “That I have to be completely honest with you, right?”

      “Well, I guess that’s one…”

      “I really don’t know what I’m doing, Marcin!”

      Payne cringed.

      Damn it, damn it, damn it! What the hell am I doing? he thought frantically. He wanted to try to laugh as if he was joking, but he was afraid of what sound he’d make if he tried.

      Kaczmarek regarded him for a moment, his look speculative.

      He’s thinking about everything I’ve “done,” Payne thought. He’s going to shrug and say, “Well, I was going to bring it up at your next review…”

      “You’re from the Middle States? Ohio?”

      “Yeah. Ohio.”

      “Did you get chewed out a lot at your old job?”

      “Well, no. Kinda. At the end there, they killed my friend to convince me to go to TCP, and they were going to ship me to Epsilon Eridani so I could get killed and distract those people so TCP could sneak in real Professionals.”

      “Huh?”

      “Should I not have said that?”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Um, yes?” Payne said, wishing it had not come out as a question.

      “Jesus Christ, man! It’s no wonder you’re… Look. You know I review your work, right? That I consolidate your reports for the ones I file with Haven City?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You haven’t made any mistakes, Owen. I am satisfied with your work. And that,” he said, nodding to the audit report on the Holo-D. “That shows initiative. The more you learn about our processes and protocols, the more effective you’ll be. And yes, I review those Audit reports, too. I still feel embarrassed to admit that I get excited at a complex and technical root cause analysis. So, you’re in good company, if you consider me good company.”

      “Well, yeah,” Payne said. “And really? You really like that stuff?”

      “RCAs that don’t fire people for making an honest effort not only help us avoid those mistakes in the future. They send the right message to our Professionals. ‘Do your best. Get it right. And if you don’t, be honest about it. We won’t Terminate you for it.’ Even after having been with TransStell all these years, I still have a hard time accepting that. But it’s true: I haven’t even seen someone demoted for an honest mistake. There was that one time a Professional just screwed up because they weren’t paying attention.”

      “They got Terminated?” Payne said. His stomach constricted.

      “Oh, good lord, no. Poor guy was having a hard time in a divorce. Just got drunk and screwed up. Property damage; no one killed. Got docked a week’s pay. This was back in the Sol system where we got paid in currency. Had to re-qualify for his position. He was a solid Professional from that time forward. All I’m saying is that you need to give yourself some time. This Corporation takes some getting used to.”

      Payne fidgeted with his fingers in his lap. He started to speak, drew back, reconsidered, then tried to speak again.

      Kaczmarek’s quiet chuckle drew his gaze. The Manager said, “Yes, Owen. I was serious. You’re doing a good job. You know what you’re doing. The fact you understand that you don’t know everything? That’s a good sign.”

      “I’m glad to hear you say so,” Payne said, but the cold tingling he felt wouldn’t go away. “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you. Which reminds me. You’re past your probationary period. So you’re in the rotation now. Unless you have pressing business here, it’s your turn to go with me to the joint TSMF/TSCF conference. It’s Haven Two’s turn this time around.”

      “Oh! That’s awesome. You’re sure I’m ready?”

      ”Seriously, Owen. We need to work on how you present yourself. Do you think I’d ask you if you weren’t ready?”

      “Well, when you put it that way…”

      “Do you think I suck at being a Manager?”

      “What? No! I’m not saying that at all…”

      “Because if you keep telling me how terrible you are, it’s the same thing as telling me I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “That’s not at all what…”

      “Now, to be fair, I’m sure I have room for improvement.”

      “Mr. Kaczmarek, I’m really sorry! That’s not…”

      “Owen?”

      “Yeah?”

      Payne didn’t know how to interpret the look that Kaczmarek gave him. It didn’t exactly look like pity. It certainly wasn’t anything malicious. Payne racked his brain, trying to understand it.

      Kaczmarek shook his head and said, “Sorry, man. I was joking — I thought it might help put it in perspective. Sometimes, I forget what it was like, coming into TransStell after all those years on the outside. So. You up for the trip? It’ll cut into your furlough time on Haven One. Will your wife and kids be okay?”

      “Oh, sure,” Payne said. But the spirit of the conversation they were having forced him to say, “I think. Is it okay if I call her? After shift, of course!”

      “You can call her now, if you want. I trust you to get your work done.”

      “Oh, no,” Payne said, shaking his head emphatically. “She’ll want to talk, and I’ll want to talk to her, then the kids will want to talk, and I know there’s a delay of what… ten minutes right now? So the conversation will get all drawn out…”

      “Okay, okay. You know how to best manage your time,” Kaczmarek said, holding up both hands in surrender. “We have some time before I need to finalize travel plans. I think I’m going to ask that some of your ideas about AIs get added to the agenda.”

      “I have ideas about AIs?”

      “Owen… good lord. Yes. You brought up some ideas about widening their educational input? I think you called it ‘widening their curriculum’ or something.”

      Payne sat with his mouth hanging open. He shook his head, laughed nervously, and said, “We were just BSing over lunch!”

      “I thought the idea was worth discussion. Might come to nothing. Might help.”

      “It was just idle…” Payne began, then stopped.

      This is a TransStell thing, isn’t it? he thought. We talk about stuff.

      Payne said, “Well, I’ll trust your judgment. Yeah. If you think it’s worth talking about, let’s talk about it! Do I need to do a presentation or something?”

      “No. I just want to get the idea out there and see if we can get a consensus about pursuing it. When you talk to your wife — tonight, I know! — let me know what she says. Other than that… oh! What I came in here for. I wanted to say that I thought you did a solid job on that inventory for lander components.”

      “I’m still wondering how that part fell behind the racks like that.”

      “Maybe we should convene an RCA to talk about it!” Kaczmarek said. “See you at lunch?”

      “Sure! Thanks, boss!”

      “Boss,” Kaczmarek said, chuckling again.

      When the hatch slid shut behind him, sudden exhaustion pulled Payne back into his seat. Taking in a deep breath, he forced himself to lean forward and activate the small Holo-D he used to display portraits of Charlotte, his daughter Ava, and his son Jaxon. His face bathed in the blue-white holographic glow, he smiled gently.

      I’ve got to make this work for you guys, he thought. He glanced at the door that had just closed behind his Manager. Maybe he really thinks I’m doing okay. Maybe I can keep this going.

      He had almost convinced himself when the memory of his best friend on Earth came back to him — as it did almost every night in nightmares he kept hidden from his wife.

      “I’m going to make this work,” he muttered. He shook himself, exhaled forcefully, and threw himself back into reading the audit report. “I’m going to make a difference.”

      He read as fast as he could to keep ahead of his doubts.
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