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“Tell me his name.”

Nobody answered. Eight men sat around the conference table in the Ministry of Space Affairs building on Mironovskaya Street, and not one of them looked up from the wood grain.

General Alexei Popov stood at the head of the table. He kept his hands flat on the surface, fingers spread, the way a man does when he decides not to put them around someone’s throat. The overhead lights gave his face a gray cast, made the pouches under his eyes look like bruising.

“I asked you a question,” he said. “His name.”

Volkov cleared his throat. Dmitry Volkov, chief systems architect, a thin man whose collar always looked one size too large. “Yuri Leshchenko,” he said. “Cosmonaut, third class. He was twenty-nine.”

“Was,” Popov said.

“Yes. Was.”

Popov pulled out a chair and sat down. He did not do it slowly, the way men do in films to show gravity. He just sat. He picked up the incident report from the stack in front of him and read from it, not because he needed to—he had it memorized—but because he wanted the men at the table to hear it read aloud, in a room with no noise to hide behind.

“At fourteen-hundred hours, cosmonaut Leshchenko exited the primary airlock to retrieve the supply container from docking collar two. The container had drifted seventeen meters from its nominal position. Recovery protocol was initiated. At fourteen-nineteen, cosmonaut Leshchenko reported suit pressure variance. At fourteen twenty-two, telemetry indicated a loss of suit integrity. At fourteen twenty-six, all telemetry from cosmonaut Leshchenko ceased.”

He set the report down on the table.

“Four minutes,” he said. “He was out there four minutes before we lost him. We did not recover the body. We did not recover the container.”

The room stayed quiet. Colonel Nesterov, the oldest man at the table, a thick man with a scar that ran from his left ear to the corner of his jaw, looked at the ceiling. The scar was old. He had stopped being embarrassed by it twenty years ago.

“The supply container drifted,” Nesterov said. “That is the beginning of it.”

“The beginning.” Popov turned the report face-down on the table. “Walk me through how a supply container drifts seventeen meters from its docking collar.”

Nesterov picked up a pen and set it down again. A habit. “The guidance system on the Soyuz-M variant uses a passive magnetic lock for final approach. In lunar orbital conditions, we have seen magnetic variance due to surface mineral composition. The lock did not engage fully. The container drifted.”

“And no one flagged this variance as a known risk.”

“It was flagged,” said a voice from the far end of the table. Anatoly Ivanov, the agency’s chief financial officer, a younger man, compact, with the kind of careful face that had learned not to show things. “It was in the risk register. Category three.”

“Category three,” Popov said.

“Acceptable risk. The probability matrix indicated—”

“Leshchenko is dead,” Popov said. “That is your probability matrix.”

Ivanov did not answer.

Popov stood up again. He walked to the window. Eight floors below, Moscow moved the way it always moved in October—people in dark coats, heads down, the sky the color of old concrete. He watched a tram slide past on Mironovskaya and thought about the kind of silence that waits inside a suit when the telemetry goes flat.

“We have three people on the lunar surface right now,” he said to the window. “Karev, Sorokina, and Belinsky. The next resupply window is fifty-three days. If we miss it, or if something goes wrong with that mission, they have food and water for eleven days after that.”

He turned back to the room.

“Eleven days. After which they die. Slowly, in that order—thirst before hunger. I want every man at this table to understand what I am asking us to solve today, because we are not having an inquiry. We are not assigning blame. We are building a system that does not kill our people. Starting now.”

Colonel Nesterov leaned forward. He put both forearms on the table, a working man’s posture. “The problem is the supply chain architecture,” he said. “One ship. One corridor. One failure point. If the ship has a problem, the crew has no options.”

“State the solution,” Popov said.

“Redundancy. You build a second layer. Something between Earth and the surface—a staging depot in lunar orbit where supplies accumulate. From the depot, you run smaller, more controlled deliveries. The ship fails, the depot holds. The depot fails, you still have the surface caches.”

“Surface caches,” Popov said.

“Pre-positioned supply modules on the surface. Different locations. Redundant access points. The crew can reach one even if the main base loses power.”

“How many modules.”

“Four, minimum. Two within walking distance of the main base. Two farther out, reachable by rover.”

Popov looked at Volkov. “The station. What does it take?”

Volkov opened a folder, closed it again. He had the numbers in his head. “Lunar orbital station is an eighteen-month program minimum, if we strip it to essentials. Modular construction—we launch components and assemble on-orbit. The hab ring, the docking cluster, the supply bays. We use the Energia-3 heavy lift. Four launches, maybe five.”

“Eighteen months,” Popov said.

“Twelve, if we cut corners I do not recommend cutting.”

“We don’t have twelve months. We don’t have eleven days if something breaks between now and the resupply window.”

Volkov put his hands flat on the table. “Then we separate the problems. The orbital station is the permanent solution—we build it regardless, we start today. But for the immediate window, we deploy the surface depot modules. Those I can have ready in six weeks. They were engineered for the Mars program. I can repurpose them.”

“Six weeks,” Popov said. He said it the way men say a number when they are deciding whether to believe it.

“Five,” Volkov said. “If I have the authority to pull engineers off the Energia-4 project.”

“You have it.”

Ivanov shifted in his chair. Popov noticed it the way he noticed everything.

“Something to say,” Popov told him.

“The budget,” Ivanov said. “The orbital station program—preliminary figures are between four and seven billion rubles, depending on launch cadence and module specifications. The current allocation for the lunar program for the next fiscal cycle is one point two billion. We have a gap.”

“Yes,” Popov said. “We have a gap.”

“I’m not certain the Ministry will—”

“The Ministry will approve it,” Popov said. “Leshchenko is dead. The footage exists. If the Ministry wants to explain to the Presidium why they chose budget discipline over a functioning space program, they are welcome to have that conversation. I do not think they will want to have it.”

Ivanov’s jaw moved slightly. He was doing the political arithmetic, Popov could see it. The man understood money and he understood power and right now he was running the numbers on both.

“There is another option,” Ivanov said. “Partial private financing. There are industrial partners who have expressed interest in lunar resource access. An orbital station creates infrastructure they need. We could structure a partnership—”

“No,” Nesterov said. He said it like closing a door.

Ivanov looked at him. “It solves the gap.”

“It opens six other gaps,” Nesterov said. “You bring in private partners, you bring in their lawyers, their contracts, their priorities. You give them access to our operational architecture. The next time there is an incident, you have shareholders asking questions instead of engineers.”

“Nesterov is right,” Popov said. “We find the money inside the system. What can we reallocate?”

Ivanov opened a laptop. He typed for a moment. “The Martian sample return program is in pre-design phase. Delaying it two years frees up eight hundred million. The next-generation cosmonaut training facility expansion can be deferred—four hundred million. There are smaller items.” He looked up. “I can get to two point one billion without going to the Ministry for a supplemental. Beyond that, we need approval.”

“Get me to two point one,” Popov said. “I will handle the supplemental.”

Ivanov nodded, once, tight.

Popov looked around the table. He took a moment with each face. Volkov, pale and already somewhere else in his mind, running engineering calculations behind his eyes. Nesterov, solid, watchful, the scar catching the light. Ivanov, careful, already building the spreadsheet. The others—mission planners, systems analysts, a flight surgeon who had said nothing for an hour.

“The depot modules,” Popov said to Volkov. “Five weeks. Tell me exactly what you need from this room.”

Volkov exhaled through his nose. It was the sound of a man who had already started working. “I need the Energia-3 launch manifest cleared for an emergency slot. I need the Mars program module inventory transferred to my team by end of week. I need six engineers from Baikonur, the ones who did the habitat pressure work on Mir-4.” He paused. “And I need someone to tell the Baikonur director to stop treating every deviation from standard procedure as a personal insult.”

“That would be Grushenko,” Nesterov said.

“It would.”

“I’ll call him,” Nesterov said.

“Don’t call him,” Volkov said. “Go there. He hangs up on calls.”

Nesterov looked at Popov. Popov nodded. Nesterov wrote something in a small notebook he kept in his breast pocket.

Popov checked his watch. Eleven-forty. He had a call with the Deputy Minister at thirteen-hundred. He needed to be precise and he needed to have numbers and he needed to not say the word billion until he had context around it.

“The surface caches,” he said to Nesterov. “How long to select and survey the placement sites? The crew is going to need to know where to go if they need them.”

Nesterov pulled a laminated lunar surface map from the folder in front of him. He unfolded it on the table. It was marked up already—topographic lines, crater designations, the location of the primary base rendered as a red circle near the southern edge of Mare Imbrium.

“We have survey data from the last three orbital passes,” he said. “The geology team has already flagged four candidate sites with acceptable soil stability for module anchoring.” He pointed to the map, tapping each site with a thick finger. “Here. Here. Approximately here, pending confirmation. And this one, which is farther but has the advantage of the crater rim as a radiation shield.”

Popov studied the map. The distances between the dots. The red circle of the base. The nothing in between.

“Karev knows this terrain?” he asked.

“Better than anyone,” Nesterov said. “He walked three of those sites during the geological survey last spring.”

“Good.” Popov folded his hands on the table. He looked at the map another moment. “Have the flight surgeon put together a realistic assessment of crew condition at the fifty-three day mark. I want to know what we are working with before the resupply window. Not an optimistic number. A real one.”

The flight surgeon—Markov, a small man with glasses—wrote something on his notepad. “I’ll have it by tomorrow morning.”

“Tonight,” Popov said.

Markov wrote something else.

Popov stood. The men around the table began to gather their materials, the meeting ending the way it had begun—without ceremony, without performance. Men who worked for a living, moving from one problem to the next.

“Volkov,” Popov said.

Volkov stopped, folder in hand.

“The designs. Everything we discussed. I want them on paper before you sleep.”

“I don’t sleep much,” Volkov said.

“No,” Popov said. “Neither do they.”

He picked up the incident report from the table and walked out. In the hallway, he passed a framed photograph of the lunar surface—a wide shot, gray and still and enormous, the kind of photograph that made the moon look like a place a person might actually stand
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